*THE PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA*

Chou En-lai (1898-1976), First Premier of the People’s Republic of China (from 1949), First Foreign
Minister (1949-1958), Vice-Chairman of the Communist Party of China (from 1966; Mao was Chairman),
Second Chairman of the National Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference
(from 1954; only Mao preceeded him). W says of him:
“By the end of his lifetime, Chou was widely viewed as representing moderation and justice in Chinese
popular culture. Since his death, Chou En-lai has been regarded as a skilled negotiator, a master of policy
implementation, a devoted revolutionary, and a pragmatic statesman with an unusual attentiveness to
detail and nuance. He was also known for his tireless and dedicated work ethic, and his unusual charm and
poise in public.
“Though a firm believer in the Communist ideal on which the People's Republic was founded, Chou is
widely believed to have moderated the excesses of Mao's radical policies within the limits of his power. It
has been assumed that he protected imperial and religious sites of cultural significance (such as the Potala
Palace in Lhasa, Tibet) from the Red Guards, and shielded many top-level leaders, including Deng
Xiaoping, as well as many officials, academics and artists from purges. Deng Xiaoping was quoted as saying
Zhou was ‘sometimes forced to act against his conscience in order to minimize the damage’ stemming from
Mao’s policies.
“While many earlier Chinese leaders today have been subjected to criticism inside China, Chou’s image
has remained positive among contemporary Chinese. Many Chinese continue to venerate Chou as possibly
the most humane leader of the 20th century, and the Chinese Communist Party today promotes Chou as a
dedicated and self-sacrificing leader who remains a symbol of the Communist Party. Even historians who
list Mao’s faults generally attribute the opposite qualities to Chou: Chou was cultured where Mao was
crude; consistent where Mao was unstable; stoic where Mao was paranoid.
“Chou remains a widely commemorated figure in China today. After the founding of the People’s Republic
of China, Chou ordered his hometown of Huai’an not to transform his house into a memorial and not to
keep up the Chou family tombs. These orders were respected within Chou’s lifetime, but today his family
home and traditional family school have been restored, and are visited by a large number of tourists every
year. In 1998, Huai’an, in order to commemorate Chou’s one hundredth birthday, opened a vast
commemorative park with a museum dedicated to his life. The park includes a reproduction of Xihuating,
Chou’s living and working quarters in Peking.
“The city of Tientsin has established a museum to Chou and his wife, and the city of Nanking has erected a
memorial commemorating Communist negotiations in 1946 with the Nationalist government which
features a bronze statue of Chou. Stamps commemorating the first anniversary of Chou’s death were
issued in 1977, and later in 1998 to commemorate his 100th birthday.”
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LITERATURE COMPOSED BY AUTHORS WHOSE BIRTH YEAR MAY BE CONFIDENTLY PLACED IN A DEFINITE TIME
FRAME (1950-1993). PAGE 1414 BEGINS FOUR AUTHORS INDEFINITELY PLACED IN THE 20TH CENTURY.
1950

(Page 8)—78.30 Retrieval Of The Nine Dragon Goblet\fn{by Yu Ko-ts’un (c.1950?- )} Peking?, Hong Kong
Special Administrative Region?, China (M?) 4
(21)—21.76 & 113.96 1. The Wasted Years 2. Bitter Dreams: Two Short Stories\fn{by Zhang Kang-kang
(1950- )} Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province, China (F) 19
(40)—40.154 The Ghost Festival\fn{by Xin Qishi aka Kan Mo Han (1950- )} Hong Kong Special Administrative
Region, China (F) 6
(47)—21.81 Lost In The Wind And The Snow\fn{by Niu Zhen-ghuan (1950- )} Kansu [Gansu] Province, China (F)
6
(53)—41.154 Q1—A Twentieth-Century Bastille\fn{by Wei Jingsheng (1950- )} Peking, China (M) 4
(58)—74.40 The Sky’s Escape\fn{by Yuan Ch’iung-ch’iung (1950- )} Szechwan Province, China (F) 8
(66)—76.29 Outside The Marriage Bureau\fn{by He Xiaohu (1950- )} Taiyuan, Shanxi Province, China (M) 5
(71)—150.312 The Adulterers\fn{by Li Pei-Fu (1950- )} Henan Province, China (M) 3
(73)—186.144 Excerpt from Spider Eaters: A Memoir\fn{by Rae Yang (1950- )} Peking, China (F)
1951

(90)—21.88 Fate\fn{by Shi Tie-sheng aka Jin Shui (1951- )} Peking, China (M) 8
(97)—21.96 The Window\fn{by Mo Shen aka Suin Shugan (1951- )} Wuxi, Jiangsu Province, China (M) 9
(106)—73.132 Forced Out\fn{by Hsiao Yeh aka Li Yuan (1951- )} Fukien Province, China (M) 6
(112)—75.1 The Progress Of The Military Patrol Car\fn{by Tang Dong (1951- )} Shaanxi Province, China (M) 8
(120)—75.36 Women Speak\fn{by Xiang Ya aka Zhao Shaoling (1951- )} Hebei Province, China (F) 13
(133)—77.21 Better Go Home\fn{by Hsin Lüh aka Ting Chiao (1951- )} Chekiang Province, China (F) 2
(135)—78.62 The Good Luck Bun\fn{by Lin Qingbang (1951- )} “rural Henan [Province], near Xsinyang,” China
(M) 8
(143)—83.50 Brothers From Taipei\fn{by Chang Yi (1951- )} Peking, China (M) 4
(147)—183.143 Excerpt from Waiting For Dusk\fn{by Jiang Zidan (1951- )} Peking, China (F) 3
(151)—268.143 1. Small Rain 2. Night 3. A Clay Pot 4. The Silk Dream\fn{by Li Xiaoyu (1951- )} Fengrun
County, Hubei Province, China (F) 4
1952

(154)—40.160 Uncle Che\fn{by Lok Siu Ping (1952- )} Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, China (F) 4
(158)—63.16 Open Ground\fn{by Wan Zhi aka Chen Maiping (1952- )} Changshu, Jiangsu Province, China (M) 2
(160)—74.94 The Sleeping Lion\fn{by Kong Jiesheng (1952- )} Guangzhou, Guangdong Province, China (M) 12
(171)—74.125 Chronicle Of Mulberry Tree Village\fn{by Zhu Xiaoping (1952- )} Sichuan Province, China (M) 8
(179)—75.49 You Can’t Make Me Change\fn{by Liu Xihong (1952- )} Guangdong, Henan Province, China (F) 10
(189)—114.44 & 150.422 1. One Centimeter 2. Broken Transformers: Two Short Stories\fn{by Bi Shumin [Shu-min]
(1952)} Xinjiang Province, China (F) 11
(200)—76.87 The Seven Tined Stag\fn{by Wure’ertu (1952- )} Ulanhot, Hingan League, Inner Mongolia
Autonomous Region, China (M) 5
(205)—180.80 Excerpt from Wild Swans: Three Daughters Of China\fn{by Jung Chang (1952- )} Sichuan
Province, China (F) 11
(216)—180.171Three Monks, No Water\fn{by Ting-xing Ye (1952- )} Shanghai, China (F) 2
(218)—181.37 Working In The Garment Industry\fn{by Fu Lee (1952- )} Hong Kong, China (F) 1
(219)—257.79 1. Interview 2. Goodbye In The Rain 3. When You Walk Beneath My Window 4. To An Oak 5.
Two, Maybe Three Different memories 6. Perhaps 7. Fallen Leaf: Six Prose-Poems\fn{by Shu Ting (1952- )}
Jinjiang, Fujian Province, China (F) 3
1953
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(222)—39.66 How Did I Miss You?\fn{by Zhang Xin-xin (1953- )} Nanking, Kiansu Province, China (F) 16
(238)—40.43 Intermediate Zone\fn{by Zhong Ming (1953- )} Chengdu, Sichuan Province, China (M) 2
(239)—40.110 Embers\fn{by Han Shao-gong (1953- )} Changsha, Hunan Province, China (M) 7
(247)—40.142 The Man Who Jumped Off The Connaught Center\fn{by Song Mu aka Choi Chun Hing (1953- )}
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, China (M) 3
(251)—41.173 Excerpt from Stick Out Your Furry Tongue, or Fuck-All: “The Initiation”\fn{by Ma Jian (1953- )}
Quingdao, Shandong Province, China (M) 5
(255)—103.101 A Ballad Of The Himalayas\fn{by Ma Yuan (1953- )} Jinzhou, Liaoning Province, China (M) 7
(262)—40.145 Watching The Sea\fn{by Chan Po Chun (1953- )} Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, China
(F) 6
(268)—183.166 Iron Grandma\fn{by Zhanmei (1953- )} Peking, China (F) 3
(271)—188.178 Dialogue In Heaven\fn{by Can Xue (1953- )} Changxue, Hunan Province, China (F) 2
(273)—188.180 Hopes Worn Away\fn{by Peng Xiaolian (1953- )} Shanghai, China (F) 12
(285)—191.70 Red Land Yellow River: A Story From The Cultural Revolution\fn{by Ange Zhang (1953- )}
Peking, China (M) 7
(292)—292.158 Excerpt from The Long March Home: A Novel\fn{by Zoë S. Roy (1953- )} China (F) 9
1954

(302)—78.96 The Scar\fn{by Lu Xinhua (1954- )} “from a village near Nantong in Jiangsu Province,” China (M) 5
(307)—21.105 Life In A Small Courtyard\fn{by Wang An-yi (1954- )} Nanjing, Fujian Province, China (F) 9
(315)—21.114 The Distant Sound of Tree-felling\fn{by Cai Ce-hai (1954- )} Longshan, Hunan Province, China
(M) 6
(322)—80.1 Ah, Books!\fn{by Yang Wenzhi (1954- )} Guangzhou City (Canton), China (M) 4
(326)—180.91 Excerpt from Red Scarf Girl: A Memoir Of The Cultural Revolution\fn{by Ji-li Jiang(1954- )}
Shanghai, China (F) 13
(339)—186.99 Excerpt from Snow Falling In Spring: Coming Of Age In The Cultural Revolution\fn{by
Moying Li (1954- )} Peking, China (F) 11
(350)—188.59 Life In A Woman’s Prison\fn{by Mo Lihua (1954- )} Hunan Province?, China (F) 7
(357)—188.192 Crucible\fn{by Jiang Yun (1954- )} Taiyuan, Shanxi Province, China (F) 13
(370)—191.1 Excerpt from Balzac And The Little Chinese Seamstress\fn{by Dai Sijie (1954- )} Putian, Fujian
Province, China (M) 9
(380)—191.111 Excerpt from Son Of The Revolution\fn{by Liang Heng (1954- )} Changsha, Hunan Province,
China (M) 12
(392)—256.2 The Citizen Camera\fn{by Ai Xiaoming (1954- )} Hubei Province, China (F) 7
1955

(399)—83.82 Wedding Night\fn{by Liang Heng (c.1955?- )} Hunan Province, China (M) 4
(403)—188.56 Guilt By Association: Life As A Dissident’s Wife\fn{by He Xintong (c.1955?- )} Peking?, China (F)
1
(404)—187.26 An Autobiographical Statement\fn{by Shiao (c.1955?- )} “along the Yellow River,” China (F) 3
(407)—183.153 Prisoners And Wardens\fn{by Xiaoyu (c.1955- )} Peking, China (F) 4
(412)—183.162 A Treat For My Father\fn{by Xiaohong (c.1955- )} Peking?, China (F) 4
(416)—40.179 If Things Could Only Be This Way\fn{by Shi Ran aka Lok Sik Yin (1955- )} Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region, China (F) 6
(421)—63.56 The Widow\fn{by Zhang Xian (1955- )} Shanghai, China (M) 8
(429)—75.59 Rejecting Fate\fn{by Han Chunxu (1955- )} Peking, China (F) 5
(434)—82.73 King Of The Pool Players\fn{by Kuo Cheng aka Tao Te-shan (1955- )} Hwangkang, Hupei Province,
China (M) 10
(444)—87.77 Hints\fn{by Fang Fang aka Wang Fang (1955- )} Nanking, Jiangsu Province, China (F) 18
(462)—183.34 Hand In Hand\fn{by Fan Xiaoqing (1955- )} Shanghai, China (F) 4
(465)—186.41 Excerpt from The People Pile\fn{by Liu Suola (1955- )} Peking, China (F) 2
(468)—256.8 Excerpt from Revenge Of The Mooncake Vixin\fn{by Marilyn Chin (1955- )} Hong Kong, China (F)
11
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(479)—268.155 1. I Feel The Sunlight 2. The Wind Whistles 3. A Pair Of Shoes By The Field’s Edge 4. Holiday,
By The Lake, Random Thought 5. Placement\fn{by Wang Xiaoni (1955- )} Changchun, Jilin Province, China (F) 3
1956

(482)—40.23 Hutong: The Lane\fn{by Gu Xiaoyang (1956- )} Peking, China (M) 1
(483)—40.105 The English Instructor At The Institute Of Agriculture\fn{by Bai Hua (1956- )} Chungking,
Sichuan Province, China (M) 5
(488)—75.116 1. The Incident 2. He Had Me Flex My Arm: Two Rather Short Short Stories\fn{by Xu Xiaohe
(1956- )} China (M) 4
(492)—77.121 The Cat\fn{by Lee Chieh-chin aka Lee Chieh-hsin (1956- )} Canton Province, China (M) 4
(497)—78.85 Sacred Duty\fn{by Wang Yaping (1956- )} Chongqing, Sichuan Province, China (M) 11
(508)—82.49 The Eye Of Dusk\fn{by Chang Rang aka Lu Hui-chen (1956- )} Fukien Province, China (F) 8
(516)—103.128 The Circular Day\fn{by Sebo aka Xu Mingliang (1956- )} Chengdu, Sichuan Province, China (M) 6
(521)—150.332 & 203.151 1. Divine Debauchery 2. Soaring: Two Short Stories\fn{by Mo Yan aka Guan Moye (1956)} “rural Shandong,” Shandong [Shantung] Province, China (M) 10
(531)—150.337 I Am Not A Cat\fn{by Tang Min (1956- )} Fukien Province, China (M) 4
(535)—183.59 Hong Ling\fn{by Yang Ni (1956- )} Chongqing, Sichuan Province, China (F) 7
(542)—183.100 I Love You, Child\fn{by Ah Zhen (1956- )} Shandong, China (F) 15
(557)—183.176 No Adolescence\fn{by Zhanhua (1956- )} Chengdu?, Szechwan Province, China (F) 3
(560)—268.141 1. Ice Sculptures 2. Old Grandfather 3. In The Rain 4. Land\fn{by Li Qi (1956- )} Harbin,
Heilongjiang, China (F) 2
1957

(562)—72.74 The Stream Of Life\fn{by Hong Feng (1957- )} Tongyu County, Jilin Province, China (M) 7
(569)—74.73 Green Earth Mother\fn{by Ai Bei (1957- )} Shanghai, China (F) 6
(576)—74.89 Moonlight Over The Field Of Ghosts\fn{by Yang Zhengguang (1957- )} Qianxian District, Shanxi
Province, China (M) 3
(579)—74.92 Willow Waist\fn{by Chi Li (1957- )} Hubei Province, China (F) 2
(581)—75.131 The Memorial Arch\fn{by Chen Jie (1957- )} Shanghai, China (F) 7
(588)—80.122 In A Little Corner Of The World\fn{by Li Hangyu (1957- )} Hangzhou, China (M) 10
(596)—83.18 Speaker Of The Aside\fn{by Chang Ta-chuen (1957- )} Shantung Province, China (M) 4
(600)—166.57 & 179.146 1. Excerpt from Empress Orchid 2. Excerpt from Becoming Madame Mao\fn{by
Anchee Min (1957- )} Shanghai, China (F) 20
(621)—183.169 For A Little Love\fn{by Qiaoyu (1957- )} Chengdu, Szechwan Province, China (F) 5
(626)—186.78 Excerpt from Foreign Devil\fn{by Wang Ping (1957- )} Shanghai, China (F) 9
(635)—187.21 An Autobiographical Statement\fn{by Ming Fang (1957- )} Yangtze Delta, China (F) 5
(640)—187.29 An Autobiographical Statement\fn{by Wei (1957- )} “along the Yangtze River,” China (F) 4
(643)—158e.147 Excerpt from Fleurs De Coton: Roman\fn{by Tie Ning (1957- )} Peking, China (F) 10
1958

(653)—187.65 Excerpt from When Huai Flowers Bloom: Stories Of The Cultural Revolution\fn{by Shu Jiang
Lu (c.1958)} Hefei, Anhui Province, China (F) 9
(662)—40.126 Chronicle Of A City\fn{by Yu Feng aka Yu Hong Kong (1958- )} Hong Kong Special Administrative
Region, China (M) 7
(669)—74.106 Fritter Hollow Chronicles\fn{by Wang Xiangfu (1958- )} Shanxi Province, China (M) 8
(677)—74.133 & 123.131 1. Family Chronicle Of A Wooden Bowl Maker 2. Floodtime: Two Short Stories\fn{by
Jia Pingwua (1958- )} “born and raised in a mountain village”, Shanxi Province, China (M) 18
(694)—81.120 The Story Of A Soldier And A Blind Woman\fn{by Yan Geling (1958- )} Shanghai, China (F) 4
(698)—186.1 Autobiographical Statement\fn{by Chihua Wen (1958- )} Chengdu, Sichuan Province, China (F) 8
(706)—186.177 1. The Childhood I Cannot Leave Behind Me 2. My Mother: Two Short Stories\fn{by Xinran aka
Xue Xinran (1958- )} Peking, China (F) 17
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(713)—186.184 The Woman Whose Mother Committed Suicide\fn{by Hua-er (1958- )} Hunan?, China (F) 4
(716)—187.1 Excerpt from Feather In The Storm: A Childhood Lost In Chaos\fn{by Emily Wu (1958- )} Hefei,
Anhwei Province, China (F) 10
(726)—191.17 Excerpt from Serve The People!\fn{by Yan Lianke (1958- )} Song County, Henan Province, China
(M) 11
(737)—191.178 A Record\fn{by Zhang Mei (1958- )} Canton (Guangzhou), China (F) 10
(749)—192.10 Excerpt from Thirty Years In A Red House: A Memoir Of Childhood And Youth In
Communist China\fn{by Xhu Xiao Di (1958- )} Nanjing, Jiangsu Province, China (M) 12
(760)—292.167 Excerpt from My Mother Is A Fairy: A Novel\fn{by Danyan Chen (1958- )} Peking, China (F) 7
(767)—186.161 The Diary Of Hongxue\fn{by Hongxue (1958-1975)} Henan Province, China (F) 7
1959

(774)—39.119 I Am A Young Drunkard\fn{by Sun Gan-lu (1959- )} Shanghai, China (M) 5
(779)—41.178 Excerpt from Tibet: Soul Tied To A Leather Buckle: Thus Spake The Tulku\fn{by Tashi Dawa aka
Zhang Niansheng (1959- )} Sichuan Province, China (M) 2
(781)—76.110 Fragrant Island\fn{by Hai Tao (1959- )} Luocheng, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, China
(M) 6
(786)—103.120 Winter Over The Grasslands\fn{by Alai (1959- )} Maerkang County, Sichuan Province, China
(M) 8
(794)—256.149 Excerpt from China Pop: How Soap Operas, Tabloids, And Bestsellers Are Transforming A
Culture\fn{by Zha Jianying (1959- )} Peking, China (F) 12
(806)—188.206 Purple Asters\fn{by Ding Xiaoqi (1959- )} Sehenyang, China (F) 8
1960

(815)—183.174 A Proper Lady\fn{by Wanjia (c.1960- )} Peking?, China (F) 2
(817)—292.174 Excerpt from Girl In Translation: A Novel\fn{by Jean Kwok (c.1960- )} Hong Kong, China (F) 7
(824)—21.120 1. Romance 2. Nanna! 3. Suspicion 4. No Title 5. Madness 6. Diplomatic Relations: Six Short
Pieces\fn{by Bai Xiao Yi (1960- )} Shenyang, Liaoning Province, China (M) 6
(829)—74.66 & 94.237 1. The Past And The Punishments 2. One Kind Of Reality: Two Short Stories\fn{by Yü
Hua (1960)} Hangzhou, Chekiang Province, China (M) 27
(857)—128.1 Excerpt from The Lily Theater: A Novel Of Modern China\fn{by Lulu Wang (1960- )} Peking,
China (F)10
1961

(867)—40.89 Taking Advantage\fn{by Ai Yan aka Han Dong (1961- )} Nanking, Jiangsu Province, China (M) 12
(878)—40.185 Losing The City\fn{by Wong Bik Wan (1961- )} Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, China
(F) 13
(892)—83.31 Season Of Daisies\fn{by Chen Chia-lee (1961- )} Nanking, Jiangsu Province, China (F) 11
(903)—171.55 Excerpt from Mao’s Last Dancer: A Memoir\fn{by Li Cunxin (1961- )} Li Commune, Xing
Zhuang, nr. Qingdao City, Shandong Province, China (M) 42
(945)—188.117 & 158e.128 1. Excerpt from Ingratitude 2. Excerpt from La Mémoire de l’eau: Roman\fn{by
Ying Chen (1961- )} Shanghai, China (F) 16
1962

(961)—40.81 The Snuff Bottle\fn{by Hong Ying aka Chen Hong-ying (1962- )} Chungking, Sichuan Province, China
(F) 8
(969)—72.81 Green Sleeves\fn{by Zhong Xiaoyang (1962- )} Guangdong Province, China (F) 9
(978)—74.48 Sunshine Between The Lips\fn{by Chen Ran (1962- )} Peking, China (F) 7
(986)—82.110 A Bowl Of White Rice\fn{by Chang Man-chuan (1962- )} Hopei Province, China (F) 2
(987)—188.48 Surviving Through Struggle\fn{by Chu Hailan (1962- )} Peking?, China (F) 3
(989)—191.10 Excerpt from Brothers: A Novel\fn{by Da Chen (1962- )} Yellow Stone, Fujian Province, China
(M) 7
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1963

(996)—21.126 Cherry\fn{by Su Tong (1963- )} Suchow, Kiangsu Province, China (M) 4
(1000)—103.114 A God Without Gender\fn{by Yangdong (1963- )} Lhasa, Tibetan Autonomous Region, China
(F) 6
(1006)—186.45 Excerpt from Revolution Is Not A Dinner Party\fn{by Ying Chang Compestine (1963- )} Wuhan,
Hubei Province, China (F) 11
1964

(1017)—74.83 The Ancestor\fn{by Bi Feiyu (1964- )} Jiangsu Province, China (M) 6
(1023)—75.75 Meetings\fn{by Ge Fei (1964- )}Jiangsu Province, China (M) 17
(1041)—81.107 Travel With A Heady Wind\fn{by Xue Yi Wei (1964- )} Hunan Province, China (M) 1
(1041)—82.63 He Is My Brother\fn{by Kuo Ch-ang-sheng (1964- )} Peking, China (M) 10
(1051)—82.83 When The Stars Came Out\fn{by P’eng Shu-chun (1964- )} Hsiang-t’an, Hunan Province, China
(F) 8
(1059)—183.24 Beloved Potatoes\fn{by Chi Zijian (1964- )} Heilongjiang Province, China (F) 10
(1069)—187.11 Excerpt from The White-Haired Girl: Bittersweet Adventures Of a Little Red Soldier\fn{by
Jaia Sun-Childers (1964- )} Peking, China (F) 10
(1079)—188.125 Excerpt from “Socialism Is Great!”: A Worker’s Memoir Of The New China\fn{by Lijia Zhang
(1964- )} Nanjing, Jiangsu Province, China (F) 11
(1090)—188.175 Artists At Home\fn{by Liu Fei (1964- )} Nanjing, China (F) 4
1965

(1094)—188.66 Not A Single Day Of Peace II\fn{by Zhang Bing (c.1965- )} Shanghai?, China (F) 1
(1096)—186.43 A Batty Metamorphosis\fn{by Lily Kwanli Man (1965- )} Hong Kong, China (F) 2
1966

(1098)—187.94 An Autobiographical Statement\fn{by Chin Cai Ping (c.1966- )} in a village where Toishanese
dialect is spoken, probably southwest of Guangzhou, Guangdong Province, China (F) 1
(1099)—181.103 Excerpt from Leaving Mother Lake: A Girlhood At The Edge Of The World\fn{by Yang Erche
Namu (1966- )} Zuoso Village, Zuoso County, Sichuan Province, China (F) 12
(1112)—181.142. The Fear In Lhasa, As Felt In Peking\fn{by Tsering Woeser aka Weise; Sei Wei (1966- )}, Lhasa,
Tibetan Autonomous Region, China (F) 8
(1119)—186.131 Excerpt from Paper Daughter: A Memoir\fn{by M. Elaine Mar (1966- )} Hong Kong, China (F)
13
(1133)—186.87 Excerpt from Little Green: Growing Up During The Chinese Cultural Revolution\fn{by Chun
Yu (1966)} “in a small city near the East Sea,” China (F) 12
(1145)—187.74 Excerpt from No Tears For Mao: Growing Up In The Cultural Revolution\fn{by Niu-Niu (1966)} Chengdu, Sichuan Province, China (F) 10
(1156)—191.28 Excerpt from The Eye Of Jade: A Mei Wang Mystery\fn{by Diane Wei Liang (1966- )} Peking,
China (F) 10
1967

(1165)—40.45 Da Ma’s Way Of Speaking\fn{by Zhu Wen (1967- )} Quanzhou City, Fujian Province, China (M) 7
(1172)—40.52 Cui Wei-ping\fn{by Guo Lu-sheng (1967- )} Fujian Province, China (M) 4
(1176)—40.136 Excerpts from The Atlas: Archaeology Of An Imaginary City\fn{by Dung Kai Cheung (1967- )}
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, China (M) 6
1968

(1182)—40.33 Into Parting Arms\fn{by Du Ma aka Li Feng (1968- )} Guangxi Province, China (M) 10
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(1191)—186.59 Excerpt from Crows: The Singapore Dream Of A Group Of China Women\fn{by Jiu Dan aka
Zhu Ziping (1964- )} Yangzhou, Jiangsu Province, China (F) 14
(1204)—188.214 In The Vast Country Of The North\fn{by Chi Zijian (1968- )} Heilongjiang Province, China (F)
8
1970

(1212)—181.139 Days Of Illegal Detention\fn{by Li Jianhong (c.1970?- )} Shanghai, China (F) 3
(1216)—292.181 Excerpt from Beautiful As Yesterday\fn{by Fan Wu (c.1970- )} “on a state-run farm in Southern
China” (F) 10
(1226)—40.198 Excerpt from Crazy Horse In A Frenzied City: “The Hazards Of Daily Life”\fn{by Xin Yuan aka
Yeung Siu Lin (1970- )} Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, China (F) 4
1972

(1229)—82.12 Torn Out Of Context\fn{by Albert Tam (1972- )} Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, China
(M) 10
(1240)—103.108 An Old Nun Tells Her Story\fn{by Geyang (1972- )} Dagyab, Eastern Region, Tibetan
Autonomous Region, China (F) 6
(1246)—149.99 & 168.12 1. After A Life 2. House Fire: Two Short Stories\fn{by Yiyun Li (1972- )} Peking,
China (F) 13
(1259)—292.190 Some Explanation Of My Protecting The Fa And Assisting The Fa [Internet: Statement of
Defense of Ms. Gu Linna: Some Explanation of ... (delivered April 25, 2000)]\fn{by Gu Linna (1972- )} Tianjin,
China (F) 5
(1264)—262.105 Excerpts from Voices From The Underworld: A Book Of Verses: 1. Drift 2. To My Comrade 3.
Hey, Sea Wind! 4. Musing 5. My Secret 6. Sensation 7. Sleeping Beauty 8. Father And I 9. My Poem 10. Proof
11. Ten Forty, April Seven, Nineteen Eighty Seven 12. To Catch A Second And Turn It To Forever: Twelve
Poems\fn{by Maningning C. Miclat (1972-2000)} Peking, China (F) 7
1973

(1272)—180.198 Excerpt from Twenty Fragments Of A Ravenous Youth: A Novel\fn{by Xiaolu Guo (1973- )}
“in a fishing village in Southern China” (F) 10
(1281)—186.72 Excerpt from Candy: A Novel\fn{by Mian Mian (1973- )} Shanghai, China (F) 6
(1287)—181.50 Excerpt from Shanghai Baby\fn{by Zhou Weihui aka Wei Hui (1973- )} Ningbo, Zhijiang Province,
China (F) 10
1975

(1296)—257.49 1. Interview 2. An Inexperienced World 3. Excerpt from Northern Girls\fn{by Sheng Keyi
(c.1975- )} Yeying, Hunan Province, China (F) 4
(1308)—)—262.83 Excerpt from Ash\fn{by Malinda Lo (c.1975?- )} Peking?, China (F) 11
1976

(1312)—181.13 An Autobiographical Statement\fn{by Martha Reeves (1976- )} Chongqing, Sichuan Province,
China (F) 5
1977

(1317)—181.38 Chinese And Proud Of It\fn{by Jubilee Lau (1977- )} Hong Kong, China (F)
1982

(1319)—192.115 Excerpt from Journey Of A Thousand Miles: My Story\fn{by Lang Lang (1982- )} Shenyang,
Liaoning Province, China (M) 15
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(1335)—194.65 A Farm In The Desert\fn{by Lhamotso (1982- )} Hainan Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Qinghai
Province, China (F) 5
1983

(1340)—194.61 The Pilgrim’s Journey\fn{by Samtsogye (1983- )} Xiahe County, Gannan Tibetan Autonomous
Prefecture, Gansu Province, China (F) 4
1984

(1345)—194.70 Little Woman\fn{by Wende Drolma (1984- )} Gyegu Township, Yushu County, Yushu Prefecture,
Qinghai Province, China (F) 7
(1351)—194.83 Mountain Song\fn{by Chodpaylhamo (1984- )} Mai-er-ma Township, Aba Autonomous Tibetan
Prefecture, Sichuan Province, China (F) 5
(1356)—194.101 A Family At War\fn{by Tsering Drolma (1984- )} Jiga Township, Daocheng County, Ganzi
Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Sichuan Province, China (F) 7
(1363)—194.108 Unburied\fn{by Drolmatso (1984- )} Dongle Township, Zeige Autonomous Tibetan Prefecture,
Sichuan Province, China (F) 2
1986

(1366)—194.55 Goldmine\fn{by Dawa Drolma (1986- )} Dongdatan Township, Tianzhu Tibetan Autonomous
County, Gansu Province, China (F) 6
(1372)—194.77 Wrestling With The Tiger\fn{by Gelsang Lhamu (1986- )} Yunling Township, Deqin County,m
Deqing Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Yunnan Province, China (F) 6
(1378)—194.96 The Long Dusty Road\fn{by Rendzenjyi (1986- )} Nengke Township, Jianza County, Huangnan
Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Qinghai Province, China (F) 5
1987

(1383)—181.115 Excerpt from The Diary Of Ma Yan: The Struggles And Hopes Of A Chinese
Schoolgirl\fn{by Ma Yan (1987- )} Zhangjiashu Village, Ningxia Province, China (F) 17
(1400)—194.88 Mother’s Eyes\fn{by Lumo Tsering (1987- )} Daowei Township, Xinhua County, Haidong Region,
Qinghai Province, China (F) 8
1993

(1408)—180.54 Excerpt from Swordbird\fn{by Nancy Yi Fan (1993- )} Peking, China (F) 6
Indefinite 20th century authors (171.1, 183.1, 258.125 and 257.53) are collected separately on page 1414.
1950

78.30 Retrieval Of The Nine Dragon Goblet\fn{by Yu Ko-ts’un (c.1950?- )} Peking?, Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region?, China (M?) 4
February, 1972 will long be remembered as the time of President Nixon’s first visit to Peking. Occurring as it
did at the time of the Spring Festival, the visit created a festive air and convivial ambiance which the ancient city
had seldom seen. The streets and alleys were bedecked with lanterns and buntings. The shops and food stores
were stocked with a cornucopia of merchandise which had not been seen in years. What was more, everything on
display could actually be bought.\fn{A note about this story reads: This appeared in Hong Kong and is one of a series referred to
as Underground Literature. The authors remain anonymous, only pen names are used. This is a fiction, began in Peking and was called Mr.
X Stealing Goblet. Then the story spread to Shanghai, Nanking and the name of the fiction was changed into Nine Dragon Goblet with a
few innovative plots. After the winter of 1972, people all over the Mainland heard about the story, its detailed incidents were more
completed, and the title turned into Retrieval of the Nine Dragon Goblet.}

Contributing to the general atmosphere of prosperity were the people in the streets dressed in their Sunday
best. Although buffeted by a bone-chilling wind, they never for a moment forgot to put on a happy face. They had,
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over the years, learned their lesson well. The prestige of the nation must be upheld, especially when there were
foreigners in their midst. Nobody would take advantage of Nixon’s visit to strip the department stores bare of
merchandise. They would, instead, do the proper thing, such as strolling in the street as if they had not a care in
the world, or waiting in line for the bus or making an excursion to Yi Ho Yuan or some other picnic ground.
The director of the Peking Public Security Bureau, ensconced in his brand-new Peking Jeep, made an
inspection tour of the various precincts of the city. Everywhere he went, the streets were packed with motor
vehicles and pedestrians going in different directions. And yet, there was an orderliness which spoke well of the
blessings of the Socialistic form of government. Having completed his tour, he returned to his office, bathed in a
glow of euphoria.
Having lit a cigarette and poured himself a cup of tea, he reclined on a sofa in his office to catch a moment’s
rest. He was at peace with the world as he looked out the window to take in the street scene.
“In a few short hours,” he was saying to himself, heaving a sigh of relief, “Nixon and his party will be taking
off for the south and my job will be done.” Blowing smoke rings into the air as he crossed his legs, jiggling one
foot, he was a picture of contentment.
For over two months, he had not had a good night’s sleep. Six months earlier, he had learned of Nixon’s
coming visit. His entourage, including members of the press, would total 100, most of whom would be CIA\fn
{Central Intelligence Agency.} agents. Many representatives of the news media, he also learned, worked for antiCommunist publications. That being the case, it was their job to ferret out secret information prejudicial to the
People’s Republic. As public security director, he was told in short to leave no stone unturned in finding ways to
cope with each and every conceivable emergency situation that could possibly arise. First, the routes along which
Nixon’s party was expected to travel had to be checked and rechecked. Those who lived along the routes and
classified as landlords, the filthy rich, counter-revolutionaries, undesirable elements and rightists were forcibly
evacuated to the villages in the suburb in order to eliminate any possibility of acts of sabotage. All those with
whom the American reporters were likely to meet were thoroughly briefed as to the proper response to questions
asked.
A man of proven ability and experience, he could be counted on not only to foresee all possible eventualities,
but also to cope with each and every exigency. In fact, towards the end of 1971, the Peking authorities, acting on
his recommendation, had issued instructions to all the railway stations throughout the country that during the
Spring Festival, tickets to Peking were not to be sold to anybody either for business or personal reasons. Thanks
to the precautions taken, the visit of Nixon and his entourage to Peking went off without a hitch. It was the last
day of Nixon’s stay in Peking. If nothing untoward happened in the last remaining hours, he would have
accomplished his arduous political mission with flying colors. With a smile on his face, he snuffed out his
cigarette, took a last sip of tea and was preparing to take a nap on the sofa when he was rudely brought back to
earth by the jangling of the telephone.
Like a coiled spring, he leaped up from the sofa and grabbed the telephone on his desk.
“Hello, this is No.1. What? The Nine Dragon Goblet stolen?”
The caller was so excited and distraught that it was quite some time before he was able to get the message
across that the legendary goblet had indeed been stolen and by one of the American visitors at the Palace
Museum.
The Nine Dragon Goblet is known as one of China’s rarest treasures. Similar in size to an ordinary wine glass,
it is made of pure gold. What is so extraordinary about it is that it is decorated with nine exquisitely sculpted and
life-like dragons coiled around the vessel. Even more extraordinary is the fact that when the goblet is filled with
wine, the nine dragons would wriggle and writhe with the slightest motion of its contents. It is also said that if and
when the wine is laced with poison, the dragons would bare their fangs and brandish their claws, thus giving
timely warning to the would-be murder victim. Made by master artisans in the distant past, it had been used by
emperors through the ages.
When the public security director was sure he had heard the message correctly, a cold sweat broke on his brow
and his face took on a greenish hue. After instructing some of his subordinates to proceed immediately to the
Palace Museum, he himself bounded downstairs and made his way to the scene of the crime.
He had assumed that the objet d’art had been stolen by a member of the press and that if he could only find the
culprit and recover the goblet, he could take credit for having brought a difficult political assignment to a
successful conclusion. He was startled to learn, upon his arrival at the museum, that the case was not as simple as
it had first appeared.
Chairman Mao was so pleased with his meeting with Nixon that he decided that the utmost courtesy should be
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extended to him and his entourage. Since the distinguished visitors had already seen all the sights in Peking and
sampled the most delectable of foods which the city had to offer, he decided to do the Americans an honor never
before accorded the most distinguished of foreigners. It occurred to him that although the Americans had visited
the Palace Museum, they had not seen the art collection stored in a special section of the fabled museum. A last
minute invitation was thereupon sent to Nixon and his party. Furthermore, he issued instructions that normal
security measures should be relaxed so that the distinguished visitors could view the art objects freely and to their
heart’s content.
As already stated, this section of the museum had never been opened to foreigners since the liberation. Even
Khrushchev and Voroshilov,\fn{Nikita Sergeyevich Khruschev (1894-1971), First Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet
Union (1953-1964); Kliment Yefremovich Voroshilov (1881-1969), Soviet military and political leader .} who visited Peking on a
goodwill mission some years earlier, had not been accorded the honor. Thus, the courtesy extended to Nixon and
his party was an honor of unprecedented proportions.
Nixon, Kissinger and Mr. X could hardly conceal their amazement at the exquisite art objects that met their
eyes. Among the numerous displays were golden crowns, ancient bronze mirrors, masterpieces of painting, carved
ivories, etc. etc.
Among the thousands of art objects, Mr. X appeared to be particularly intrigued by the Nine Dragon Goblet.
He took it in his hand to look at it at close range. He found, wonder of wonders, that each whisker of each dragon
was of a different color and that each of the nine dragons which coiled around the goblet was so life-like that they
seemed to be slithering from the rim of the goblet to the base. When nobody was watching, or so he thought, he
quickly slipped it into his pocket.
Mr. X assumed that among the many thousands of national treasury on display, this one small item would not
be missed very soon. What he did not know was that among the “hosts” that accompanied the party to the
museum were a number of gimlet-eyed security officers dressed in mufti. In view of Mr. X’s position, however,
instead of arresting him on the spot, they waited until the party had departed before making a report to the public
security director.
Never in his wildest dreams did it occur to the director of the bureau that such a senior official of the American
government would stoop to “shop-lifting.” What was he to do? If he were to let Mr. X go, the goblet would be
irretrievably lost. But then, because of Mr. X’s position, to arrest him could well jeopardize the improved relations
between the two countries. Adding to the complexity of the problem was the fact that the Americans were
scheduled to leave for Hangchow and Shanghai within a matter of hours. After mulling over the implications of
the matter, the director decided to make a report to the Prime Minister himself and to seek his instructions.
Upon hearing the director’s report, Premier Chou En-lai, after considerable thought, instructed him to devise
some way to retrieve the treasure in question before the departure of the American visitors, but in such a way as
not to cause the culprit any embarrassment.
*
It was only a matter of hours before Nixon and members of his entourage would depart for Shanghai. While a
farewell dinner given by the mayor of Peking was in progress, a top public security officer was sent to the
guesthouse to search each and every piece of luggage belonging to Mr. X, but there was not a sign of the missing
article. Very possibly, the director thought, the goblet had been stashed in somebody else’s luggage. The problem
was, there was no time to look into the hundreds of pieces of luggage belonging to the entire American delegation.
Under the circumstances, the director took the only course of action open to him. He assigned two top security
officers, posing as flight attendants of the Civil Aviation Bureau, to accompany Nixon’s entourage on their flight
to Shanghai so that they could continue their search for the missing article.
Dinner over, Nixon and members of his party headed for the airport where a special plane was waiting. They
were followed by the two public security officers who made their way unobstrusively to the luggage
compartment. Using master keys, they opened and examined every piece of luggage while the plane was in flight,
but there was no sign of the goblet.
Upon his arrival in Shanghai, Nixon immediately plunged into a series of discussions with Prime Minister
Chou En-lai on the wording of the joint communiqué. Since Mr. X was invariably present at those sessions, the
public security officers had no way of getting close to him and of finding out where he could have hidden the
goblet.
As the negotiations were not proceeding as smoothly as anticipated, Premier Chou decided to move the venue
to Hangchow to that various unresolved issues could be worked out while showing Nixon the peaceful beauty of
West Lake. By this time, the two public security officers had come to the conclusion that Mr. X must have hidden
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the goblet in his briefcase. The problem was that Mr. X never for a moment let it out of his sight. That being the
case, they promptly reported back to Peking.
The ingenuity of the Peking authorities was put sorely to the test. They, too, could see no way for the public
security agents to get their hands on Mr. X’s brief-case. Completely stymied, they instructed the public security
authorities in Shanghai to come up with an answer.
After wracking their brains, the public security authorities in Shanghai hit upon the idea of enlisting the
services of a master pick-pocket who was serving a long prison term. The understanding was that he would be
granted a reprieve if he could lift the goblet from Mr. X’s brief-case.
The man of the hour naturally jumped at the offer. Posing as one of the attendants at the guest-house, he rushed
forward as the sedan carrying Mr. X returned. He opened the car door and, with a great show of civility; offered to
take Mr. X’s briefcase. Holding on tightly to his briefcase, Mr. X said in halting Chinese:
“Thank you, but I’ll carry it myself.”
The pick-pocket knew, from this brief encounter, that it would be futile to attempt to lay his hands on Mr. X’s
briefcase. He promptly reported his observations to the Shanghai Public Security Bureau. Mr. X’s briefcase, he
explained, was not an ordinary briefcase. Covered with synthetic leather, it was made of bullet proof steel.
Equipped with a combination lock, it was also fitted with an electronic alarm.
“Although the presidential party is scheduled to depart in little more than 30 hours,” the pick-pocket told the
public security director not without a touch of bravado, “I can assure you that the goblet can and will be
recovered, but only on one condition.”
“And what might that be?” the director asked impatiently.
“Didn’t the Prime Minister say that the goblet must be recovered by a ruse?” the pick-pocket replied. “What I
have in mind is to exchange a fake goblet for the real thing. That means I would have to have an exact replica of
the original and within 20 hours.”
After hearing the course of action outlined by the pick-pocket, the director, suitably impressed, promptly
signified his approval. Reporting to the authorities in Peking, he requested that the master artisans in the Palace
Museum be instructed to produce an exact duplicate of the goblet which was to be flown to Shanghai within 20
hours.
The task was a difficult one and the time was short. There was nothing the Peking Public Security Bureau
could do but bring back many of the master artisans who had been banished and locked up in the countryside and
put them to work, day and night.
Agreement was finally reached on the wording of the joint communiqué. Nixon and his entourage returned to
Shanghai from where they were to fly home the next day by way of Tokyo. To celebrate the signing of the
Shanghai communiqué and to bid farewell to the distinguished friends, Premier Chou En-lai invited the American
visitors to a state dinner which was to be followed by a variety show on their last day in China.
Dinner over, the visitors were ushered into the great hall. While the show was in progress the pick-pocket,
properly made up as a magician, was pacing the floor and waiting backstage for the arrival of the fake goblet. He
waited and waited. The show was almost over when the awaited object was finally delivered.
The master of ceremony traipsed jauntily onto the stage and announced that the final act, never before seen,
was about to begin.
The purple curtain parted slowly to reveal the pick-pocket standing on center stage, dressed in a huge long
robe. As he made a bow to the audience, the lights came on and the music played. Deliberately, he loosened the
buttons of his robe and held it in his arm. He then held up the robe to show that nothing was hidden in its folds.
After he had put the robe back on, he turned a somersault and, lo, from the bottom of his robe he produced a pan
of fire.
As Nixon, Kissinger and Mr. X sat transfixed in the front row, the pick-pocket turned another somersault and
this time produced from the bottom of his robe a fish-bowl with gold fish swimming in it. The American guests
were delighted and clapped enthusiastically. The best trick was saved for the last. With a flick of his hand, the
pick-pocket plucked a shining gold Nine Dragon Goblet from out of his sleeve. After having shown it to the
audience, he brushed it on his robe and with a clap of his hand, the goblet vanished from view. After circling the
stage, he pointed at Mr. X and announced to the audience that the goblet had found its way into his briefcase.
When this was translated by the official translator, a general murmur broke out among the distinguished
American guests.
As all eyes were trained on him, Mr. X was pressed by Nixon and Kissinger to open his briefcase. Having no
alternative, Mr. X did as he was told and, sure enough, there was the missing object.
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The pick-pocket took the goblet and circling the stage, he smilingly showed it to the audience. He was greeted
with thunderous applause. Although Mr. X also applauded, he could not hide the startled expression on his face as
he realized what had happened.
The show over, Nixon, Kissinger and Mr. X himself went on the stage to congratulate the performers. When
the latter came to the “magician” to shake his hand, he said in a low voice,
“I’m sorry, truly sorry.” In response, the “magician” said,
“I thank you, ever so much.”
Although the pick-pocket knew why Mr. X found it necessary to apologize, Mr. X was indeed puzzled by the
effusive “thank you.” How could he know that it was due to him that the “magician” pick-pocket was reprieved
from serving a life sentence?
21.76 & 113.96 1. The Wasted Years 2. Bitter Dreams: Two Short Stories\fn{by Zhang Kang-kang (1950- )}
Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province, China (F) 19
1
Late at night something was knocked over in the dark, narrow corridor. A commotion broke the silence,
followed by the thud of footsteps. When they reached my door they stopped.
Bang! Bang! Someone hammered on my door. Putting down my pen I stood up and glanced at the alarm-clock
on my desk—it was a quarter to eleven. At that hour only hard-working, impatient students would corne to these
staff quarters.
“I’m looking for Mr Peng! Does he live here?” a male voice gasped.
“That’s me. Please come in,” I called out.
With a gust of cold late autumn air, they entered my room. Two strangers, simply dressed, a middle-aged
couple, they stood warily in the centre of my room. I felt .there was something unusual about the swollen eyes of
the woman and the sullen expression of the man.
“Do you know Xu Li?” the man asked, after a short silence.
“He’s a boy!” The woman added and wiped the corner of her eyes with her dirty scarf.
“Xu Li? Sorry, I don’t know him,” I answered, shaking my head.
“Didn’t he corne here?” the man asked incredulously, coughing.
I had nothing to say, only shook my head once more.
The woman suddenly covered her face with her scarf, crying out, “If he’s not been here, where could he be?”
“What’s the matter? What’s happened? Please keep calm and tell me what it’s all about.”
“What’s happened!? Don’t you know? You taught him and drove him crazy! He can’t be compared to you.
You’re a teacher and he’s fool who knows nothing!”
The man glared at me furiously. His outburst puzzled me.
“Xu Li?”
I dug into my memory for the name. The eyebrows of the angry man and the wide mouth of the woman, who
was weeping, reminded me vaguely of someone. I asked myself, “Who’s Xu Li?” The name seemed somewhat
familiar.
“Isn’t this the note you wrote to him? Look …” He took out a crumpled sheet of paper from his pocket and
handed it to me.
“Did you write this to him? You wasted your time. He’s an idiot …”
I recognized my own handwriting:
Comrade Xu Li

Immediately I recalled a shy young man with the same broad eyebrows as his father, the same wide mouth as
his mother. I was astonished and worried.
“Please let him come home.”
The mother was crying.
“Oh! My second son. Why did you run away from home.”
It was late at night. The noise would disturb my neighbours. I begged her to keep calm, explaining that I had
known Xu Li only briefly. He had once come to see me to borrow a book. My note was to inform him that I had
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got it for him. That was all I knew.
“I had no idea he’d run away from home,” I said, feeling very sorry for them.
They looked at each other and gazed around the room, as if to check that such a small room, only fourteen
square meters, could not conceal their missing son. They had nothing more to say, but the mother muttered with
bent head:
“He’s been gone for three days …”
“Why did he run away from home?” I could not suppress my curiosity.
“Who knows? Humph! No note, just disappeared …” The father shook his head desperately.
“Could it be …” I ventured cautiously. “Such … Does he have a girlfriend? Or like—”
His mother cut in, “He blushes at the very sight of a girl and seldom goes out. He likes reading all day and
always works hard. Everyone praises my second son. Ah, son, even though your father lost his temper and hit
you, you shouldn't have run away …”
It was obvious that they could not explain the matter, and I knew nothing about their family quarrels. I was
concerned not only for the boy but also for his parents, who could not account for their son’s disappearance.
Perhaps they didn’t want me to know the real truth.
“Look,” I glanced at the clock, saying, “since Xu Li asked me to borrow a book for him, he’ll probably come
to collect it. When he comes, I’ll notify you of his whereabouts as quickly as possible. OK?”
After thinking this over for a moment, they agreed and looked more kindly at me. The mother even murmured
something like, “Sorry to trouble you …” As I walked them to the door, the father gave me their address, trying to
describe the place clumsily with his big hands. I guessed he was a carpenter in a factory.
“Don’t borrow books for Xu Li next time, if he asks you. The boy’s an idiot. What’s the use of reading history?
You, as a teacher, shouldn’t waste your time on the boy,” the father advised me, frowning.
Confused and dazed, I forgot to see them off.
More noise, then the footsteps faded and the building lapsed into silence once again.
I made some strong tea for myself and sat down. Strictly speaking, I’d met Xu Li only once, fifteen days ago. I
hadn’t thought of him as my student, though I was ten years older and he actually had asked me to be his teacher.
I hardly knew him, yet took to him at once.
That day after class someone followed me downstairs. When I reached the door of the staff-room, he came up
to me and shyly asked, “Excuse me, are you Mr. Peng?”
“Yes, what do you want?” I stopped at the door, examining him: a thin young man, whose appearance made a
good impression on me.
“I …” He stammered and blushed a little. “I just read your article on the development of contemporary
capitalism published in the magazine. I’d like to—”
I was always being pounced on by people interested in discussing academic problems with me. Not wanting to
embarrass him I suggested, “Look, I’m sorry. I’ve still another two classes to teach. Please come to see me next
Sunday. I’m in the fifth block, second flat, third floor.”
He wanted to add something, but hesitated. Swallowing the words, he nodded and left.
Sunday afternoon he did come, lightly tapping my unlocked door, suddenly appearing before me.
“Please sit down!” I beckoned to him.
“Oh! No …” He stood in the middle of my room, staring at his feet and shivered. I suddenly saw his drenched
clothes and hair wet with rain. Hurriedly I took a towel and passed it to him, asking, “Is it pelting?”
“Yes.”
“Why didn’t you bring an umbrella?”
“Umbrella? I can’t use one at work …”
“Work? What work?”
“I shovel stones and load them on trucks. The worksite’s not far from here. I’ve worked there for several
months. But, only recently I found out your address.”
“You’re a—“
“I’m waiting for a permanent job. Being a navvy\fn{ Laborer; a British term.} is only temporary. It was lucky it
rained today, or I wouldn’t have been able to visit you.” He seemed a pleasant young fellow.
“Waiting for a job?” I was surprised. Why should he want to see me, a teacher of history? I gave him some dry
clothes to change into. Suddenly he produced a small book from his jacket pocket. The plastic cover had got wet
at the edges. He carefully placed it on the desk, then changed his clothes.
It was well-thumbed Xinhua Chinese dictionary. He felt embarrassed when I looked at it. Then he smiled
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awkwardly.
“The classics are quite difficult to read. There are many sentences I can’t understand …” He sat down and
added, “But I can understand what you’ve written and your penetrating analyses. Some of your viewpoints are
new and no one has ever explained them before.”
“Such as?'”
“When you said that capitalism developed from the ancient Greeks and Romans, but it had been impossible for
China, India and Russia to develop it completely, because capitalism is not only an economic phenomenon but
also a cultural one …”
I was interested in hearing this, because this young man had caught the main theme of the article, though not
profoundly enough. It seemed he had really used his mind. My nodding encouraged him to speak more freely, and
I realized that he had read many history books.
“In history, the loyal officials were always defeated by the treacherous ones at court,” he said, pursing his
mouth seriously. “That is because the former concentrated on being loyal, while the latter spent most of their
energies on worsting the former, In the end, of course, the treacherous officials won. This is the conclusion I
arrived at after reading history. Was this correct or not?”
Suddenly I felt drawn to him. Some of my students studied history only for their diploma; very few were really
fond of it, but this young man was one of them. Teachers always love their subjects. History to me was like an
encyclopaedia full of almost all the original sources for the events of every period. It was also like a steamboat
going against the current. People can trace the causes and effects of the human comedies and tragedies of their
times by studying history. On the other hand history is history, a pile of classical files, a science with no material
benefits. Who would be interested in studying it? It was strange to find a young man like him reading history on
his own initiative. What was going on in his mind? Belonging to two different generations, what chance had
brought us together?
“Since you’ve read many books on history, are you preparing to study it at university?” I asked.
He was so puzzled by my remark that he could hardly speak.
“Oh, no,” he murmured. “I couldn’t pass the entrance examination, my Chinese and foreign languages are too
poor. Not me. I just returned here the year before last. I’m waiting for a permanent job.”
“Where were you before?”
“Working in the countryside. I’d just started middle school when the “cultural revolution” broke out, so I
missed out on my basic grounding …” His gaze seemed fixed on something within sight yet out of reach. Heaving
a deep sigh he said, “University I’ve no chance. I’m too ignorant …”
His honesty saddened me. All around me were university students, today’s elite. Did we ever stop to think of
all the youngsters like him waiting for permanent jobs outside the campus?
I made some tea for him.
“You study by yourself?”
He nodded, saying, “Years ago a history teacher lent me some books Later he moved to another place. Then I
tried to borrow books from other people. I can’t really explain why I enjoy reading history. But I think history is
like a mirror reflecting the truth. We understand many things better after studying it.”
“You can come to our university and sit in on the course.” My sympathy made me suggest this. “I can manage
this for you, if you like.”
On hearing this, his face brightened up and his eyes were full of excitement. But it faded away quickly.
“That’s impossible. I have to work in the daytime, thirty days a month. My parents don’t allow me … You
might not know …”
He lowered his head, as if at a loss for words. After a pause, he continued hesitantlyg:
“You don’t know, but when I failed the university entrance examination, they wanted me to sell bean sprouts in
the free market to earn six to seven yuan a day, but I refused. If I worked more than ten hours a day, I’d have no
time to study. I prefer this navvy’s job, though it brings in less money. Afer the trucks are loaded I have some time
to study.”
I thought of his dictionary.
“As a temporary worker I can’t ask for leave. Each month I hand my wages over …”
He broke off.
“So how do you study …?” I asked.
“After nine o’clock at night. I share a small room with my younger sister. I have a bed and a desk. After she
finishes her homework I can use the desk and start studying. After nine o’clock the time is mine …” He smiled, as
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if he felt quite satisfied and fortunate. I could see he was proud of his half of the small room. Compared with his
my room of fourteen square meters was paradise.
It was getting dark. I turned on the light.
“Oh!” He jumped to his feet, taking off my sweater and picking up his dictionary. “It’s time for me to leave. I
must get back and cook supper for my younger brother and sister while they do their homework.”
He put on his wet clothes.
“Thank you very much, Mr. Peng! You’ve been so kind. I’m sorry to waste your precious time, but I. felt so
lonely and bored.”
His eyes glittered in the dark corridor.
“May I borrow a book from you?” he asked hesitantly.
“What book?”
“On Evolution translated by Yan Fu.”
“On Evolution! Sorry, I don’t have it, but I’ll borrow it from the university library.” I was surprised, because
the book was an abridged summary of the first two chapters of Evolution and Ethics by T. H. Huxley.\fn{Thomas
Henry Huxley (1825-1895), British biologist. His son, Julian, brought out his fathers book, Evolution and Ethics, in 1947.} Could he
really understand the contents? Suddenly I thought of lending him an umbrella. By the time I turned to get it, he
had disappeared into the darkness.
It was still raining.
“My name’s Xu Li!” his voice sounded in the distance in the rain.
Could Xu Li, this diffident, unusual young man, have run away from home? He showed such respect for his
parents and such concern for his younger brother and sister, why should he have run away from them? I could not
think of a reason. But after talking with him that night, I should have realized that he had something on his mind.
The tea was already cold, so I did not drink it. I would not sleep that night. I felt sure that he would come to
see me again, because he wanted the book. I only hoped he had not got involved in any trouble.
The next day there was a meeting arranged by the provincial historical research society, so I did not get home
until four in the afternoon. As I opened the door I found a scrap of white paper on the floor. On it was written:
Mr. Peng,
I came to see you to collect the book you promised to lend me, but you were out. I am not living at home now and I
have a new job, a very nice one. My new address is the Logistics Team, 7381 Shelter Construction Headquarters. I’ll
tell you more, about my situation when I see you.

His handwriting was badly formed, like that of most young people who had read widely but who lacked a good
academic grounding. Still I was happy to know that he had a new job which he liked.
“7381” was a big construction project for air raid defence. Without much difficulty I found the headquarters, a
row of simple huts roofed with corrugated iron and with small signboards. I entered the Logistics Team office and
asked for Xu Li. A man looking like a cadre answered with a yawn,
“Who’s Xu Li? Never heard of him.”
“Please check again. He’s a new temporary worker.”
“We’re not in charge of temporary workers.” He turned to answer a telephone call, ignoring me.
I left in a huff, wondering why they did not know of him. Xu Li had said he had found a very nice job. Why
should he lie to me? Where could I find him?
I wandered with my bicycle about the worksite, hoping to find someone to ask. It was getting dark. I saw
smoke rising from the chimney of a small wooden hut. Someone was busy at work. I went over and asked,
“Comrade—”
He was bending down to pick something up. At the sound of my voice, he turned round. It was Xu Li!
“Xu Li!” I shouted.
He brightened up and his face broadened into a smile of astonishment. He could not believe that I had really
come to see him. After a silence, he began, “Mr Peng—”
“When I got your note I came here to give you the book,” I told him casually. “And also to see what nice new
job you’ve got!”
“Boiling water,” he answered.
“Boiling water?”
“Yes, I boil the water in the boiler room.”
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He put down the things he was carrying by the door of the hut, and pointed inside, saying, “That’s my new
home.”
I ducked my head to enter and saw a wooden bed set up in a corner with a thin quilt on it and a locked wooden
chest near it. The bed was covered with a sheet of cellophane. Opposite it was the boiler.
“Please, wait!” Wiping the cellophane clean with a rag, he apologized, “So much dust …”
I sat down on the bed. The lumpy mattress felt uncomfortable. Lifting it I saw many history magazines below.
With a shrug of his shoulders, Xu Li smiled. “Now I’ve more time to read. My job is to boil water, add coal
and see to the fire. The night-shift workers drink less water. One boi1erfu1 is enough. So now I have more time to
study. At the same time I needn’t cook.”
He seemed happy and contented. But as I looked around, the damp floor, low ceiling and dim light struck me
as most depressing.
“Why did you shift here? Do you earn more?” I immediately felt that my questions were ridiculous.
“Compared with my last job I earn less,” he answered.
“Why come here then?”
He lowered his head, gazing at his shoes and was silent, his expression the same as when he had first come to
my room.
“I …” He stopped and rubbed his eyes with his rough hands. Then he went on in a husky voice,
“I … I’ve no place to stay …”
“Your family? Isn’t there still a small room for you?”
Another silence, only the seething water in the boiler sounded like the young man sighing. The red glow from
the fire could not cheer him up.
“Not any more. My uncle’s going to get married. Since he’s no home, my father gave him the small room
which can only hold a double-bed. I’d have to share a bed with my younger brother. I wouldn’t be able to study
late at night, because the light disturbs my parents …”
Suddenly he wept and choked out:
“To sell bean sprouts would earn more money. They told me to do it. With more money they said I could get a
girlfriend … I don’t want to earn more money, so I refused to sell bean sprouts. But I had nowhere to study. . . .
Then a classmate of mine helped me. His uncle, the former boiler man, gave up this job because it didn’t pay well.
But I don’t mind …”
Now I knew what had happened to him. No need for more explantions. The ten years of chaos had been a
disaster for him, and in addition he had bigoted parents. Ordinarily he didn’t even have a place to shed tears.
He stood up, raising one arm to wipe his face with his sleeve, then added one more shovel of coal to the
furnace. The sparkling black coal blazed with a flame like blue satin.
“Mr. Peng …” His voice broke into my thoughts.
He had stopped weeping. Biting his lower lip, he suddenly spoke loudly:
“Do you think I’m stupid and have no future at all?”
“Who says you’re stupid? You can try again next year to get into university.”
“If I fail again, will I have any future?” he asked. “I’m not studying so as to enter university or get a good job.
I study history to broaden my understanding. I don’t want to be an idiot …” He was getting tired and worked up,
leaning against the wooden wall.
The small room was roasting hot from the roaring fire.
I walked over and stood beside him, gently putting my hand on his head, intending to say: “Come to my place.
I’ll help you make up the lessons you’ve missed. I’m your friend. We can study together.” But my throat was too
constricted to speak. Young people still had ideals and valued their time, though it had been wasted during the ten
chaotic years … Now society was helping them fill up the gaps in their education. If parents and teachers were
really concerned about them and tried in every possible way to help them, their deplorable situation should soon
change.
He gave me a sesame seed cake and a green Chinese onion. I ate them with a bowl of hot water. It was
delicious, and he seemed more animated.
We looked at each other, silent for a long time. Before I took my leave, he scratched his head and began, “Mr.
Peng, please don’t tell anyone else that I’m here boiling water. Please promise …”
I suddenly remembered my promise to his parents.
“I don’t know any of your friends yet.”
He spoke uneasily, “For example, my parents. I haven’t told them where I am. If they know, they’ll force me
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back to sell bean sprouts. They oppose my studying and earning less money. But money can’t buy time. Now I
have more time to study. Once I get permanent work, I’ll be very busy. Do you agree? Please don’t tell my parents
I’m here. When I get my monthly wage, after paying for my food and buying some books, I’ll send the rest
home.”
His eyes pleaded with me but I did not meet his gaze directly.
The door was open. The lamplight revealed that the black things piled before the door were lumps of poor
quality coal.
“Oh!” He squatted on the ground, picking them up like precious stones and throwing them on to the heap of
coal in the room. “It’s a pity to throw them away,” he said to himself. “They’re not the best, but they can still be
burnt.”
I got on my bicycle and waved goodbye. Suddenly my front wheel bumped into a lump of coal and knocked it
aside.
Turning my head, I saw Xu Li silhouetted against the light. On my way back, I was no longer worried about
him. But should I tell his parents that he was here boiling water? What would be the outcome if they knew? I
debated with myself but couldn’t decide what to do.
2
It was May when the early lilacs, with their petals just falling off, and the lushness of the river banks had both
begun to tempt more and more townsfolk to brave a fierce sun and head for Sun Island.
The attractions included a tall pavilion by the water and the man-made Sun Hill. At the top of the hill a grotto
had been hewn out of the rocks and at the foot of the hill stood figures of deer, geese, and cranes. These were all
creatures of the forest and grassland. In the past they had been a common sight on the farms in the area so there
was nothing particularly extraordinary about them. As for the pavilion, there was nothing rare about it either; it
merely imitated style of those in Hangzhou and Suzhou.
No, he had most certainly not come to the island in search of these novelties, nor to savor the holiday
atmosphere. Although he had had to get up early, there had been no need to set the alarm. Night and day were one
and the same as far as he was concerned. In utter despair he would watch the dawn break, but as soon as it had got
light, a black curtain would draw itself across his eyes, dark smudges appear under his eyes and his whole body
be overcome by fatigue.
Insomnia. It had been plaguing him for at least a month now.
What with getting on and off buses and boats he had felt giddy, dazed. Nor did it help that he was one of the
unfortunates doing the fetching and carrying, covered in sweat, and having instructions yelled at them the whole
time by those in charge. At quarter past nine he had finally got his share of the picnic: peanuts, sausage, four
preserved eggs, a tin of sardines and two bottles of Sun Island beer, all packed into a large buff envelope. When
everything had been handed out it was found that too much sausage had been brought along, so the organizers and
oddjobmen naturally had a little more than everyone else. Wasn’t the once-a-year trip to the island made simply
for the sake of the packed lunch? If you didn’t come in person do you think there would be anyone to take it back
for you?
He had not wanted to come, not with these herds of people about. Some had dragged along the whole family.
His one comfort was the free picnic, which he now clasped tightly to himself.
Then his eyelids came to feel heavy and uncomfortable, as they did when the dry, dusty spring winds blew on
them and made him blink and rub until blisters appeared. His legs too felt weighed down, and as he walked this
gave him the appearance of a small boat that had sprung a leak and was now sinking, bobbing occasionally as it
did so.
He wished for nothing better than to find a spot among the trees to have a nap. The sun was warm, the wood
tranquil, the grass invitingly soft. If he was lucky he might be able to snatch a few minutes of sleep.
Yes, why not have a go? At any rate, having only just received his share of the bounty he could not very well
return home immediately. However, he could not find one vacant tree or bush anywhere. There were people
everywhere, playing cards, having a game of chess, plucking at stringed instruments or learning to dance.
The swirling dust kicked up by the dancers’ high-heeled shoes was settling itself evenly over every one of the
copious feasts set out under the trees, stretching into the very heart of the wood. Under every tree was the scene
for a holiday paradise. If one were to have looked down at it from an airplane, it would probably have resembled a
gypsy camp, with everything in complete disarray. In his present state it was a sight guaranteed to annoy.
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His eyelids began to droop again. His one thought was of finding a tree under which he could spread out his
coat. It was a moment of critical importance, for if he let slip this feeling of drowsiness, no matter whether it has a
carpet, sofa, or bed to his hand, that would be it.
He walked on quickly. He passed one clump of trees and then another, but there were always people. Everywhere there were people. He spotted a patch of grass, but poking out from it was a disheveled head of hair and a
palette, whilst from inside likely-looking bushes came the sound of passionate kissing. He was depressed in the
extreme, suspecting that the island had been occupied by creatures from another planet. The only spot that was
free was at the side of the main road, yet how could he lie there and sleep, sprawled out in. front of all the
visitors? How could he let his colleagues know that he could not sleep? Even if he was tired to death he could not.
Just at that moment he happened to glance sideways and all at once his eyes took in the sight of a white house
set amongst a grove of emerald green poplars. On all four sides of this white house was a broad porch, perhaps
more accurately a verandah. All was quiet. Now wouldn’t it be wonderful if he could find a spot behind there to
lie down for a while? First, however he picked up a stone and threw it across, to see if there were any dogs.
This house was extraordinarily white. Its pointed, Russian-style roof gave it the appearance of a patch of snowcovered ground, with a layer of silvery powder sprinkled on top. In the bright sunlight the whole effect was
dazzling to the eye. The walls seemed to be built of bricks of frozen snow, smoothed over with a layer of
translucent glaze. The supports of the verandah were like so many silvery birch trees, rooted in the white marble
floor.
Nailed on the wall was a white board with the following legend in blue:

Dr. Tong Dazhuang.
A unique course of treatment without drugs
for disorders of the nervous system,
e.g., insomnia, palpitations, depression, headaches.
He read it once more, his eyes coming back over and over again to the words “without drugs.”
He was feeling light-headed with happiness and had to gulp back his excitement. Thank God! His lips formed
the words, yet there was no sound.
Naturally he should give it a try. A clinic that offered a drug-free course of treatment for neurasthenia, that did
not use librium or any other relaxant in order to induce sleep. But what did it use? Breathing exercises, or some
newly-discovered gadget? Anyway, it did not use drugs. This must be one of the world’s greatest, wisest
psychiatrists! How many chemists had he been to in the past month or more to have prescriptions made up? They
had been counted out pill by pill, tablet by tablet so that you’d have thought the chemist was afraid he might
commit suicide, given half the chance. Twice in three days he had been to the hospital so his colleagues must have
begun to suspect something. If by chance they found that he had been to fetch sleeping tablets, heaven knows
what might be said or done behind his back!
At once his tiredness left him and it was with eager anticipation that he climbed the first step.
What was more with that sort of drug, once you had become addicted to it, if you didn’t keep taking it, it
would be even more difficult to sleep. He couldn’t go without taking it for even a day. If he tried to cut down, he
still couldn’t sleep, but if he took too much, my God! The next day it would be almost impossible to get up and go
to work. He would feel addle-headed, giddy, barely able to balance properly on his bicycle. Take last night for
example; all he had been able to do grin and bear it. But it couldn’t go on for ever. Such a clinic was a real
godsend.
It was strange that today, if there was a demand for a thing, then something would immediately spring up to
supply that demand. It just depended on your luck, whether you found it or not. He had been about to climb the
fourth step, but suddenly shrank back.
Tong Da Zhuang? Had he ever heard of this person? No. It had to be a private clinic. It could be run by quacks
for all he knew. At fairs he never bought bean starch jelly from those privately run stalls. How could one be sure
that it hadn’t been made with water that someone had, say, used to wash their feet in! No, there was no such thing
as an honest tradesman.
His foot remained poised a moment. Through the white-screened window he could make out the figures of
people, noiselessly walking to and fro.
Resolutely he strode onto the last step, crossed the porch and opened the screen door a crack. To his utter
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surprise he found the room full of people, all sitting around the sides. A slight sound attracted his attention and
suddenly there was a young woman wearing a pointed green gauze turban. She stretched out her hand towards
him smiling radiantly and said:
“Please take your place in the queue, sir.” He heaved a sigh of relief. It was all right after all, if so many people
were waiting and you had to queue up.
“Can’t you sleep either?” he whispered to a young man in the queue in front of him.
“Only so many people can be seen to in one day, so you’ll have to wait a while, but you can also make an
appointment.” The young man replied without looking round.
That was a pointless answer, so forget it. He wasn’t one to argue with psychiatric cases. Yet it seemed that
insomniacs were not that few in number either. The whole town had probably come down with the complaint, it
was just that no one said anything. Look at himself for example, none of his colleagues knew that he was
suffering from loss of sleep, did they?
He suddenly felt enormously relieved. He had come to the conclusion that the whole town was suffering from
insomnia, otherwise how could business be so brisk? Looking about he saw that the room was spacious, large
enough to accommodate thirty or forty people. Upholstered benches were ranged around the sides, with small
tables for armrests. A few people were leaning over them, writing something. The walls were a buttermilk color,
with a few oil landscapes hanging here and there. On one wall, not far off the ground hung two glass-fronted
metal cases. Inside there was:

Business Permit
Sun Island Chamber of Industry and Commerce,
1984
Master’s Degree Diploma
Center for Graduate Studies,
Dongfang Medical Institute, 1982
He carefully read the documents through twice and once again felt a twinge of doubt: Since this doctor was a
graduate of a famous college, what was he doing here in the back of beyond, running this show? Why wasn’t he
in the capital, or at least the provincial capital? He couldn’t have made a mistake, could he? Surely it was all
above board? Surely it wasn’t just a money-grabbing enterprise? Surely.
The more he thought about it, the more his doubts grew, and the more he felt that he had been deceived. He felt
like taking himself off at once, but at that very moment a voice said,
“Please sit down.”
It was his turn. That girl, she was handing him a piece of paper and a pen. She smiled as she did so and said in
a smooth voice,
“Could you first pay a registration fee of two yuan, please?”
He started. So he hadn’t guessed wrongly. Money! Did he have any money? No. There was none in his pocket,
nor at home, and even if he did have some at home, he wasn’t going to carry it around on his person. He was poor,
but he still had his pride. Any way, nobody was that well-off. If you don’t have any money on you then you can’t
spend it on goodness-knows-what. He had a family to keep after all. Hastily fumbling in his pockets he said
reddening,
“I’ve … I’ve forgotten to bring any money with me.” He got up and was about to leave.
“I won’t see the doctor today,” he mumbled.
“Just a moment,” the little nurse hurried after him.
Just then, light footsteps sounded on the small, wooden spiral staircase. He saw a young woman, slim and
fashionably dressed, accompanying a portly old gentleman in a gray mackintosh down the stairs. The latter was
leaning on a red walking stick and in his wake came a man with a black briefcase tucked under his arm. The
woman slopped at the top of the stairs, shook hands with the old man and said with a smile:
“I still think you should retire, take up fishing, travel …”
“Well, I’ll think about it,” the old man gave a long sigh. “Thank you.”
Suddenly there were people clamoring all around him. Since there weren’t any buses on Sun Island, surely
they were not going to carry him away?
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As he gazed at the woman’s trim figure he hesitated. But if VIPs\fn{Very Important People.} were coming here
… if they believed in it all …
The nurse pressed the pen and paper into his hands and said softly:
“It doesn’t matter if you haven’t brought any money. Something else of value would do.”
With a look at her bewitching smile he decided to give it a try, regardless of the consequences. After all, it was
only two yuan worth it if he could gain some relief. He did a careful mental calculation, then took out the tin of
sardines. Even if he was a tin short when people came to dinner, he could always do a quick stir-fry of something
else and no one would be the wiser. As he was about to start writing he realized the paper was actually a form,
headed “Medical Record.” There were so many sub-headings you would have thought they were conducting some
sort of poll or doing a census. A shaft of hope ran through him as he began to fill in the questions carefully.
Name: Ding Xiaoshen
Previous Names: None
Age: 35
Schooling: Middle school graduate
Sex: Male
Occupation of Parents: Workers
Brief Curriculum Vitae: Graduated 1966 from Harbin No. 11 Middle School; 1968, went to work on a state farm; 1978, returned to
Harbin
Work Unit: General Affairs Section, Northeastern College of Art
Job Description: None (previously held post of vice-head of No.9 unit, Red Star Farm)
Awards and Achievements: 1971, commended for activism in the study of the works of Chairman Mao; 1973, commended as a Model
Student
Party or Youth League Status: No longer a Youth League member; 1973, joined …
Marital Status: …
Family Members: …
Blood Type: …
Medical History: …

There were still other questions to be answered yet he felt an urge to describe in detail his experiences of the
1970’s. He realized suddenly he no longer felt in the least bit tired. So this was what was called a medical record;
strange, to say the least.
Climbing to the top of the spiral staircase he found a spacious, well-lit room with French windows on all four
sides. The likeness to a greenhouse was enhanced by the pale green net curtains, decorated with pink lotuses set
amongst a cluster of huge leaves. These lotus flowers had no stems, but seemed to be floating idly on the surface
of the water. Outside the window rows of birches and poplars blocked his view, yet he could still hear the
birdsong from amongst the foliage. In each corner of the room were vases of white lilacs and some other flower
whose name escaped him. There was no desk as one would have expected of a doctor’s surgery, no stethoscope,
no sphygmomanometer, not even a single medicine bottle. The only furniture was two weirdly shaped sofas
placed in the center of the dark green floor. The whole scene was accompanied by exquisite music floating up
from somewhere below and reverberating gently a few inches above the ground.
It didn’t seem as if he had come to see a doctor at all, rather that he had walked into the home of some friend.
If only he could stay here for just a while, for in such a tranquil atmosphere he was bound to be lulled into sleep.
Just then, she entered with a light step and sat down opposite him. Instead of a white overcoat she was wearing
a pale yellow sweater. Her jet black hair was coiled up in a style he had never seen before, yet was infinitely more
stylish and elegant than that of the dancing teachers at the college. It was difficult to tell her age: the creases at the
corners of her eyes made her look at least forty, but then she would smile and all of a sudden she seemed twenty.
“Are you the doctor?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Tong Dazhuang that is?”
“Of course.”
He closed his eyes as a surge of disappointment swept through him. Tong Dazhuang was a woman, this
hospital was being run by just two people, and he had taken her to be merely the nurse in charge upstairs. Two
yuan gone down the drain, and there was nothing at all he could do about it. The doctor spoke:
“Thank you for coming to my clinic. Before we start treatment I have just one small request to make of you.”
He had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. More money?
“As my only condition, I require my patients to tell me as accurately as possible of the earliest occurrence,
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origin and usual symptoms of their disturbance. In other words, I need to have the complete faith and cooperation
of my patients in order to gain results.”
Her voice was compelling, coming across clear and evenly as she spoke.
So it was like this all the time. Well that was all right, just as long as no more money was required. There was
nothing difficult about just talking after all.
“I require my patients to be totally frank about their illness. Otherwise my diagnosis may be wrong,” she added
emphatically, looking at his file.
At the impact of these words his brain suddenly went numb. He felt as if it was swelling up like a balloon but
the very next moment it had shriveled up again like a dried orange. How could he be “totally frank” when chronic
insomnia had made him forgetful. Thinking back would be as painful as trying to get at a fish bone lodged in
one’s throat, or as unpleasant as searching for a watch in the murky waters of a sewer. It seemed as if it was going
to be more difficult than he had thought.
“I think you’ve got something on your mind. It’ll help if you can talk about it.”
Her smiling gaze seemed to brush across his face. Feeling uncomfortable he shifted once or twice in the
armchair. “Something on your mind,” of course he had something on his mind. In fact, it wasn’t just something, it
was everything. A chicken-coop for a house, being put upon all the time at work. A son in feeble health, a harridan
for a wife … He gave a deep sigh, buried his head in his hands and exclaimed:
“Yes, yes, I have something on my mind. I’ve tried for the Open University three years in a row, but I failed
each time, and got nowhere near the pass-mark. Now people look down on me for having no education.”
She nodded kindly. It seemed as if she knew exactly what he was talking about.
“But is it my fault?” he said on a fierce note. “Where was I supposed to get books from during those ten years?
Night school was enough to cope with, let alone the Open University. Back at work in the city during the day I
would always be dead tired and then I’d come home and have to make dinner and see to the children … Is it any
wonder that I couldn’t study?” He couldn’t tell whether she was smiling or not when she said:
“Well, in that case, don’t bother with university. A degree isn’t everything. Why get worked up about it?
Somewhere it says that seventy percent of the school-leavers of ’64-’66 haven’t been to university, so you’re not
alone.”
He gave a nod, rubbing his hands nervously and still frowning. It wasn’t a case of getting worked up about it or
not, he already was worked up. He waited for her diagnosis. Her face was grave as she closed the file. A pair of
black eyes gazed at him, their expression deep, unfathomable.
“I thought I made it clear at the beginning that I wish my patients to be totally frank with me,” adding quickly:
“But there you are, as vague as anything, hemming and hawing with the result that we aren’t getting anywhere.
Please understand that it is only when a person’s wishes and desires become subject to intolerable constraints that
nervous disorders arise. It is only when they are released from those constraints that the suffering can be
alleviated or even done away with altogether.”
Hearing this Ding felt the hairs on the back of his head prickle and a cold shiver ran through him. She seemed
to be able to look into his very soul and see the anguish hidden there. How, he did not know. But now that he was
here, he could not seem to avoid her eyes.
… That damned globe! At the time it had reminded me of a blue skull. That chap was so self-important when
he brought it round as a goodbye present, just the way I had behaved many years back when confiscating that old
book of his. But what did he himself have to be proud about? Five, ten years ago I would have compared more
than favorably with that chap. I knew what hard work was. Could he manage to walk carrying two sacks of beans
piled up on his shoulder? When we were out in the fields turning up the soil bit by bit with a spade, he did nothing
but chase wolves around. Had he ever been honored as a model for young intellectuals? What he had been best at
was stealing out of sight and reading books behind a haystack. And now he had the nerve to come dressed in a suit
and red tie. How come?
Because his father was a professor, that's why. The way he moved the globe around and around, pointing
things out, as if he were giving a lecture.
“That’s where I’m going, California University in the United States, to read for a doctorate. I passed all the
exams and now I’ve come to say goodbye and give you this globe as a leaving present to remember me by.”
And that was how it was. He was off to become a doctor, a professor, with the whole world on a plate.
And what about myself? Forty-three yuan a month as a man Friday with no education, diploma, or
qualifications, and seemingly no way of getting them either. It wasn’t fair. How could it be that at one moment we
were equals and the next so far apart, with myself at the disadvantage? At night when all the lights had been
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switched off, that wretched globe mesmerized me with its sinister blue glow. In the early morning light it looked
just like a skull swinging backwards and forwards above my bed. It symbolized the hopelessness of my own
existence. I smashed it in the end but it didn’t help me sleep any better. All I could think of was California and the
eyeless sockets of the skull …
He saw it all clearly now: his illness was all due to that bloke, the one who could not wait to be off. But since
then …
They were interrupted by the little nurse bringing up an afternoon cup of tea. The doctor waited patiently for
him to continue. She seemed to be thinking about something, yet all the time her face, with its many tiny wrinkles
on the forehead, was an inscrutable mask.
“During the course of my many years of research into nervous disorders I have come to the conclusion that the
best way to effect a cure is to let my patients tell me of their innermost suffering, no matter from what frustrated
desire that suffering springs.”
Her voice was cool as she spoke. He shifted once more and glanced outside. No, there was no one else, only
trees. This floor must surely have been built for this very purpose, the divulging of secrets. That unwavering, allseeing gaze of hers … he wondered if she would fuss about everything that she saw.
At last he felt safe enough to begin. He wasn’t too sure what he was saying, it just came out, the truth, that
which she had wanted him to tell in the first place and which he could not now withhold, seeing the trust in her
eyes. For the first time he discovered what it felt like to let some one else help you dislodge that fish-bone stuck in
your throat. For after the pain and nausea would come an indescribable sense of relief, like being born anew. His
memory was working again, just like the watch after it had been fished out of the water. He could talk for ever if
he wished, though not a coherent talker, it wouldn’t cost anything. Suppose there was someone who would have
listened to him, as she did now, beside his pillow … his wife, that woman had a grasping hand but not a
sympathetic ear.
As for those who had returned from the countryside with him, if only they had shown something like what was
in this pair of eyes and had not laughed behind his back. They had nothing to be proud about themselves.
“I can tell you plenty about … about suffering.” It was an effort to speak. “I’m a Party member, but I don’t
particularly think like one. I’d still like to go abroad, buy my family a color television, fridge. But how can I, with
no influence or connections, no, none at all? Night after night I lie awake, thinking about it. Sometimes I even
have weird dreams where the globe is crawling with ants …”
His voice trailed off and he took a deep breath.
“That’s all I have to say at the moment.”
This catharsis had left him numb, his forehead burned, his hands felt clammy on the armrest. He looked up at
the vaulted ceiling and likened it to a bay with brightly colored starfish floating on top of the light blue water. The
world seemed to be turned upside down as he looked into the water and saw the doctor smiling up at him, It was a
sympathetic, all-knowing smile. She had probably known all along that that globe had been the cause of all his
anxieties. She took out some knitting, a child’s sweater. The wool was pale green, swaying to and fro as she
worked, so that in the green tinted light, one moment it would be visible, the next not.
“What does that account for?” she began to speak,
… As far as going abroad to study, having overseas connections, having a professor for a father are concerned,
of course you can’t compare with him. But once he comes back, even with a doctorate, won’t he be just the same
as everyone else? Haven’t you seen what sort of flats university professors usually live in, what sort of benefits
they get, if indeed any at all?
He went abroad and you didn’t because you didn’t have connections. But that’s not your fault. You would be
the very last person to blame. So you didn’t have much of an education and spent ten years instead in the
countryside, working in support of a glorious revolutionary cause. But because you now have nothing to show for
it, you should be blaming the times, and the people in charge who kept back anyone who was any good.
Why should you be angry that he’s gone abroad? Is the capitalist West really so wonderful? It’s a place only for
the rich. If you were to make some money for yourself it would probably only get stolen anyway. An honest
person like you probably wouldn’t last five minutes there. But there’s really no need to take it to heart, I wouldn’t
go even given the chance. Here, even if there’s not much money, at least life is more easy-going. Don’t you think
so? …
He watched the wool writhing in loops across the floor and then sliding upwards to be woven into rows before
a pattern emerged.
Talking to her was like talking to his mother, it was all so relaxed and intimate. Each word seemed to caress his
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throbbing temples, gently massaging his taut nerves and giving them play once more. An energy which hitherto
had met only with obstruction began to flow through his veins. He had never felt so relaxed.
It struck him suddenly that the pink flowers on the curtain were not lotuses after all, but water lilies. When he
had been on business once in the south he had called them lotuses then too and people had laughed. To watch
them now floating on the water gave him a feeling of utter contentment, tinged with not a little envy.
A ribbon of violet light streamed through the pale green curtains and danced across the woman’s lap like a
butterfly. He realized it was getting dark.
Murmuring something to herself, she began to gather up her things.
“I have a suggestion to make to you. It’s also my professional opinion,” she said crisply.
Her expression was unfathomable as she told him to explore new areas in his work and gain success that way.
“Look,” she said, “you’ve been ten years in the Party, and you held an important post on that farm. If you
acquit yourself well in what you are now doing, you’ll be in the running for sure for head of the General Affairs
Section. Aren’t they always talking about reform of the system? At the moment they’re grooming the next
generation of leaders, promoting young cadres as the “third echelon.” You’re bound to be one of them. People
with ability will always make it and those who haven’t won’t. Everybody has his or her own particular talents and
own path to follow. In a few years time you’ll become a bureau head, but if you came back with a doctorate you’d
still be a subordinate!”
His eyes shone as it suddenly all dawned on him. If he had known it was that easy, he would have said to hell
with the globe and all it represented long ago. This method of treatment was a thousand times better than taking
any medicine. As for the doctor, she was really something too. No doubt she could earn a lot of money from this
sort of thing, for it was a business which yielded a thousand-fold profit for a minimal investment.
“Well, time to leave now. I’ll be sure to come back to thank you if I’m completely done with that insomnia.”
He stepped out of the white house into the twilight of Sun Island.
*
Now it was August. After a lot of rain the island was more lush and green than ever, tempting even greater
numbers of visitors from the town.
But to him the sun looked green too. The sky was black, the island gray. He had to find that white house as
quickly as possible. As he hurried along, he happened to glance into a pond and saw a face with the wrinkles of
age and hair that was already turning gray.
As was to be expected the little nurse didn’t recognize him, for her very first words were to tell him to fill in
the form. This time the queue stretched right out of the building onto the steps, men, women, old and young were
all there. Obviously more and more people were finding it difficult to sleep; no wonder the clinic was thriving. No
doubt she was making a name for herself in the process too.
Outside you couldn’t help but notice the large mirrors with red writing hanging against the wall on which
people had testified to various miraculous cures. His eyes widened as he read them and at that moment she came
down the stairs to see someone out. She saw him and must have remembered who he was, perhaps because his
case had been of particular interest to her, for she turned to the nurse and said:
“This isn’t his first time so he needn’t queue, just register!”
Quickly he drew out two yuan and twenty-seven fen and handed it over saying:
“Last time that tin of sardines was only worth one yuan seventy-three, so I still owe you something, it’s been
on my mind all the time. Here’s two yuan twenty-seven fen.” The nurse’s lips twitched, with amusement or
disdain, he could not tell:
“You still owe seventy-three fen!”
“What!”
“It’s gone up. The registration fee is now three yuan.”
Very well, if it had to be three yuan there was nothing he could do about it. He had had a relapse and there was
nowhere else to go, so this wasn’t the moment to start worrying about money. As he tiptoed his way upstairs he
realized the doctor had let him jump the queue.
She took out his file from the cabinet and began to leaf through it, her face kindly she asked:
“Well then, about what I suggested last time, didn’t it work?”
He shook his head vigorously until the doctor seemed to be swaying about.
“On the contrary, it worked very well.” The words came quickly.
“After I left you I went home and fell asleep straight away. I didn’t wake up until the next afternoon. For two
months afterwards as soon as it got dark I would be all too ready to go to bed, I would sleep like a log and I never
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had any dreams. The wife must have thought I had caught sleeping sickness instead!”
She smiled as he spoke, then looked up and scrutinized him, her expression as hard to gauge as ever.
“It’s appeared again, hasn’t it?” she asked.
He nodded, but couldn’t bring himself to speak.
“Because of the Head of General Affairs?” The tone of her voice told him she knew she was right.
“Yes!”
What a relief not to have to pretend with her, there was no point of pretending since she was a doctor and such
a good one. Anyway, it wouldn’t have done any good.
“He didn’t want to step down, not at all. Is that it?” She enquired softly.
“No … not that,” he measured his words carefully. “If that had been the case, things would have been much
easier. He retired all right and what did they go and do but replace him with someone nine months younger than I
am, who went to school five years later than I did and was in the countryside for eight years less. He was never a
class monitor, let alone a model worker. After two years of country life he sneaked off to join the army and went
back to the city to drive a truck.
“A driver, bah! There’s nothing special about that. And they had to go and choose him. Now is that fair, I ask
you? Wasn’t it bound to bring on another attack? Is it any wonder I can’t sleep?”
Although she smiled the doctor did not reply. Instead she went up to the window to arrange the flowers. He
could see chrysanthemums, roses, tulips. Then she put on another record. The music was soft, yet had quite a beat
to it, so that he could feel the floor vibrating. She poured him a cup of tea. Glancing at her face he longed to know
what was going on in her mind.
“Didn’t you do as I suggested after you got back?” she asked. Her question made him start up and exclaim:
“Of course I did, how couldn’t I? These past few months I’ve been on the go all the time, nobody could say
otherwise. Everyone at the college remarked on it. ‘You’re overdoing it, Ding.’ they would all say. As far as
attitude to work went, it should have been me to get the job.”
… He couldn’t carry on for he was too upset. He could feel himself becoming more and more tense, his nerves
contracting into a tight little knot which he would never be able to undo.
Who was it, do you think, who made sure the teachers in the school all got their gas cylinders? It’s all very
well for those at the top to draw up policies on how to do this and that, but do you think the fifty-jin sack of rice
for each staff member can deliver itself? And what about fruit and vegetables for the summer? They all have to be
fresh. Melons, large yet cheap. Do you think it’s easy to find all this?
A band of right little ladies and gentlemen, that’s what they are. Who do you think it was who saw to their
break-time snacks so that they didn’t have to leave the classroom? As for the state of their dormitories, if it hadn’t
been for me, going on at them until they eventually did give the place a sweep, they would never have got a
commendation the way they did. Finally it came to the point of a glass window in the women’s dormitory. They
weren’t allowed to cover it up with paper. It was only to make things easier to manage, but what did they go and
do but complain that the “cell window” made the place into a prison, a PRISON, I ask you! Wouldn’t you have
been angry too? So I just ignored them and tore the, paper off, but it was back up the next day. I tell you it’s
almost impossible to cope with such a bunch of little prima donnas!
Then there was that driver, able to travel all over the place delivering goods, giving rides, doing a little
business here and there. You name it, he did it. Somehow or other he had made a pile of money and on the quiet
had bought the school a video recorder, saying that that was what the staff needed. After that he couldn’t put a
foot wrong. The whole school gave him the thumbs up saying how clever he was, what brains he had, how good
at his job he was, how he was heading for the top, etc. Upstairs, the Cultural Bureau, buried under a mound of red
tape as it is, without so much as looking at the actual circumstances, went and made him Head of General Affairs.
It must have been because of his father having had a word in the right ear, it must have been. If he had had some
qualifications, fair enough, but he didn’t have any; he studied for a year less than I did. But his old man’s head of
the Education Bureau, so is it any wonder he’s always one up on the others? You wouldn’t be able to stomach
such an insult either, would you? …
A muscle at the corner of her mouth twitched. An eyebrow was raised ever so slightly as she listened in silence.
That hovering smile was back, as elusive as ever. He felt uneasy.
“Any dreams?” she asked.
“Yes. But oddly enough it’s always the same one, millions of ants crawling all over me, biting me, yet it
doesn’t hurt …”
At this she got up and began to stroll backwards and forwards across the center of the room. She was wearing a
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thin irregular print dress, its long, full skirt giving it a trumpet-shaped appearance.
“As there are so many patients today I’ll be brief,” she said, and her eyes, framed in that beautiful face were
cold. Then her expression changed and became very keen, giving her an older and more worldly air.
… That driver’s father is a bureau head, but yours is only a retired boiler factory worker. They may not be in
the same league, but at least you’re not to blame. Yesterday a woman came to see me, she couldn’t sleep either. As
her father is a big-wig in the provincial government, her unit wanted to promote her to department head, but she
was so nervous she couldn’t sleep. She said to me:
“How can I be the department boss? I’ve asked them to drop the idea, but they won’t listen.”
Now look at you, the average man in the street, you could work yourself to death and not have anyone notice.
That video recorder, where did he buy it? He must have still more connections. To be honest about it, what’s so
wonderful about being made a section chief? Even if you did eventually become one, you would still be under
pressure from all sides. It wouldn’t be easy. If you’re no good you get kicked downstairs, and if you are any good,
the money still isn’t worth it, nothing to compare with what you can earn on a snack stall at the night markets.
That’s true, isn’t it? So stop worrying about it so much. It’s not doing you any good …
He could feel a cool breeze blowing ever so gently on his forehead. He could see it making the hem of her skirt
ripple slightly too. At her words the turbidity that had been clogging his brain had begun to clear, seeping out
slowly through every pore on his scalp until he was left feeling perfectly relaxed. No doubt the lines of care crisscrossing his face had been smoothed away too.
She picked up a pen and started to write something on his file. When she had finished she gave it to him to
have a look, four words which he seemed to have seen before, but about whose exact meaning he felt embarrassed
to ask. He hesitated for a moment then asked in a timid voice.
“Would it be at all possible to give me something more specific, like last time? It doesn’t matter if it would
cost more. I could let you have the money in a few days’ time.”
She sat back down on the sofa, thought for a moment, then did as he asked. This time he understood
everything, including the meaning of those four words, so that for those few minutes he felt inexpressibly happy.
This was luck indeed!
“There are those who have gone abroad or obtained high positions, but there are others too who have thought
of making a name for themselves. Doesn’t fame outstrip everything else? You would be in the newspapers, on the
television for all the world to see. Everyone would admire you, and respect you too. An office boss is nothing, but
as soon as you become famous the whole country.
“Look at those small businessmen who have made it, without a degree or people in high places or overseas
relatives to help them. You can do the same too. Make people respect you, give them something to be jealous of.
If anybody can do it, why not me, Ding Xiaoshen? So what if you’re the head of such-and-such? As soon as my
name has come out in print …”
The tension had left him by now, all resentment washed completely away. He gave a long, long yawn.
He would have liked to ask the doctor to be even more specific, but she seemed tired and got up and made to
see him out. He was more than a little afraid to ask anyway, in case it meant an increase in the fee. He could see
that as far as her income went, she was not in the least bit vague. He would just have to leave it at that. So with
profuse thanks he went downstairs.
Other patients seemed very impatient and looked at him askance as he went past. All he could think however
was how strange, almost ridiculous it was, that they couldn’t sleep.
Outside it was just midday. The air had a chill to it and a breeze was rustling through the trees.
*
Now it was October. The autumn winds had come and the grass turned golden. As leaves fell to form rustling
carpets on the forest floors, the forest themselves took on a wide, empty feeling. As day by day the sun lost its
heat, visitors began to seep back into the city. By now the fallen leaves were a riot of color, crackling almost.
painfully under his quick stride. The withered grass, wearing a coat of early morning frost, bore the marks of his
footprints as he passed.
One leg felt too short, the other too long; his head was like a stone, yet at the same time as light as a feather.
He could have exploded or just as easily fizzled away. As for the brittle nerve fibers supporting the back of his
neck, they could have snapped at the slightest provocation. If he didn’t see Dr. Tong again he would die. Each
attack was worse, more unbearable than the last.
Yet there was the white house, as pristine as ever, with its unhurried, welcoming air. From a distance it looked
like a white mushroom.
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Strangely, the number of people waiting had in no way been affected by the desolation of the island. Instead
they crammed the waiting room and were queuing right to the bottom of the steps, thus able to enjoy the sunshine.
Obviously, an ever increasing number of people suffered from insomnia.
“I’m afraid you’ll have to wait a while. All those queuing have appointments and some are making a repeat
visit. Please sit down over there.”
The little nurse had greeted him warmly, yet almost straight away stretched out her hand and asked for four
yuan registration fee. It had gone up again! It was a good thing he had come well prepared. There had been an
unexpected bonus for National Day, twenty yuan. It didn’t matter too much if he was left with sixteen. So he too
sat down to sun himself. Leaning against the pillar with his eyes half closed, it felt rather comfortable.
Those who were not here for the first time were whispering conspiratorially among themselves. One old
woman was saying.
“Don’t you think it’s odd? There’s this doctor, and I tell her I can’t get a wink of sleep. She keeps telling me
not to worry, that it’ll soon be better. Soon? It’s been more than half a year and it’s worse than ever." His eyes shot
open as he asked,
“Why can’t you sleep?”
“Because of my son,” came the reply. “He gave up a steady, secure job to go and set one of those ‘briefcase’
enterprises!\fn{A business which operates literally out of a briefcase, which makes money out of empty promises and speculation, and
which in America, would be considered an illegal con .} What sort of work is that for an honest man? There’s no money in
it, that’s for sure. And what happens if he loses this job too? He’s like a man possessed. I’ve been so worried, but
he gets a decent rest every night.”
Damn, there it was again, somebody else who had joined the rush to set up his own small business. It seemed
as if this craze was set to engulf the whole island. A man broke in furiously,
“I agree with you, this doctor’s up to no good. My wife carne to see her a few days ago and you just have a
guess at what she told her? It’s more than I can bring myself to say but I’ll tell you one thing, she carried on so
that my wife now wants a divorce.”
His voice was rough yet clear and as he spoke he had his face turned up towards the first floor window, as if he
wanted the doctor to hear.
“Your wife’s got someone else,” the elderly woman chipped in.
“Exactly. She hasn’t been able to sleep for a long time and she’s always carrying on because she suspects that
I’m being unfaithful. She says we’re living in a permissive society, where a wife can’t be sure of her own position
any more so what does the doctor go and do but tell her to find herself a few boyfriends, so that she won’t be
driven to suicide. Saying men and women are equal is all very well, but twice in three days she’s gone out in the
evenings, bold as you like and then come home and slept like a log. Now it's ME who can’t sleep, worrying about
the state of my own household!” An authoritative, resonant male voice said:
“In my opinion, this sort of private clinic is a menace to society. Who gave her permission to open it, that’s
what I’d like to know? She’s up to no good for sure.”
At this Ding couldn’t help starting up and was about to refute the man’s words strongly. Had he himself not
derived a lot of comfort and hope from the treatment here? After every session he had been able to sleep again,
and if he did have relapses, it still was not the doctor’s fault. Look at the pace of life today, for example. After all
she was not some sort of fortune-teller. That man should just go and have a look at that mirror presented by one of
her satisfied patients.
Ding suddenly stopped in his tracks. The man was very fat, wearing a serge Zhongshan-suit and leaning on a
red walking stick. He recognized him as the one from the first time, the one whom the doctor had told to retire
and take up fishing instead. Ding bit back what he had been about to say. The old man was still talking:
“I took her advice and retired, and what do you think the result is? All cadres, from grade thirteen downward,
every man jack of them, get a salary rise. I say she’s been extremely irresponsible in her actions, as far as both the
Party and the people are concerned. What’s more, with the salary reform, they’re going to get even more. And
where am I going to get any compensation for it? It’s a fact that since I followed her advice I’ve been worse, not
better. Sooner or later I’m going to have her license taken away,” he added in a loud voice, hammering the stick
on the floor, “just you wait and see.”
Ding had turned deathly pale. What if the man carried out his threat and had the clinic closed down, what
would he do? Somebody came out of the waiting room to have a look. Then he saw the doctor’s head appear at
the upstairs window, underneath a green canopy of leaves. He could feel the scorn in her gaze as it swept over the
assembled people.
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“What do any of you know about it?”
Her voice was low yet vehement and in a flash she had turned on her heel and gone, still with that inexplicable
smile on her face, kind yet at the same time with a trace of sarcasm in it. It wasn’t her but just the flowers on the
curtain. Just as he had plucked up enough courage to try to reason with the old man by way of his own
experience, another man dressed in jeans and a checked shirt came up to them.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “I can’t help but disagree with you all.”
He was standing in the center of a ring of people, waving his arm, looking for all the world as if he was about
to make a speech.
“You are all wrong,” he continued. “Because I myself can testify to the success of Dr. Tong’s therapy. When I
came here for the first time three months ago, I was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. I couldn’t sleep, and I
couldn’t get anything done in the daytime. But after just one session, I was completely cured in a matter of days.
One week later I was better physically and mentally than I had ever been. I’ve been putting on weight …” People
began to exchange whispers as he continued:
“Since then I’ve never looked back. In fact, I can’t sleep enough! You all want to sleep but can’t, but my
problem is that I simply haven’t time to sleep!” By now there was uproar, the old woman shouted:
“You’re mad! She’s made you worse, not better.”
“That’s ridiculous,” he retorted, striding around in a circle before explaining himself. It turned out that he was
a former student of the Central Drama Academy who had been assigned on graduation to a theater company as a
librettist. However, it didn’t matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t for the life of him produce even one word.
While his bosses waited, he suffered one sleepless night after another, all to no avail. He wanted a transfer, but
without any works to his name nobody would have him.
The fervor in his voice was evident as he explained that the doctor thought he simply was not cut out for
writing librettos; and that his insomnia had been brought on by the stress. So she suggested he take up writing
television plays instead, and that was an instant success. He even started to win prizes. Television stations from all
over the country came to order scripts; there was a scramble too, as each strove to have him transferred to their
unit, so he had the pick of the lot. Now he had more than enough to do, and though he was often tired, he felt
happy and relaxed.
“Since it seems you can’t sleep enough now, what are you doing here?” the middle-aged man interrupted him.
“I’ve come with a friend,” came the reply, and, realizing that he had let slip something vital, added, “I
recommended that he come and try this course of treatment. Since he’s got nothing to do all day he hasn’t been
able to sleep properly for thirty years.”
Fortunately at that moment the nurse called a number and it was the old man’s turn. He was in a furious mood
when he went up and it had not altered by the time he came down. It was unlikely he had come for a consultation,
but rather to demand his money back. When the old woman and middle-aged man had finished seeing the doctor,
however, they seemed more contented than before, even the tiniest bit happy. What he was at a loss to understand
now was why on earth, if they were all so dissatisfied with the treatment here, did they still want to come and see
her? By now there was only him left.
Upstairs the room was warm, flooded with sunlight. A thin rug covered the floor and in one corner stood a
potted vine, its leaves a fiery red, its fruit a rich, gleaming purple. As she handed him some he noticed the
powdery bloom frosting its surface. It was cold and so was she, to the point of indifference, even apathy. He could
hear it in her voice as she asked if it was the same trouble as before. Indeed it seemed as if she had been expecting
him, but this time there was no smile of welcome. He felt he had been done some kind of injury. It was a numbing
sensation.
… Who would have thought that in the race to get on there would be people who would succeed before he did?
Who would have thought that managers would be allowed to appoint themselves, or that that woman could turn
the Academy’s costume workshop into a highly profitable fashion company, or that with such a company anyone
could make good? Look at the money she was making: a monthly bonus of three hundred dollars, not to mention
seasonal, annual, holiday, birthday, and other bonuses. Then there were the factory and academy uniforms, and all
that.
And what about the school bathhouse for which she threw in all the money needed with an easy flick of the
wrist. Whereas take the time when I tried my hand at fund-raising—I worked even on Sundays, collecting broken
bricks from all over the city with nothing more than a handcart; I organized a benefit performance of Where Three
Roads Meet and The Jade Bracelet, but on the night they did not even take enough to cover people’s overtime or
the hire of the props, or the wear and tear of costumes-0all of my effort in vain. The whole thing had run at a loss,
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and as for my hopes of a claim to fame, all I succeeded in doing was making a fool of myself.
As for that female, how had she managed it all? With a wave of a magic wand she had fixed up an old
rehearsal room and turned it into a night school of dance, with the full cooperation of the academy’s dancing
instructors, who naturally had seen something in it for themselves. Not only that, she had also set up a tea salon
which put on performances of traditional operas; in fact she had thought of everything.
I suspected the woman of some shady dealing, otherwise how could she have made such a pile of money? I
reported the matter to the Cultural Bureau and had them send someone to investigate. I also wrote to the
newspapers about my suspicions. After a long investigation she had appeared in the papers after all, but to be
praised as one of the reforms’ young trailblazers!
Who had not been taken with the idea of reform? I had been dreaming of it for years and the increase in salary
it would entail, but I had never expected that when it ought to have been my turn, I would end up with nothing,
All it had done was to leave me exhausted and thoroughly confused. The day I went to try out the new bathhouse,
I almost passed out with indignation. Is it any wonder I haven’t been able to sleep? As soon as I closed my eyes
all I could see were newspapers, millions and millions filling the streets and not one with my name on the front
page. What sort of society is it where such a small amount can make such a world of difference, where once you
fall behind you can never hope to catch up? At this rate the reforms will be just one headache after another,
without a moment’s peace for anybody, and there am I, unable to sleep night after night …
This time the doctor had a pale yellow shawl draped around her shoulders. Her hair was different too,
decorated with a plum-colored curved slide, and setting off her perfect complexion. The eyes contemplating him
seemed darker and larger than ever, their depths still unfathomable.
She had listened to him in silence and for a good few minutes after he had finished speaking she still said
nothing. Finally she lifted her hand and began to stroke the tassels on her shawl, carefully separating each strand.
“What shall I do with you?” she sighed. “You’re so …”
Stupid! He could just imagine his wife hurling the word at him.
“You’re so unlucky,” she observed in a logical tone. Then, after a moment's reflection she straightened up
slightly and asked:
“That girl who set up the fashion company, did she have overseas connections?”
“No, I checked,” he replied shaking his head.
“Is her father a professor?”
“No.”
“A bureau chief?”
“No, her parents have been dead for a long time.”
“Has she got any qualifications?”
“She’s studying with the Open University at the moment.”
“Did she graduate from high school before 1966?”
“No, when the Cultural Revolution started she was still at elementary school.”
“Has she been selected by the Party as a model?”
“She’s not even a Youth League member.”
“Well, then, she must be very attractive.”
“You’re joking. She has a limp. In fact, there’s nothing special about her whatsoever.”
Suddenly the doctor burst into laughter. It was a loud, shrill laugh which left him totally confused.
“I can’t see that there is anyone to blame this time,” she said matter-of-factly, shaking her head and spreading
out her hands to emphasize her words.
Insomniacs are good at forgetting. He was aware of her laughter, and after a long mental struggle he was
indeed forced to admit that the girl was in no way to blame. The recognition left him feeling perplexed and in a
bad mood. That numbing sensation began to creep over him again; his veins felt as if they were contracting.
Outside a gust of wind, a cold, passionless force of nature sent leaves swirling, a rustling mass of red and
yellow, and would eventually return them to the earth whence they came.
“What shall I do?” he asked pitiably and cautiously. “You just can’t leave the job half done, casting someone
aside and not bothering about them anymore. You must have some other suggestion to make, anything that will let
me sleep.” The doctor kept her gaze on him as she laughed and said:
“After three visits you still don’t understand? This is a course of treatment and it’s almost finished.”
He did not understand. Surely she didn’t want more money? As he fingered the dirty, crumpled sixteen oneyuan notes in his pocket he suddenly felt that he had been made a fool of. All of a sudden the doctor stopped
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laughing and said in a serious tone:
“My suggestion is this: after work go and open a snack stall at the night market and sell sweet corn and
preserved vegetables. In winter baked yams and roast potatoes.”
“What are you saying?” he interrupted her, stumbling over the words. At her words he had had to take a deep
breath and stride to the window. His face was livid with rage.
“Are you seriously suggesting that I go and become a stall keeper. I’d rather die first!” Without the slightest
trace of emotion, she continued:
“There’re millions of ways that you may take to get rich nowadays, but not everyone can do it. Could you have
come up with ideas for camping equipment or river cruises? I doubt it. But they’re both forms of individual
enterprise, and there are many others. Which one are you good for?”
Her icy, scornful stare seemed to envelop him. He gave an involuntary shudder, for the thought that there was
worse to come had just streaked across his consciousness. He was now trembling with terror. He wanted to
dispute the fact that his sole objective was money. But what was it then, the aim of a conscientious, dependable
person like himself, who, moreover, disliked feeling alone? Calling to mind the dissatisfied comments of those
other patients, what the old man had said, he felt a sudden uncontrollable hatred for the white house.
“You’re just out to cheat people, you and this clinic of yours,” he screamed hysterically.
With a disdainful shrug the doctor walked slowly away.
“This is going to be a world only for those with talent.”
He could hear her voice floating up the stairs to him.
… In this ancient land of ours, practical ineptitude is no longer going to be regarded as a virtue. For the people
of the East, the age of leisure and complacency is now probably at an end. Busy people, constantly on the move,
constantly creating; it’s a progress that has been very late in coming. Commerce will overcome the power of the
tides to slow down the revolution of the earth and will instead become its new high-energy accelerator. This
planet will eagerly look forward to becoming part of an intelligent galaxy in our universe, henceforth to cast aside
poverty, ignorance and backwardness …
She had quietly come up the stairs and now stood before him without a trace of anger towards him. However,
her very calmness, self-possession, conviction of being in the right only served to provoke his temper to a pitch
which became intolerable. He took a grip on his cup and his voice shook as he said:
“And what about you then? Why are you able to sleep?”
… Only you can cure your depression and sleeplessness. Can’t you see that? Men are always seeking and
therefore never content. Some people can sleep well at night and they think clearly by day only at the cost of
others’ sleeplessness. Why don’t you go and learn to do the same? Start from the very beginning, since you’re not
willing to put up with the coldness of others. You’ve still time to increase your own worth …
“I don’t understand you!” he expostulated, feeling ever more confused.
The doctor opened a cupboard and took out a sheet of white writing paper, then sat down on the sofa smiling,
yet with an apologetic air. All he could do was stare at the swaying curtains, at those bright, white flowers.
“While I’ve been treating you I have made three suggestions, all of which have failed. As for this last one, you
still don’t understand; it seems your nervous condition doesn’t react well to this sort of drug-free treatment.
Actually, the success of psychotherapy depends very much on the patient; it’s not everyone who experiences a
miraculous cure. But even I cannot help those who are past hope. That there are disturbed people who are not
coming to me for help is what I regret most. I think I’d better prescribe some sleeping tablets for you. I’ve got
permission from the hospital.”
“I don’t want any sleeping tablets! No librium, wintermin, or miltown!”
As he spoke his whole body convulsed and his hands clasped his head.
“Well, I could prescribe something else, like many-prickle acanthopanax, that might be of some effect,” she
rapped on the armrest of the sofa as she spoke, a ruthless, unfeeling tone now to her voice. Her pen scratched
quickly across the page, leaving a line of writing that he still could not understand. Last of all she signed her name
with a flourish.
“Here you are,” she said and handed the paper to him.
He did not say anything but took the paper and his eye fell on the name with its arrangement of strokes. It
looked like a letter of the alphabet, and in that instant he remembered. At that time he had gone to a lot of effort to
find out the doctor’s name. Was it really her? The woman doctor once with the town’s psychiatric hospital who
only knew how to prescribe sleeping tablets. He had almost quarreled with her then. Although it was a long time
ago he had not forgotten.
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There must be some mistake. He had come back on home leave and taken his uncle to the doctor. His uncle
had been the vice-president of a large factory.
“He can’t sleep at all. It’s so serious, he’s begun to imagine he’s hearing things. He’s afraid of the dark. He
starts at every sound.”
He had not finished explaining before the prescription had been written out and thrust towards him. Thus he
had come home with a huge pile of sleeping tablets. The second time it had been the same, and by the third time
his patience had been exhausted.
“Excuse me, but you still don’t know all the details of the case,” he had pointed out.
“Details?” she had snapped. “It’s all one and the same. Everybody’s ill and everybody has the same disease.
Anxiety, stress. If they don’t take this, what else is there? If everybody took sleeping tablets the world would be a
more peaceful place. I’m right you know.”
She had been even more impatient …
“Have you by any chance worked in the psychiatric hospital in town?” he asked, unable to suppress his
curiosity.
“What do you think?” she retorted. “If I remember rightly, I came here only last year.”
“Where were you seven, eight years ago?”
“How should I know?” came the indifferent reply. “I can’t remember. I hadn’t been sleeping at that time
either.”
The woman was a riddle, he thought to himself, an enchantress from the forests.
“Give it a try,” she was saying, her voice was soothing yet also held a slightly malicious note. No doubt she
hoped everybody would be an insomniac.
So braving an icy wind he had got home, exhausted. The prescription was still tucked inside his jacket. The
signature was one he had known ten years ago. He had not been able to pick up the medicine as the pharmacy was
already closed. It did not seem to matter, however; merely having the piece of paper with the prescription written
on it had an effect. During dinner his chopsticks fell out of his hand while he was chewing on some cabbage
leaves—he fell asleep laying his head on the back of the chair. It was a miracle! Or was it because he had had no
other option?
*
He did not know how long he had slept, but he woke up to a white world.
He found that, having made up all that lost sleep, his mind was clear and he felt full of energy. Yet it was
strange that although he had not followed her advice, nor taken any medicine, he had still been able to sleep.
Anyway, the fact was that he had slept enough, and if it hadn’t been for the wife’s prodding, he would still be
asleep even now. He had to tell the doctor as soon as possible about this, his great discovery, and also get back his
medical file at some point. From now on he would not have to ask for leave and waste all that time in going to the
clinic any more. He could even open his own and make himself director.
Although her manner had been so frosty that last time, he suddenly felt immeasurably grateful towards her. He
just had to tell her about last night.
Outside the wind brought the first of the snow now gusting, now drifting down. A frosty powder was falling
from the branches. Earth and sky were white, gleaming in the bright sunlight. As he walked he would look back
occasionally, and see no trace of his footprints. Silvery birches stood in glittering clusters, shrubs dotted the white
landscape. The rows of small, wooden dachas, which in summer had red or green, round or pointed roofs, now
looked as if they had been carved out of the snow, or yet like white china ornaments under a white, glaring sun.
He could not find the small white house. He remembered it was in a wood, but there were woods everywhere.
He remembered it was beside a small road, but now no such road could be found. He remembered it was white,
but now all the houses were white. As he wove his way to and fro among the trees, the layer of white on his cap
grew and grew. The white house was now beginning to seem like a dream, like a secret that was no longer a
secret, an illusion that was quietly slipping away into the white expanse.
“Tong Dazhuang!” he began to shout, but all he heard was his own voice. Surely her license had not been
revoked? But then there was that fat old man. It couldn’t be that she had moved her practice up country?
He tried to recall what she had said … or was he mistaken about the location?
He remembered that he had once been unable to sleep, but then his memory was never very accurate. He began
to doubt that he had ever come to this place. Perhaps there had never been such a clinic on Sun Island, and Tong
Dazhuang had never existed. Everything would then be nothing more than a fantasy of his own creation.
His mind was perfectly clear now, but he did not understand what had been going on.
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He dropped down into the snow, and for the first time in his life despised himself.
40.154 The Ghost Festival\fn{by Xin Qishi aka Kan Mo Han (1950- )} Hong Kong Special Administrative Region,
China (F) 6
Uncle Shek was stripped to the waist, his back arching like a bow, the deep tan of his flabby muscles an
obvious sign of prolonged exposure to the sun, and there were deep folds across his abdomen and stomach. He
was wearing an old and mildewed pair of gray shorts which showed his skinny legs and knee caps creased like
grinning faces. His short stubby hair, which used to remind you of a hedgehog, was now thinning and gray. There
were freckles all over his face. They could have been the black moles which marked the faces of the elderly, but it
was hard to tell. His mouth was constantly moving, but all that could be heard was the occasional meaningless
sound.
His job was to collect the garbage from four seven-storey blocks. Every day he had to sort out the mountains
of rubbish in the garbage rooms and dispose of it in the large containers provided by the Urban Council. Sometimes, when there were pieces of abandoned furniture in the corridors, he had to drag and carry them downstairs.
Of course, if he was lucky, he might just find a wardrobe or bed that was still in good condition and could fetch a
few dollars at a second-hand goods store. Uncle Shek had been doing cleaning work in the neighbourhood for at
least ten years. The locals were so used to his being around that they saw him as part of the garbage too. Normally
they did not notice his presence, but whenever he fell ill or when garbage piled up around New Year or on other
festive occasions, they would automatically think of him.
Sweat was slowly dripping down Uncle Shek’s forehead. The soft glow of the setting sun was shining on the
street and on the dozen or so huge garbage containers along the roadside. Uncle Shek was again muttering
something as he made his rounds between the garbage room and the garbage containers. He had started work
unusually early today. As he wheeled his cart along the corridors on each floor shouting, “Garbage time!” people
noisily pushed open their doors and iron grilles, dragging red and blue and yellow plastic bins into the passages.
Some said hello to him, or asked him, “Aren’t you a bit early today?” but he just went on muttering to himself.
Occasionally he would say a word or two in reply, and when he did, his exceptionally loud and husky voice
seemed incongruous with his physical form.
Over the last two days, Uncle Shek had started work about half an hour earlier than usual, and today even
earlier, so early that some housewives complained: you must have gone nuts, garbage man, coming so early one
day and so late the next, we haven’t even finished preparing dinner! Uncle Shek never showed much displeasure
or pleasure towards these complaints, just as he was unmoved by the gifts given him on festive days. All he
wanted was to finish collecting the garbage in those four seven-storey blocks as quickly as possible so that he
could hurry over to the football ground on the other side of the street, where a lot of work was waiting to be done.
The street was lined with small shops of all descriptions. Some people were having their dinner on the
pavement and big plates of meat and vegetables were laid out on the tables. The grayish dust hurled up by passing
vehicles danced about in the golden rays of the evening glow before landing on people’s feet and faces or on the
white rice or meat soup. Some people were standing in front of the shops, their backs leaning against the display
windows, looking aimlessly into the street while picking their teeth.
The owner of the Yee Loong rice shop was bragging about the “Numerous Offspring” lantern which he had
bought at the football ground the night before with the highest bid. Now the lantern was hanging in front of the
shop. It was no different from those trotting-horse lanterns one saw at the Mid-Autumn Festival, except that a
piece of pink paper hung down from the lower end of this lantern. Decorated with the characters “A hundred sons
and a thousand grandsons,” the paper was fluttering wildly in the wind.
Like the rice store, the medicine shop also had a lantern at its entrance. This one had a huge light bulb inside,
and on the outside, the characters “Ghost Festival Festivities” and “Senior Director” were written in red ink on
either side. In fact, eight or nine out of every ten shops on this street had similar lanterns bearing characters such
as “Senior Director,” “Junior Director,” “Financial Administrator,” “General Affairs Manager,” “Vice Chairman,”
or “Chairman,” depending on how much money the owner had donated the previous year.
Each year, for three nights following the fourteenth day of the seventh lunar month, the local people would
come to the football ground to burn incense, watch operas, bid for lanterns, or simply take a stroll. Some mothers
would not allow their children to go downstairs for fear they would encounter bad luck. Some mothers, however,
could not wait to see their little ones go out so they could start their mahjong game. A month or so before the
Festival, some Chaozhou-speaking organizers in kungfu suits would go from door to door, donation books in
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hand, asking for contributions. People could offer as much or as little as they liked and few would refuse to give
anything at all. Was there ever a family who had not lost a relative or two? It might be fine to offend the living,
but offending a ghost is something else.
Naturally, businesspeople were major targets for donations, and they could not pledge too small an amount for
fear of losing face when the sums donated were made public. A well-respected and public-minded businessman
would be chosen by Buddha himself as chairman each year, and the man was expected to contribute both money
and services. True, organizing the festivities involved a lot of tedious work and arguments were common, but it
was, after all, a favor bestowed by Buddha. For this reason, very few people, if chosen to be chairman, would turn
down the offer. But it took more than just handsome donations to be offered the job. Who in the world of business
does not have some money?
To begin with, on the second day of the Ghost Festival, pieces of red paper bearing the names of the candidates
were placed before the altar, then one was drawn from the lot to see whom Buddha had picked to be chairman for
the following year. It was a great honor. Just the chairman’s lantern alone hanging in front of your door would
lend lustre to any humble home. Then there were the title-bearing colored ribbons. Worn pinned to the chest, they
were status symbols that allowed the organizers to move about the arena as they pleased, smugly telling people to
do this or that.
The rice shop owner had been chairman the previous year. He had donated 500 catties of rice, but other than
getting his share when the mountains of buns and the three small wooden pots of rice placed on the main altar in
the football ground were distributed among all involved parties at the end of the festivities, his family had not
benefited much.
According to custom, the wooden pots containing the rice were wrapped with red paper and put on the altar as
offerings for three days. Those who got a small pinch of this rice would take it home with deep reverence in the
hope that it would bring their family peace and prosperity when cooked and served. The previous year the rice
shop owner had treated it as an auspicious star that was worth much much more than the rice in his own
warehouse. He had hoped and prayed that, after eating the rice, his wife would quickly produce a chubby and
healthy son. For that he would have happily donated much more than a mere 500 catties. But a year had passed
and, although his wife had gained weight, there was still no hint of a son on the way. This year, since he had not
been favored by Buddha and had not been chosen chairman, he had only donated 100 catties of rice, securing the
title of “Senior Director” for the occasion. But he had successfully bid a high price for the “Numerous Offspring”
lantern to give himself renewed hope for the year ahead. However, people were whispering behind his back: the
miser, he didn’t want to part with his 500 catties of rice last year—not even for Buddha—no wonder he couldn’t
get the son he wanted so badly even after years of prayers.
Most of the inhabitants in the neighborhood were Chaozhou people, and because of the proximity of the place
to the market, most of them were engaged in the rice and grocery business. Following redevelopment, many of the
shops had moved to the new market to continue their business. The Yee Loong rice shop with its “Numerous
Offspring” lantern, two medicine shops, four provisions stores, one watch shop, one coffee shop, and one restaurant were the only shops that continued to operate there. Locals of the older generation could still vaguely
remember what this street was like thirty years ago. They could tell you who was indebted to whom, who bore a
grudge against whom, where houses had been torn down, where new buildings had been built, and when the well
which supplied their drinking water was sealed.
Of course, the hardest to forget was the fire that changed everything. It had burnt for one day and one night,
the racing flames painting the sky red. It was only the howling north wind which blew people’s tears dry. Having
moved from the Mainland to this small, faraway enclave, and after going through so many hardships, they had
thought they could finally settle down in peace. They little expected to see everything go up in smoke, their
homes destroyed, and themselves injured. Eventually they moved into housing units built by the government for
the fire victims. These seven-storey blocks with no kitchens or toilets were frowned upon by people now, but in
those days, they were sanctuaries for those who had escaped with nothing but their lives. Had it not been for that
big fire in Western District, the old folks on this street would never have come together and shared a life for so
many years. Some had made it big and some ended up down and out; some had moved away and some had
emigrated; some had departed blissfully for the other world while others remained to live out their lives of ill
health. Stories about the street never ran out, but since the old were getting older and the young didn’t care for
things that had happened several lifetimes ago, the tales were slowly falling into oblivion with the passage of
time.
The government had recently launched a massive programme to redevelop the area, and all but Blocks 11 to 14
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had been demolished. These were the four blocks Uncle Shek had to look after, and the Yee Loong rice shop was
also in one of these blocks.
Uncle Shek was an old-timer. He had seen it all, seen the rapid spin of the wheel of fortune, but all his
memories were locked away inside him. He was probably not even aware that he had been living in the same
place for over thirty years. Sometimes he seemed to know what was going on around him, but often he was
confused. Only the garbage had his undivided attention. After leaving the mental hospital more than ten years
earlier, he had had a relapse and created a scene which drew a crowd of curious onlookers into the street. On that
occasion, he was crying and yelling, pulling his hair and tearing his clothes in front of the Yee Loong rice shop,
and had to be forcibly taken back to hospital by several robust men. The old proprietor of the rice shop kept
saying to the crowd:
“He gambled and lost, it’s as simple as that. I didn’t steal from him. The son of the owner of the Yau Lee store
can be my witness. He’s a grown man. He has no business crying like that.”
When Uncle Shek returned to Western District and, with the assistance of social workers, found work as a
garbage cleaner, he was a much quieter man and remained calm when he walked past the Yee Loong rice shop.
The only thing that could divert his attention from his miserable home and rubbish heaps were the annual Ghost
Festival activities. In the beginning, he had just strolled about, watching people burn incense and chant the sutras.
Later, as chores mounted and help was needed, the organizers asked Uncle Shek to give a hand with the manual
work, and they gave him some rice, flour, and foodstuffs in return.
At that time there had been a lot of gossip about Uncle Shek. Some were saying:
“Pity the poor man! He must have done something evil in his previous life! See how he gambled away his shop
and lost his wife who ran away with his kids. And now he has to slave around here after serving as chairman for
several years.” Others said:
“The old proprietor of the Yee Loong rice shop had something up his sleeve for a long time. He was jealous of
Uncle Shek because Uncle Shek’s shop was on the main street. He somehow ganged up with some swindlers and
conned Uncle Shek out of his shop, breaking up his family and driving him mad. The ruthless rascal! See if he
doesn’t get punished. He is going to die without a grandson.”
The old scholar who made a living in the street writing letters for others also pontificated, rocking his head
from side to side:
“Alas, great is the harm of gambling!”
With the passage of time and the death of the old proprietor of the Yee Loong rice shop years ago, all such
gossip and rumors died down. Occasionally though, silver-haired people who walked past the shop and saw the
“Numerous Offspring” lantern would whisper to their children and sons- or daughters-in-law: it’s all because the
old proprietor didn’t do any good deeds for his descendants.
Ever since the big fire thirty years before, Western District had been holding Ghost Festival activities. That fire
killed many people. Some of the victims had lived alone and their bodies went unclaimed, probably because their
families were still on the Mainland. Out of kindness, local people started to observe the Ghost Festival for these
victims. Every year at the Festival, sacrifices were offered to provide temporary food and lodging to wandering
souls, while rice and foodstuffs were handed out to all, rich and poor. It was said that after eating the buns and
cakes offered to the spirits, adults would live long and prosperous lives and children would grow up quickly. It
was all some kind of blessing.
This year, as in past years, at the corner of the street a ceremonial archway had been built, on which were
inscribed the characters “Ghost Festival Festivities, Western District Neighborhood Association.” Near the
crossroads was mounted a flagstaff with a long flowing streamer and two lanterns at the top to light the way for
wandering souls to reach the site where the offerings were made. The festivities had been going on for two days
already, and would reach a climax that evening. In addition to distributing the food and handing out the rice, there
would be the “burning of sacrificial objects.” During this ceremony, paper gold and silver ingots, paperwork
bridges and mansions, as well as sacrificial banknotes and clothing would all be put into the offerings furnace and
set alight, as if suggesting that all sorrows and griefs would vanish with the smoke.
In the past when government controls were less stringent, paper offerings would have been piled up here and
there on the pavement like little mountains, and a dozen or so fires would be burning at the same time every
evening. The fires tinted red the faces of people in the upper storeys who had not yet gone to bed, and small
flames flared up in the eyes of the onlookers. Dark corners of staircases would be intermittently lit up by the
flames, as if there were ghosts and goblins hiding there who were afraid to come out in the open and could only
quietly accept the offerings from a distance. The spectacular sight of the raging flames during the burning of
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paper offerings, and the hair-raising scenes of children nearly falling into the fires as they scrambled for the buns
which had been offered to the spirits, had all but disappeared in recent years, probably because scenes like those
led to traffic congestion and could easily result in another fire. Now the burning of paper offerings was restricted
to the small tin-house-like furnace at one corner of the venue. The splendor had gone. However gloriously it
burned, the fire had to be splashed with water to prevent its tongues from licking the nearby bamboo scaffoldings,
paper screens, and tree branches.
Pushing his wooden cart, Uncle Shek hurried over from around the corner. He could see from a distance a
crowd gathering in front of the school, opposite the football ground, and knew that he was late. How could he
help it when there was so much garbage to collect? Outside the school, he waved at a man wearing a straw hat and
shorts. The man signaled him to go in and carry to the truck the gunny bags bearing the characters “Chinese
Rice.”
After working for a while, Uncle Shek stopped and started mumbling to himself. The man with the straw hat
patted him on the shoulder in an understanding way and said:
“Don’t worry! You’ll get your share.”
The playground on the street-side of the school was surrounded by a tall wire-fence. Outside, kids were
climbing all over it while a crowd of busy on-lookers gathered. When people spilt on to the road, the police who
were there to keep order tried to disperse them. A man’s voice came over the loudspeaker, saying again and again
that all the rice had been handed out and that those who had got their share should leave at once and not gather
around the gate. Slowly, some started moving away, but they still kept looking back, ready to turn around at any
time. Many did not understand why so many bags were being carried back to the truck when they had been told
that it was all over.
Meanwhile, in the playground, people with colored ribbons pinned to their chests were busy moving the iron
railings, borrowed from the Urban Council to maintain order, so that they could clean up the rice and litter when
the playground was finally vacated. They had borrowed the playground from the school and now it had turned
into a real mess. In just over an hour, hundreds of people had packed into the place, even the iron railings were
crushed. People who had already received their rice thought they had too little and returned to the end of the
queue or even elbowed their way back to the front, pushing and yelling so hard that the police had to intervene.
The rice was distributed in little bags, each one holding about a catty. As he worked, Uncle Shek saw people
cradling these bags in their hands, softly as if they were little kittens. He saw another man in a straw hat pass one
of these “kittens” over the fence to a boy outside. But when the truck carrying the rice finally drove off, the man
in the straw hat handed Uncle Shek not a soft “kitten” but just a long loaf of white bread as his reward for cleaning up the playground.
This was the main alms-giving event and it took place on the third evening of the Ghost Festival every year.
Rice and provisions donated by shops in the neighborhood were divided into small portions, and, while the stock
lasted, everyone, rich and poor, could claim a share. People came in droves for the hand-outs. It was said that the
whole family would enjoy peace and good luck and children would be obedient after eating these offerings to
Buddha.
And so Uncle Shek was, for the moment, satisfied with his loaf of bread. He put it carefully into his wooden
cart, strapping it tightly with a piece of rope for fear it would be snatched away. Some people asked him:
“Uncle Shek, can you finish that loaf all by yourself?”
His expressionless eyes suddenly seemed to spark and he broke his usual silence and answered in a loud, clear
voice:
“I’ll take it home and share it with the kids.”
The main festival site was just opposite the school. The air was heavy with the smoke and smell of candles and
joss sticks. A horizontal banner bearing the characters “Ghost Festival Festivities. Peace throughout the Land”
was hanging above the main table, in front of which was an offering table about two feet wide and twenty feet
long. On this table, there were tin incense burners, candle-stands, and all sorts of offerings—small mountains of
buns and cakes, “prosperity” sponge cakes sprinkled with incense ashes, fruits and peanuts, wine cups and
flowers, as well as the three buckets wrapped in red paper containing the rice to be divided amongst the chairman,
directors, and helpers when the festivities were over. In front of the offering table and before an ancient sacrificial
vessel, devout men and women knelt on cushions, praying and kowtowing.
Presents donated by local residents were displayed on the main table. They included gold, silver, and jade
ornaments, antiques and vases, table and wall lamps, radios and televisions, clothing, socks and shoes. These were
auctioned each evening, with the proceeds funding the alms-giving. To the left of the main table was a makeshift
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conference room and to the right was a reception room. The conference room was always full of people with
colored ribbons pinned to their chests, although nobody knew exactly what it was they were discussing. Behind
the conference room was the warehouse where the donated rice and provisions were stored.
Next to the main table was a tall, glittering altar. A huge silk umbrella hung above it while yellow curtains,
richly embroidered with lotus blossoms and seedpods, hung in layers from the front to the back of the altar. On it
stood a sacrificial vessel, and statue of Buddha flanked on both sides with pictures of arhats. On one side of the
altar was a long narrow table, on which the sutras were placed. It was still early. Around eight o’clock, the monks
would start to chant the sutras, although naturally people coming to hear the prayers would be fewer in number
than those watching the opera, and the deafening gongs and drums would drown out the quiet chanting. But noisy
or quiet, it did not really matter, for the Ghost Festival was not meant for the living.
Western District used to present two types of operas during the festival: Cantonese opera on one evening and
Chaozhou opera on the other two. In recent years, only the Chaozhou opera had been presented because it cost too
much to have both. The show started at eight each evening, and people in the neigborhood, starved of their native
opera in Hong Kong, would bring along their own chairs, ready to sit through the whole evening even though the
artists were unknown.
At the other end of the football ground, there was posted the list of donors with their names, their companies,
and the amounts they had donated written in black on red paper. In the middle of the site were three gigantic joss
sticks. Every time the wind swept past, ashes fell on the heads of those walking beneath them. Stalls selling
snacks, congee, and noodles were confined to the right of the area behind the opera stage, where many stools and
wooden boxes were placed. The site was brightly lit.
In sharp contrast to all this was a shed bearing the three characters “Home-watching Terrace.” It stood shrouded in a cold bluish light, with a pair of couplets hanging, one on each side. Inside the shed were paper “people”
in blue and white. On the long table facing the front of the shed were offerings of steamed rice and vegetarian dishes brought by people in the neighborhood, and a rectangular incense burner packed with slender joss sticks. The
shed exuded an eerie feeling and the children all kept away from it. Since this was the last night of the Ghost Festival, the offerings in the “Home-watching Terrace” shed would be handed out long before the night was over.
Those who had not yet received any rice or who had only got a little in the school playground knew that there was
more food to be handed out here, and that the exact time depended on the orders of those in charge. The patient
ones, therefore, hung around the shed and waited, or kept asking those sitting and chatting in the makeshift
conference room:
“Sir, when are you going to hand out the food?”
At long last, someone wearing a straw hat and carrying a white towel slung over one shoulder started heading
towards the “Home-watching Terrace,” and those waiting began to drift in, ghost-like, from all directions. Women
and children jostled one another at the front. Beggars in rags who had been wandering around in a trance with
their bowls also stretched out their filthy hands to grab at the dust-covered steamed rice in plastic baskets. Grannies, who had already managed to snatch their share, were eyeing what others had got. Several boys were fighting
each other for the food. The boy who won immediately dashed to the rear and handed his spoils to a woman with
a face wrinkled by a lifetime of suffering. She was carrying a baby on her back, and beside her there were already
a few small baskets of rice offerings, closely guarded by her other children. Some of the rice had a few pieces of
fried fish on top; some was mixed with bean sprouts. The man handing out the rice shouted:
“Don’t come snatching if you’ve already got your share. The rice cannot be thrown away. Those who do so
will be cursed.”
A dozen or so hands grabbed at each basket, almost tipping it over before he had time to pass it to anyone. It
was common for people to beat up and abuse one another on such occasions, and they would not stop until the
men in the straw hats chased them off.
Uncle Shek could not hide his disappointment when he saw the long table with nothing left on it. The twisting
of his mouth became more frequent, but no one understood what he was muttering about. He was staring at the
baskets in other people’s hands, even following closely on their heels. A fat greasy-faced woman, who was
carefully putting several baskets of steamed rice into her canvas bag, was completely taken aback by Uncle Shek
as she turned around. All at once, she let loose her wild tongue, hitting Uncle Shek with insults like rocks
tumbling down high mountains, her language so foul women blushed and men grimaced. But Uncle Shek only
took two small steps backwards and stood there shuffling, as though it was too hot under his feet and he could not
keep still. A small group of people swiftly gathered around them.
Someone said to the fat woman:
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“Give him some, you’ve got so much.”
This drew another attack from the woman:
“Give him some? No way! I’ve had to fight for it. We all have to fend for ourselves. He should have come
earlier. Why the hell should I care just because he comes late and doesn’t get anything?”
It really had been a day of bad luck for Uncle Shek. Earlier on he had missed out on the rice and had only been
given a loaf of bread. He had thought he could wait for the steamed rice to be handed out in the evening, but he
had been called over by one of the men in straw hats to carry bags of rice from the warehouse to a unit on the
ground floor of Block 14. When he had returned, he saw grains of rice strewn all over the ground, but nothing was
left on the long table in front of the “Home-watching Terrace.” He grumbled to himself:
“What lousy luck this year. Didn’t get anything.”
As if his luck was not bad enough, he had bumped into this sharp-tongued vixen. The woman was still yapping
away, repeating her words over and over again until someone in the crowd shouted:
“Shut up while you’re ahead! Why argue with him? He’s not right in the head!”
The person was the owner of the Yee Loong rice shop. Others expressed agreement and tried as gently as they
could to push her out of the football ground, leaving Uncle Shek standing there like an idiot.
When the crowd had dispersed, the rice shop owner again joined the other organizers in front of the conference
room, chatting and laughing, cigarette in hand, greeting familiar faces that went past. The chairman of the current
Ghost Festival—the proprietor of the Wo Hing Restaurant—carried three heavy paper bags over to a police patrol
car and bowed and smiled to the sergeant, thanking him and his men for keeping order. When the police van had
driven off, he returned to his chair and started puffing on his water-pipe.
It was already dark. Drums and gongs had started again at the opera stage, the chanting of the sutras had begun
at the altar, and more and more people were coming over after dinner to pray, have fun or watch the opera. Over at
the “Home-watching Terrace,” fires were burning high in the offerings furnace and ashes were flying all over the
place. Local residents were bidding for the donated items displayed on the main table. The organizer in charge
was shouting the bidding prices over the loudspeaker and saying all sorts of propitious things.
Uncle Shek went on with his unfinished business—carrying bags of rice from the warehouse behind the
conference room back to a unit on the ground floor of Block 14 not far away. The owner of the rice shop squinted
while watching the movements of the actors and actresses on the stage from afar. And now, a doddering woman
with three little children began to pester one of the straw-hatted helpers, begging him to give her some rice. But
there was no more. No one paid her any further attention, except those who couldn’t disguise their great disgust at
her. The old woman ignored them:
“Please have mercy; I didn’t know the way. I went round and round and got here only just now. Please give us
some rice. The three children have no parents and don’t always have rice to eat. Give us some rice, please. May
Buddha bless you with a long life and a house full of gold and silver.”
“Stop pestering us. We’ve told you already we’ve finished handing out the rice,” said the man in the straw hat.
“But isn’t that rice inside those bags?” asked the old woman innocently, pointing at an odd-job man like Uncle
Shek who was pushing a cartful of rice.
The rice shop owner could no longer concentrate on the opera. He stood up impatiently and yelled at the old
woman:
“That rice is to be distributed to those who have donated money. The rice for alms-giving has long gone. You
only have yourself to blame for coming late.”
“I couldn’t find my way and it was dark. It’s only once a year. Please, have mercy! Have mercy on us!”
“That’s right. It’s only once a year. All the more reason why you shouldn’t have come late. It only shows
you’re not sincere. Even Buddha does not watch over you,” the rice shop owner snorted. He then waved his hand
and said, “Off you go. Stop bothering us.”
The old woman reluctantly moved away with the three children. But they lingered under the horizontal banner
with the characters “Peace throughout the Land,” still hungrily eyeing the big bags of rice being carried away.
When Uncle Shek came out with the last bag of rice, the old woman left the three children behind and walked
quickly up to his cart, closely following it and saying:
“Please give me some rice, Sir. Please give me some rice.”
Uncle Shek walked faster and faster, the four wheels of the cart spinning so fast it looked as though they were
ready to fly off. He pushed the cart to the corner of a building and stopped.
“Quick, quick,” he said in a muffled voice.
Before she had time to show her surprise, the old woman had already opened her bag and Uncle Shek quickly
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scooped some rice inside, leaving a lot scattered around the cart. He then urged the old woman to leave at once,
and, so hurried was her departure, that she could only show her gratitude through her eyes.
This episode soon became known all over Western District. The organizers scolded Uncle Shek soundly, but he
only looked at his feet without saying a word. It was only when the rice shop owner patted his own forehead and
said repeatedly, “He’s crazy, it’s a waste of time questioning him,” that Uncle Shek suddenly raised his head and
looked straight at the rice shop owner, a fierce intensity in his glowering eyes. Everyone was stunned speechless
by the burning hatred in that look.
Pointing at the shiny nose of the rice shop owner, Uncle Shek retorted clearly and loudly:
“It’s you who’s crazy.”
Then he turned and walked off, pushing the crowd aside as he swaggered away. That night, Uncle Shek did not
return to claim his share of the buns and sponge cakes which had been offered to Buddha, and his wooden cart
and loaf of bread were left lying forlornly in one quiet corner of the football ground.
In the small hours of the morning, after the burning of paper offerings arid money for the nether world, that
year’s Ghost Festival officially came to an end and people began to disperse. By the time things were cleared
away and the lights switched off, most were tired and ready to go home.
At that moment, someone was heard yelling for help from the men’s toilet in Block 12, then a man dashed out
and rushed over to a food stall to call the police. Only then did people realize that someone had been killed. It was
the owner of the Yee Loong rice shop.
Before daybreak, news of the murder had spread all over Western District, and in the days that followed, all
kinds of rumors and gossip swept the place, making the people’s lives that much fuller. Elderly people repeated
what they had said before:
“The old proprietor brought disaster upon his descendants because he did no good deeds in his lifetime.”
And the people in the neighborhood did not tone down their criticism of the rice shop owner just because he
was dead. They talked about his conduct, about how dishonest he had been doing business, how he had cheated
customers by giving them too little or by mixing his rice with impurities, how he charged exorbitant interest on
his loans, and so on, as if he had deserved to die.
Meanwhile, the garbage had remained uncollected for three days, and the whole place was stinking. Uncle
Shek was nowhere to be found. The neighbourhood folk had even more things to say about this, mostly
superstitious and idle remarks about retribution and paying for one’s wrongful deeds.
21.81 Lost In The Wind And The Snow\fn{by Niu Zhen-ghuan (1950- )} Kansu [Gansu] Province, China (F) 6
Jin Niu’s wife sat on the adobe platform bed, sewing on the sole of a shoe for her husband. Jin Niu himself
squatted on the floor, whittling at the handle of a hoe. His wife remarked that she would like to go to her native
village during this slack period to visit her family. "I will come back in time for the New Year," she promised.
Jin Niu demurred. “Yes,” he said, “the work in the fields is over, but there is so much to be done in the house—
wheat to grind for the New Year, vegetables to store up for the winter.
“Can’t you do some grinding when I’m gone?” his wife asked.
“As to vegetables, I’ve stocked up a lot. The dried peas and eggplants are at the top of the chest, the salted
peppers and celery at the bottom of the jar, the pickled cabbages in the big clay container, and there are two
strings of red pepper hanging under the eaves: besides, there are several dozen heads of fresh cabbage. You and
Pillar and your father will have plenty to eat. There’s enough to last the three of you through the winter.”
“What do you mean, the three of us?” Jin Niu shouted. “Aren’t you coming back?”
His wife’s heart gave a thump. “Who said anything about not coming back? I’ll be back for New Year, and the
first crop of vegetables will be up by then.”
Jin Niu devised a fresh objection.
“All the children hereabouts receive new clothes for New Year. If you leave, our Pillar will be in his old
clothes.”
The wife reached over to the little cupboard on the platform bed. She took out a bundle wrapped in a piece of
cloth, opened it, and showed it to her husband. “They are all here. Padded jacket, padded pants, overalls, new
shoes, the hat which you bought last time you were at market. Pillar’s shoes wear out so quickly, I’m going to sew
him another pair when I finish this.”
Jin Niu had nothing more to say.
“All right, then, when are you leaving?”
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“Tomorrow, I think.” And thus the matter was settled. Having secured her husband’s permission, the wife
immediately set about to get ready. She spent the whole day putting the house in order. Then she went to Second
Aunt next door and asked her to keep an eye on her household while she was away. Then she came back to cook
supper.
By the time supper was ready, the lamp had to be lit. Her father-in-law took out a bundle of tobacco leaves, his
own produce. “Take them with you, a present for my inlaws, though we have not yet met. Tell them to come for a
visit when times are better so that we can get acquainted with each other, and Pillar will see his maternal
grandfather.”
Pillar howled. He wanted to go with his mother. Lin Niu said not a word throughout supper, but kept his eyes
on his bowl. Now he picked up his son and said, “You grow up quick and then we will all go together to visit your
mother’s family.”
But Pillar was not taken in and still cried for his mother. To quiet him down, Lin Niu promised to take him to
the railway station the next morning.
Lin Niu was reluctant to let his wife go. Her absence, he felt, would create hardships. She had come to this part
of the country four years ago and settled with him. Since then, his whole life had changed. Every morning before
he set out to work, a bowl of hot soup and two steamed buns would be at the top of the trunk over the platform
bed within easy reach. When he came home from work in winter, she would hand him a bowl of steaming
noodles. In summer a big basin of mung-bean soup would be cooling on the kitchen table. She was a filial
daughter-in-law. The old man’s teeth were bad, and for him she would make special pancakes, soft and thin. She
would buy pieces of rock sugar and boil it with pears to relieve his cough in winter, a treat that not even Pillar was
allowed to share.
To Lin Niu, who had lost his mother when young and only managed to get married at the ripe age of thirty, this
wife was so important. He couldn’t do without her for a single moment. Their son was three years old already, and
throughout these three years she had cared single-handedly for him. To think of all the times Pillar wet himself
and soiled himself and his endless needs by day and night. When he was in the mood, Lin Niu would buy Pillar a
handful of candy or plait him a grasshopper cage. But now that his wife was going, could he handle everything?
His wife came from the upper reaches of the Wei River, from neighboring Gansu province. She had arrived on
a day in spring, during the famine of 1960. Jin Niu had come back from the fields to find a crowd under the
willow tree at the end of the village. He went up and saw a young woman sitting on the stone under the tree. She
was in her early twenties, poorly dressed but clean. Her eyes were dull and her face had that grayish
undernourished look. A little bundle wrapped in a checkered cotton scarf held some old clothes, which showed
through the edges of the scarf.
Behind her, a slightly older man leaned against the tree.
“We are from upriver,” the man explained. “We have been starving for a year. We dug wild herbs. Now they’re
all gone. We peeled the barks of trees, and that’s all gone, too. Everybody who can move has run away. Now that
we’re out, we don’t have the strength to walk back. This is my sister. She is too worn to move another step. Is
there a good-hearted person here who would take her in? That would be storing up a good deed in this life toward
the next.”
Two big tears ran down the woman’s face and dropped on her shoes. The people around her sighed for pity.
“Poor girl, so young,” said one of the villagers. Second Aunt signaled Lin Niu with her eyes. Away from the
crowd, she whispered:
“Keep her. She’s good-looking. And coming from another province, she won’t cost you much in bridal
money.”
“But Aunty,” Lin Niu reasoned, “that would be taking advantage."”He turned to go, but Aunty held him back.
“Now who has ever seen the likes of you,” she asked, “thirty already and talking such nonsense? Don’t you
hear her brother saying that this is doing a good deed?”
Just then, the man’s voice was heard again.
“If we go back, we starve and die. Please, someone keep her. At least she will live. She is very capable.”
Jin Niu considered a moment and made up his mind.
“All right, Aunty. You go and talk to them.”
Through the good offices of Second Aunt, Lin Niu took in the young woman as his wife. That same day, the
brother and sister were accommodated in a side room of their house while Lin Niu stayed with his old father in
the main room. According to local custom, bridal money was mandatory, even for a girl who was pining away
from starvation. Lin Niu’s father fumbled at the bottom of his trunk and counted out two hundred yuan. He
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handed the money to Second Aunt and asked her to present it to the girl’s brother as bridal money, all formal and
proper—and asked her to select an auspicious day on which to hold a wedding feast and entertain family and
friends. Second Aunt was gone but a moment before she returned, followed by the man.
Nothing would induce him to take the money. They were running away from famine, he said. All he wanted
was to see his sister safely settled. There was nothing to buy anyway. If they insisted on a bridal gift, he would
accept some grain. He could use it to save lives. Father and son could not prevail against him and finally made
him a present of a sackful of grain.
Lin Niu invited him to stay for the wedding feast and give away his sister in marriage. But he insisted on
leaving immediately. To save the rest of his family from starvation, he said.
Lin Niu and the young woman saw him off. At the edge of the village where stood the big willow tree, the man
shouldered the bag of grain that Jin Niu had been carrying and bade them go back. The young woman cried
piteously.
The man seemed debilitated from hunger and bowed down under the weight of the grain. He said to the young
woman, avoiding looking at her directly, “Sister, you stay here. I’ll come and see you when I can. He is a good
man.” He pointed to Lin Niu and dabbed at his own face to wipe away the sweat—or perhaps tears. And then he
walked away. His sister leaned against the tree and cried in despair.
Lin Niu looked on helplessly. He had never been in close contact with a woman before, much less a woman
awash in tears. Finally he spoke to her.
“If you really want, you can collect your belongings and follow him.”
But she just stood there and continued weeping. It was Second Aunt who caught up with them and saved the
situation. At last, with a little persuasion and a little prodding, she got the young woman back to Lin Niu’s house.
One year later, a fat baby boy was born to Lin Niu. For two generations running, the family line had been
handed down through single male issue. Thus the boy was named Pillar, to hold up the line. Only then did people
stop calling the woman Younger Sister. She became known as Pillar’s mother.
Pillar was three years old and his mother had never returned to her native village for a visit. She never
expressed the wish to her husband. Her brother, now known as Pillar’s uncle, had visited several times. Every
time he came, Lin Niu would give him forty or fifty yuan—derived from selling grain—and also a hundred jin or
so of wheat to carry back. Every time she had to part with her brother, Lin Niu’s wife was immensely sad. Her
brother always tried to ease her heart by assuring her that everything was all right back home—and that she was
always welcome for a visit.
Lin Niu should have taken his wife to visit his in-laws according to custom. But the expense of the marriage
and then the birth of their son, coupled with the dip into their savings from the brother’s frequent visits, made for
difficulties. The family was living from hand to mouth. A train ride for the two of them to neighboring Gansu
province would cost Jin Niu at least fifty yuan both ways, not to mention gifts that were indispensable for such a
visit.
Lin Niu lay on the heated platform bed but couldn’t sleep. He looked at his wife sewing new shoes for their
son.
“Pillar’s mom,” he called to her.
“Umm, you sleep. I want to finish sewing on these two pairs of shoes for Pillar. The soles are already done.”
“Are you really leaving tomorrow?”
“Umm.”
“Don’t go. After the wheat harvest next summer, let’s take Pillar and make a family visit together.”
She stopped the work in her hands.
“Didn’t you give your permission this morning?”
“Well …” Lin Niu started, but he had nothing to say. He suddenly sat up in bed and began putting on his
clothes.
“What are you doing?” his wife asked him.
“Go if your mind is made up. I’ll borrow some cash from Second Aunt for you to take on your journey. Also,
there’s still some wheat from our private plot. I’ll pack it for you to carry.”
She forbade him to borrow money, saying her family had used up enough of his money over the years. All she
wanted was to return to her native village and have a look.
“Where are our eggs?” he asked.
“There.” She pointed to a corner of the wall. “Are you hungry?”
“Umm.”
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“Let me make you some poached eggs.”
“No, no, you go on with the sewing. I’ve got nothing to do anyway.”
Lin Niu took a handful of eggs and started a fire. His wife went on with her sewing. The room was quiet
except for the crackling of the wheat stalks in the fire. Lin Niu divided his attention between the eggs boiling in
the pot and the needle and thread in his wife’s fingers, looking from one to the other. His wife’s brow contracted
as she concentrated on her work. She finished one shoe and measured it against the foot of her son sleeping on the
bed. She hastily dashed away the tears filling her eyes.
The couple was always spare of words. Actually, today, they had talked much more than usual. But Lin Niu
cared dearly for his mate. Those eggs in the pot were for her to take on the road. Lin Niu had no complaint against
her at all, except that she spoke so little and rarely laughed. At first, Lin Niu thought that she missed her native
home. Later he accepted it as part of her temperament, which was quite similar to his own, he felt. Now seeing her
distressed, he feared that one of his earlier remarks had hurt her. So he said clumsily, “Don’t tire yourself out.
Remember you are traveling tomorrow. You can always finish it when you come back.”
She sighed.
“I’m going. Take good care of our baby. Protect him. Don’t let the other boys bully him.”
“Sure.”
“He is still so small. Don’t hit him if he does anything wrong.”
“What are you talking about? How can I bear to hit him?”
Silence. ‘
Lin Niu finished boiling the eggs. Seeing that she was still at work, he gently took away her sewing.
“Come to bed. You are worn out.” He put out the light and took her to bed.
The next morning, Lin Niu accompanied his wife to the train station, carrying Pillar on his back. The woman
took with her a little bundle wrapped in a checkered cotton scarf, the same scarf she had carried with her four
years before. It held her old clothes and her father-in-Iaw’s present of tobacco leaves.
Babbling all the way, Pillar alternately perched on his father’s back and nestled in his mother’s arms. It took
them a good three hours to reach the railway station. As soon as they arrived Lin Niu left his wife and son and
went to the ticket office.
The train had just pulled in. Pillar was in his mother’s arms. She backed away as she saw the train make ready
to depart after a brief stop.
“Mom, your train is leaving,” Pillar said. “If your father doesn’t make it back in time, then I won’t go.”
Just then, Lin Niu rushed over and pressed the ticket into her hands. He helped her up onto the train, which had
started moving.
She held on to the handle of the door and turned back.
“Pillar,” she shouted, “be a good son to your father!”
Lin Niu, who was holding the child, cried, “Quick, Pillar. Tell Mommy to come back soon!”
She just managed to catch Pillar’s infant voice before the train gathered speed. The tears ran down her face and
she pressed against the window for a last look. Pillar was in his father’s arms waving his little hands.
*
She walked through several compartments without finding a seat, so she found a space by the door and sat on
her own bundle. After a few stops, the train reached the provincial center of Xian, where nearly everybody got off.
She found a seat in the nearly empty train before it filled again with passengers. The train started moving again
and she turned her face to the window, not wishing to be recognized by any chance.
The trees along the side of the rail tracks had shed their leaves and stood stark and bare. The train moved so
fast, the trees fell away one by one in quick succession, while more and more rose to view. They were like the
question that kept turning up in her mind and would not go away: I am going—but have I treated him fairly? She
could not find an answer. She took her eyes away from the trees and looked beyond toward the great expanse of
wheat fields.
Planted in the fall, the wheat was now two or three inches high. Looking at the tender sprouts of wheat that
would soon have to go through the rigor of winter, she thought of Pillar: I am sowing evil everywhere. Pillar is
also a little sprout. How can he survive without his mother? She seemed to hear Pillar crying, “Mommy,
Mommy!”
No, it is not Pillar. It’s another boy’s cry, also calling, “Mommy, Mommy!” It is Lock’s voice of four years
ago. It is Lock, whimpering and wiping his wasted little face with his dirty hands. She felt as if she were holding
him in her arms again, sitting under the sunlight of early spring, weak with hunger.
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“Hungry, Mommy!”
The child’s cry tore at her heart as he tugged at her flabby nipples. Crying, the child fell asleep. Her husband
came back, carrying pieces of bark and some firewood in the basket on his back. He took down the basket and
gazed at Lock.
“Has he eaten anything?” he asked her.
“No,” she said in a weak whisper.
He walked into the room and came out with a coarse clay pot:
“Let me see if they are dispensing gruel today.”
“What’s the use of going. There’s not a single drop of grain around, not for months. Who can expect any gruel?
Except the leaders, of course. And the bookkeeper. And the cook.”
With the Great Leap Forward movement to make iron on a national scale, all private cooking utenils were
forcibly taken away and melted down. The whole village was made to eat in the commune kitchen. Since the
previous winter, the kitchen was only able to provide thin gruel, and now not even gruel.
“Then what shall we do? I’ve only found this bit of bark. How can baby eat this?”
They looked at each other under the sunlight of the early spring.
After a long silence, she finally spoke with an effort.
“I will go to Shaanxi. It is the only way to keep alive.”
He was not sure he heard her.
“What did you say?"
This time she sounded more determined. “I will go to Shaanxi.”
He squatted down limply and stared at the empty pot in his hands. She wetted a finger and gingerly wiped
away the tears from the face of the child sleeping at her breast.
“Everybody is going to Shaanxi,” she continued. “How can we stay here to starve? Lock is barely two years
old.”
His eyes moved to the child, who was crying fitfully in his sleep. He seemed to make up his mind.
“Yes, I suppose there is no choice. I’ll see you on the way.”
Hearing him acquiesce, she, however, began to waver.
“If I go, it will mean finding someone else. Can you manage …?”
He sat there like a stone.
After a while, she said tearfully, “I’d die willingly, if I can save this family. After I go, just think of me as dead.
When things get better, get somebody else, so long as she treats Lock right.”
He only sighed and said, “If it is decided, you should leave as early as possible. The important thing is to stay
alive. You’d better leave tomorrow. When we get to Shaanxi, let’s say that we are brother and sister.”
*
They now entered Gansu territory, and the train went in and out of tunnels drilled through the mountains.
Between intervals, she could see the rural landscape with beautiful clear skies, unending stretches of yellow earth,
and the sluggish waters of the Wei River. Waves of inexpressible longing swept over her as she looked on the
familiar scenes of her native land.
Gradually she dozed off and was pursued by dreams. In her reverie she saw her home downriver. Lin Niu was
trying to snatch the bundle in her hand. “How can you cheat me?” he demanded. “How can you leave Pillar and
me?” And she cried as she tried to snatch back her bundle. Sometimes her dreams carried her upriver to her old
home. She stretched out her hand to take Lock, but Lock resisted her embrace and backed away from her in fright.
She pursued him saying, “Lock, Lock, I am your mother …”
She woke up with a fright. She looked out of the window and saw the familiar scenes of her home county. The
craggy mountains in the distance, the turbulent waters of the Wei River dividing the plains into north and south.
Her home was on the south bank. The wooden building was the mill, the landmark of her village. Her eyes were
suffused with tears.
The twenty-third of the last month of the old year, known as the mini-New Year, had passed. Still there was no
sign of his wife. All the neighboring families were busy killing pigs, making steamed buns, frying pancakes. It
was two months since she had gone, and Pillar clamored for his mother all the time. Lin Niu put together a hasty
meal just as he used to do in the old days when there was just him and his father.
On the eve of New Year, Second Aunt came over and made them some stuffed dumplings. Lin Niu offered the
first bowl to his father. Pillar threw a tantrum and refused to get out of bed, so Lin Niu took a bowl of dumplings
to him and the boy gobbled it down in one breath just to spite the adults.
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Lin Niu had no appetite. He mused to himself:
She promised to return in a few days. It is two months and no sign of her. No letter. What has happened? Has
she fallen ill? Did the train overturn? An accident on the way?
The minute these thoughts occurred to him, Lin Niu was on pins and needles. He deeply regretted not going
with her.
It’s all my fault, thinking only of money. What shall I do if something happened to her?
On the third day of the New Year, after he had visited his mother’s grave, he told his father that he was going
to fetch his wife.
Lock’s mother was in the kitchen preparing food. This was the first New Year after their reunion, and friends
and relatives were coming over to eat, drink, and celebrate. She was cutting cooked meat and carrots. Her
husband came in and tapped her on the back.
“Arrived!” he whispered.
“So what if they’ve arrived,” she said without raising her head. “No need to be so tense. I’ll be ready in a
minute.”
“No, it’s him!” her husband exclaimed. She sensed something unusual in his tone.
“Who?”
“Him. Pillar’s father!”
In the shock of hearing the news, she cut her finger and the blood gushed profusely. Her husband was alarmed
and squeezed her wounded finger to stop the bleeding, but she had no time for the cut.
“What … what shall we do?”
“Take care of your hand first.”
Lock’s mother wrapped her finger as she asked, “Have you seen him?”
“Yes, he ran straight into me, in there.” He signaled toward the north room. “I told him you were busy in the
kitchen and that I’d let you know.”
“But what shall we do?”
“Give him some food first. Then we’ll make him feel at home.”
She followed him out of the kitchen and entered the north room.
The first thing that Lin Niu noticed about his wife was that she had put on weight. The curves of her figure
stood out nicely. Her complexion was also improved; there was a look in her eyes and an air about her that made
her a different person—though for some reason, she looked at him without expression. She avoided looking him
directly in the eye. She just stood there rubbing her hands together.
“Didn’t expect you,” she said in a low tone.
“I was worried, so I came,” Lin Niu said affectionately.
She merely lowered her head. "I thought perhaps I might as well stay over the New Year and go back later …”
She was guilty about the lie and could not go on.
Lin Niu imagined that her constraint arose from fear of his displeasure, so he reassured her.
“Come to think of it, you have not spent New Year with your own family for several years now. You were right
to stay a while longer. It’s just that I was worried, not having heard from you. So here I am.”
Lock’s mother didn't know what to say. Her husband came and saved the situation.
“Well, it’s good to have you here with us. Such a rare occasion.” Then turning to his wife, he added, “Why
don’t you light the charcoal burner for gu fu to warm up?” Gu fu was a familiar form of address for the husband of
one’s sister while impersonating one’s own child. “We can then offer him some tea.”
Before long, the friends and relatives began to arrive. Lock’s father served up the food and urged everybody to
eat. The first glass of wine was offered to the visitor from afar and Lin Niu could not refuse. Then the other guests
followed one upon another, offering to drink with him, and he could not refuse them either. Seeing his wife—as
he thought—safe and well, his tension was relieved and he found himself ravenously hungry. He ate and drank
without restraint and was soon overcome.
Lock’s father led him to a spare room and left him to sleep it off.
Jin Niu wanted to ask when his wife would join him, then thought the better of it. She must still be in the
kitchen, he figured. He fell asleep the minute his head hit the pillow.
After a fitful sleep, he woke feeling ill and fumbled for a lamp. He felt a wave of nausea and threw up all the
food and drink. He then did as all country people do; he lifted one edge of the bed matting to look for a piece of
paper to wipe away the mess. As he was fumbling he came across a photograph of his son’s mother and the man
she called her brother. They were sitting side by side; on the picture were printed these words:
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IN MEMORY OF OUR WEDDING
He thought he had made a mistake, so he took a closer look. No mistake. It was the two of them, only looking
much younger. He was stunned, overwhelmed with a feeling of being cheated.
“I must get this cleared up,” he said to himself.
He threw his clothes over himself without bothering to button them up. Then he opened the door. As a cold
gust of wind hit him he shivered and was completely awake. It was the dead of night. The north wind clattered
through the bare branches of the trees; it had begun to snow. He closed the door and went back to the platform
bed. The charcoal in the burner gave a steady blue glow. He sat down and was lost in thought.
All through the night he racked his brains as perverse ideas cropped up in his head and clashed with each other.
The charcoal in the burner had long been reduced to ashes. In the distance a cock crowed.
Lin Niu stood up and stamped his feet, which were numb with cold. He buttoned his jacket and went out into
the courtyard.
Lin Niu knocked hard at the west door.
“Who is it? What do you want?” the woman’s voice asked from within as she cracked open the door.
Lin Niu pushed her aside angrily and stepped into the middle of the room.
While the woman was opening the door Lock’s father had descended from the platform bed and lighted the
lamp. He clasped Lin Niu’s hand, still calling him gu fu, as if addressing his sister’s husband.
Lin Niu shook off his hold roughly.
“Cheat! You have the face to call me that!”
Lock’s father and mother clung to him, each holding on to one of his arms. They made him sit on the bed.
“Please do not be angry,” Lock’s father continued, but did not know how to go on. Then he regained his presence
of mind, first of all changing the form of address.
“Elder Brother, please listen. At the time, there was really no way out for us. We acted in that way just to keep
alive.”
He began to weep soundlessly.
Lock’s mother broke down.
“It’s all my fault! If I could just die, everything would be solved. Why don’t the heavens strike me down with
sudden death?”
Her cries woke Lock, who was sleeping on the platform bed. The child woke up frightened. He sprang out of
his ragged bedroll.
“Mama, mama!” he wailed.
Lin Niu, sitting on the edge of the bed, put out a hand and helped the boy back into his bedroll. His hand hit a
cold damp adobe surface. There were no bedding underneath. A wave of pity overtook him. All the words of
recrimination that he had prepared through the night forsook him. For a moment he was dumbfounded.
Lock’s mother continued to weep in gasps while her husband looked at Lin Niu pleadingly.
“Please forgive us, Elder Brother. We are not thieves and cheats. We were desperate. At the time, all other ways
to keep alive were cut off. Is there a man who would willingly exchange his wife for a sack of grain?”
Lin Niu had never imagined the situation would turn out like this. He had been prepared for words and blows.
But this couple stood before him like a pair of lambs, asking him for pity, for mercy, for forgiveness. He lost all
his former resolve and did not know how to act. Suddenly he gave a hoarse laugh.
“Ha! What am I doing here? Ha! Ha! Ha!” Two rows of tears stole down the corners of his eyes.
The couple continued to plead for forgiveness.
“We will forever be in your debt,” said Lock’s father, “and our child after us.”
Jin Niu gave a deep sigh and stood up.
“It is time for me to go.”
“Go?” exclaimed Lock’s mother. “Now?”
“What do I have to stay for?” he answered quietly. Seeing that his mind was made up, Lock’s father told his
wife to prepare some food for Lin Niu to take with him on his way back. He took the padded jacket off his own
back and put it over Lin Niu’s shoulders, but Lin Niu shook it off. Lock’s mother took out the cotton bag that Lin
Niu had used to hold the eggs he cooked for her on her last trip. She filled it with steamed buns of white flour. Lin
Niu slung the bag over his shoulder and left without a word.
Lin Niu made his way slowly to the railway station. His head was numb and empty. What had happened, after
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all? He had fits of dizziness and nausea as he tried to review the events of the previous night.
The train station was deserted. There was no one in sight, neither on the platform nor in the waiting room.
Snow covered the tracks and the fields beyond. He was alone in a cold white world. He shivered and went into the
waiting room and crouched over a seat, his teeth chattering, his back chilly—as if he had been doused with a
bucket of water. His heart contracted painfully with the cold.
“Anybody going east?” a voice behind the window of the ticket office asked. Before Lin Niu had time to get
up, the window was slammed down.
A train rumbled from afar and approached slowly. The sounds seemed to rumble in his own head.
Lin Niu remained where he was, feeling sometimes clearheaded, sometimes in a daze. Four more trains
heading east came and went, but he did not get on any of them.
He did not want to leave just like that. On the other hand, he didn’t know exactly what he wanted.
The day came to an end and night descended. Lin Niu could see by the light of the snow. He wanted a full
explanation. Somehow or other, he found himself again at Lock’s house. He raised his hand to the door.
He needed her. Pillar needed his mother. His hand was poised, but at the last moment Lin Niu did not knock at
the door. He turned and walked away.
He needed her, yes, but Lock needed her, too.
The snow had now become heavy, descending in cascades, and the wind was piercingly cold. Lin Niu dragged
his feet wearily in the wind and the snow with nothing particular in mind.
41.154 Q1—A Twentieth-Century Bastille\fn{by Wei Jingsheng (1950- )} Peking, China (M) 4
If you go a short way down the main road in Changping County, in the countryside due north of Peking, you
will come to a hot springs resort area set in the most picturesque scenery. This is the famous spa, where, according to tradition, the Manchu Empress Dowager\fn{ Cixi, or Tz’u-his, nee Yehonala (1835-1908), virtual ruler of China from
1861 until her death.} used to come to take the waters.
Continue further north a few minutes, and by the roadside you will see a large sign in several languages:
Foreigners Prohibited. The innocent traveler will take this to be a military zone and go on without giving it
another moment’s thought. But anyone who knows the truth will instantly experience a sense of terror, for just
beyond the sign lies China’s top political prison: the infamous Qin Cheng No. 1—Q1.
You won’t find Q-1 on any map, and you will only ever hear it refered to as Q-1. The local farmers know
nothing of this huge maximum-secunty complex. There is only a vague sinister rumor circulating that the Japanese once constructed a prison in the area.
To the north a lonely but well-maintained asphalt road leads straight to the prison. The main entrance and the
gate house beside it seem perfectly ordinary. A stranger wandering by would suspect nothing unusual. A huge
screen wall inside the open gate makes it totally impossible for the casual passer-by to catch even the slightest
glimpse of the “view” beyond. On this huge screen is inscribed a single quotation from Mao Tse-tung, on the
subject of Proledic—the Dictatorship of the Proletariat.
Behind the screen wall is a building of several storeys with an archway in the middle of it, beyond which lies
the main part of the prison proper, enclosed within a three-metre wall, topped by electrified barbed wire. The rusty
iron gate inside the archway is a chilling sight.
Just reflect for a moment on all the people opposed to Mao and his dictatorial policies. who passed in through
this gate never to return; or on all Mao’s former followers, who were sent here under a cloud of suspicion; many
of them entered here, but few were fortunate enough to re-emerge. Even the shock of release could be fatal. After
1975 it became the practice to put newly released political prisoners in hospital for a short stay before their actual
release, in the hope that this would make the transition less violent. Those who enter through this double iron gate
are usually atheists, but the ones lucky enough to leave have had a taste of what it’s like to be cast into a “modern
hell.” People even jokingly call it the Atheists’ Gate to Hell.
There are sentinel boxes on either side of the gate. If you have permission to visit the Underworld, you will be
allowed to continue from this point on down Hell Alley, a T-shaped asphalt road that lies within the enclosure. It
slopes gradually towards the north. The land to the east and west is laid out with symmetrical compounds, all
painted the same color. A lot of the compounds to the west have fruit trees growing in them, and to the east,
further down the road, is an area of newly-constructed housing. These new buildings were put up after the
Cultural Revolution to accomodate the rapidly increasing number of high-ranking political prisoners. They are
one of the prison’s showpieces of “modernization.”
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Each building has a small door that opens directly onto the road. The road leads to a hillock covered with
chestnut trees, and in the spring and summer it is a scene of lush greenness. The buildings are neatly laid out. In
fact the environment has a natural beauty and tranquility that make it ideal for rest and recuperation. And yet it is
in this place that indescribable suffering is inflicted on countless Chinese families. Their loved ones have come to
this beautiful and secluded spot to be subjected to the cruellest torture imaginable; former inmates and their
relatives are left with harrowing memories of what happens within the walls of the compound, and their agony
leaves its imprint on their features for the rest of their lives.
Q-1 is completely isolated from the outside world. Only former prisoners, their families and close friends ever
know or talk about it. The prison is run by Section 5 of the Ministry of Public Security, and it is even kept a secret
from the regular police force. The guards are very carefully selected, and have to be below a certain age. Prisoners
report never having seen guards over twenty. They are replaced in batches at frequent intervals.
Prisoners are divided into four categories according to the level of their monthly keep—theoretically 8, 15, 25
or 40 yuan. In actual practice widespread corruption means that no prisoner receives his entitlement. For example,
a prisoner’s official monthly ration of grain may be 17.5 kilos, but because he never takes any exercise, he cannot
possibly eat even half of it. The entire amount is still purchased, however, and according to one version the guards
use the surplus to feed their pigs, which are in turn sold to supplement the guards’ own diet. Such stories of corruption and embezzlement abound. The whole situation could be summed up by saying that the “legal” expropriation of the prisoners’ allowances has come to be considered a routine and reasonable practice at Q-1—and at other
prisons. Some of these “routine practices” double as punishment: starvation, for example—the lightest and most
common form of punishment meted out at Q-1. First the prisoner is starved, then he (or she) is given a bowl of
cold noodles with great blobs of fat floating in it, to “make up” for all the missed meals. Ninety percent of
prisoners fed in this manner suffer from diarrhoea and nausea as a result and have to miss the next few meals until
they recover.
This superficially “civilized” form of torture has been institutionalized at Q-1: it serves as a punishment and at
the same time as a means of enriching the warders’ diet. Small wonder that it is carried out with such zeal.
Each inmate has a separate cell, one metre by three, containing a sink, a chamber pot, and a plank bed with a
thin cover. Their black prison uniforms are replaced every six months. When the winter uniform is issued, the
summer one is called in. With the delays in the clothing department, this often means that prisoners are still
sweltering in their padded winter clothes in May. There is a small window in the door of each cell, which serves
as an observation hole, and as an opening through which food, a needle and thread, or the newspaper can be
passed. Some prisoners are allowed to read the Marxist-Leninist classics, or the People’s Daily, but this is
considered a great privilege. Ordinary prisoners who “co-operate” are allowed to engage in a number of unpaid
activities such as making rope or straw-hats, to keep themselves from becoming stiff. But the ones who make a
bad impression on the prison staff are subjected to all sorts of punitive or restrictive measures. They may, for
example, be denied the right to exercise, whether outside or within their cell, for as long as six months at a stretch.
A former deputy director of the PLA\fn{People’s Liberation Army.} Academy, who had been deputy chief of staff
during the Korean War, was kept immobile for six months, after which he was no longer able to walk at all.
The exercise area is approximately one hundred metres square, and is quite separate from the cells. It is laid
out in rows of connected squares, like rice paddies in Southern China. The endless walking and running has worn
the grass into a circular dirt track. The exercise area used to be divided by bamboo partitions, but these were
replaced in the late 1960s by a high brick wall which separates two rows of connected compounds, and is
patrolled by guards with rifles.
The inmates’ lives are governed by all sorts of irrational regulations. They have to sleep facing the door. It is
forbidden to turn the other way, and if a prisoner happens to do this while sleeping, he is woken up, repeatedly if
necessary, until he learns to face the observation hole. There was a Tibetan who had to sleep on one side of his
face for more than ten years. One of his ears became swollen and numb, and finally infected. He tried sleeping on
the other side, but was repeatedly woken up and abused by the guards until, driven beyond endurance, he finally
went berserk and tried to strangle one of them. In the end he was granted special dispensation to sleep facing the
other way.
Sanitary conditions are very poor. Soap is not provided at all, and bathing is permitted only once a month,
regardless of the season. A few privileged prisoners are given semi-annual physical examinations.
Living conditions at Q-1 are enough in themselves to destroy an ordinary man’s will. If one did not know that
most of the inmates were among the finest people that modem China has produced, one could easily mistake the
place for a lunatic asylum, or a penitentiary for prisoners sentenced to death. What an irony! These prisoners are
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gifted individuals who joined the Communist Party to fight for the freedom, prosperity and peace of China and of
all of mankind; they devoted the better part of their lives to achieving and maintaining power for the Party. Many
of them were imprisoned in the past by the party’s enemies: now they are being detained by the very party they
helped to create. They are at the receiving end of modern techniques of torture. Every day they face psychological
and physical destruction.
The torments of daily life are not enough to break the will of these stalwart people. Q-1 is therefore equipped
with modem instruments which cause terrible pain in the head during interrogation. When the pain becomes
unbearable, and the prisoner is writhing around on the ground, the pain suddenly ceases; only to resume again just
as suddenly, and so on, until either a confession is extracted or the interrogators conclude that their techniques are
proving ineffective. There are other more antiquated but still highly effective methods of torture. For example, the
exposing of a prisoner night and day to a strong light; after a while this can cause severe mental disturbance, even
complete insanity.
One of the people tortured at Q-1 was Wang Guang-mei\fn{ A note reads: Widow of former head of state Liu Shao-qi.}
She had been given the bright light treatment over a long period, and suddenly one day, while eating her bread and
cabbage soup, she is said to have gone out of her mind. She was visited by an old friend, the wife of a high
official, who said she looked so terrible that she could hardly recognize her. She was haunted by the sight and, at
considerable risk to herself and her family, she protested to Chairman Mao. Her letter to Mao, together with the
general indignation among high-ranking cadres, eventually led to a change in command at the prison. The public
security people were replaced by PLA Unit 8341\fn{ A note reads: The Palace Guard of Mao and the Central Committee.} and
Q-1 became a “relatively civilized” institution.
Someone may object that I have only cited extreme cases, and that none of these are the really common forms
of torture. That is perhaps true. The most common torture of all is simply to beat the prisoner up. Normally he is
called out and surrounded by a group of men who then proceed to kick him and beat him up until his head bleeds,
and he can hardly breathe. One high-ranking cadre who was released from Q-1 had scars all over his head.
Another even more common form of torture is to forcibly administer heavy doses of drugs—under the pretext
of some mental disorder. The drugs themselves in fact produce a state of grave mental imbalance. Sometimes the
inmate has to be sent to hospital for “further treatment.” One person who had this treatment recalls that after being
given the drugs he began talking to himself all the time, for days on end, even while he was eating. Naturally,
these monologues were recorded for use during future interrogations. Among the hospitals that cooperate in such
practices are the Fuxing Hospital,\fn{ A note reads: This is the hospital where Wei Jing-sheng himself is reported to have been
subsequently “treated”.} Hospital 301 , and Anding Hospital in Peking.
The relevant sections of the hospitals are officially called “clinics for senior personnel.” The Anding “clinic”is
in the suburban area outside Desheng Gate and it is simply called Clinic 5. A visitor there once saw a stocky
middle-aged man with a zombie-like expression on his face, his whole head pitted with scars, walking
somnambulisti-cally forward in a straight line. If he had not been pulled to a standstill by a guard he would have
walked straight into the wall. These prisoners, who fought against dictatorship from youth, who dedicated
themselves to the cause of freedom and human rights, have now been subjected to these “advanced” methods of
investigation, and have been brutally tortured, to the point where they have lost all sense of reality.
The KMT\fn{ Koumintang; the Chinese name of the Nationalist Chinese Party, driven from the Mainland to Taiwan by the
Communists in 1949.} special agent in the film Red Crag was a bungling amateur when compared with the adepts
who work in Q-1. The techniques of torture used by the KMT in the 40s were advanced for their times; the
techniques employed by the Communist Party since the 70s are positively futuristic.
Someone may in all innocence suggest that this is not unlike what happens in the Japanese film The Chase.
Actually, it is quite different: one is a film, the other is real life. In The Chase the villain commits his villainy by
stealth but gets caught and punished in the end; in Q-1 the villainy is being perpetrated in broad daylight by the
government, and high-ranking officials periodically receive “invitations” to “inspect” the premises. Nearby,
foreign tourists are sampling the delights of the Great Wall; but the Chinese officials who have the fortune to visit
Q-1 are enjoying recreational activities of a radically different kind.
These inhuman methods naturally provoke violent reactions among the prisoners. Some inmates, unable to
endure the hardship inflicted on them, attempt suicide. Others go on hunger strike. The Panchen Lama\fn{ The
seecond highest religious authority in Tibet .} once refused to eat. He declared that he had no wish to live any longer, and
he requested that his corpse be “delivered to the Central Committee.” The guards will not countenance such
defiance. They show no sympathy for cases like this. Usually after a prisoner has been on hunger strike for about
a week, he is given a severe beating, may have a few teeth knocked out, and then he is forced into a “pacifying
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suit”—a tight rubber straight-jacket, which is extremely narrow at the shoulders and chest, and joined together at
the sleeves and legs. The suit is then inflated, making breathing virtually impossible. These suits are particularly
effective in immobilizing refractory elements. If these methods are still not effective, prisoners are force-fed large
quantities of liquid.
Prison terms at Q-1 generally run for more than ten years, and many die there while serving their sentences.
Hardly anyone was released before the 1970s, which is why one never heard the place mentioned. It was
extremely rare for anyone to be allowed to visit.
Before the Cultural Revolution generally one was not notified when a person was thrown into Q-1. Relatives
did not know where their loved ones were or whether they were alive or dead, or what condition they were in at
all. Even warders are ignorant of the names of their prisoners, who are identified by number rather than name.
When they fail to obtain information from the Ministry of Public Security, relatives normally consider that the
person has permanently disappeared. Likewise, prisoners are given no information about their families, though
they generally assume that since they are in prison the party authorities on the outside will certainly be giving
their families a hard time. They will have every obstacle put in their way, every trick the bureaucracy can manage
will be played on them, and they will have no one to help or protect them. The anxiety a political prisoner
experiences can only be comprehended by those who have been through the same thing themselves.
A human being is more than just flesh and bones. Even atheist materialists must recognize the existence of the
human spirit. But what kind of spiritual existence is there for the inmates of Q-1? Some former inmates recall not
being allowed to converse with anyone at all. Sometimes, even at the risk of being punished for “troublemaking,”
an inmate may abuse a warden just to provoke him into conversation.
Interrogation provides inmates with their only opportunity to talk. One man, after ten years of confinement,
was so overwhelmed when he heard his name spoken during an interrogation, that he was literally unable to
speak. Many strong-willed men still show deep-seated symptoms of psychological damage after their release,
even though they have not actually been subjected to prolonged physical or mental torture. After a decade of
solitary confinement, some still cannot speak properly, even a few years after their release.
But even in this oppressive spiritual environment, the human mind continues to function. Whoever invented
the various forms of “mental therapy” employed in Q-1 understood that a prisoner in circumstances like these is
bound to be concerned for his family and friends, to worry about his wife and children. The most effective way to
break a prisoner’s will, to destroy his spirit, is to keep him in an unbalanced state of mind: to make sure that he is
unable to obtain information about his family and friends, so that he torments himself with the thought of how
they are being discriminated against on his account. The aim is to keep the prisoner mindful of his own impotence
to help them, and to cause him to torture himself with the knowledge that their suffering is a result of his offences
against the authorities.
The proverbial saying, “force is the tactic of the petty man; psychology the way of the adept,” is borne out by
reports from many released prisoners. During their confmement they were told things like:
“Your wife has remarried and is getting on very nicely in her new home.”
“Your son has committed an offence against socialist order, but he was not jailed. Instead he has simply been
sent to a labour camp for re-education.”
“That most attractive daughter of yours has been receiving a lot of attention from young men.”
“Your other children have been ill, but the government is ‘doing everything possible’ to treat them.”
Afterwards prisoners often discover that the stories were completely untrue. So why were they told such lies in
the first place? Just so as to inflict further pain and anguish.
In some important cases, they find a woman who is physically similar to an inmate’s wife, and get her to flirt
with the man. It is one of the oldest stratagems in the book, although perhaps it is employed as nothing more than
another form of torment.
Anyway, the people at Q-1 resort to every conceivable means to squeeze the “last drop of surplus value” from
these hapless souls.
In 1975 many long-time Party members suddenly had what they thought was a stroke of good luck. As part of
Deng Xiao-ping’s “rehabilitation” movement, they were released from Q-1. But such sudden and overwhelming
joy can be dangerous, even fatal. To “ensure the safety and well-being” of these people, the Central Committee
adopted a policy of temporary exile. Those who left Q-1 that year had first to spend a period of time in hospital to
absorb the shock of re-entering society. Then in 1977 hospitalization was no longer considered necessary. Instead,
the prisoners were sent to remote towns in the countryside, where the quiet surroundings would likewise “soften
the shock” of liberation. The places of exile were selected according to the Three Nots for the relocation of
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political unreliables: 1) not in Peking or any large city; 2) not near any major transportation junction; 3) not in a
place where the prisoner concerned had once lived or worked. Most political prisoners have probably been exiled
in accordance with these regulations, with the exception of such rare cases as the Panchen Lama and a small
number of people close to Party leaders.
Release is no easy or pleasant affair either. Before leaving Q-1, the prisoners are confronted with a number of
groundless accusations. A final “case summary” is then drawn up showing why your decade of incarceration was
well deserved. Upon release, you were expected to express gratitude for Chairman Mao’s leniency: after all, your
case, which in fact represented a “contradiction between the People and the Enemy,” was now being treated as an
“internal contradiction within the People.”\fn{ A note reads: Maoist gobbledegook for the conversion of a serious political crime
into a pardonable offence.} Therefore you are not expected to complain if your activities are restricted and you are
sent off to a faraway village. Former Peking Mayor Peng Zhen, former State Planning Chairman Bo Yibo,\fn{ A
note reads: Both key Party leaders once more .} and many other prisoners were dealt with in this manner. Bo Yibo was
more courageous than most.
“In the past I erred by following the directives of the Central Committee,” he declared and promptly added:
“If I obey the Central Committee this time, shall I be committing another error? To avoid the possibility of any
further errors, it would be best if I declined to carry out the Central Committee’s decision altogether.”
Bo simply refused to leave Q-1. Since then, so it is said, the preliminaries have been dispensed with, and
political prisoners are sent directly into exile.
Once he sets foot in Q-1, a prisoner loses all sense of normality; when he leaves he assumes that exile will be
comfortable by comparison. But is there really much difference between being in Q-1 and being in exile? The
food ration still operates on a four-tier system—200, 120, 80 and 60 yuan. In Q-1 prisoners are constantly guarded
by armed wardens; in exile they are constantly watched over\fn{ A note reads: “Taken care of” to use the official
expression.} by local workers.
Take for example the Russian widow of Li Li-san. She was accused of being a Soviet spy and sent to Q-1 for
seven or eight years. Upon her release she was exiled to Yuncheng in Shanxi Province, where the local commune
provided two young people to “take care of” her. As she was an old woman, she requested a transfer to Peking, to
live with her daughter and grand-child. Permission was finally granted in December 1978.
Or take the case of one of the organizers of Tibet’s earliest communist organization—the East Tibet Democratic Youth League. Because of his contacts with the Soviet and Indian Communist Parties in the 1940s, he was
falsely accused of having illicit relations with foreign countries and was imprisoned at Q-1 for eighteen years. In
1978 he was released and sent to a small town in Sichuan province. Even to go to the doctor’s he needed to be
accompanied. He had to be constantly “looked after” by someone assigned to him by the United Front Ministry—
although he had a son and daughter living with him who were quite capable of seeing to his needs.
These two instances are relatively mild. Some exiles, it is said, are still not allowed to receive visits from their
friends and relatives. For them exile is nothing more than an extension of Q-1, a further extension of the Party’s
consistent and all-embracing policy toward prisoners.
I have revealed the brutal terror of Q-1 not merely as a plea for the innocent prisoners incarcerated there. These
young men and women who dedicated their lives to the Chinese revolution and dared oppose Mao’s barbaric
dictatorship, do indeed deserve our respect and emulation. But the most profound lesson to be learnt from Q-1 is
that the dictatorship of the proletariat does not exist in our country. Instead what goes by the name of the
proletarian dictatorship, this Proledic, is manipulated by a small group of tyrants as a tool to oppress the
proletariat. The tool has been used so effectively that all of the dictator’s opponents have been eliminated, even
his “close comrades-in-arms” from the era of the Long March.
It is inevitable that dictators resort to barbaric measures. Dictatorship cannot justify its oppressive methods; it
can therefore only maintain itself by the use of force. The instruments of repression are not only directed against
the masses, they must be used to quell any and all internal opposition. Dictators show no mercy even towards
comrades who once fought at their side.
One can almost say that those who lost their lives during the revolution were the lucky ones. They are honored
as heroes who fought for freedom and peace; and they have attained true peace of mind. They have been spared
the fate of being tortured by their comrades, and did not live to see their relatives being maltreated. They need not
constantly tremble in fear at the thought of the next day’s torment.
Dictators can create any number of political excuses for eliminating their opponents. They talk glibly of “class
enemies,” “counter- revolutionaries,” “rebels,” and “traitors.” Dictatorship needs these labels, and it needs prisons
like Q-1. Or to put it the other way round, if political imprisonment was somehow made impossible, then one of
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the indispensable tools of dictatorship would have been removed.
So we are dealing here not just with the humanitarian implications of imprisonment for the individual, but with
the significance that such imprisonment has for the basic rights of the people as a whole. In order to avoid the
disastrous consequences of dictatorship, one must first eliminate the conditions that create it and sustain it,
including the dehumanizing system of political imprisonment and persecution.
74.40 The Sky’s Escape\fn{by Yuan Ch’iung-ch’iung (1950- )} Szechwan Province, China (F) 8
Wang-jih lay flat on the beach with his face pressed tightly against the sand. The sand felt soft, moist, and
chilly. Darkness surrounded him like a tightly covered box. And those sounds of footsteps seemed to tap on the
box-distant and hollow. Wang-jih felt a kind of dark terror licking up his spine like some creeping insect. His face
sank into the putrid odor of the sand. His heart beat fast, the footsteps came nearer across the sand, muffled and
relaxed, almost exhausting him. Wang-jih lay flat, as if his whole body were being stretched out tautly on that
spot, straight and stiff as a stick. However, in such an utterly stiff position, his body felt somehow strangely
paralytic and limp, as if it had become a kind of air-filled toy, inflating and deflating repeatedly, now becoming
very large, then suddenly quite small again.
Wang-jih was afraid. The footsteps were very firm and unhurried. The night was murky black and everything
merged into a confused, tangled mass. Wang-jih yearned for a glass of water so badly. He opened his mouth and
took a deep breath—the loudness of that breath was frightening! He did not breathe in life, only dirt. Those
footsteps came closer and closer, like a pair of hands slowly peeling open the darkness. Wang-jih was a seed
hiding in the dark night just about to be peeled open and exposed.
He woke up.
Opening his eyes, he felt everything was strangely quiet, almost maddeningly so. Click-clack, click-clack, the
train rumbled rhythmically, guilelessly, happily. The fat man in the next seat was sleeping like a still life. The
sunlight outside was intense; the curtains were almost all drawn, and the light inside the car was soft and warm.
Wang-jih leaned out from his seat and looked around; most of the people were still sleeping: the men with their
shirts unbuttoned and their legs spread apart; the children curled up in the adults’ laps like folded blankets; the
women with their hair falling across their cheeks, as they slept with their heads rolled over to one side, while their
bodies were sitting up straight and proper, as if someone had just slapped them and they had wordlessly turned
their heads to one side. Half reclining against the backs of the dark blue seats, pillowed on clean white seat
covers, rows of peaceful relaxed faces confidently sleeping with complete faith that the train would take them to
their destination.
Wang-jih straightened himself in his seat and looked farther off. Although there did not seem to be anyone in
the aisle seat near the door, the lightly muffled sound of quiet conversation drifted over. Looking more closely, a
small patch of a plaid shirt could be seen; the man had leaned over to the inside seat. Probably becoming aware of
Wang-jih’s movements, the patch of plaid shirt leaned out, half of a shoulder, above which was the face of a longhaired young man. The girl at his side immediately straightened up also—a young girl with a tiny face and downcast eyes, not really looking at anyone. The young man stared challengingly at Wang-jih and Wang-jih quickly
drew back into his seat.
The fat gentleman slept on with his face turned up. His face made one think of steamed buns; small and large
lumps of flesh like unevenly risen buns, some puffed out some flat.
Everyone was sleeping. Wang-jih suddenly felt anxious. He could not remember at all the dream he’d just had;
he had only a confused feeling that he had been puffing up fantastically then shrinking down. He remembered that
strange black night, hazy yet distinct. Wang-jih knew that he had had a nightmare, but couldn’t remember the
details. He did not want to sleep any more, so he pulled the curtain open a little and looked out the window. The
train was just then passing some rice fields. Wang-jih had noticed that Taiwan had many rice fields; every time he
took the train he always went past patch after patch of rice fields. Bright green paddies separated by pale brown
paths. Sometimes the paths were planted with trees, short clumps of deep green; bathed in soft opaque sunlight,
while distant mountain ranges blending into the clouds formed a dreamlike background. The afternoon sunlight
and scenery often had a special kind of softness, a pure peacefulness, like a baby’s sleep, with neither worries nor
fears. People and cars passing on the road were also like picture cutouts, strangely maintaining a peaceful stillness
in the midst of movement.
When he first returned to Taiwan, Wang-jih had felt almost a kind of anger toward everything he encountered.
He had returned through dangers and fears, and Taiwan was too quiet, too peaceful; yet compared to his recent
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past, life in Taiwan was too active and noisy. Stimulated by these various incitements, Wang-jih felt that both his
body and mind were gradually being reborn. He was very happy to be angry, very happy that he could once again
experience such powerful emotions. For such a long time he had been weak and unable to bear feelings like joy
and anger, happiness and grief. Powerful emotions can only be expressed by a very healthy body and mind.
Wang-jih knew that he was becoming a human being again.
That time was behind him now, but the scars were cut into his heart and guts and he would wear them for life.
Whether in places where it could be seen or not, the dark past, like dripping water cutting through stone, bore
holes everywhere. After the fall of Vietnam, he had stayed on for only two years, but those two years had
destroyed every bit of his confidence and sense of security. He was always standing on thin ice watching himself
suddenly sink without a sound, all the way to the bottom and no one saw him. That sharp penetrating coldness
sliced him into little strips. It had already become a habit: that often, for no reason at all, his whole body would
become cold as ice, his palms breaking out in a cold sweat as if he were holding a mass of sticky, squirming
maggots, a painfully numbing sensation tingling up his spine.
Wang-jih looked out the window. That vast sky, cloudless, heated to a faded blue. Only the sky was a little bit
like Saigon; or maybe not—it had been some time since he had seen the Saigon sky; his deepest impression was
of the ground. He seemed to have held his head down during that whole time. The ground was gray and full of
holes and ruts; walking over it you felt as if you might suddenly fall. The sun was always a damp misty yellow,
and he could not recall seeing the sky; throughout that entire two years he had been like paper soaked in waterlimp and lifeless.
The fat gentleman in the next seat stretched himself, coughing as he extended his arms, and bumped Wang-jih
with his elbow. As Wang-jih turned around, the fat man was just turning his face away, his head supported by a
thick, wrinkled fleshy neck. His head was very large, covered with thickly matted hair, for all the world like some
kind of animal. His two hands were interlaced behind his head, making a triangle with his two elbows, and as he
worked his arms back and forth like a fan, he gave a great yawn.
The fat gentleman looked at Wang-jih, his dark eyelids giving his eyes an unusually warm expression:
“Why didn’t you sleep?”
“I slept, but I woke up.”
“Hai.” The fat man looked all around and yawned again. “That’s right, you have to take an air conditioned car;
otherwise how can you sleep? Ah, this wather …” He yawned, his mouth stupidly wide, looking straight ahead.
The fat man was very cordial, but he certainly was fat; the way he sat in his seat made one uncomfortable:
stuffed in, he filled the seat up entirely. However, his movements were still lively. As soon as he boarded the train,
he smilingly offered Wang-jih a cigarette. He bent down, pulled out a handkerchief, and began to wipe his neck
and chin. Seeing such a fat man on such a hot day made Wang-jih unaccountably restless. The fat man kept on
wiping his neck, opening his shirt collar, and looking all around with a smile. His mouth seemingly smiled, but
his eyebrows were knitted in a frown, as he spoke to Wang-jih:
“It’s so hot!”
Wang-jih did not want to smoke nor talk, but the fat man was very enthusiastic; the cigarette being refused, he
offered some chewing gum. Wang-jih shook his head. The fat man looked sheepishly at the pack of gum and said:
“I bought it for the children; they just love it.”
Maintaining that rather timid smile, he put the package away.
Wang-jih was going the same way the fat man was. To Taitung. The fat man was very happy.
“It’s so nice to be able to sit together. Let me tell you, Taitung is the place to be; it’s hot, all right, but it’s
simply hot, not stifling like Taipei! It doesn’t make you feel full of steam inside and unable to let it all out.”
The fat man was about fifty, spoke with a broad rural accent, and dressed very simply. On hearing that Wangjih was visiting Taitung for the first time, he told him of several places “you’ve just got to see, really fine, nothing
like it any place else.” Wang-jih listened to him quite impatiently and was very surprised by his self-confidence.
This was the first time he had run into anyone like this on a train.
The fat man had a fruit orchard in Taitung. He drew a picture in the air: over here was the family house, over
there were pear trees, and over there were peach trees. He was very proud of himself.
“When my peaches reach the market they sell for NT$40 apiece. They’re really fine, all the same size, very
plump, pale pink with a touch of red, better looking than in the picture posters.”
He wanted Wang-jih to come and visit his orchard if he had the time. The fat man looked up ahead, half
opened his mouth, and suddenly laughed out loud. Wang-jih followed his look. A couple of seats away, a little girl
had stuck her head out over the back of her seat; under black bangs her eyes were black and unmoving, inno-
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cently round. The fat man waved at her, and she quickly drew back. In a little while, a wisp of black hair and a
little patch of face appeared up over the seat back; the fat man waved again, and once again she drew back, and
the sound of a child’s shrill excited laughter broke out.
“Just like my daughter,” the fat man said. He carried photos with him, four or five of them, all colored ones.
One was rather overexposed; the face was very white, but those lovely eyes were quite startling. From the rest of
the pictures, it was apparent that she was a dark child with intense bright eyes and white teeth, obviously with a
strain of aborigine blood. She had a crude bowl-shaped haircut that covered her eyebrows square and stiff; but her
face was very pretty; an already grown up kind of beauty. She looked calmly into the camera, her slight smile
showing her white teeth, completely disassociated with the deep unruffled pools of her eyes. The fat man sighed,
saying proudly:
“She’s so pretty, and so sensible.”
The child was only six years old. Looking at the fat man’s features, so completely lacking in beauty, Wang-jih
marveled, at the mysterious ways of the Creator.
Wang-jih had come out alone, leaving his parents, brother, sisters, and friends behind in that place. And also
Nan-chen. When he left, he did not even let Nan-chen know. There wasn’t time; and besides, the fewer people
who knew about such things the better.
Actually he and Nan-chen were not really that close, but he always thought of her, especially when he first
came out. Every memory of the past only brought him pain. He remembered everything: his elder brother’s death,
hunger, fear, his parents’ faces. These memories entangled his mind day and night, dragging him down into a state
of sad and lonely struggling. In his memories, only Nan-chen was beautifully pure and bright. In the midst of his
ugly and fearful memories, only Nan-chen stood out, wistfully grieving, yet beautiful.
There had been a possibility of a future for him and Nan-chen. Early spring at the flower market on Nuyenhuei Street twenty or thirty thousand flower pots were set out in a single night. Petals were strewn on the ground
like stars in the sky, their brilliant colors making the street itself glow. The beauties of Saigon with hair flowing
down to their waists, soft-hued long gowns drifting along, silently gliding through the flower market like a warm
spring breeze. Beautiful flowers and beautiful women. Nan-chen, standing in the surging crowd, turning her head,
her face softly warm and calm.
He had known her all along, as he was a close friend of her elder brother; but it was in the flower market of
Nuyen-huei Street that he suddenly discovered her beauty.
It could have been possible, if Saigon had not fallen so suddenly. He had felt the noise and uncertainty during
the time before Saigon fell, he knew, yet it had all seemed so confused and unreal. The funny thing was, at that
time, they had only been taking long walks together. In the soft darkness of twilight, Saigon’s setting sun brilliantly lighting up the horizon as if it would never really set. Nan-chen, delicately scented, walking along lightly
beside him, her soft white diaphanous gown fluttering gently about her. They had been together a few times and
had never even held hands because they loved that kind of pure innocent tenderness.
Then Saigon fell.
They lost contact; that delicate, almost unreal contact. After the fall, a lid seemed to clamp down and covered
the city with a heavy quietness, beneath which people’s hearts became troubled and fearful. And their relationship
also cooled.
Once he just happened to pass by the street where Nan-chen lived. He walked along slowly, the street was
deserted and dirty. This huge city had suddenly grown old and decrepit. He had been to Nan-chen’s home many
times, and now as he slowly walked by, he felt an oppressive sadness. The whole house had suddenly become
strange, with an indescribable aura of cruelty and darkness. He discovered that all of the window curtains had
been torn down. The empty windows suddenly appeared evil, evil and tragic. He was not used to seeing the inside
of the house laid open so completely, with no furniture and not a trace of human life.
It could have been possible. His mother liked Nan-chen and his father liked her family background. But after
the fall, family background became a fearful thing; the better one’s family background, the more one had to suffer. Like all the beautiful women of Saigon, Nan-chen had beautiful long hair, soft and glossy black. Nan-chen’s
smile, quiet with downcast eyes; her black hair brushing her cheek, a sharp contrast of black and white—all
contributing to an air of pure elegance. Nan-chen’s image grew larger and larger, until it became Saigon, that dead
and buried Saigon of the past.
Nan-chen’s beauty was a dead spirit. The fat man continued to tell Wang-jih about his daughter. He was so
pleased that he laughed out loud with every few words he said. Wang-jih listened without interest, keeping a slight
smile on his face. Most of the people in the car were awake, a little bemused, some of them were moving around
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in their seats.
On the seat across the aisle sat a rather cold looking woman. She glanced around sharply, then taking out her
compact she began to refresh her makeup. Wang-jih watched her applying her lipstick and thought it rather
strange and tiring. No matter where women begin to put on make up, it always arbused a sense of timelessness.
She painted her lips very slowly, stroke by stroke, raising her little finger to lightly rub away the places where she
had gone past the natural border of her lips. Her movements were extremely well practiced, meticulous, and
careful. It made one feel that there was a kind of rhythmical routine in a woman’s application of makeup. There
was a sense of security and peace in her movements. Her makeup finished, she stared proudly at Wang-jih, fully
confident that she was beautiful and unapproachable.
Wang-jih was amused. He always felt that the people of Taiwan were of two kinds of temperament: extremely
self-confident and extremely peaceful, both of which could only develop from living under stable conditions for a
long, long time, so that stability becomes a habit and is no longer merely a kind of hope. Some of these people
may be unhappy or anxious, or lazy or active, but they all have the same smooth faces. Their expressions are only
marred by simple troubles and anxieties, but not by terror. In Saigon Wang-jih was not really worried; the people
of Saigon had no worries because simple everyday worries had already become laughably extravagant luxuries,
and even terror had become numb. There was only a kind of vague sinking feeling, waiting for something to happen, something that would hurt or wound. And then just being afraid of that waiting.
Wang-jih now had several friends who were good talkers. They had a lot of criticisms of present conditions
and every time they would complain loudly, about one thing or another. Wang-jih rarely offered any opinions; but
listening to these discussions always left him with two contradictory feelings. For one thing it made him realize
ever more strongly his own personal security. Only in this place was it possible to criticize any way he wanted to
criticize or to attack however he wished to do so. He was truly living in freedom. On the other hand, he also felt
deeply troubled and anxious. He was afraid of all the noise and clamor. He had just recently escaped from that
land of noisy clamor. It was under such extreme freedom that Vietnam was lost. Those numberless, manyopinioned, boisterous voices—it was they who had eaten up Vietnam. Vietnam had become a very quiet country
now, extremely quiet; if it were not quiet it would die.
Suddenly Wang-jih felt uncomfortable. He shifted around in his seat. The fat man asked:
“Do you want to take a nap?”
Wang-Jih nodded mechanically. He pressed his face against the window. The window pane was cold from the
air conditioning in the car but as he pressed tightly against it for a while he seemed able to feel the warmth from
outside, slightly, imperceptibly. Wang-jih carefully raised his face and gazed at the sky through that little corner of
window. The sky was soft blue, a brilliant void. Wang-jih had an extremely powerful feeling that that was the sky
of Vietnam, the sky of Saigon, washed pure and bright in the air of freedom. Oh unfeeling Heaven! The Wang-jih
who had escaped from Saigon was just like this sky, having left his past behind all that remained was but a white
void. But at least he had truly escaped. The lofty distant sky, vast and empty, soft and cloudless, like a face struck
dumb by incredible suffering.
*
When Wang-jih got off the train, a middle-aged man was there to meet him. He had been sent by the school
and although he was older than Wang-jih, he was very polite and considerate.
“It is truly an honor for us to have you come and talk at our school; having come from so far away—”
Wang-jih felt very uncomfortable:
“You’re much too polite.”
The man did not really resemble his father—Wang-jih’s father was somewhat shorter and fatter—but men of
about that age always made him think of his father.
“I’m really sorry … It’s so hot …”
“It’s all right, it’s all right.”
Wang-jih could not see how the heat in Taitung was any stronger than that in Taipei. It was just as hot, perhaps
even a little hotter, and a warm breeze licked by his face like a fiery tongue. They waited a long rime for a cab,
most of them having been taken by other people. The man was very apologetic again.
“Of all the … in this heat, standing here …”
“It’s all right, it’s all right.”
The two of them stood on the bleached white ground. The sky above was sea-blue, but not one drop of water
fell from it.
The man’s name was Li. He handed Wang-jih a name card: Li Ho-t’ing. Hev had a long nondescript face, very
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ordinary. He was so diplomatic that he didn’t even have a face of his own. He started right in with studied
deliberation to praise Wang-jih, from “I often see your fine articles in the papers,” to “You certainly suffered
many, things that most ordinary people never suffer.”
Wang-jih had little appetite for this kind of meaningless and inconsequential talk, but he did feel appreciative;
at least Li was a man of feeling. A little later, Li sighed, “since what you have experienced was truly at the risk of
your life, everyone should come to hear such a valuable lecture. It’s just that the timing is bad; the school is in the
middle of final exammations …”
He was feeling so comfortable in the air-conditioned taxi that Li’s words didn’t carry any force. Not until he
mounted the podium, did Wang-jih realize that Mr. Li’s warning had been a mild one. After the scattered and very
light applause stopped, Wang-jih began to talk:
“Ladies and gentlemen, I feel very honored today to have been invited to your school to talk about Vietnam
after the Communist Takeover.
Below the stage, the faces of the people seated there were like an uneven border of flowers decorating the
edges of the empty seats behind. Wang-jih silently kidded himself that he should pretend that the empty seats were
also listening to his lecture. Perhaps the empty seats were even more capable of understanding his feelings. Seats
with no one in them are incomplete; a person with no memories is also incomplete.
“It has been two years now since Vietnam fell and the cruel and evil things that the Communists have done are
too numerous to mention. In a Communist ruled area, all news is controlled and twisted, so that there are many
things and events that have probably never even been heard about in the free world …”
Wang-jih felt very lonely. He had lectured to many different types of audience on many different occasions, but
every time he stood on the stage he still felt that sense of complete loneliness and isolation. Standing on the stage
were himself and his Vietnam, but he could not even tell for certain whether the audience in front of him really
cared or not.
“ … The destruction of Vietnam is the greatest tragedy of this century. Vietnam used the blood and tears of
twenty million people to paint a danger sign for the free world in hopes that no other nation will follow the road
of Vietnam …”
Those young faces, short haired, long haired, intelligent honest faces … everyone knows about Vietnam.
Vietnam’s fame rests on the fact that she died so vilely and tragically; not like the glorious end of a country, but
like a refugee dragging around a body full of festering sores and dying in a dirty ditch somewhere. What is the
Vietnam you have in your minds? It’s only ceaseless war day after day on the front pages of your newspapers. The
papers printed Vietnam, many people talk of Vietnam, magazines featured black and white photos of those yellow
skinned mothers of Vietnam, woodenly black and white. That Vietnam was lifeless, was a degraded empty
Vietnam without any feelings. The Vietnam that was on sale in the book stalls, on sale day after day—a country
struggling on the verge of death becoming the star performance in the whole world, watched by millions, but none
of them cared.
“The mothers of Vietnam crying on the pages of the magazines filled with agonized faces, carrying their
children in baskets. A home could be reduced to such simplicity: one shoulder pole and two wicker baskets. Those
homely and simple faces, only I can see the terrible fear in those seemingly expressionless eyes. Behind them was
their country, like an ebb tide. The tremendous force of the incoming waves surged up high huge curling billows,
then suddenly broke and receded, receding right out of the ranks of history. In one night Vietnam was completely
overthrown while the entire world sat in their homes and read the papers; the death of Vietnam was just so many
black words on white paper.”
As Wang-jih talked on, he gradually became impassioned again. What if there were so few people? Even if
there was only one person, he’d still have to talk. Wang-jih’s every word weighed a thousand pounds of lead; the
weight of pain and suffering. He was Chinese and had returned to his country, but his heart still clung intimately
to Saigon; he had grown up there. Seeing a map of Saigon, he would run his hands over those unfeeling lines and
everywhere his fingers touched bore the traces of the years of his life.
His parents were still there. His mother was Vietnamese, old but still elegant. With those clear soft eyes, she
always had the bearing of a young lady from an upper class family. When he was little, his mother had held his
hand as she took him to Danang to visit relatives. Along the way, he kept looking around him, quite unconcerned
about watching the road because his mother was holding his hand. His love for Vietnam was the love he had for
his family, his parents, his brother and sisters, his childhood; the love for the years he had lived there. In an instant
Vietnam had changed completely and his whole world had simply turned its face away. He had lived in the
Communist occupied area for two years, and those two years had made him forget everything, forget how he had
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lived before. He was rather fragile and sensitive. For fear of being hurt, he very quickly armed himself: he always
kept his face absolutely expressionless. His elder brother couldn’t do it. Once he went to Danang and never came
back.
That day as Wang-jih was passing by the Cloudscape Club, he saw a young man whose hands were trussed up
with wire, black wire tying his hands behind him. His very young and handsome face was bloodless. Several riflecarrying Communist cadres followed a few dozen paces behind him. Wang-jih knew what was happening. After
“liberation,” those activist college students were complaining again and this was the price of their complaints.
Wang-jih couldn’t help following; he was just about Wang-jih’s own age. The young man limped along
unsteadily, lifted his head to look at the sky, then looked back and forth at the houses and the crowd of people
around him. Knowing full well that the youth had not actually seen him, Wang-jih suddenly froze with fear. The
youth’s eyes looked just like his elder brother’s. A big bus came from the opposite direction, and the youth
suddenly ran forward.
Wang-jih was very close and heard the soft weak thud of the human body slamming against the metal body of
the bus. The bus screeched to a halt, but the man’s body had already fallen like an arrow and lay there stjffly on
the road. The body of the big bus was flecked with blood like flower petals scattered from a radiant center, almost
a joyous sprinkling of blood.
Wang-jih stood at the side of the street, his feet so wobbly he couldn’t move because he was afraid and also
grief-stricken. He knew that his elder brother would not return; his had been the look of one heading for death.
Wang-jih did not have the spirit for seeking death. He wanted to live. He fervently wanted to live. The shock of
that incident made Wang-jih impatient. He was living like he was dead, but it was more troublesome than being
dead because he still had a body that needed to eat and drink and a mind that would every once in a while go into
action. Such basic human necessities, physical and spiritual, had already become forbidden in that place; they
were unobtainable, and not permitted to be obtained.
Wang-jih looked at the faces in front of him. Those young faces. Curious faces. Impassive faces. Wang-jih was
not really much older than they were. Those self-confident faces full of high hopes, so completely self-confident
without really knowing wherein their good fortune lay. Their good fortune was in the years lived under a beautiful
sky, the life they had lived was still with them. A childhood spent in the shadow of red brick walls, an adolescence spent on grassy fields, and a youth spent under the stars. Every memory was there. They did not know that
homesickness was the most painful emotion.
An enthusiastic applause rose up from the audience. Wang-jih especially appreciated the tall boy in the first
row who was clapping very loudly. His large-boned hands were pounding fiercely as if he were trying to crush
something to pieces. He had a long face and slightly bucked teeth. After Wang-jih had stepped down from the
podium he was surrounded by the students, who asked him all sorts of questions. But the tall boy remained in his
seat, his eyes never leaving Wang-jih. He did not approach but Wang-jih felt his presence. After everyone else had
gone, he still. Remained seated there. Wang-jih walked toward him. The boy raised his face. His eyes were moist,
filled with pain. He said something in Vietnamese.
Wang-jih’s mind exploded. He stood there, stunned; and suddenly finding it difficult to move. He waited for
the blood that had surged to his head to gradually flow back into his body, before continuing to walk over.
He was an overseas student from Vietnam. Except for him, his whole family was still in Vietnam. He was no
longer studying; he didn’t have any money; didn’t have the heart for it either.
Wang-jih stared at him. Another simple ordinary face; passing him in the street, Wang-jih would not have paid
him any special attention. Looking at him now, he felt strangely moved, as if from his slightly darkened skin, he
could see the Saigon sun. Those moist eyes gazed at Wang-jih, sad and fearful. Those were the eyes of a refugee,
and Wang-jih knew that he had them too. They had lost everything except their memories of escape. Like
spending a 1ong time on a ship and still feeling the sea after coming onto dry land. People who have lost their
freedom still cannot believe it when they live in freedom.
Wang-jih looked at those eyes and it was as if he were looking at himself, forever startled, forever touched
with fragmented sorrow—the emotions of an escapee—except for the terror of their escape, they really didn’t
have any other memories.
*
Wang-jih was eating in a northern-style restaurant. It was the busiest time of day, all of the tables were full, and
the waiter was running back and forth shouting orders. Wang-jih enjoyed this ebulliently happy atmosphere; it
was so different from his life-long tastes that it made him just a little uneasy. Paradoxically, this slight uneasiness
made him feel all the more peaceful and secure.
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A family was seated at the opposite table, a young couple with two children. The little girl, about three or four
years old, was concentrating on the soy sauce dish in front of her, putting her finger in it and then licking her
finger. The smallest one was still in his mother’s arms, and dressed scantily, his plump body bulged here and
there. He lay back in his mother’s arms, staring lethargically at some point directly ahead of him. The whole
family was out for a treat on their day off. The woman was smiling and talking to the man. The man said nothing,
just looked nervously down the aisle. Their food had not yet come.
Three young women were seated at another table, all dressed very stylishly. Their chins resting on their palms,
with restrained dignity they chatted softly in a cultured manner. It was a very studied pose, as if they had an
audience of thousands watching them. The short-haired young woman raised her eyebrows theatrically, opened
her eyes wide, and shook her head. Her golden earrings flashed. She was very affected but very lovely.
The waiter shouted, “Coming through, coming through!” as he carried the dishes and cleared the way quite unceremoniously. A middle-aged man seated against the wall with three dishes and a bottle of beer in front of him
continued to eat carefully with nothing else on his mind. As the waiter raced by him like the wind, he just kept on
eating and drinking. Wang-jih admired him.
That family’s food arrived. The little girl took her chopsticks and poked around at random in the food while
her mother admonished, “Be a good girl and don’t do that.” The child replied, “But I want to!” The child had a
lovely face, was wearing an off the shoulder dress showing her full round shoulders and her plump little arms,
powdery white and delectable, like something to eat. A healthy child. Seeing such a healthy, plump child made
one hungry.
After Saigon fell, food rationing was insufficient and hunger was most obvious on the bodies of children. All
of the children began to be malformed, their little heads and faces shrunken and emaciated, like dried nuts.
Children are the fruits of a nation, and the fruits of Vietnam were these strange dried things totally lacking in
nourishment. If Vietnam’s fall had not yet pierced his heart, these children would have done it. He did not really
think that much, he could simply pretend not to see any of the children of Vietnam; but he could not let his own
progeny become like them. He was the only male child left in his family. His family depended on him to carry on
the line, but he wanted healthy descendants, born healthy and then living in health, like that little girl.
His food had come and Wang-jih was eating when he heard the sound of a dish crashing to the floor. It was
from that table with the children. The culprit was not the older child, but the baby in his mother’s arms who had
made little fists and was flailing them around in the air. The mother sort of gasped in disbelief, and the baby
smiled sweetly, still waving his small hands around in the air. The father pushed his chair back and stood up:
“Ai yo, what’s going on!”
The waiter came over, a short, sturdy man with an air of experience, and calmly surveyed the damage.
“It’s all right, nothing serious, nothing serious. We’ll clean it up in a minute. Don’t run around now, little girl.
Be careful of the broken pieces.”
He called for someone to clean up at the same time that he deftly reopened the menu.
“How about it, order something more, it’s not much money. What a shame, you hadn’t even had a couple of
bites. How about ordering a smaller dish this time.”
Swept up into the dust pan, the plate of spilled food was mixed with dust and was no longer fit to eat; but in
Vietnam that’s just the sort of thing they ate. Wang-jih looked carefully at it and thought it looked just like that:
grey dust and black sand mixed together with the dirty ghastly color of vegetables.
He never used to be this way, but after he escaped he had an almost religious attitude toward food. He ate very
carefully, fearing that he might miss something, whether of color, aroma, or taste. After all, having a wide variety
of different foods to choose from is also something special for human beings. He ate with reverence, afraid of
wasting anything, and looking very carefully at the rich colors of the food. Some people, after suffering from
famine, became gluttonous. Wang-jih had not gone to such an extreme, but he had never before imagined that
food could arouse so many emotions, from the most bitter to the most beautiful, from the most base to the most
lofty.
When Wang-jih first arrived in Taiwan, he had wanted to cry at the sight of food; he could not eat it, but just
liked to keep on looking and looking at it. This world really had such a place where there was plenty of food to eat
and clothes to wear without worry! How utterly fortunate! He couldn’t eat it because he feared that when he
finished there would be no more; but he also wanted to gulp it down hurriedly because he feared that if he did not
eat it it would disappear. Those fearful years … Wang- jih thought of his parents still eating only greens boiled in
water and cried as he ate every bit of his food.
Now he was a little more distant from those days, but his sufferings in the Communist occupied area could not
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easily be forgotten. Over there he had lived like a plant, dependent only on sunlight, air and water, and feeling that
even those things were insufficient.
In terms of eating, Wang-jih had begun to have some confidence, but he still preferred to eat alone. He felt that
every kind of food was delicious to him and he loved to try every sort of strange flavor. There were no foods that
he could not eat. Except for those greens they ate in Vietnam. He had a kind of superstition about those greens,
feeling that they were bad for the health. In Saigon, day in and day out they ate those greens, those greens that
really had no taste of their own; they had to rely completely on the idea “this is food” in order to keep swallowing
them down. He was afraid of that feeling: rotten and grainy, more like tattered bits of old cloth and rotten wood.
Even though he forced himself to swallow them, it did no good; he kept on growing weaker. When he stood up,
his legs wobbled and could hardly support his body.
Do you know that sort of feeling? Wang-jih swept his eyes over all the other customers in the restaurant, swept
his eyes over all of the food left behind on the tables. What abundance and fullness. Everyone’s face displayed the
unconcern and indifference of people who are used to being comfortable and who do not overly treasure food or
anything else in life. His mind continually bounced back to the bitter feelings of that time in Vietnam.
Wang-jih walked out of the restaurant into the black night. That black night was also the black night that he
had escaped in; the black night that had protected him. The others were not as fortunate as he was. He had heard
two others being discovered. The silence of the pitch black night was suddenly pierced by the desperate cries of
those two who were caught. They all knew their fate. He had seen many corpses of those buried alive on the
beach.
As he slipped into the water, he raised his head to look at the sky; that was the last time he would ever see the
sky over his homeland. That compassionate, distant starlight. The moonlight followed him as if it were sending
him off or as if it were also escaping with him.
The entire vault of the sky was tipped over as if it were falling. As he swam in the sea, Wang-jih watched that
vast escaping sky. That sky was always in front of him. Escaping that night were Wang-jih and the Vietnamese
sky.
76.29 Outside The Marriage Bureau\fn{by He Xiaohu (1950- )} Taiyuan, Shanxi Province, China (M) 5
People all say that I’ve made a good match and should be grateful to the marriage bureau. In reality, our marriage was not arranged inside, but outside the bureau.
You don’t believe me? Then listen to this.
Marriage between men and women is necessary. But although I had met half a dozen possible partners and was
approaching the age of twenty-nine, I was still single. Unmarried youths are especially sensitive about their ages.
The greater the number, the heavier the pressure on their hearts.
Was it because I was ugly? No, last year, when I was named as an advanced teacher, a newspaper reporter
described my appearance thus: “Although he cannot be considered handsome, his pair of black, shining eyes,
under long eyelashes, radiate the vitality of youth, and his strong athletic physique makes him an attractive young
man.”
The principal reason for my failure in love was my profession. I am a primary-school sports teacher. My reversals in the affairs of the heart provided me with a mirror, in which I could clearly see my position in the eyes of
some people.
My first love was an old schoolmate, a worker in a textile factory. I often walked with her hand in hand by the
banks of the river, looking at the orange yellow setting sun, the magnificent evening clouds, feeling that our two
hearts were beating in time together. Songs of joy reverberated round us. Ah, those were really golden days, the
days of youthful dreams. Once, she put her head on my shoulder and said in a tender, soft voice:
“Weiyang … can’t you get another job? My friends at work are all making fun of me.”
My heart felt as if it had been pierced. She urged:
“Please change your job. My father can help you …” and she pressed more closely against me.
A wave of coolness rose in my heart. I looked at her eyes; I saw her pleading. But I saw more distinctly her
pity for me, and it was just this which I could not bear. It was really a contempt for my work, destroying my selfrespect. Many scornful words rose in my throat, but I managed to choke them back. We parted without an angry
word.
My last discussion like this occurred last year. A neighbor had introduced me to a fashionable young girl.
When we met, her two large, alluring eyes blinked and looked at me as if I was some rare animal. When she
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learned of my profession, her eyes suddenly became dim, like fading electric light bulbs. She moved away without any explanation. I followed her. Outside my neighbor’s window, I heard her giving vent to her anger:
“Auntie, you treat me like dirt! You said you were introducing me to an athlete. Some athlete! He’s a primaryschool sports teacher. What sort of a job is that? Primary-school teachers are looked down on as second-class
citizens. Useless!”
The setting up of a marriage bureau was announced in a match-box-sized advertisement on the lower righthand corner of the fourth page of the local newspaper. The reaction this aroused far surpassed any front-page
news! The office was located in Huasheng Lane, a quiet, small back street known to very few people. It suddenly
became full of beautiful colors as many young girls in flowery dresses and many young men appeared. The lane
was filled with the tinkling of bicycle bells, laughter, smiles, soft guitar music, taped electronic music and songs
of famous singers. Some poets romantically called this ordinary small lane the “road of love and beauty.”
Urged repeatedly by my mother, I found my residence card, work permit and a photograph of myself. Dressed
in a brand-new woolen suit, I proceeded to the “road of love and beauty.”
My thoughts were cut short by a burst of electronic music. Three or four long-haired, fashionable young men,
with tape recorders in their hands, rushed in ostentatiously. One of them I knew was a well-known young hooligan in the northern city district. My high spirits were at once dampened. Should I try to find love in the company
of such bad characters? The love I required was evidently of a different kind from theirs.
As I was hesitating, I heard a melodious, charming voice asking, “Teacher Wang, where are you going?” A tall,
slim, graceful girl was standing before me.
She was the elder sister of a pupil of mine. I only knew that her surname was Bai.
“Ah, Xiao Bai, I’m going to …”
Damn! How could I tell a strange girl that I was going to the marriage bureau to look for a mate?
“I … I’m going to visit the parents of one of my pupils. And you … where are you going?”
Xiao Bai smiled. “I’m going to a hardware shop in the east city.”
“I see,” I nodded, and hurriedly took my leave. I walked a little distance, and, supposing that Xiao Bai had
gone, turned back. I espied that she had also turned back. She shook her pigtails, turned and stepped briskly
through the vermilion door of the bureau. I was overjoyed.
“With girls like Xiao Bai there, I’ll find true love,” I thought to myself. The unpleasant impression made by the
young men a moment earlier was at once dispelled. I stepped quickly through the door and entered the reception
room for men.
I stood at the window and looked into the reception room opposite for women. Among the crowd of girls in
pretty clothes was one who looked like Xiao Bai. She was filling in a form, her head down. I watched until she
had completed it and left.
I smiled. One of the staff of the bureau, a man of about forty years of age, came over and patted my shoulder,
“Don’t look so dazed. Fill in the forms first. You can depend on me. My name’s Chen. I’ll find you happiness.”
I nodded my head gratefully and took the two forms he handed me. Newly printed, they still smelled of ink.
The first form was easy to fill in, like filling in a curriculum vitae. The second one, however, gave me quite a
headache. It was headed “Requirements for a Partner.” Underneath were ten columns, including the girl’s possible
occupation, age, character, appearance, financial situation, height, native place, nationality, hobbies and general
family circumstances. Through these abstract entries I saw a concrete, lively human being, a warm-hearted girl,
from whose rosy, oval face shone a pair of bright, black eyes, expressing the purity of her mind. Moreover, she
had an easy manner, a graceful figure and a bewitching black mole under her left ear.
How could I forget her, although I hardly knew her name and had only met her three times?
The first time I had met her had been in the winter of last year. I had taken my pupils skating in the park. One
boy went outside the boundary and suddenly fell through a hole in the ice. Alarmed, I jumped into the water and
got him out. Fortunately, I saved him in time; after his clothes were changed, he quickly recovered. Another
teacher warned me:
“Wait till his parents come to complain! Last time when I was giving a P.T.\fn{ Physical training.} lesson, a pupil
sprained his ankle vaulting over a horse. His parents raised hell. You’ve done worse, nearly drowning a boy!”
Accompanying the boy back home, I was nervous, anticipating a confrontation with an irate parent. On
entering the boy’s home, the only person who received me was his elder sister, Xiao Bai. Instead of blaming me
when she heard my story, she looked at me with grateful eyes, thanked me again and again and brought tea and
cigarettes for me. I had become a hero. Feeling very uneasy, I criticized myself. When I left and reached the
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entrance to their lane, I turned back and could still see, under the dim street light, her graceful figure as she
repeatedly waved her hand to me.
The second time I saw her was in the early spring of this year. I took some students to see a gymnastics display
in the stadium. After the show, it began to rain so hard that it was impossible for us to go back. This was a difficult
problem for a teacher to solve. It would soon be lunch time. As I was wondering what to do, the door of the ticketoffice opened. Xiao Bai beckoned to me with her hand.
“Teacher Wang, since you can’t go back to school yet, come in here and get warm.”
I refused. “I don’t want to interrupt your work.” I had only met her once before. How could I give her so much
trouble? She had invited me out of politeness. I could not accept.
Xiao Bai, however, came over and insisted:
“You’re a teacher, but what about your pupils? It’s very cold outside and the rain won’t stop soon. Come inside
and have some hot water to drink. It’s almost noon. You can buy some bread for the children. I’ve money and
food coupons here. You can use them.”
How carefully she had thought of everything! Seeing that she was sincere, I no longer refused. I let the
children cram into her room, while she brought two large kettles and searched for and found some bowls and
lunch-boxes for us. Then she suggested:
“Teacher Wang, have some water first. I’ll go to buy the bread.”
Psychologists, when describing the mental state of unmarried youths, have written:
“With approaching maturity, the image of an ‘ideal person’ is gradually formed in the mind, a mixture of one’s
own character, preferences, behavior and habits. In chance contacts or conversations with a person of the opposite
sex, one is always gauging and guessing about the opposite party in terms of the imagined ‘ideal person’.”
I was then just in such a state. To the sound of the rain, I chatted and ate with Xiao Bai. Our warm glances expressed a tender, fluctuating affection. In our conversation, we were assessing each other, trying to find some
common ground.
The rain stopped and the sun came out again. I cursed. Why should the sun be so unaccommodating as to end
our interesting conversation?
For several days my mind was in a turmoil. Certain vague longings and anxieties possessed me. My equilibrium was disturbed. I knew what was required. to restore it. At last, the holidays came. I went by bike to return the
money and food coupons to Xiao Bai, hoping we could continue our conversation.
She was playing volley-ball with two young men on the sports ground in front of the stadium. I knew that one
of the men was a well-known center in the provincial basket-ball team; the other was a top-notch volleyball
player. On seeing me Xiao Bai exclaimed joyfully, “Here’s another athlete.” She introduced me to the two players.
When they heard I was only a primary-school sports teacher, the basket-ball center did not conceal his contempt
and reluctantly shook hands with me. I realized the distance between such sportsmen and myself, hear-ing again
the words, “Second-class citizens. Useless!” How could a pretty young girl surrounded by such heroes fall in love
with a “second-class citizen’ like me? She had acted purely out of kindness, but I, love-sick, had imbued it with a
deeper significance. I must control myself. Six girls before her had rejected me. Need there be a seventh?
I therefore returned the money and food coupons to Xiao Bai, gave her a faint smile and immediately went
away.
Now, I had spotted her in the marriage bureau. This meant she had not yet found a sweetheart. Wonderful
news! Through the marriage bureau, I could continue my conversations with Xiao Bai and discuss things with. her
more openly and sincerely. Even if it didn’t work out, I would not feel humiliated or embarrassed.
“The marriage bureau is really good!” I exclaimed from my heart.
According to what I knew of Xiao Bai, I filled in the second form as follows:
Age:
Occupation:
Character:
Speciality:
Appearance:

About twenty-five.
Connected with sports.
Warm-hearted, kind and tolerant.
Eager to help other people.
Regular features, graceful and pretty, with a black mole under the left ear.

As for financial conditions and general family circumstances, I just wrote “Doesn’t matter,” or “No particular
demands.”
I handed the forms to Old Chen. He asked some questions while looking them over.
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“Ai? Connected with sports? What does that mean?”
I replied, “I’m a sports teacher. I hope my future wife will appreciate such work.”
“Of course,” said Old Chen, tapping his head. “You mean occupations like being a salesgirl in a sports shop or
a sports advertiser?”
I nodded and added, “Or a ticket-seller in a stadium.”
“What’s this?” Old Chen queried again. “You put down ‘having regular features, graceful and pretty, with a
black mole under the left ear.’ What does that mean?”
“That is …” I quickly made up a wild answer. “My mother said our native place had such a custom. A black
mole under the left ear symbolizes good luck. A girl with such a mark is thought to be dutiful.”
“Good, you’re a filial son. Not many young men like you around these days.”
With these words he put the two forms I handed to him into the files. Then he said:
“Please leave your telephone number and wait for a happy meeting.” He accompanied me out of the door and
tightly pressed my hand, adding, “Now don’t worry. I was thirty-five years old when I got married. I understand
your fears. Although your requirements are rather unusual, we’ll do our utmost to find a suitable partner for you.”
*
The days that followed were full of hope and longing. The telephone, to which I normally paid no attention,
suddenly dominated my thoughts. Whenever it rang, I was always the first to snatch up the receiver. When I
wasn’t teaching, I used to sit beside it, stroking the receiver with my hand. It was the first time that I realized the
beauty of the telephone: it was of a rosy color with a chromium-plated dial, which glittered brightly, and a green
cord, like a streamer decorating the streets on festive days. This was the colored thread that would bring me a
happy marriage.
Ten days later, the beautiful telephone brought me a message from the marriage bureau:
“We’ve found a possible partner for you. Your first meeting will take place in the pavilion near the eastern gate
of the municipal park at three o’clock tomorrow afternoon. The girl will hold a newspaper in her right hand. In
order to avoid a mistake, you should carry a magazine.”
I lost no time in shaving myself and going to the barber’s. Then, in my best suit, I set out for the park as if I
were a diplomat going ahead on an important mission.
The result was most disappointing. The girl was not Xiao Bai. She also looked quite graceful and had a black
mole under her left ear, but to me, her eyes lacked luster. Her voice also lacked charm. She spoke in a monotone,
swallowing the ends of her words. In short, it was just like listening to funeral music. I simply couldn’t stand it.
According to the rules of the bureau, a report had to be made after the first meeting. I went directly there.
“She won’t do!” I told Old Chen. “Please find another one for me.”
“Why not?” Old Chen took out my forms, looked over them slowly and asked: “She doesn’t meet your
requirements?”
“Her eyes don’t sparkle!” I answered.
“Don’t sparkle?” Old Chen smiled generously. Pointing at one of the forms, he went on: “You didn’t write that
down here! You youngsters are really choosy. You want a girl not only with a black mole under her ear, but also
with eyes that sparkle! How odd! Ha! Ha!”
“Anyway, we’re not suited to each other.”
“All right, all right! You left one column blank, so I’ll help you to fill it in right now: ‘Her eyes must sparkle.’”
Standing up, Old Chen kindly patted my shoulder and saw me off as usual to the door. Shaking hands with me, he
added: “Now don’t worry. I was thirty-five years old when I got married. I understand your fears. Although your
requirements are rather unusual, we’ll do our utmost to find a suitable partner for you.”
My second date was a champion marks-woman. She was good-looking, perhaps even prettier than Xiao Bai
Though she also had a black mole under her left ear, I hadn’t the same joyful, comfortable feeling as when I met
Xiao Bai. Her eyes were very big, like the muzzles of rifles, and they gleamed with a black light as if she were
taking aim at me. I got goose-pimples all over.
Once again I rushed back to the bureau to report to Old Chen. As usual, he smiled at me warmly, saying, “How
about it this time? You can’t say that her eyes weren’t sparkling—”
“Sparkling? They were like laser beams. I couldn’t bear them.”
As usual, Old Chen saw me off to the door. Shaking hands with me he added, “Now don’t worry! I was thirtyfive years old …”
The third time I ran away before Old Chen could begin, “Now don’t worry! …”
At the entrance to the lane, I sat down miserably on a stone step with my head in my hands. I’d been disap-
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pointed three times. It was clear that the ‘ideal person’ in Xiao Bai’s mind was not a man like me.
Raising my head, I suddenly saw Xiao Bai. She was smiling at me. Refreshed, I stood up.
“Teacher Wang, where are you going?” Xiao Bai asked in her musical voice.
“I … I’m going to visit the parents of one of my pupils,” I answered hastily.
“So why are you sitting here?”
“Oh, I got tired walking … I was just taking a rest.”
I felt very uneasy: It was obvious I was telling a lie. I tried to conceal my embarrassment, saying lamely, “See
you again. I’ve something to do. Goodbye …”
With that, I beat a retreat.
After a few steps, I stood still and cursed myself.
“Why should I, a grown-up man, be so timid?” When I had gone to the bureau, I had hoped they would
introduce me to Xiao Bai, but now she had been standing before me and I had been too scared to speak to her.
Would she eat me?
I turned my head and saw she was still standing there motionless, like a statue of a Greek goddess, staring at
me. I plucked up my courage and walked back to her. After heaving a deep sigh, I fixed my eyes on the ground,
saying in a very low voice:
“I went to the marriage bureau, but the dates they arranged for me were all useless. This was the third one. I’m
feeling very depressed.”
“So am I,” confessed Xiao Bai. “I also went there and they made three dates for me too. None of them worked
out.”
“So, you …” An unexpected hope rose in my breast, and my heart beat fast.
Xiao Bai said nothing. We began to walk side by side along the road. I couldn’t stop myself from asking:
“In your job, you have many opportunities to meet the stars of the sports world. It should be easy for you to
find your ideal man. Why do you need to resort to a marriage bureau?”
“A man’s position and character are two different thing,” she argued.
I relaxed like a soldier hearing the command, “At ease!” I felt bold enough to joke, “The marriage bureau gave
both of us disappointments. So we’re fellow-sufferers!”
“Not necessarily so,” she replied. “Arithmetically speaking, one disappointment plus another equals two disappointments. But, in life, the result is sometimes just the opposite. One disappointment plus another may equal a
hope.”
What she said was amusing, yet it had some philosophical truth. My heart beat rapidly, but I didn’t know the
right thing to say. I began to taste the exquisite, deep sensation of love, more interesting and magnificent than
those dull, matter-of-fact appointments made by the bureau. The words slipped out of my mouth:
“The work of the bureau is rather like that of my elder brother. He’s studying biogenetics. Every day he writes
down on his cards lots of data such as the species, weight, hair color and so on.”
Xiao Bai giggled.
“What a sharp tongue you have!”
“Of course the staff of the bureau work hard. Take Old Chen for instance. Every time I went there, he was
always friendly. But I wasn’t introduced to a girl I liked. They were all a great disappointment.”
“Since you’ve already got your ideal girl in mind, why didn’t you contact her directly. Why give so much I
trouble to the marriage bureau?”
“Easier said than done. I’d been snubbed too many times. Though I’m keen on a certain girl, how can I be sure
she’s interested in me? I’m only a primary-school sports teacher.”
I darted her a meaningful glance.
Her face suddenly turned red. We were both silent, walking slowly together, staring at the ground. More
conjectures …
After a short while, Xiao Bai asked in a low voice:
“What do you want then?”
I looked at her. Her head was still down, and she was holding a red handkerchief in her hand. I summoned up
my courage and answered:
“She must have a black mole under her left ear.”
“And?”
“Her job must be connected with sports.”
“Anything more?”
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“She must be kind-hearted, eager to help others, and her eyes must sparkle.” I poured out all my requirements.
“Anything else?”
“Nothing more. That’s all!” I gesticulated vigorously.
“But,” Xiao Bai raised her head and cast a sidelong glance at me, “how did you know the girl you fancied had
also gone to the marriage bureau?”
I had no answer to that.
Frowning, she went on:
“Put yourself in the girl's place. How can she fall in love with a man, who follows her stealthily like a secret
agent?”
Greatly alarmed, I hastened to protest loudly:
“I didn’t follow her. I only spotted her in the reception room for women when I was in the one for men.”
Xiao Bai smiled and pointed at me with her red handkerchief.
“You beast! I never imagined you could play such a trick …”
*
One month later, I went to the marriage bureau together with Xiao Bai. .
Old Chen received me as warmly as ever. He began as soon as he saw me:
“I’m very much concerned about your problem. I’ve found out that there are eleven girls who fit your
requirements. Do you want me to arrange a meeting with one of them?”
Pointing at Xiao Bai, who was standing behind me, I replied, “No, thank you. No need now. I came here specially to tell you I’ve already found a girlfriend. 1 won’t bother you any more.”
“A girlfriend?” In surprise, Old Chen gazed at me and then looked at Xiao Bai, asking, “You didn’t register
with us, did you?”
“Yes,” she answered with a smile. “I did register here, but nothing worked out.”
Old Chen was silent. Turning round, he took out a bundle of forms and began to flick rapidly through them.
“Don't look at them any more. It’s not easy to classify people according to the ten entries on your forms.
Rather create a better life for single people. Let them have more opportunities to meet each other. You should
organize tours, dances, get-togethers, many activities. In my opinion, that’s the best way.”
So my story had a happy ending.
150.312 The Adulterers\fn{by Li Pei-Fu (1950- )} Henan Province, China (M) 3
It was almost daybreak, but the night was as restless as ever. The band saw in Jiuxiang’s house was screeching
away, grating on the scenes like a splinter stuck under the skin. The tarp factory in the west village was in full
swing, its machines banging and rattling incessantly. Now and then a mini-tractor would chug along the main
road, its rumbling bearing down on the nerves like a steamroller. The dogs wee all barking their heads off. And
the moon—the moon was no more than a blurry figure, skulking among the clouds like a burglar. Even the
pigsties were jumpy. After the recent disappearance of another two pigs, some villagers had taken to sleeping in
the pens. At the smallest sound, some dark shape would leap up from the straw-covered floor of a stable and
shriek, “Who’s there?”
The brothers Tongchui and Tiechui were crouched furtively beneath Mingtang’s window, listening intently to
the darkness around them. The night was chilly, but they were burning inside. For some time now, Tongchui’s
wife had not been sleeping at home, claiming she had to keep watch at the pen. One night, feeling horny,
Tongchui had groped his way to the sty, but all he found were the pigs. What a lot of work it is to get a woman!
He thought to himself as he tugged his pants on and went out into the night. He looked all over only to find her
fast asleep back in the sty at home. Confused and bewildered, he couldn’t quite bring himself to ask her about it.
She was very fair-skinned and as tall as a foreign-bred horse. He, on the other hand, was short, dark, and skinny as
a cur. If they hadn’t been betrothed as toddlers by their parents, she never would have married him. There were
many similar incident after that, and Tongchui, growing more and more suspicious, began to follow her around at
night. But his wife, savvy and nimble as a cat, always managed to throw him off her trail. He tried eavesdropping
at this house and that but always came up empty-handed. Eventually his suspicions began to focus on Mingtang,
and, needing an eyewitness, he had asked his brother to come along and help him catch the adulterers.
It was past midnight when the two of them crept to Mingtang’s house and squatted beneath the window. They
thought they could hear something going on inside, but Tongchui didn’t want to do anything rash. He licked the
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window paper and made a peephole, but all they could see through it was a murky blackness. Although he was
seething, Tongchui restrained himself until he could find out for sure what was going on.
After a long, long time, they finally heard a soft voice murmuring in the darkness inside. It was answered by a
low, deep-voiced growl, followed by the rustling of clothes. Then, click!—a light was turned on, and there was
Tongchui’s wife, sitting on the edge of the bed, her face flushed with color as she turned and said, “I have to go.”
The man she was talking to, a brawny fellow lolling stark naked in the bed, was none other than Mingtang.
Stretching himself lazily, he answered, “Fuck, what’s your hurry?” Then he turned over, pulled out a wad of
money from under the pillow, and tossed it over to her, saying, “Here, take this.”
Tongchui’s wife was stunned. With a look of outrage, she swung her hand high as though she were about to hit
him, then slowly lowered it again as she stammered, “What—what is this, after all these years? …”
Mingtang yawned, no less lazily than before, and drawled, “Here’s a thousand. Take it.”
Tongchui’s wife glanced at the money, flung down on the bed and looked over at Mingtang again, but she
couldn’t think of anything else to say, so she mumbled once more, “Look at this, after all these years. …”
Mingtang made no reply; he merely glanced at her out of the corners of his eyes. Suddenly Tongchui’s wife
seemed overcome with shame, and she hung her head in silence. Flustered, she groped around until she found her
shoes, then fumbled and struggled before she finally got them on. but plopping herself on the edge of the bed, she
dawdled as she combed and pinned up her hair, trying hard not to glance at the money. The look in her eyes
undulated and swayed, now shimmering with her genuine feelings for her longtime lover, now glinting with
thoughts of the creature comforts at last within her grasp, and for a while she was lost in reverie. In the end, she
reached over with a trembling hand and took the money. Then she mumbled nervously, “Well, I’ll be going now.”
Outside, two shadowy faces peered over the window ledge, a sinister green flame blazing in their eyes. Tiechui
arched his back and hissed: “Come on, let’s go in!” But Tongchui clenched his teeth and, letting out a deep breath,
answered, “No, wait. …”
Inside, Tongchui’s wife was about to go out the door when Mingtang rolled over and said, “Qin, wait. …”
She turned to look at him, her hear thumping. Without realizing what she was doing, she glanced at the money
in her hand and all of a sudden felt a sense of loss.
Fixing his eyes on the ceiling, Mingtang said nonchalantly, “Qin, don’t bother to come tomorrow.”
Tongchui’s wife stared blankly at Mingtang, her body trembling in spite of herself. It seemed as though she
had understood everything, and yet she didn’t seem to understand anything at all. Her palms were clammy with
sweat, but her heart was chilled through and through. In an instant, the beautiful memories of all those tender
nights had been turned into something tawdry. Tears streaming down her cheeks, she stammered, “Is there—is
there someone else?”
Mingtang said nothing.
“You’re so heartless … you, you’ve found someone else. …” she sobbed.
Mingtang remained silent, but it was all very clear. As a manager at the tarp factory, he had been making good
money these last two years and was no longer penniless. Tongchui’s wife raised her arm again, and, steeling
herself, seemed ready to fling the money back at the callous wretch. How satisfying it would be to throw it all in
his face! But once again she lowered her hand, slowly, every so slowly. Those moments of splendor and passion
were gone forever, but at least she could look forward to days, perhaps years, of prosperity. But what about all
those sweet words she had murmured to him through night after night of their illicit affair: “I don’t want anything
else, I just want a real man, a man who loves me. …” And all the tender, loving things he, the tomcat, had
whispered in return. His passion for her had seemed ardent enough to melt her entire being.
She stood there silently, trying to summon those happy moments, but she could not find the words. In the end
she could only repeat, “You’re so heartless!”
Outside, Tiechui was burning with impatience. “Hey, what are you waiting for? Let’s do it!”
But a pale green fire gleamed in Tongchui’s eyes, and his breathing became more and more rapid. Slowly, he
sat down on his haunches and rubbed his head against the brick wall. Finally, in a hoarse voice, he muttered
dispiritedly. “Let’s—let’s just forget it.”
“Fuck, what do you mean forget it?”
“The son of a bitch said no more, he wasn’t going to see her anymore,” Tongchui rasped, sweat pouring down
his face as he knocked his head savagely against the wall, again and again.
Bang! the door slammed behind Tongchui’s wife as she came running out like a gust of wind.
The night was thick and heavy, the air fetid. The chickens were all asleep in the trees, a cluster of browns and
blacks there, a clutch of reds and greens there. The moon bobbed among the clouds, now bright, now dim, so that
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the night seemed even more shadowy and confusing. Silently, sullenly, the two brothers stumbled homeward, their
heads sagging, their breath coming in gasps like a dog’s on a sweltering summer day. Though their faces were
hidden by the night, their shame hounded them with every heartbeat. Tongchui knew full well how thoroughly he
had humiliated and disgraced himself, and he let his head droop, unable to look his brother in the eye. They both
knew it was because of the money, the thousand yuan. How important that was to him! for quite some time now
he had been planning to go in with a partner on a minitractor, but he could never scrape together enough money.
The thousand yuan would just about do it—but what about his wife’s virtue and good name? Well, her virtue’s
gone, but he still wanted the good name—his good name. Not to mention that he wanted to save face. After all,
face is what a person goes by—it’s how one is known, what one lives behind. His heart raged. One minute all he
could see were the colorful bills fluttering before his eyes. The next instant all he could imagine were those long,
ivory legs spread on the man’s bed, shuddering and thrashing in front of him until he couldn’t stand it any longer
Oh, how he hated it! heaven, and earth, his wife, that man, himself—he hated them all!
On and on they trudged, until at last Tiechui broke the silence. Stomping his foot and breathing heavily, he
cried out, “Tongchui!”
His older brother swayed unsteadily before lowering himself onto his haunches and crumpling himself into a
little knot. His face glistening with sweat, Tongchui whimpered, “Go ahead, brother. Curse me, curse all you
want. I’m a worm, not a man.”
Tiechui’s eyes blazed with a terrible light, and he was shaking so much even his teeth clattered. Swallowing
hard, he appeared on the verge of speaking but seemed to change his mind. Instead, he stomped his foot again,
then stood there like a man transfixed. But in the end he couldn’t hold it in any longer and suddenly blurted, “Let
me have a go at her too!”
Tongchui shot up and grabbed his brother by the throat, screaming, “What did you say?! You son of a bitch,
what did you say?!”
Tiechui hung his head. He hesitated for a while and finally said, “Well, that … that guy already got her, so why
not me too?”
Tongchui seemed to have had the stuffing knocked out of him. Perspiration streamed down his face like
raindrops as he slowly turned and headed for home again, trudging with leaden steps.
Tiechui caught up with him and begged. “Tongchui, listen, listen to me. She’s already a piece of trash. I’ll …
I’ll pay you too. Let’s put it all on the table Just name your price.”
The raging balls of green fire crashed into each other, and in the conflagration the two brothers suddenly
became strangers. Tiechui, already thirty years old but still single, with no prospects of finding a woman soon,
was consumed with one thought: he must have a taste of her! If none of this has happened, he might have been
able to control himself. But after all this, after he saw her, saw everything. …
Falling to his knees, he pleaded, “Tongchui, please. … She did it with him—why, why not with me?”
How Tongchui wished he could strangle his brother right then and thee! But there was nothing he could say.
He had only himself to blame for bringing his brother along on his night. His head drooped lower and lower and
he finally muttered, “She … she wouldn’t.”
“Never you mind. I’ll … I’ll handle that,” Tiechui replied hastily.
For a moment Tongchui’s eyes flickered. Then he resumed walking, slowly, ploddingly, looking as though he
had suddenly aged ten years.
Tiechui stayed close to his heels. “Tongchui, I’m … we’re family. How about fifty?”
Tongchui continued on for a few more steps. Then, through clenched teeth, he hissed: “Sixty!”
“Not fifty?”
“Sixty!”
“All right, all right, sixty.”
“Never mind whether she wants to or not. …”
“Go, go for a walk,” Tiechui panted. “Take a long walk, take your time.” With that, he bounded off in a frenzy.
The bottomless night closed around Tongchui, pickling him in its briny depths. He thought to himself, why not
go take a look at the vegetable plot, make sure no one’s been stealing anything? So he set out. But he couldn’t feel
his limbs moving. Instead, he had a vague sensation of some empty shell of a body floating along, a body that had
no connection with his own. It was only when he bumped his head into a tree that all of a sudden he came back to
his senses. Then the fire engulfed him once more and he charged home, intoning, as though reciting a mantra:
“Kill, kill, kill!”
The next morning Tongchui’s wife was nowhere to be found.
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186.144 Excerpt from Spider Eaters: A Memoir\fn{by Rae Yang (1950- )} Peking, China (F)
Fifteen years ago when I left China for the United States, I wanted to forget the dreams my peers and I used to
have. These we had inherited from our parents. Some of them had long since turned into nightmares for me. I
wanted to open a new chapter in my life. Let the old fear, anger, and guilt melt away and the barriers between
myself and others slide into the melting pot. But by and by I realized that this was just another dream.
I could not leave my past behind, as I could not help waking up at three o’clock in the morning. I acquired this
habit in China in the early seventies. When I woke up, for a moment I did not know where I was. The chill in the
air reminded me of Manchuria. Then as light slowly filtered into my bedroom, worries began to flood back into
my mind.
The J-I visa I was forced to take when I left China, a handicap in my hopes to compete with others in the
United States.
The agents the CIA sent to the door of my university to check on me. The liberal professor who told the agents
to get out of his sight (while I had hoped that he might answer some of their questions in my favor).
The sense that I was an outsider, socially and culturally, then and thereafter, no matter how hard I tried to fit in.
The doubt that I was as competent as others …
Such thoughts told me that I was in America. My new life was not easy. What the future held for me I was not
sure. So the old memories, though painful at times, had become quite reassuring.
So I turned my thoughts back, to China, to the pig farm where I worked on the night shift and acquired the
habit of waking up at three o’clock. For a seventeen-year-old girl who had grown up in big cities—Bern, Geneva,
and Peking—the night shift was a tough job. The day before I had to work for more than ten hours like everybody
else, racing after the pigs on the grazing land, feeding them, and cleaning the sties. At dusk others would finish
their work and go back to the village to eat and sleep. After the last person was gone, I alone had the company of
several hundred pigs.
My duty was to protect them from whatever danger might arise during the night and to drive them out three
times (at midnight, three o’clock, and dawn) to relieve themselves so they wouldn’t mess up the sties.
On such nights the light of my oil lantern was small, a faint, shivering, yellow ring against the immense
darkness that reigned over the huge swamp called the Great Northern Wilderness. Here the night wind flew high
and the moon was as pale as a ghost. The grass around the pig farm grew to the height of a person in summer.
Wolves, hungry for piglets, lurked in it. Outside my window, my dogs howled in the middle of the night like
wolves, echoed by other dogs in the village; or maybe it was the wolves running across the plain who answered
them. I really couldn’t tell which was which.
When winter came the nights became endless. At four o’clock I lit my oil lamps, which I kept burning until
after nine the next morning. Outside, all was covered with snow, two to three feet deep on the plain. On the
southern side of the shacks, the snow formed a slope after the first blizzard. The tip of it nearly touched the eaves.
Throughout winter the snow would not melt. After midnight the temperature dropped to forty degrees below zero,
Centigrade or Fahrenheit, it made no difference. The heavy old sheepskin coat Mother sent me felt like a piece of
paper once I stepped out into the wind.
Sometimes when the region was pounded by a snowstorm, I remembered the stories the villagers told: some
people lost their sense of direction in it. Scared to death, they kept running until they dropped to the ground.
Afterwards they were frozen in the snow. The next April, if the wolves did not get there first, people would find
their remains.
Even more unfortunate were those who perished within a stone’s throw of their own homes. Blindfolded by the
storm, they walked in endless circles, hour after hour. Being “walled up by ghosts,” the local people called it. In
such cases, people were doomed unless timely help reached them from the outside.
With such stories lurking at the back of my mind and the snoring of the pigs rising and falling all around me, I
moved from sty to sty to carry out my duties. A lantern and a whip, I held in my two hands. A pair of sharp
scissors was hidden in a pocket next to my heart; I would use the scissors as a last resort to defend myself. .
Of course even at the age of seventeen, I was not so naïve as to really believe that the scissors would save my
life or my reputation if I were attacked. But what alternatives did I have? I once thought firecrackers might work
better. Yet how to keep them dry and light them in an emergency, I never quite figured out.
On the wall of our shack, somebody had left a gong. With a smile I stood in front of it and contemplated the
idea. After a while I decided that a gong was no good either. The nearest house in the village was a good half-mile
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away from the pig farm. The weather was so cold in this region that people slept with their windows shut even in
summer. During winter, sawdust was packed between windowpanes, the houses were literally sealed up. If
something happened on the pig farm during the night, no one would hear me no matter what I did. I’d better face
the fact.
Actually I wouldn’t need to work on the night shift and worry about such things if I had not volunteered to do
so in the first place. Before I came to the pig farm, no one had ever imagined that a woman would work on the
night shift. It had always been strictly a job for men. Then in 1969, somehow there was a temporary shortage of
manpower on the pig farm. So I told Chen, the head of the farm, that he could count me in to work at night. When
he realized that I meant what I said, he looked at me as if I were from another planet.
This was, however, not the first time that I volunteered myself. In the summer of 1968 I had volunteered to
leave Peking for the countryside: I did this out of a conviction that it was not fair for some young people like my
schoolmates and me to enjoy all the privileges China could offer, which included living in big cities, having
access to top schools, good libraries, large bookstores, museums, parks, and theaters, while others had to stay in
their native villages and never had a chance to prove themselves. In new China everybody should be equal. If we
wanted to reform society, we ought to have the courage to let the change start from us. By giving up our
privileges, we would make room for the children of the peasants. Let the hardship in the countryside temper us as
revolutionary wars did our parents. Eventually we would eliminate the gap between cities and rural areas in
China. This idea soon carried me to a small village in Manchuria called Cold Spring, a thousand miles northeast
of Peking.
In Cold Spring, before three months was over, I volunteered again. This time I went to the pig farm where the
work was the dirtiest. I wanted the challenge. Ever since my childhood I had lived in clean houses with clean
toilets. My worst nightmares had always been that squashy, smelly excrement surrounded and suffocated me. My
feet got stuck in it. I could not move. The hot excrement seeped through my shoes. I was so disgusted that I woke
up with goose bumps all over my body.
In my mind, such an ordeal would be a hundred times worse than all the tortures the revolutionary martyrs had
gone through. Yet I knew that this way of thinking was wrong. It belonged to the exploiting classes. No doubt
about it. Peasants in China loved excrement, using it as manure. So working on the pig farm, I reckoned, would be
the most effective way to correct my thinking as well as my feelings.
The night shift was the third entry in my history of volunteering. It was also the last. After that, I discovered
some unpleasant truth about volunteering: in China it always turned out this way. When you first volunteered, the
leaders would be agreeably surprised and would praise you. Pretty soon, however, it became an obligation. They
expected you to do it. But that was not the worst. The leaders would also use your example to put pressure on
others and make everybody “volunteer.” So a few months later when all the women on the pig farm had
“volunteered:” to work on the night shift and some of them, I knew, were quite uncomfortable doing this, I began
to feel sorry about what I did.
The truth is, I did not feel too bad about my volunteering until the summer of 1971, when the night shift got
Laomizi into trouble. Laomizi, which means Sleepy, was the nickname the villagers gave to a girl from Harbin,
the capital city of Heilongjiang province. Like many others from the north, she was tall and plump, well
developed physically at the age of eighteen. One night she worked on the night shift and something happened.
The next morning Laomizi told people in the village that Chen had come during the night and raped her.
The incident occurred when I was on my first home leave. By the time I got back from Peking, Laomizi was
gone, transferred to another farm that was remote. It was usual practice in those days. Supposedly it would protect
her. Thus I never had a chance to talk to her.
I heard, however, a great deal of gossip that was still spinning around in the village. The young women on the
pig farm told me that before Laomizi left, she cried and said repeatedly,
“What am I to do? How can I face people after today? I lost face for my parents. I lost face for my whole
family. They will disown me. I don’t want to live!” Many of the villagers, however, men and women, believed
that Laomizi was not raped but merely seduced by Chen.
“She must have been willing at the time and regretted it only afterwards.”
Why? Because Chen was not a stranger. As the head of the pig farm, he had worked with her side by side and
taught her many skills: In the evenings she was often seen at Chen’s home, having a meal or using their sewing
machine to mend her clothes.
While this was true, Laomizi was not the only one who did this. In fact, all the young women on the pig farm
had worked with Chen, learned from him, and visited him at home in the evenings. Such activities were
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encouraged by the leaders as parts of our reeducation by the poor peasants. Chen was a poor peasant and a veteran
of the Korean War. The exact type for us to “unite” with.
A few days later another argument prevailed in the village, which said that Laomizi was a fool. First she let
herself be taken by a married man who was probably older than her father. Then she went around telling
everybody that he had raped her. As a result, it would be useless to transfer her, for gossip woukl surely find its
way to her new work unit. In the future who would want to marry such a woman? So if her reputation was ruined
and her future was in jeopardy, she had no one else but herself to blame for it.
As for Chen, after he was questioned by Zhao, the political instructor who was the number-one leader of our
village, he packed up his belongings, left the pig farm, and reported to work at the construction site. Seeing this,
some people said Zhao was partial to Chen, because they were both from Yangzhou of Anhui province. Yet others
said that Chen was hardly punished because it was not easy to punish a peasant in China. You could not strip him
of his Party membership if he did not have one in the first place. You could not demote him, as he was already at
the bottom of the society. Take away his city residency? That was out of the question. Expel him from the
country? Where could we send him? So as the saying goes,
“A dead pig is not afraid of boiling water.”
A peasant in China was a dead pig.
So this was how the Laomizi incident ended. Gradually people ran out of things to say about her and she was
forgotten. Perhaps that was what she wanted. After she left the village, she never came back to visit us. Nor did
she send letters to anyone. She simply vanished from our lives. Yet she comes back, in my dreams, and she stays,
in my memory. Always a grown-up teenage girl, with rosy cheeks, big hands, and big feet. She is blushing and
smiling. She is happy. I have never seen her cry.
Besides this incident, something else made me regret that I had worked on the night shift. In the beginning it
was a small problem: the pig farm did not have an alarm clock, which did not seem to bother others. But without
it, for a while I found it extremely hard to wake up at three o’clock.
To this day I remember vividly the panic I felt, when I opened my eyes in broad daylight, knowing that I had
overslept. As a result, the pigsties were an awful mess and others had to toil for hours under the low roof, attacked
by mosquitoes from all sides, to clean them. This unpleasant truth I would soon have to reveal to my fellow
workers, and their eyes would shame me to death even if they said nothing. It would be useless to try to explain or
apologize.
Yet buying an alarm clock was out of the question. In those years my wages were thirty-two yuan a month.
Everything had to come out of this budget: food was twelve yuan a month; the rest had to cover my clothes,
shoes, working gloves, postage stamps, toothpaste, toothbrush, soap, shampoo, toilet paper, feminine napkins,
candles, batteries, plus a few cans of fruit that I could not resist. On top of this, I needed to save thirty yuan in two
years for a train ticket to Peking or else I wouldn’t be able to have a home visit. Taking these into consideration, I
decided that an alarm clock at more than ten yuan was beyond my means and I would have to cope without it, like
everybody else.
Gradually I trained myself into waking up at exactly three o’clock, as if I had a magic clock ticking in my
head. At first I was thrilled by what I had accomplished. Later, however, it became a scourge. The alarm went off
every night at three o’clock, on the nights I worked and the ones I didn’t. Three years later I left the pig farm and
began to work in the fields, and the invisible clock kept waking me up.
Another two years passed, I left the Great Northern Wilderness and began to study with my parents. The old
habit followed me back home like a ghost. Even the Pacific Ocean could not stop it from chasing me. Therefore
the pig farm gave me a souvenir I was unable to forsake.
Many times when I woke up in the middle of the night and could not find my way back to what the Chinese
call heitianxiang (the black and sweet homeland), I was so annoyed that I found myself in tears. When I took up
my studies again in 1973, seven years had elapsed without my hand ever touching a textbook. At the age of
twenty-two, it wasn’t easy for me to start all over. I hated to lose sleep at night, knowing the next day my head
would be a big jar of paste, thick and heavy; nothing would register there. At such times I wished I could make a
deal with a deity or even the devil himself. I was willing to give up ten years of my life if only he could rid me of
this cursed habit.
Despite the bitter regrets, now when I look back on it, I must say that waking up at three did me some good as
well. For instance, it made me remember and think about my dreams. The ones I had while I was awake and those
I had in my sleep. Most of them would have been forgotten, if I had not suddenly waked up in the middle of the
night.
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On the farm I hardly had time to think about dreams or anything. By day the work was very hard. At night I
shared a room with nine other women. Five slept side by side on one big bed on the southern side of the room; the
other five on the northern side. Between the two beds there was a passage some five or six feet wide. In such a
room I had privacy only when I woke up at three o’clock.
Knowing that no one was watching me, I felt safe enough to ask myself: what kind of person am I? A die-hard
Manchu aristocrat like Nainai, my grandmother, or an educated-new peasant in a new society? Am I a true
believer of communism or a hidden counterrevolutionary with many dangerous thoughts? Is my life meaningful
only because I can serve the people or work for the revolution? What is the purpose of my life? What things am I
willing to sacrifice for the sake of my dreams? And what are those, I know by now, I won’t give up despite the
dreams my parents and I have cherished? In trying to make our dreams come true, what foolish things have we
done? What crimes have we committed? If the crimes were committed out of good intentions for the world, would
heaven punish us for them or pardon us? If there is no retribution from heaven, should there be no indictment
from the court of my own conscience?
*
Speaking of dreams, I recall a famous Chinese dream in which Chuang Tzu, an ancient philosopher, became a
butterfly. In the spring wind he fluttered his wings; he danced among flowers. He drank dew and rested under a
green leaf. His heart was ever so happy and serene. When he woke up, he was Chuang Tzu again. Wearing a
scholar’s hat and a long robe, he sat in his study meditating on the nature of all beings including himself.
“Am I really Chuang Chou who dreamed that I was a butterfly, or am I a butterfly who is dreaming that I am
Chuang Chou?”\fn{Chou is the personal name of Chuang Tzu, which means “Master Chuang”}
When I look back on what I have been, sometimes I, too, am perplexed. The pictures that remain vivid in my
memory don’t seem to fit together.
In the fifties there was a black-eyed and black-haired Chinese girl on Lake Geneva. A precious pearl on the
palms of her parents, followed everywhere by her devoted Chinese nanny. Pink satin dress. White leather shoes.
Colorful hairpins. She was proud. She was nice to people. Tourists were charmed by her. They asked to take her
picture.
In 1966 there was a Red Guard who jumped on a train and traveled over a thousand miles to Guangzhou to
spread the fire of the Cultural Revolution. She criticized First Party Secretary Zhao Ziyang to his face for his
tolerance of capitalism and saw drops of sweat as large as soybeans roll down his face. An order issued by her and
her comrades shook the city like a hurricane. In its wake, thousands of privately owned shops were devastated.
In the early seventies there was a peasant on a pig farm. Her face was dark brown and weather-beaten. Her hair
was as dry and brittle as straw in late fall. She had strong muscles and a loud voice. She loved to eat dog meat
with raw garlic. Her face did not change color after she gulped down several cups of Chinese liquor, which was
more than 60 percent alcohol. Although her clothes and boots carried a lot of stinking mud, the work she did was
neat and she took great pride in it.
In the nineties there is a Chinese professor in an American college. She has a Ph.D in comparative literature.
She teaches Chinese language and a variety of courses on Chinese culture and literature. To her American
colleagues and students, she is very Chinese. Yet her Chinese friends say that she is westernized. Some suspect
that she is a feminist, because she is too independent. She has a son, whom she chose to raise by herself after a
divorce. It seems unthinkable that she is doing quite all right without a husband.
Can these be the same person? Can this person be me? Among these, which is the real me and which are the
roles I have played? Once in a while I even doubt my memory. But I am sure of one thing: since I was a child, I
had a feeling that the materials of which I was made were ill at ease with one another.
My parents brought me into this world on December 1, 1950. My father, people said, was an old revolutionary.
He joined the Chinese Communist Party in the early 1940s. My mother, who graduated from Yanjing University
(now called Peking University) the year before I was born, was a new enthusiast for the Maoist revolution. She,
like many of her peers, believed that only the Chinese Communist Party could save China. It would provide
secure jobs for intellectuals and liberate workers and peasants from slavery. It would root out corruption that had
plagued all the previous governments and revive China’s economy that had collapsed in the 1940s.
One thing the adults liked to tell my generation when we were young was that we were the most fortunate,
because we were born in new China and grew up under the red flag. In my case only part of this was true. I was
born in new China. But when I was one year old, my parents took me to Switzerland. There I grew up under a red
flag, not one with five golden stars symbolizing the Communist Party and four hundred million Chinese, but one
with a large white cross on it. That must have messed things up for me from very early on.
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In Switzerland we lived in Bern and Geneva, in quiet and comfortable surroundings. At that time there were
four of us in our family: Father, Mother, Aunty, and I. From Monday to Saturday, I hardly saw my parents. They
were both busy working at the Chinese consulate. In the morning they always left in a great hurry; in the evening
unfinished work, meetings, or banquets kept them away. By the time they got home, I was already fast asleep. On
Sunday, Mother usually slept until noon and Father until two o’clock in the afternoon. So in those years Aunty
was about the only one who was always there for me.
Aunty, I later found out, was no relative of ours. She was my nanny. My paternal grandmother, whom I called
Nainai, hired her in Peking shortly before I was born. Five days after Mother gave birth to me, that is, as soon as
we left the hospital, Aunty took over the work from Mother. Henceforth day and night, it was she who fed me,
washed me, and rocked me in her arms. I fell asleep to her soft wordless songs. It was her smile and her voice that
I remembered when I was a baby. My own mother, on the other hand, left me when I was barely one month old.
She flew to Switzerland to resume her work. As for my father, I did not meet him until I was one year old. At that
time he came back to report on work. While he was in Peking, he celebrated my birthday with me. Afterwards he
took Aunty and me to Switzerland. On arrival at our new home, Father said:
“Now in China it is a new society. Everybody is equal. There are no more masters and servants. People are of
one big family. So let Rae, our little girl, call her Aunty instead of nanny from the start.”
Thus I learned to call her Aunty. For me, the word Aunty was dearer than Mother and Father put together, and
over the years I became more important to Aunty than her own daughter, whom she had tried hard to forget. I do
not know when my parents found out how I felt or how they took it when they found it out. Were they sad or glad
of the fact that because of their dedication to the revolutionary work, they let a nanny steal the heart of their only
daughter whom they insisted they loved very much?
When I say this, I do not mean that I did not love my parents. Of course I did. Yet that love was different. It
was rational, unlike the mysterious tie that bound Aunty and me together, body and soul. By this, I mean if a
misfortune was about to befall Aunty a thousand miles away, I would feel it in my blood. I would have bad
dreams at night. Such premonitions were hard to explain; yet they turned out to be right when I had them in 1978.
In contrast, when my mother died suddenly in 1976, I did not feel anything. I learned the bad news the next day
from Father’s telegram.
In the late 1950s, when I came back to attend elementary school in Peking, I discovered that my attachment to
Aunty was not unique. Many of my classmates, who were children of high-ranking cadres, were just like me.
They loved their nannies, aunties, or grandmothers more than their own parents: Sometimes the parents became
so jealous that they told the nannies to go home. Others let the nannies stay for the children’s sake. Of these
parents, many were richly rewarded a few years later. That is, when the Cultural Revolution broke out and the
parents got into trouble, the nannies took the children into their own homes and brought them up as if they were
their own.
Aunty’s love for me made her blind to my shortcomings. To her I was the best child in the whole world. My
younger brothers were extraordinary kids too. But I was undoubtedly the smartest and prettiest. She was proud of
me at all times.
According to her, I could remember things that occurred very early in my life. Such memories were of isolated
scenes. The sight, the sound, the smell, and the touch stayed with me. Sotne of them were quite vivid in my mind.
But the context was lost. She and my parents often had to supply the where and when.
In Cold Spring village, the scene that came most often to my mind was of our second-floor apartment in Bern.
In the morning bright sunshine poured through the large windows and glass doors. I opened my eyes in the
warmth. I saw Aunty’s face break into a gentle smile; tiny wrinkles appeared at the corners of her eyes. I knew
soon she’d go to the nearby bakery to buy my favorite pastry.
“Little mice bread” was the nickname Aunty and I gave it.
The short while she was away was the most exciting time of my day. I tried to hide myself in the closets, on the
balcony, or behind a piece of furniture, knowing Aunty would soon be back and would seek me out. The rest of
the day I did not have many games to play. I had a room filled with toys: dolls, stuffed animals, music boxes, little
houses, kitchen and tea sets, a train that ran around the room … but the problem was, I had no one to play with
me.
For five years I was the only child. Although we had neighbors, my parents never tried to socialize with them.
Was it because of rules that forbade them to make friends among the local people? Or was it the neighbors who
were afraid of being tainted by us, knowing that we were from red China? Whatever the reason, I hardly had a
friend in my childhood. So in those years the seed of loneliness dropped into my heart. Later, when it grew into a
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monstrous tree, I tried very hard to cut it down but I failed. Now I am an adult, I realize loneliness is my fate and I
might as well enjoy it: I can sit in the shade of this gigantic tree, far away from the comings and goings of the
world. Breathing a deep sigh of sadness and relief, I forget the intricate network of relationships in China and
elsewhere.
Despite the loneliness, my childhood was not unhappy. Father, Mother, and Aunty all loved me. I loved them
too, Aunty especially. By then, Aunty was in her early fifties. Her long hair was still mostly black, but silver
threads were beginning to show around her temples. Each morning she would spend some time combing and
oiling her hair. The hair oil sent out a mild sweetness to my nose. Afterwards she’d coil her hair up and pin it into
a bun, which looked so elegant behind her head. This, Aunty told me, was the traditional hairstyle for a married
woman in China. She had been dressing her hair like this for more than thirty years.
Aside from her hair, her clothes were also traditional. In my memory Aunty was always wearing a slender
cotton dress called qipao, which was either silver gray or indigo blue. It fitted her perfectly because she made it
herself. European fashion did not affect her. In Switzerland, the only Western garment she had was a fur coat, and
even that was a gift from my parents.
Like most women who grew up in old China, Aunty had never been to school. When she came into our family,
she did not know how to write her own name. Her mind, however, was a treasure box, filled with stories. Some
she learned from Peking operas to which she loved to “listen” (as people in old Peking put it, rather than see).
Others were folktales told to her by her own grandmother. It was from these stories that I came to know China,
my native country, which was thousands of miles away: the peasants, the water buffalo, the rice fields, the
Forbidden City in Pekiing, the emperor and his concubines, scholars and the Imperial Examinations, ancestors
who protected their descendants and depended on them for food and money in the nether world, and the various
animal spirits that obtained Tao and magic power through meditation.
The old monkey monster in my favorite story was such an animal spirit. To this day I remember vividly how
Aunty told it to me.
“Once upon a time there was an old monkey monster who lived in the deep mountains. One day he saw a little
girl in the village who was very pretty. He started a whirlwind that darkened the sky and put dust into everybody’s
eyes. In the wind, the old monkey monster grabbed the girl. Carrying her under his arm, he flew over many
mountains and took her to his home, which was a dark, smelly cave.
“He asked the little girl to be his wife; but she said no. The old monkey monster was very angry. But he did not
eat the girl. He shut her up in the cave.
“One morning when the old monkey monster went out to gather wild fruit, the girl’s mother arrived. She had
followed the whirlwind all the way to the cave. When she found her daughter there, she took her into her arms and
the two of them cried. Afterwards she taught the girl what to say and went into hiding.
“Soon the old monkey monster came back, in a gust of wind. He came into the cave and sniffed around,
saying:
“‘The smell of a stranger person! The smell of a stranger person! If I catch her, I will eat her up!’ The girl said:
“‘Nonsense! There is no stranger person here. Only my mother came to visit us. She has a secret remedy that
can cure your festering eyes.’
“When the old monkey monster heard this, he was very glad. For many years his eyes had been red and watery.
They bothered him a lot. So he asked eagerly:
“‘Where is your mother? Quickly bring her in. I want to see her. I will not eat her!’
“Hearing this, the mother came forward. She had gathered a lot of tree gum on her way, which she melted in a
big wok and spread on a long piece of foot-binding cloth. She told the old monkey monster to sit still and shut his
eyes while she put the medicine on. She wrapped the cloth round his head many times.
“‘You must keep your eyes shut and do not move for three days. If you move or open your eyes before that, the
medicine will not work and your eyes will never be cured!’
“After she said this, she took her daughter by the hand and the two of them sneaked out of the cave. They
returned home safe and sound. Three days later when the old mon- key monster tried to open his eyes, he
couldn’t. For the glue had dried up. The cloth stuck to the old monkey monster’s hair and skin. He could never get
it off and open his eyes. After that, the mother and the girl lived together for many, many happy years.”
I loved this story. Each time I listened to it, Aunty’s voice made me sense the danger and I was a little scared. I
imagined myself to be the little girl who was snatched away by an old monkey monster. Yet I knew that I was
safe, for Aunty was holding me with both her arms. Aunty, I believed, loved me as much as the little girl’s mother
did, and she was every bit as smart and brave. In the future she could and she would save me from the grip of any
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monsters.
Another scene I remembered was the pavement in Bern. In the spring when it rained, the pavement was
covered with earthworms; I did not dare let my feet touch it. On such days Father would carry me to places on his
shoulders, and I loved it there! My father by then was just over thirty. He was tall and handsome, always well
dressed. I was very proud of him. He walked with long, springy steps on the sidewalk, overtaking other
pedestrians. From time to time he rocked me a little. One step toward the left; one step toward the right. I was
scared, so I held on tighter to his neck.
Besides earthworms, I was afraid of numerous other things. For instance, at home people had to warn me
before they flushed the toilet; Aunty had to make sure I was out of the kitchen before she put vegetables into a hot
wok. On the playground I was afraid of the swing and nobody could make me climb to the top of the slide. The
seesaw was better, but when my end went up, it had to move very slowly and never go any higher than Aunty’s
waist. The sandbox was the only place where I felt safe. As a result, each day I made more cakes than the baker
from across the street.
In winter after snow had fallen, sometimes Mother would take me to a small slope behind our house for
sledding. I wore a little white fur coat and Mother a long green woolen overcoat. The new snow was soft. My
footsteps were small and Mother’s big. On our way we stopped beneath a leafless tree on which crimson apples
hung. Pretty little birds were picking at them. Mother whistled to the birds and the little birds answered her. Then
we were at the slope and the sled began to move. The wind blew into my face. I had to shut my mouth and hold
my breath. Involuntary tears of fear fell down my cheeks like a little stream.
Once our lives were really in danger, Aunty said. By then I was four.
“One day,” she said, “it was in May; your parents took us boating on a mountain lake. It was a nice day. Warm
and sunny. Your father was half asleep. The boat drifted by itself. Suddenly he saw a sign—there was a waterfall
downstream. Alarmed, he jumped up and tried to row the boat back. But he couldn’t. At that place the lake
narrowed. It was like a big river. The water was swift. Your mother tried to help. After a while, the sun was setting
and no other people were in sight. We were all terribly frightened.
“I held you tightly in my arms. I thought if we were to go down that waterfall, I would die with you. At that
moment I was really sorry I had come all the way to this foreign country to die. It was so far away from home.
Our spirits would be lost. We’d be hungry ghosts for eternity.
“All this while your mother was furious; she scolded your father non-stop. Your father was furious too after a
while. So he started to yell back. The two of them quarreled as if heaven and earth had been turned upside down.
Yet in the meantime they rowed together as fast as they could.”
“What happened next? Did we go down the waterfall?” I asked.
“Of course not, you silly child! We were rescued by a steamboat.”
“Aunty! Was I afraid at the time?”
“No,” she said, “you were asleep in my arms. I did not wake you up.”
So on the day when our lives were really in danger, I was the only one who was not afraid. I was glad to hear
that. By then my parents took me out more often, to parks, restaurants, and theaters. This I liked very much, not
because I was sophisticated enough to appreciate the food and the performances. It was because I had a feeling
that the people I met liked me. Mother agreed with me a few years later when we talked about this.
“People liked you because you were nice and sweet!” she said with a great deal of annoyance in her voice.
“What has gotten into you and made you change so much after we returned to China that I can hardly recognize
you?”
I had no answer to her question. It was true that my temper changed for the worse when I reached the age of
seven. Somehow I lost the desire to be a sweet little girl.
My family went back to China when I was five. We traveled by train, on which we had a compartment to
ourselves. Father, Mother, Aunty, and I each had a bed. My little brother, Lian, who was a baby, slept in a basket
under Aunty’s bed. Day after day I sat in front of the window to watch the scenery. The great cities of Europe
were left behind. Vast wilderness of Siberia, Mongolia, and Manchuria rushed forward to welcome me back.
Snow flakes in summer, tall grass to the end of the sky, yellow flowers, and blue lakes. Half a month later our
train pulled into Yongding Gate Station in Peking.
From there we went to Nainai’s house, which was situated to the east of the forbidden city in a place known as
Wangfujing.
When we were in Switzerland, my paternal grandfather died of lung cancer. So by now Nainai was the head of
the household. In fact, many said she was in charge even when her husband was alive.
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*
In my memory, Nainai’s house is always what it looked like in 1956, when Nainai, her two sons, their wives
and children, as well as her daughter, whom I called Third Aunt, lived together in it. In the real world, however,
the beauty and elegance of this old Peking residence was destroyed. In 1966, when the Cultural Revolution broke
out, six families who called themselves “revolutionary masses” moved in without the consent of Nainai or
anybody else. They put Nainai, who was then bedridden with diabetes, into a small storage room that had no
windows. Not even servants of the family in the old society had lived in this room. For more than five years
Nainai lived there by herself. In the end, she died in it alone.
The six families, on the other hand, divided the house up among themselves. Soon they dug out Nainai's tree
peonies, leveled Third Aunt's roses, turned the covered corridors into storage rooms, and built makeshift kitchens
in the courtyards, using whatever material they could get hold of: concrete, broken bricks, plywood, and felt. The
place was so ugly that I did not want to set eyes on it anymore.
Back in 1956 when we first came back from Switzerland, Nainai’s house had its ancient beauty intact. In the
compound four rows of bungalows, made of gray bricks and wooden pillars, paralleled one another. Along the
front of each bungalow there was a rain verandah. The verandahs were linked up at both ends by covered
corridors, which had wooden pillars, balustrades, and tiled roofs. On the beams were paintings of birds, flowers,
and landscapes, the color of which had long since grown faint, while the tops of the balustrades were made shiny
by those who sat on them. Beyond the corridors, gray brick walls enclosed the entire compound. In old Peking
many houses were built in this style. People call them siheyuar (yards enclosed on four sides).
In Nainai’s siheyuar, the first row of bungalows that had its back against the street was the xiafang (the lower
houses). This row was slightly lower than other houses and the windows faced north, which meant the rooms
would not get sunshine in the winter, nor much of the cool breeze in the summer. When my great-grandfather and
grandfather were alive, I was told, many servants used to live there. Among them were the family’s driver, tailor,
gardener, and a chef who came from Yangzhou. This chef was the envy of other servants, because he earned one
hundred silver dollars a month, a large sum in old Peking in the twenties.
The fancy food he cooked, however, my father did not like to eat. Father, when he was a college student,
preferred to eat wowotou (steamed corn-flour bread) and salted vegetables in the lower houses. From the servants
whom he befriended, Father learned what the university did not teach him. He came to know how hard the lives
of the working people were in old China and how unfair the society was: the rich lived in luxury and
extravagance. The poor worked like horses and oxen from childhood to old age. Yet they could hardly fill their
bellies and support their families. When the blood and sweat were wrung out of them at old age, they’d die in the
street like cockroaches.
For two years Father ate wowotou in the lower houses and thought about the social injustice he witnessed.
Afterwards he decided that mere thoughts were not enough, he ought to put his thoughts into action. So he left
home and joined the Eighth Route Army led by the Chinese Communist Party in their fight to drive out the
Japanese invaders and to build a new China. In this new China, Father thought, everybody would be equal and all
would be free. No more exploitation and oppression. No more masters and servants.
When new China was established in 1949, all the servants in Nainai’s house left except two old women. One
was Third Aunt’s wet nurse. Everybody called her Old Nanny. The other was bought by Nainai’s father from the
south and came into this family as part of Nainai’s dowry. They insisted that they belonged to Nainai and refused
to leave. So Nainai let them stay. When I saw them, they were both in their seventies. A lot of white hair, walnut
faces, backs bent down, quick tiny feet, which were bound ever since they were five or six. Though no one asked
them to work, they were always busy, dusting furniture with chicken feather dusters, sweeping the floor with bare
brooms, sprinkling the yard, washing, and picking vegetables. Their help was actually much needed, for at that
time Nainai hired only one person who would come during the day to do grocery shopping and cook for the entire
family.
The other three rows of bungalows in Nainai’s house were the upper houses. Taller and facing south, they were
naturally warm in winter and cool in summer. The first row of the upper houses was the guest house. Being
nearest to the street and closer to the servants’ quarters, it gave the guests convenience and the host family
privacy. Despite the fact that in the past the word privacy could not be found in the Chinese vocabulary, the layout
of Nainai’s house convinces me that this nameless thing did matter. For many people, however, it was a luxury
they could not afford.
In 1956 the guest house was soon taken by my maternal grandparents, who moved from Shanghai to Peking to
be near to their two children: my mother and her younger brother. This uncle of mine whom I called Jiujiu was
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studying Russian at Peking Foreign Language Institute. Russian was a hot subject in China in the fifties.
Everybody wanted to learn it, including my parents. But their studies did not go very far. For in just a few years,
Russian Big Brothers became Russian Revisionists. Trade and exchange with them were cut off. The foreign
experts went home. Russian became a useless language. Nobody wanted to study it any more. While Jiujiu and his
colleagues lost their jobs, English became popular again.
Nainai herself and Third Aunt occupied the second row of the upper houses. Third Aunt was a medical doctor.
She worked at Peking Union Hospital, a prestigious hospital in Peking. People told me that she had studied in a
medical school for eight years before she became a doctor. It seemed such a long time that I couldn’t even
imagine it. In 1956 Third Aunt was in her early thirties. She was still single and she had many friends. On
Sundays they came to visit her. Some were doctors like her, others were patients she had cured. They would have
tea on the verandah and talk. From a distance I could hear their voices, which were loud and clear. Nobody had
learned to speak under his or her breath behind closed doors yet.
When no one came to visit, Third Aunt would put on her blue cotton jacket and work among the flower beds.
Both she and Nainai loved flowers. The two of them turned the second courtyard, which was the most spacious,
into a fabulous garden where winter jasmines, lilacs, purple swallow orchids, tree peonies, roses, and
chrysanthemums bloomed one after another from early spring to late autumn.
The family’s dining room was also in this row, a big room with windows facing south. Along its northern wall
a small room was partitioned out; because it had no window, it was dark day and night. Before 1949 the family
used it to store food, which was sometimes in short supply, and then the prices would shoot up. So all big families
in Peking laid away rice, flour, cooking oil, and other stuff to cope with such emergencies. In the fifties people no
longer worried about sudden food shortages. So the storage room was quite forgotten. If it had not been for what
happened to Nainai during the Cultural Revolution, I doubt if I would remember there was such a room at all.
The last row of houses was occupied by our family and the family of my uncle. I called him Second Uncle,
because he was Father’s younger brother. We lived in the east end and they in the west, sharing a rather dark
hallway in the middle.
Little Ox and Little Dragon were my cousins. Little Ox was one year older and Little Dragon one year younger
than me. Little Ox I admired because he was such a good climber of Tai Lake rocks, which were shaped by the
wind and waves of Tai Lake in the south over thousands of years. Because of their unique beauty, in the olden
days people moved them several hundred miles up north along the Grand Canal to decorate the emperor’s palaces
and rich men’s courtyards. In Nainai’s house there were about ten of them. The three best-looking ones stood
outside the corridors in the second yard. The rest were piled in the middle of the third yard under a huge locust
tree. The rocks had many round holes in them; some large and some small, which made the climbing easier and
the hide-and-seek more fun. After I learned from Little Ox how to climb the rocks, I was no longer the timid girl
in the sandbox.
Inside the rooms, all the furniture was made of hardwood. Wardrobes were so tall that they almost touched the
ceilings. Tables and chairs had pieces of marble inlaid in them, the natural shapes of the black and white in these
slabs made them look like traditional landscape paintings. Around the marble the wood was carved, showing
designs of clouds, waves, pines, or bats. Also carved was the wall on the western side of Nainai’s room. I used to
stand in front of it to make out shapes of vases, fans, incense burners, old style books, and scrolls. People told me
that this wall was designed by the previous owner of this house named Pu Xuezhai. He was the emperor’s relative
and a well-known artist. The wood he used was faintly fragrant. At nightfall, however, the fragrance of the wall
was drowned out by that which came from Nainai’s snow-white tuberoses. People in Peking called them Fragrant
Jade of the Night, which Nainai always kept in a large antique porcelain vase on a long hardwood table.
The sweet scent of tuberoses always reminds me of Nainai's stories, which she tended to tell when the sun
began to cast long shadows over the western corridor. Unlike Aunty, Nainai had studied with tutors when she was
young. On her nightstand I saw books such as Three Hundred Poems of the Tang Dynasty and Dream of the Red
Chamber. But the stories she told me were not from books. They were true stories.
From her I learned that our ancestors were Manchus who originally lived in Mongolia. For generations they
had been herdsmen, hunters, and warriors who were born, raised, and died in the saddle. On the boundless
grassland their horses ran as fast as the wind. The hoofs drummed the ground. When they fought, their bows
opened like the full moon and arrows flew across the sky like shooting stars. For one word of promise, they’d lay
down their lives for a friend. Because of an insult, they’d plunge a white blade in a man’s body and pull out a
steamy red one.
In the seventeenth century the Manchus fought their way down south. The Great Wall was unable to stop them.
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Soon they watered their horses in the southern sea. Nainai’s ancestors must have distinguished themselves in the
war, for in the years to come their descendants were given high official positions by the emperors of the Qing
dynasty. After two centuries, however, their fiery temper cooled down. Their blood grew thinner and their faces
turned pale. They acquired polite language and good manners. Warriors were no longer born into this family. The
sons became civil officials and the daughters gentle ladies.
Nainai told me that her grandfather once served as xingbu shang-shu, minister of punishment. The position
was very prominent, similar to that of a justice in the supreme court. Yet the old man was miserable day and night,
according to Nainai, because he was superstitious. He believed that people would all become ghosts after they
died. Those who died of natural causes would become peaceful ghosts, while those who died by violence turned
into ferocious ones. The peaceful ghosts would stay in the world of yin and not bother human beings. But the
ferocious ones would sooner or later come back to this world to avenge themselves.
This belief made the old man especially uneasy in the fall when the qiushen (autumn trials) came round. This
was an old practice in the Qing dynasty. Each year when the bleak autumn wind rose, the important convicts of
the entire country would be sent under escort to Peking for a final trial. After this, the condemned men and
women would be dragged out to Caishikou, a marketplace in Peking, to be executed. Nainai’s grandfather had to
preside over the trials and the beheading.
On the execution ground, he sat behind a huge desk in his official robe, surrounded by many bodyguards. His
words, every one of them, were echoed loudly by soldiers and executioners. In his hand he held a writing brush
dipped in red ink. One after another, the executioners presented the convicts to him. His job was to put a red dot
on the labels that bore their names to indicate the final approval of the verdict. Once his brush fell, the person’s
fate was sealed. All hopes were lost. Executioners as fierce as wolves and tigers would grab the person by the
arms and drag him or her out. The head was chopped off on the spot. Blood poured out from the headless body. A
scream of intolerable pain and terror was cut short.
The beheading went on. The executioners’ eyes turned red. A large crowd, hundreds of men and women,
gathered to watch the event. Some cheered at the top of their voices; others grew pale and were made sick by the
sight. The yellow earth drank the blood like red wine. Finally even the earth couldn’t take it anymore. Dark
puddles formed on the ground. A fishy smell permeated the air.
While this was going on, Nainai’s grandfather, an awe-inspiring figure representing the great empire and the
law, was in despair. This hateful position was a “favor” bestowed on him by the Dowager Empress\fn{ Tze Hsi, the
second wife of Emperor Hsien-fieng (reigned 1851-1861); mother of Emperor Tung-chih (1862-1875) and adoptive mother of Emperor
Kuang-hsu (1875-1908) and the real ruler of China from about 50 years previous to her death in 1908 } and the emperor. He did not

dare refuse it. Thinking it over and over, he could not come up with any feasible solution, except wishing that
someday they’d bestow this “favor” on someone else. But on that occasion he could hardly think, because the
doomed men and women’s eyes were fastened on him. Some were pleading. Others were desperate. Some
drowned in tears. Some were spurting fire. Amidst panic and pain, once in a while he would be startled by a pair
of eyes that were unusually calm and lucid.
All these eyes were like sharp long needles that poked through his body and soul. Sitting up on high, he did not
know how to escape them. He was paralyzed. His heart filled with terror. He knew that people who looked at him
with such eyes would never forget him. They would remember him through life and death and three
reincarnations. Sooner or later they would come back, seek him out, and make him pay the debt of blood.
Of the many stories Nainai told me about our ancestors, this one somehow sank deepest into my heart. In the
sixties when class struggle was emphasized, for a few years I really wished that I had never heard any stories from
Nainai so that thought reform would not be such a difficult task for me. In fact, in those years I even wished that I
had never had such a Nainai and those ancestors of hers. They were blood-suckers, parasites, smiling tigers, piles
of garbage, cow ghosts, and snake demons. If I could erase them from my memory, I would become a reliable
successor to the revolutionary cause like my schoolmates.
In 1966, just as I was secretly congratulating myself, for I believed that I had finally made a clear break with
Nainai and her ancestors, I had a strange dream. It happened soon after the Cultural Revolution began, when I was
a Red Guard. By day I was busy writing dazibao (criticism in big characters) and attending thousand-people mass
rallies to criticize capitalist-roaders, reactionary academic authorities, foreign spies, and renegades. I was
extremely serious about the Cultural Revolution. I believed that through this revolution the Chinese people, led by
our great leader Chairman Mao, would wipe out bureaucracy, corruption, and privileges from among government
officials. We would build an exemplary society for the entire world.
At night, however, I had no control over my dreams. In one dream there was a mass rally just like the ones I
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had attended in those days; but instead of the capitalist-roaders and reactionary academic authorities, I was the
person the crowd struggled against. Around me, the frenzied revolutionary masses were yelling at the top of their
voices. Everybody hated me. I was a tiny boat sinking in a vast raging ocean. I wanted to speak up, to debate with
others and defend myself, but no one was willing to listen to me. They were all convinced that I was guilty. So
they sentenced me to death. The sentence was to be carried out immediately. . .
Next I was on my way to the execution ground. Somehow my grass-green army uniform and Red Guard’s
armband disappeared. I was wearing a long white robe, which was the costume worn by innocent convicts in
traditional Chinese operas. Around my wrists and ankles, iron chains were dangling and clanging. A bleak autumn
wind was rising; my silk robe fluttered and my hairband flew up. People lined the street to watch me, thousands
of them. When I looked them in the face, I could not tell whether they were glad or sad. They all seemed to be
wearing masks.
As for myself, I remember that in my dream I felt very sick at heart because I was wronged and I had to die so
young. But I said to myself: as the sentence could not be changed, I’d better meet my end heroically. There was
no point in making a scene and disgracing myself at the last moment. I wanted to keep my memory intact. That
much at least I could do.
Then I knew I was dead. My body was lying on the ground, but somehow I still had consciousness. I saw many
people walk by my dead body. Perhaps it was a parade. This time they were not wearing masks, so I recognized
my classmates, friends, neighbors, and relatives. Nobody stopped to look at me. Not a soft sigh was uttered; not a
single tear. They all fixed their eyes on something high and glorious. I wanted to scream at them to attract their
attention. But I found that I had lost my voice. It was a soundless world. Eventually they all passed me by and the
light began to fade. I knew that I was really dead.
*
Reflecting on the fact that I could not forget Nainai’s stories no matter how hard I had tried, I realize that I am
more attached to her than I once cared to admit. As I was her only granddaughter, she told me more stories about
her life than she told my cousins.
To people who did not know her well, Nainai’s life in the old society appeared carefree. Her forefathers had
power and privileges, her father-in-law and husband had a great deal of money. Only I knew that Nainai’s life was
not as easy as others might have imagined. In a way it was extremely difficult, owing to the upheavals in China
and the fact that she was a woman.
When Nainai was young, she had been to many places in China. Those were the good years in her life. At the
beginning of the twentieth century the emperor granted her father an official position, not because the latter had
any remarkable talent, but for the sake of his ancestors. At first Nainai’s father was a local magistrate in Hunan, a
province south of the Yangzi River. A few years later he was promoted to the position of niesi, also called nietai in
Guizhou province. There he was the number-three official and, like his father, he was charged with the
administration of justice.
His family, including his wife, Nainai, and a younger brother, went to these places with him. At first they
traveled along the Grand Canal by official boats. Later they rode in covered wagons. On the way Nainai was
deeply impressed by the beautiful spring on the Yuan River, the various dialects that Nainai’s family could not
understand, the distinct flavors of the local food (some were so spicy that they set fire to people’s mouths, others
were as cool and smooth as water from an ancient well), the minorities with their fantastic costumes and festivals,
the hard life of the peasants, especially the women who in the south had to do the hardest physical labor as well as
take care of the kids and housework.
Such experiences in her youth made Nainai different from her peers who were confined to the inner quarters of
their fathers’ residences.
“Never to come out the front gate, nor to walk across the second gate”—the Chinese saying testifies how far
such young ladies were permitted to go in those days. The theory behind this was that if a young lady never sets
eyes on strangers, her virtues and chastity would be preserved. To make sure that women would not go out and
meet strangers, their feet were bound at the young age of five or six. From then on they would have to live like
birds with broken wings.
Nainai was lucky, for she was spared this ordeal. The Manchus, though they had adopted many conventions of
the Han people (the major nationality making up more than 90 percent of the Chinese population), were never
crazy about “three-inch golden lilies.” Perhaps that was why many old Peking residents said that Manchu women
were on the whole much more sagacious than the men in their families. The most outstanding example of this was
Dowager Empress Cixi, who for fifty years held the entire country under her thumb, along with two emperors
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who were her son and her nephew.\fn{Together with the last few years of her husband } During her reign, however, the
Great Empire of Qing was like the setting sun. Quickly it dropped beyond the western hills.
In 1911 the revolution broke out. The Qing dynasty was overthrown. Nainai’s father lost his official position,
but the family made it back to Peking unharmed. Once they settled down in the old capital, they found that
nothing was the same. The great Qing dynasty was history. Gone with it were the power and privileges of the
Manchus. For two hundred and sixty-seven years they had been the ruling class in China. Then almost overnight,
they became a small, isolated minority, surrounded and hated by tens of millions of Han Chinese.
So in the years after the revolution, many Manchu families lived in fear and grief. Their money, now like a
river without a source, quickly dried up. Many of them dared not think about the future, for the future was like a
bottomless pit, waiting to engulf them.
It was in those years that Nainai was married to my grandfather. As far as I know, Nainai had never told
anyone about her feelings toward this marriage. People of her generation did not talk about such things. But the
facts were obvious. First of all, my grandfather was a merchant and merchants were considered despicable
throughout China. Second, he was not a Manchu. None of his ancestors had been members of the aristocracy.
Instead he was born into a poor peasant’s family in Zhucheng county, Shandong province. Both his parents died in
a famine when he was in his teens. Unable to feed his mouth in his native village, he went away with others to
Manchuria where there were more opportunities for a desperate young man like him.
In the northeast, the lucky star shone on him. First he got to know my great-grandfather, who was not his real
father. He was not even a relative, but just another desperate man trying to make it in a frontier town. Next the
two of them started a business together. In about ten years they made a fortune.
What was the nature of their business? In my family this has been a riddle for more than seventy years. The
two old men forbade people to talk about it. This made my father’s generation even more curious, so they
speculated and argued about it behind the old men’s backs. But until my grandfather died in 1953, he never gave
them a single clue.
Sometimes I even went so far as to imagine a bloody murder scene at midnight or an armed robbery of a gold
mine, for otherwise why should the two old men refuse to let their own descendants know about their success
story? But Third Aunt disagreed. She said it was probably nothing but a restaurant or a tailor shop, for she had
noticed that my great-grandfather knew a great deal about cooking and making clothes.
“Maybe they kept it a secret because in China these trades were considered low and degrading. If the servants,
for example, knew that their masters had taken such jobs, they’d gossip about them behind their backs. Officials
and other rich merchants in Peking might refuse to associate with them.”
Whatever their business was originally, the fact remained that Nainai and my grandfather were not a match.
The former was a well educated gentle lady, the latter a rough peasant who was illiterate. It could not be for
anything but his money that Nainai was married to him.
In the years after 1911, during the golden age for Peking opera, my great-grandfather and grandfather owned a
well-known theater in Peking, named Jixiang (Auspicious) that normally pulled in nine hundred silver dollars for
them each month. Besides the theater, they also owned a large silk store in Wangfujing and some other businesses.
Their property amounted to well over a million silver dollars.
Nainai’s own family, in the meantime, had fallen into straitened circumstances. After the revolution her father
no longer had any income. Yet old habits were difficult to kick. He still had to smoke opium. In fact now he had
an even greater need for it. Besides he liked fine food, good wine, and operas. If he did not celebrate his birthday
properly, he’d feel that he had lost face in front of his old friends. If there weren’t a couple of servants in the
house, it would be very inconvenient.
Thus in a few years he had pledged all the properties his ancestors had left, and the valuables of the family all
found their way into pawnshops. At last he had nothing left except his only daughter. So he initiated Nainai into
this loveless marriage.
But perhaps I should not say so, for don’t a lot of Chinese say, “Unlike the Westerners who first fall in love and
then get married, we Chinese get married first and then fall in love”? This theory was to some extent true,
especially in cases of old-time marriages. As the saying goes,
“Married to a rooster, follow the rooster; married to a dog, follow the dog.”
Many women learned to get along with their husbands because they had no alternative.
In Nainai’s case, she had to put her filial duty before her personal feelings, for she knew that her father,
mother, and younger brother depended on her. If she should fail to help them, soon they’d be in the street begging
for food. Yet this must have made life doubly difficult for Nainai; for in her husband’s home, everybody lived
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under the tyranny of my great-grandfather.
According to Father, Second Uncle, and Third Aunt, my great-grandfather was a real despot in the family. All
decisions, big or small, were made by him. He never consulted anybody when he made decisions about them. All
the others had to ask his permission if they wanted to do anything.
“He thought everybody was indebted to him, because he was the one who made the money!” Years later, when
Father said this to me, his voice still betrayed a great deal of anger.
“The employees were all indebted to him, because he gave them jobs. Nainai was indebted to him, because if
he hadn’t sent her parents gifts of money, they’d have been drinking northwest wind for meals. I was indebted to
him too, for I was his oldest grandson who would someday inherit his money and his business. I could never
make him understand that I did not want his money and had no interest in taking over his business. I’d rather
work to earn my own living and be free. Actually, I pitied him because he was such a slave of his money! Money
possessed him and obsessed him! It ruined his life!”
Father also told me that because the old man thought he was everybody’s creditor but no one was paying their
debts back with due love and respect, he resented everyone in the family.
“His biggest hobby was to curse people. He had a large stock of poisonous words which, when he was in a bad
mood, he would deal out to people around him generously. It was only when he was cursing others that he looked
happy and satisfied!”
Nainai must have suffered a lot at his hands, or perhaps I should say, at his tongue. Being a daughter-in-law,
tradition required her to obey the old tyrant completely and be respectful all the time. Her filial duty said that she
should never talk back to him or complain about him to anyone. So she put up with all the insults from her fatherin-law. In the meantime, while the old man was feared, shunned, and hated more and more by members of his
own family, Nainai quietly won everybody’s heart.
She was not only loved and admired by her husband and children, but also by other relatives and even servants
because of her kindness and generosity. Although she was the mistress of the house, she rarely voiced her
opinions. She always listened to others with patience and sympathy. Yet sooner or later, people realized that she
was not a fool or a person who could be manipulated. She knew her mind as well as what was going on around
her. There is an old saying: “Great wisdom appears dull-witted.” It is similar to “Still waters run deep.” Nainai
seemed to exemplify such sayings.
My opinion of Nainai was actually not my own. It reflected Aunty’s opinion of her, which in its turn was
influenced by the opinion of her aunt. Aunty’s aunt was an old servant in my grandfather’s house, who knew a
great deal about her masters and mistresses. In 1950 she recommended Aunty to Nainai to take care of me. For
that I am very grateful to her, although I cannot recall what she looked like.
Seven years after Nainai married, her father died. Her mother soon followed him into the nether world. Now it
was Nainai’s responsibility to help her younger brother.
Her brother in his youth had also studied with tutors. So he could read and write. Some said he was pretty good
at calligraphy and flower-and-bird painting. But as he grew up, the idea that someday he would have to work to
make a living had never crossed his mind. He wouldn’t have needed to work, if the emperor had continued in
power. The latter would have granted him an official position as the previous emperors did his forefathers.
With or without an official position, he wouldn’t have needed to worry about his livelihood. During the Qing
dynasty all Manchu men received monthly qianliang (money and grain). Theoretically they were all in the army,
so no one was supposed to have another job. This qianliang the Han people in Peking jokingly called “crops that
grow on iron stalks,” because the “harvest” of such was always guaranteed.\fn{ Similarly, one who possessed an “iron rice
bowl” never was in want for food} For many decades it had enabled its recipients to idle around teahouses, wineshops,
bird markets, antique stores, and opera theaters. Some of them became artists and writers. Others wasted their
time. Nainai’s brother grew up expecting such an easy life. After the revolution uprooted the magic crops, he was
at a loss.
Nainai tried to help him out, and providing him with a job seemed to be the most fundamental way. Of course
this was not easy. On the one hand, her younger brother was not fit for any of the existing jobs in the family
business. On the other hand, her father-in-law had made it clear that he’d never put any relative on the payroll
unless he was really needed. So what was Nainai to do?
Finally she came up with an idea. She persuaded my grandfather that the theater needed a reliable person to
watch over it during the night and her brother was the right one to do it. All he needed to do was to sleep in the
theater after the performance was over. By day he could still enjoy himself in the teahouses and wineshops. In the
evening he could see as many operas as he liked. Each month he’d receive a salary, which of course would be
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called a gift.
However, soon the brother proved that he could not deal with even a job like that. One night he caught a severe
cold sleeping in the theater. A couple of months later, he joined his parents in the yellow earth.
His death made Nainai heartbroken, for she loved her little brother. In the past the two of them had traveled in
the same wagon and played on the same boat. They had studied with the same tutors and Nainai had spent many
hours writing characters and memorizing ancient poems with him. When the weather changed or when he was ill,
she would help her mother take care of him and over the years he had become dependent on her.
Yet even this was not the real reason why Nainai was so sad when her brother died. The real reason was that he
was the only male descendant in her family. When he died without issue, the once powerful and prominent
Manchu family was extinct by Chinese standards. Nainai’s children did not count in this case, for a daughter’s
children belonged to her husband’s family.
Nainai’s own ancestors had no more offspring. After a hundred years, who would offer them delicious meals
when the festivals came around? Who would repair and sweep their graves at qingming, the special day in April
on which dutiful descendants visit their ancestors? Who would burn paper money and send cash into the nether
world for them to spend? Who would burn incense and chant Buddhist scriptures to expiate the sins they had
committed and beseech blessings for them?
Nainai’s ancestors would be cold and hungry for eternity, hanging like dry leaves on a dead tree, shivering in
the chilly wind of the Yin. They’d be weeping and their tears would flow out like a bitter river. But river or rain,
nothing could revive this family. It was too late. Henceforth sunshine, full moon, spring wind, peaceful years, and
bumper harvest, all good things belonged to other families. Nainai’s ancestors were beyond help. Their relation
with the human world was cut off once and for all. People would soon forget them. Their memorial tablets would
be thrown out by sttangers.
That was why in China families had to have sons. The more sons the better, for the ancestors would feel safer
and happier. If a man failed to produce sons, he did his ancestors a great wrong. That was why Mencius said,
“There are three ways in which one fails his filial duties. Not having a son is the biggest among them.”
The ancestors, I guess, could not care less about daughters whose children would take the husbands’ surnames
and carry on the family lines for other families.
*
After Nainai married my grandfather, she gave birth to ten babies in ten years. Father and Second Uncle
weighed more than seven pounds at birth. Third Aunt was less than six pounds. After her, the babies continued to
come. One each year. Smaller and smaller. Nainai did not know how to stop them. Nor did she know how to save
them. So the babies died in a few days or just a few hours, before they could open their eyes and see their
mother’s face, which was as pale as the moon.
The heavy loss made Nainai love even more dearly the three children whom heaven allowed her to keep. She
hired the best wet nurse she could find for Third Aunt, because she herself was too weak to nurse her. As for her
two sons, they each had a nanny too. Yet Nainai’s heart was with her children day and night to make sure that they
got the tender love and proper care they needed. As a result, the three of them all grew up healthy and strong.
The Chinese had a saying:
“At the age of three, one’s personality begins to show.”
Father and Third Aunt turned out to be more like Nainai herself, quiet and sensitive. Second Uncle, on the
other hand, inherited my grandfather’s fiery temper. If he was happy, he would laugh out loud. If he was mad at
someone, he would tell the person to his face how he felt. After he spoke up, he did not bear the person grudges.
Soon he would forget what had happened between them and be the person’s good friend once again.
Despite the differences in their temperament, Nainai’s three children had one thing in common: their love and
devotion to their mother. When she was cursed by her father-in-law, the children knew how to comfort her to
bring a trace of smile back onto her sad face. When she was distressed by the deaths of her parents and younger
brother, the children turned her thoughts from the past to the future. Because of the children, new hopes began to
sprout up in Nainai’s heart. She said to herself that in the future she would send all her children to universities.
Her daughter as well as her sons.
Especially her daughter! Her daughter would not be a housewife and a dependent like herself. She would have
a profession so she could support herself. That way she would not need to put up with the insults she herself had
swallowed with bitter tears for so many years.
After her children graduated from universities and got jobs, of course, they would all get married and have
children. The more children the better. Boys and girls. All were welcome. They’d fill her house with laughing,
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crying, crawling, climbing, running, and jumping. She’d hire wet nurses and nannies for each of them, and she
herself would tell them stories. Of course, all her children and grandchildren would live with her in her house. A
big family. She could not imagine that things could be otherwise.
When the year 1942 came round, Nainai’s dreams seemed to be coming true. Father, Second Uncle, and Third
Aunt were all in universities. Father was a junior majoring in Western literature in Furen University, Second
Uncle a sophomore studying economics in Yanjing University, and Third Aunt had just started medical school.
Nainai was ever so proud of each of them.
What she did not know at this juncture was that her children were planning to leave home. They made the
decision because of the Japanese invasion. In the thirties, first the northeast was lost. Then big cities like
Shanghai, Nanjing, Tianjin, and Peking fell one after another. Throughout the country people were outraged, by
the Japanese as well as by the Nationalist government, which they felt was ineffective in its resistance. Many
students agreed with the slogan
“Although China is vast, there is no longer enough room for a peaceful desk.”
Being “slaves without a country” day in and day out was more than Father, Second Uncle, and Third Aunt
could bear. Everyday in the street the students could see Chinese civilians bullied by Japanese soldiers. Western
professors were made to quit one after another. Patriotic Chinese were arrested, tortured, and killed. The hated
“plaster flag,” as the Chinese nicknamed it, flew haughtily above everybody’s head, making it hard for a Chinese
to breathe. Father, Second Uncle, and Third Aunt thought it was time for them to leave Peking.
Father was the one who had the connections. So he first arranged for his brother and sister to leave. With the
assistance of underground workers, they went through Japanese blockade lines and headed for the southwest.
Their destination was more than a thousand miles away. With the war going on, the expedition was a journey of
danger and chaos. On the way they witnessed bombing, looting, accidents, and all kinds of extortions. Sometimes
they rode on trains and buses; sometimes they walked or ran. It took them several months to reach Sichuan, where
they eventually resumed their studies in universities.
As for Father, instead of going to the southwest where he could join Second Uncle and Third Aunt, he joined
the Communists at Jinchaji anti-Japanese base, a mountainous area between Hebei and Shanxi provinces. Why
did he do this? This is another riddle, which unlike the previous one I have a hard time figuring out, for over the
years Father has given me too many answers.
For instance, he told me that he joined the Communists because he believed only they could create a new
society in China where everyone would enjoy freedom, equality and happiness.
But then he also told me that he hatea the Japanese invaders and wanted to fight them as a guerrilla in the
front. When his country was in danger, a young man should not stay in the rear and let others shed their blood and
win the war for him. This was what the rich people had been doing in China and elsewhere.
“If you have money, donate your money. If you have strength, put forth your strength.”
Even the slogan seemed to say this was all right. But Father disagreed and he was serious. So he went to
Jinchaji, which by then was repeatedly attacked by the Japanese troops. Saodang (sweep it up) was what the
Japanese called it. When the invaders came, they burned down houses, destroyed crops, took away all the food
they could find, and killed people whom they suspected. Meanwhile the Eighth Route Army and guerrillas led by
the Chinese Communist Party and supported by local peasants were fighting back. Many people lost their lives in
the war. Yet more were coming of their own accord to keep up the resistance. Among them many were college
students like Father.
Father arrived at Jinchaji when things were at their worst. By the end of 1942, Father told me, most of the
houses in the region were without doors and windows. During the night, when the temperature dropped to ten and
sometimes twenty degrees below zero, they had no coal, no firewood, no warm clothes to fend off the severe cold.
Cotton-padded jackets and shoes were very hard to come by. Food was in such short supply that soldiers and
peasants were all eating bran and wild herbs. The best food in the region was corn flour bread. White flour and
green vegetables were never seen. Even salt was scarce.
On top of all this, the region was in dire need of medicine. The shortage was caused by the Japanese blockade.
As a result wounded soldiers were sometimes operated on without anesthetic. Thousands of people in the area
suffered from epidemic diseases: typhoid fever, smallpox, flu … many died because no medicine was available.
Father was aware of this situation when he was in Peking. He heard it from a friend who later turned out to be
an underground Communist. So before Father set off, he secretly purchased a fairly large amount of medicine that
was urgently needed at the anti-Japanese base. The medicine was tightly controlled in Peking. Yet as the Chinese
saying goes,
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“With money, one can make the devil turn the millstone.”
Father soon obtained what he had put down on the list, with the money and through the business connections
of his hated grandfather. Later Father brought the medicine through Japanese blockade lines. This was a
dangerous task. Several times Japanese soldiers searched passengers on the train. If they should find the medicine
in Father’s suitcases, they would arrest him and the consequences would be dire.
To make matters even more complicated, later one of the guides along the line was caught by the Japanese.
This happened shortly before Father’s group arrived. As a result, everything they had achieved thus far came to
naught. For without the guide they did not know how to get in touch with the next underground worker, so they
could not go on. They could not stay in the region either, where they were a group of strangers. The collaborators
would soon notice and report them. So they had no other choice but to return to Peking and start all over again.
Eventually Father arrived at Jinchaji with all the medicine he had purchased. He immediately donated all of it
to the local government. The medicine saved many lives. Father was praised by the leaders. A medal was awarded
to him, his very first during the wars.
Later Father was sent to study at Huabei Lianda, a branch of the Chinese People’s Anti-Japanese Military and
Political College. A few months down the road Father got typhoid fever, which nearly killed him.
By that time, the medicine Father had brought to Jinchaji was already used up. Father had to fight the disease
with his own strength. For days he lay in bed, running a high fever. A horrible pain turned his stomach and bowels
upside down. He could not eat anything. It was almost a miracle that he survived. When finally he was able to
leave bed and sit in the sun, he felt that he had become as light as a straw. A gust of mountain wind could make
him lose his balance.
One day he borrowed a mirror from a comrade and looked at himself in it. He was shocked by what he saw.
While he was sick, he had lost so much hair that he was almost bald. His eyes were frighteningly large, sitting in
two dark pits. His skin was dry and sallow. His face was wrinkled, like that of an old peasant. Seeing him like
this, who would believe that only a couple of months before, he was considered the most handsome man among
the students who came to this region to fight the Japanese.
A director told him he was when he asked Father to play Mr. Darcy in his spoken drama Pride and Prejudice.
Father was amused by the proposal, but he told the director he had never been on the stage before. The latter said
it was all right. So he became Mr. Darcy, the Pride. According to Father, the play they staged was a hit, despite his
inexperience.
“The peasants loved it. Everybody came to see it,” Father said, “even though they did not understand it. None
of them had seen spoken drama before. So they thought the play was a lot of fun. They found the English
gentlemen and ladies we played awfully weird.”
After Father recovered, he was transferred to Yanan where Mao Tse-tung, Chou En-lai, and the central
committee of the Chinese Communist Party stayed during the war of resistance against Japan and the civil war
that followed. In the early I940s few people there spoke foreign languages. Thus when the leaders at Jinchaji
found out that Father could speak English and some French, they immediately sent him to Yanan as an interpreter.
Consequently throughout the wars Father was in the army only in name. He never fired a single shot at an enemy.
As for his fellow students, later some of them were sent back to Peking to do underground work; others stayed
in the countryside and became guerrilla fighters. It was the organization—the Party—that decided who went
where and did what. Father and his comrades obeyed willingly, for they had vowed that they would “sacrifice the
individual and obey the organization” when they joined the Party.
In addition to joining the Party, Father also abandoned his old name Zhichang, “blazing prosperity,” chosen by
his grandfather together with the old man’s surname. He created a new name for himself: Yu Shan, which means
“at the mountains.”
For many years I thought Father did this because he was determined to make a clean break with his upper-class
family and live as a new person after he joined the revolution. Only years later when my zeal for the revolution
died down did it occur to me that by changing his name Father had also protected Nainai and others in the family
who remained in Peking. Or else he’d have gotten them into trouble with the Japanese and the Nationalists, for
both considered the Communists their deadly enemies.
Actually, Father told me, it was really because of Nainai and my great-grandfather that he joined the
revolution. The old man taught him to hate oppression. Day in and day out, he was the oppression incarnate in the
family. When he bullied Nainai and others, it made Father’s blood boil. Father vowed secretly that someday he
would avenge the wrongs the tyrant did to everybody by tearing down his evil world and establishing a new one
on its ruins. In this new world, no human being would be allowed to oppress other human beings. Nainai’s life,
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Father thought, would be much easier and happier in it.
With such a dream, Father left home and went to the mountains. When he sneaked out, he did not tell Nainai
where he was going. So for years Nainai thought that he was studying in the southwest just like Second Uncle and
Third Aunt. This was a blessing for her. For had she known Father’s real whereabouts, the raids made by the
Japanese troops, the disease, and the hardships, she would have worried to death.
As for her life in Peking in those years, I heard a story from her two old servants who refused to be liberated
after Liberation.
Before Father left home, one day he planted a Chinese yam, called shanyao, in the courtyard. It was only a
passing whim. Afterwards he forgot about it. Soon he left Peking. A couple of weeks later, however, the yam
sprouted. Nainai put an exquisite fence around it as soon as she saw it.
The Chinese yam was a perennial plant, usually grown by the peas- ants around their cottages. Nainai kept this
yam in her garden among beautiful tree peonies and roses. Gradually, the tender vine of the yam crawled all over
a Tai Lake rock.
In those years, Nainai must have been awfully lonely. She missed her children. Because of the war, no news
came from any of them. When she became too anxious, she would go and talk to the yam.
Sometimes the plant listened to her in silence as if it understood her feelings but could find no word to comfort
her. Sometimes there was a gentle breeze and the numerous heart-shaped green leaves fluttered. Nainai thought
that the yam was whispering to her, telling her something about her children in a secret language, which with the
love she had inside of her she could almost understand. It soothed Nainai’s burning heart. She felt that as long as
the yam thrived and she could hear it murmur, things could not go terribly wrong with her beloved children.
Nainai prayed day and night to heaven and to her ancestors, asking them to protect her children and to put an
end to the war. In 1945 the Japanese surrendered. Second Uncle and Third Aunt came back to her. But it took
Father another ten years to return home. …
1951

21.88 Fate\fn{by Shi Tie-sheng aka Jin Shui (1951- )} Peking, China (M) 8
Now to talk about myself: to talk about why, because I was one second late, or because I was unable to be one
second later—you might also say because I was one second early, or could not manage to be one second earlier—I
became a lifetime paraplegic. According to my prognosis prior to that one second, from whatever angle I looked
at it, I should have had quite a beautiful future.
Prior to that one second, about thirteen people had already offered me eighteen marriage proposals, eleven of
them sending along photographs, of the young women, and all eleven of them were very pretty. This may, to some
extent, explain why I have been confident in my “beautiful future.” But I wasn’t thinking about marriage at the
time; my ambition was much greater. “No,” I said, “I’m not thinking of such things now.” My erstwhile
matchmakers were not without regret. They said, “Mo Fei (Mo Fei is my name), we want to see what kind of a
goddess you marry.”
Later on that one second arrived. Later on that one second passed. My once strong and healthy legs were
instantly transformed into two sticks of useless furniture; they withered day by day into two sticks of exceedingly
ugly furniture. All this meant that cruelty and misfortune had taken a fancy to a man named Mo Fei and clung to
him for the rest of his life. I cried like a baby for several years and then, having absolutely no alternative, was
reduced to a man who writes fiction for a living.
A woman reporter once asked me how I happened “to take the road of creativity?”
I thought for some time before replying: “Having reached an utter dead end, I sank to this level.”
The woman smiled so channingly:
“You’re really modest.”
She really said so.
*
Practical reality has nothing to do with modesty. Who knows, maybe those half-understood, half-real, halfillusory recollections of Tenth Uncle were originally premonitions from my childhood. They say children’s eyes
can penetrate to the bottom of many mysterious things and events, but grown-ups lose that ability.
All that is, of course, unimportant. What is important is that my legs cannot move and have no feeling; this is
not a half-understood, half-real, half-illusory recollection; it’s a crystal clear, absolutely indubitable reality. And
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from the looks of it this reality will remain a reality as long as I go on living.
I never used to curse people. I now feel the absolute necessity of all the curses ever invented in the world. A
necessity, they are, and sometimes even a necessary conclusion.
*
It was only an accident of one second's duration. To talk about it now is of little interest. It was a summer
night, cloudy; the moon was pale, the stars few, and pedestrians were already very scarce. A night soil cart came
by mingling the rich perfume of night soil with the sweet scent of evening dew—a rare odor. I was riding my bike
home, so happy that I had naturally begun whistling a tune. I was whistling the famous pedlar’s aria frpm The
Pedlar and the Maiden. I had just been to the opera.
I really believed my luck was pretty good. I was soon to go abroad to study; my thoughts were concentrated on
that, on the other side of the world; not just on that side, of course; the world is very large. My wallet was already
crammed full with my passport, visa, plane ticket, and a wad of related documents—the fruits of one year and
eleven months of difficult struggle. This wallet was firmly attached to my belt; unless somebody ripped off my
trousers, it would be quite impossible to lose it. May the designer of this wallet be richly rewarded in this life and
the next—that’s what I was thinking at the time.
The temperature fell gradually and a slightly cool breeze began to blow. In the buildings along the road
someone was cursing loudly while another one was softly playing a nocturne by Chopin. The out-of-town street
vendors were spreading their baggage out in the shadows, yawning broadly, making a racket as loud as an ancient
nightwatchman’s.
An ordinary summer night. I whistled a tune. The world is very large. I think I’ll go to visit the Grand Canyon
in Arizona on one of my vacations, and Niagara Falls on another. If I earn a little extra money and live very
frugally most of the time, maybe I can also go to Egypt and visit the Great Pyramid of Cheops; to Venice to see
St. Mark’s Cathedral; to the Louvre in Paris, the Tower of London, Mount Fuji in Japan, and the wild game
reserve in Tanzania. I will see them all; it’s such a rare opportunity. I’m full of energy and as sturdy as any camel;
I could even walk across the Sahara Desert and go camping at the foot of Mount Kilimanjaro. I wouldn’t shoot the
lions, though, those wonderful lions.
I whistled a tune, not very well, but that tune was so moving. I don’t believe in asceticism. Mo Fei is not an
ascetic; he will surely have to have a wife. She’ll be very pretty and kind-hearted, very intelligent, very healthy,
very romantic and generous, very gentle and tender, and she’ll love me very much; when we’re alone she’ll just
naturally think of an infinite number of amazing little loving names to call me.
Compared to her I'll regard everything else in the world as light as a feather, but in comparison to her I’ll
probably seem stupid and clumsy, only able to call her dear, or my dearest, making her so angry she’ll give me an
extraordinarily loving slap on the face. A real man should have at least one opportunity to demonstrate his
weakness. Afterwards he will not, however, feel that his “heroic ambition” has been undermined; quite the
contrary, he’ll be even more outstanding in the future and make his wife proud for the rest of her life! A pleasantly
cool summer evening arouses a person’s emotions, makes his thoughts run riot in praise of the beauty of all
creation.
Prior to that one second you could rightly say that Mo Fei was not dreaming. I rode my bike and whistled that
pedlar’s tune. I was figuring how I’d return home after four years with my Ph.D. and work for our ancestral
homeland. I would never be ‘so happy I forgot my home in Shu,’ as the proverb goes—Mo Fei was not that sort—
Heaven and Earth are my witnesses.
You know what I was going abroad to study? Education. Our country’s education is in urgent need of reform
and talented people to bring it about. Mo Fei didn’t lack the ability to study astrophysics or genetic engineering,
but Mo Fei had his heart set on his countr’'s education—right up to that one second I had been teaching in a
middle school.
I turned my bike into a rather narrow street; I had to take this road to get home; the shadows of the trees were
dancing across the road surface—later on it will be proven that the dancing of these tree shadows may rightly be
compared to someone being cut to pieces by a thousand knife blades.
I was still whistling. I was an innocent person. I thought when I return in four years I can have a son (of course
I have to have a wife first) or maybe a daughter; if government policy pertnitted it I could have a son and a
daughter; I didn’t even consider which should come first and which second—I think men and women should be
equal—and only hoped my son would look like me and my daughter like her mother, only hoped the reverse
would certainly not be the case. Was it wrong to think that way? I can’t see what was wrong with that. I was an
innocent person on that summer night and all the time prior to that summer night. I was an innocent person.
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Innocent, without sin, at least that is true.
I whistled that most celebrated tune from The Pedlar and the Maiden and rode my bike closer and closer to
that ultimately evil second. At the same moment a young taxi driver whom I was fated to meet was also hurrying
speedily toward that one second.
*
In the general scheme of things that was a totally unimpressive summer night; or would have been if someone
had not dropped an aubergine\fn{ An eggplant.} on the street. I was whistling that pedlar’s tune when my bike
wheels ran over that aubergine; afterwards I knew that the aubergine was very large, very slippery, and very hard;
this aubergine caused my wheels to swerve violently to the left, the shock threw me two or three metres ahead,
propelling me directly into what had to happen in that one second. I heard the loud screeching of a car braking
and my good luck came to an abrupt end. All the wonderful things mentioned in this story so far were transmuted
into a heap of nonsense. They would remain forever a dream.
There could have been an end to it then and there—the problem is it didn’t kill me outright, but only snapped
my spinal cord in two. After that everything simply vanished into thin air, vanished into thin air like smoke and
clouds, and after the smoke and clouds vanished, the world turned around and showed me its utterly inhuman
backside
I mean showed it to me, to Mo Pei.
*
I often recalled later a battery-powered toy hen running animatedly along the ground until it ran into a pebble,
turned a somersault, landed on its feet again and kept right on running animatedly forward, only its direction was
completely reversed (it probably turned one revolution forward with a one hundred and eighty degree twist).
*
I lay in the middle of the road. When I tried to roll over and stand up I couldn’t. That young taxi driver
mentioned above ran over and asked me how I felt. I said I felt pretty strange, like I better rest a minute. Then the
driver took me to the hospital.
I asked the doctor, “When will I be well? I’m going abroad soon and don’t have much time to waste.” The
doctor and the nurses grew very still; I thought they didn’t understand what I meant. They stripped me and took
me to the operating room; I told them to watch out carefully for the wallet on my belt; I even told them the date
on my plane ticket. A woman nurse said, “Aiya, look what time it is!” I thought to myself it really isn’t too early; I
said, “It really isn't too early, but I’m here for an emergency treatment.” The woman nurse stared at me without
moving for half a minute.
Then I realized they could not understand me in such a short time, could not understand my ambition of many
years and the course of my laborious struggle, could not understand the hardship I had gone through in the past
one year and eleven months either, and thus could not possibly understand what that wallet meant to me. I
encouraged the doctor not to tremble but to work as boldly as possible; if I, Mo Fei, let out one peep then it just
wasn’t me.
The doctor gripped my hand and said, “I hope from now on you can always maintain your present courage.” At
the time I didn’t understand his unspoken message.
*
The true situation was soon apparent: I had already been planted in a sick bed, like a ‘perennial’ sprig of ivy
that’s been planted in a flowerpot. As far as that sprig of ivy is concerned, right up until the day it dies its entire
world will consist only of a flowerpot, the corner of a wall, or a thin strip of sky.
I’m a little better off than it is. Mo Fei’s a little better off than it is. “Mo Fei, we certainly want to see what sort
of a goddess you marry”—that kind of a Mo Fei, he’s better off than a perennial ivy plant. At the thought I looked
up and wailed unconsolably; I sounded just as though I’d returned to my childhood and I looked like nothing
more than a great big fool.
I have an elder sister; she hurried to my side from far away, held me tightly in her arms and called out my
childhood name just like when I was little:
“Hush now, don’t worry, don’t worry, don’t do this, don’t do this, no matter what, I’ll take care of you all your
life.” (“Don’t cry, don’t fuss, the grasshopper flew away, Sis will catch you another one tomorrow.”)
But this wasn’t my childhood; the grasshopper didn’t fly away; there wasn’t even any grasshopper. A perfectly
good spinal cord had flown away. I pushed my sister away, extracting my hand from her icy cold grip:
“Go away! Go away! Everybody leave me alone!”
Sis held me close again, her strength suddenly grown extraordinarily great. I glanced up at the sun; it was still
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the same old sun. And the sky? It too was still up there above the earth.
Mother did not come, we didn’t dare to let her know. Father was like a huge shadow lacking the power of
speech; coming in without a sound, going out without a sound. He bought many good things to eat and set them
on the table; then he went out and came in again without a sound and bought still more good things to eat and
placed them on the edge of my bed.
I screamed and Father started a moment and then moved out of the way. I knocked the flowerpot into the
spittoon, threw the tea cups into the chamber pot, smashed my wristwatch and tossed it into the waste basket,
swept everything within reach onto the floor and then I started to curse: with my hands behind my head, staring at
the ceiling. I railed at the world as hard as I could, repeating every dirty word I knew several times, with tears
streaming down until the day grew dark; then I was exhausted, my heart a useless shriveled mass, pulp from a tree
that had been rotting for a thousand years. I jabbed stealthily at my thigh; there was absolutely no feeling. I
quickly pulled my hand away, afraid I had poked someone else. How the hell is this going to end? In the long,
slow stillness, pigeons were cooing outside the window … vast, empty, with seemingly no place to rest in heaven
or on earth.
How is this going to end?
No one was willing to tell Mo Fei.
*
A policeman explained the accident to me. That young driver was not at fault.
“No one could have anticipated that you would swerve into the center of the road so suddenly. The driver
wasn’t speeding, he wasn’t drunk, and he put on the brakes just in time; if he had put on the brakes one second
later,” the policeman emphasized, “forgive my bluntness, but you would be dead now.”
I thanked him and he said there was no reason, it was his job to tell me what had happened. I asked him if I
was in any way at fault. My sister said not to be rude. The officer said I was not at fault either.
“You were riding in the bicycle lane and keeping to the right; you’re a good citizen who conscientiously
respects the traffic rules, but nobody riding along would necessarily be watching out for an aubergine, and,
besides, that stretch of road was very dark.”
I said the shadows of the trees were dancing about the road.
“What’s that you say? Right, there were many shadows from the trees; from the looks of the accident scene,
you certainly did not deliberately run over that aubergine.”
“No kidding!?” I said, and my sister said, “Mo Fei, really!”
The officer sighed.
“But you were tossed into the road just at the wrong time; if it had been one second earlier, the car would not
have hit you. The doctor said the same thing: ‘Such an unfortunate coincidence, the spinal cord was snapped in
two and nothing else was even injured.’”
“The way you put it makes it sound like it was my fault.”
The officer said, “I didn’t say that. I just said the road was dark and it was understandable you didn’t see that
aubergine.”
“Then whose fault was it?”
“Mo Fei—!” exclaimed my sister.
I said, “Sis, can’t I even ask whose fault it was?”
“Comrade Mo Fei, that’s an unreasonable request, and furthermore, you should watch your attitude toward an
officer carrying out his duty,” said the officer.
“If that’s the case,” I said, “you have an obligation to explain to me who is ultimately at fault.”
“The aubergine,” said the officer. “If you think it’s a worthwhile question to ask, well then, that aubergine.
Why did you have to run over it at that precise moment?”
*
The days just went on like that. All I saw every day was the morning and evening sun outside the window. The
documents in my wallet were still there, silent as an ancient tomb preserving the records of innumerable heartrending legends.
It is humanly impossible to reattach a severed spinal cord, and so the days just went on like that. The medical
college interns often came and stood around me while the teaching physician told them why I was a typical
example of paraplegia: “You see how robust the upper body is while the lower limbs are completely atrophied.”
The days just went on like that. My digestive system was astonishingly healthy, unhesitatingly taking in
various kinds of fragrant things, which, when they reemerged, were all marvellously transformed into a uniformly
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smelly mass. The days just went on like that.
The sunflowers were harvested. The seeds fell from the tuberoses and were blown into the ground by the wind.
The sky hung with kites for a few days, just for a few days, and then one by one they disappeared. The snow fell
silently. Children ran about noisily in the snow chewing on fresh hot baked yams.
I sighed.
“Ai, baked yams.”
What I meant was the world really had not changed, baked yams were still the same old baked yams. My
father’s tall skinny shadow followed the sound haltingly across the snow in the direction of that yam vendor’s
charcoal stove …
The days just went on and on like that. Heaven above knew how unjust it was that Mo Fei should exist this
way. I cried a while and thought a while, thought a while and cried a while; it seemed like that cop’s final question
was the only thing that made any sense.
*
Gradually I remembered.
About two hundred metres from the accident site I had run into an acquaintance. I remembered: I was
whistling that pedlar’s aria when I saw him; he was fanning himself as he walked along the side of the road, and I
shouted, “Hey!” He looked around to see who it was and shouted, “Oh!” I asked, “Where are you going?” He said
it was cool enough and he was going home to sleep. “You coming over for a while?” He lived in a big apartment
building about fifty meters away. I said, “No, see you tomorrow, I’m going on.” We waved at each other and went
our separate ways.
Although I did not get off my bike, I did squeeze the brakes while I was talking. No doubt about it, I did
squeeze the brakes a little. How much time did I lose squeezing the brakes? One to five seconds. Right, if I had
not wasted one to five seconds talking to him, then I would have run over that aubergine one to five seconds
sooner. Of course, of course, the aubergine would no doubt have caused my bike wheels to swerve to the left and I
would have sprawled out in the middle of the road as before, but everything that happened later would have been
changed. When the driver of any car saw a fellow laid out in the middle of the road, no matter who he was, is it
possible he would not stop? No. The car would have stopped. It would have been only one inch away from me but
that would have been enough. Right now I would be at the Grand Canyon or some place else in the world and not
planted in this sick bed. No. I would certainly not be planted in this sick bed. That old Mo Fei. That old Mo Fei
whom everyone thought would marry a goddess.
*
Let me tell you another thing by the way.
To this day there are still only thirteen people who have proposed marriage eighteen times to Mo Fei, and
eleven of them have sent along a photograph. These three numbers will never increase, and they are a further
indicator that today’s Mo Fei is a totally different person from yesterday’s Mo Fei.
Heaven and earth have been turned upside down and the human comedy has followed suit.
I have no other reason for saying all of this except to note that Mo Fei is completely innocent and without
blame.
On the other hand, the young women are also quite innocent. It is not a young woman’s fault if she wants to
live a free, romantic, rich, full, and in short, perfectly wholesome life. It is not the fault of any young woman’s
parents that they want their son-in-law to be the pride and good fortune of their later years as he stands beside
other people’s sons-in-law. It can be deduced from analysis that the failure of these three numbers to ever increase
is not any individual’s fault; it is not my friends’ fault, it is not anyone’s fault. As sure as heaven is high and earth
is thick, without question a donkey is bigger than a dog.
*
Mo Fei’s suffering resulted from that one to five second delay. We have to ask and we have every reason to
ask: what was it that caused Mo Fei to meet up with that acquaintance about two hundred metres from the site of
the accident?
At this point I again remembered something: somewhere between three and five minutes before I met that
acquaintance, I ate a steamed bun at a little restaurant. I was hungry, not just greedy but genuinely hungry; when
someone is hungry and he passes by a little restaurant, eating is a necessary action. If God punishes me on that
account, then there’s nothing I can say. I went into that little restaurant, got in line behind six other people,
becoming the seventh person waiting in line to buy steamed buns.
“When will the steamed buns be ready?” I asked. The sixth person in the line told me,
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“You came in at exactly the right time; they’re about to come out of the steamer; I got here just when the last
batch came out and I’ve been waiting half an hour already.”
So I waited a while; I figured if I went home this late there would not be anything left to eat, and it was nine
hours since I ate lunch.
The steamed buns were ready quite soon, and the old lady selling them counted them out onto the plates. Some
of the first six people ate four liang and some bought five fin to take out; by the time it was my turn, the old lady
said there was only one left. I looked into the basket and asked,
“Are there any more in the kitchen?”
“No,” said the old lady, “just this one, do you want it?”
I asked if she was going to steam any more, and she said tomorrow she’d steam some more, but that was it for
today. I looked at the big clock on the wall: ten-thirty. So I ate that single steamed bun.
Now let’s do a little calculating: if I had eaten five steamed buns (I originally intended to eat five) instead of
just one, if it took two minutes to eat one, I would have left that little restaurant at least eight minutes later. At the
time I met that acquaintance, you remember, he was on his way home and was only about fifty metres away from
home; any normal person would certainly not take eight minutes to walk fifty metres. And he was quite normal; I
can vouch for that.
All this means if I had arrived a little earlier at the little restaurant and joined the line as the fifth or sixth
person, I would certainly have eaten five steamed buns and would not have met up with that acquaintance. I
would not have called to him, would not have said those few words to him, would not have had to squeeze the
brakes a little, would not have wasted one to five seconds, and would not have had my spinal cord severed—
today’s Mo Fei would be on the other side of the world studying for his doctorate of education and not here,
certainly not sitting in a wheelchair.
*
By now the problem is already rather clear.
Please pay particular attention to the words of the sixth person in line at the little restaurant: he said he had
already waited there for half an hour since the last batch of steamed buns came out. That means if I was unable to
arrive at that little restaurant half an hour earlier, then I had to be the seventh in line, had to eat only one steamed
bun, had to run into that acquaintance, had to waste one to five seconds, and had to have my spinal cord severed
—today’s Mo Fei would still be sitting in a wheelchair.
We have to believe that it was all fate.
Why?
Because the opera The Pedlar and the Maiden was over at exactly ten o’clock. No matter how close that little
restaurant was to the theater, and no matter how fast I rode my bike, I could not reach that little restaurant one half
hour before ten-thirty. It’s a question of simple arithmetic. This all means that at the moment I got on my bike to
go to the opera God had already arranged Mo Fei’s future for him.
When you’re doomed you’re doomed.
*
Now let’s see how God arranged it that Mo Fei should go to see that opera.
I said before that I had been teaching for some time at a middle school. The day of the accident I was supposed
to get off at six-fifteen; that was the usual time, and we cannot see God’s hand in that. The fourth afternoon
section was my physics class; at exactly six fifteen I promptly called out, “Class dismissed!” The students filed
out in a bunch, and I walked out, too.
I went out into the yard to look for my bicycle; I was planning to go straight home; I was hoping to spend a
little more time with my parents before I went abroad. Just then I heard a student ask me:
“Teacher, may I go home now?”
I suddenly remembered that I had sent this student out of the room as a punishment during the fourth section.
This is what happened. Half-way through the class, this student suddenly started laughing out loud. He was
sitting in the back row next to the window; he was usually an extremely well-behaved student; sometimes I even
wondered if he wasn’t a little below average intelligence.
I asked him to stand up. He stood up.
I asked to explain why he was laughing. He put his head down and remained silent.
“OK,” I said, “sit down and pay attention.” He sat down, but went on laughing.
I asked him to stand up again. He stood up again.
“What’s so funny?' He didn’t speak.
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I could see from that he was trying very hard to restrain himself from laughing; he covered his mouth with his
hand the way girls often do; I always suspected that his intelligence was on the low side.
“Sit down,” I said, “and don’t laugh any more.” He sat down again but was still unable to keep himself from
laughing; the classroom order was breaking down as the more mischievous students took advantage of the
situation to start laughing along with him. All I could do was ask him to leave the room.
“Please go outside and calm down,” I said, “the rest of us cannot hear the lesson.” He walked out obediently.
By the time class let out, I had just about forgotten him; I was certain at the very least he must have some sort of
personality problem. The poor kid.
“You can go home now,” I said, “but from now on pay attention to classroom discipline.” He started laughing
again, went right on laughing.
By this time I was getting a little angry.
“What’s so damned funny anyway?”
I questioned him like that for about twenty minutes with absolutely no success; he continued to laugh but
refused to answer.
Just then our most respected old lady principal called me.
“Mo Fei, there’s a ticket to the opera, do you want to see it?”
I asked what was playing.
“The Pedlar and the Maiden, you want to see it?”
“Why do you want to give it to me? Aren’t you going?”
She said she wanted very much to go, but she had just received a phone call from the Department of
Education; she had to attend an emergency meeting.
“You want to see it or not?”
“OK,” I said, “I’ll go.”
I have already told you what happened after that.
*
After a while I was released from the hospital.
The hospital is not far from our home. I sat in a wheelchair while my parents took turns pushing me along the
street. The poplars were once again laden with blossoms, and far off in the clear blue sky some cuckoos were
calling out “sobitter, sobitter”—it gave me a feeling of estrangement from the world. The breeze blew and the
birds’ cries gradually faded into the distance. I heard someone calling me.
“Mo Fei, Mo Fei! Is that you Mo Fei?”
I said, “That’s right, it’s me.” One of my female classmates at college was standing in front of me.
“How—, Mo Fei, what are you doing here?”
“Where do you think I should be?” I asked.
“Didn’t you go overseas to study? What happened to you?”
“If you’re asking me, then who should I ask?”
Her eyes opened wide as though she had just noticed my legs.
“How did it happen?”
“It’s very simple; it’s the easiest thing in the world.”
She blushed. I used to say that to her quite often in college when she could not figure out a math problem. My
mother could not restrain her tears; she pulled my father over to stand some distance away.
“It was a question of five steamed buns,” I said, “or one aubergine.”
Then I told her the essentials of what had happened.
“Really—, really—, ai—!” she said.
“We have to recognize that it was my fate,” I said.
“Mo Fei, you mustn’t think that; Mo Fei, you have to be strong.”
Tears were streaming down her face.
“Mo Fei, you have to go on living.”
My far away sister said the same thing in her letters: “You have to go on living.” Nobody said how long to “go
on living” meant; it must mean live until death, but who doesn’t live until death? My sister said not to worry, that
if she had only one loaf of bread, a quarter of it would be for me (the other three fourths would be for her, my
brother-in-law, and my little nephew). But I was worried about a few things more important than bread, things
that my kind and virtuous sister could never give.
Thus I began to write fiction. And thus when that woman reporter interviewed me I told her I’d sunk to this
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level because I’d reached an utter dead end.
Just like becoming an outlaw.
*
For many years now I’ve been secretly wondering why that student sitting in the back row had suddenly
started laughing. That was the turning point in my life and fate. That kid certainly was a little stupid, but he
laughed in such an unfathomably obscure manner, just like the profoundly mysterious workings of fate. Maybe
children’s eyes really do have clairvoyant powers of observation? I wonder what he saw at that time? I think if I
could paint an accurate portrait of his laughing expression, I could then exhibit the God of Fate’s true countenance
for all of you to see.
If it had not been for that mysterious laugh, I could not have received a ticket to The Pedlar and the Maiden;
and today Dr. Mo Fei, Ph.D., would have long since returned home in fame and glory to live with his wife and a
flock of children.
*
In those difficult years I started to enjoy sleeping. I placed enormous hopes in sleep; perhaps when I woke up
the situation would have changed. Covered in cold sweat, I’d look at the stillness of my bedroom by moonlight
and rejoice that it was only a nightmare; with my heart pounding under the covers, I’d kick my legs and rejoice
that it was only a nightmare; the moon would go down, the street lights would go out, the alarm clock would go
off, and I’d straighten up my luggage, walk out into the fresh air, and hurry to the airport in time to catch my
plane …
People who have nightmares should be considered the luckiest people in the world—because they can wake up
from them; in that way they are much more fortunate than people who never have nightmares.
Every time I woke up in those days; however, I discovered that I’d had a beautiful dream of waking up from a
nightmare. Having a beautiful dream is the most deceitful thing in the world—because you have to wake up.
To wake up from a nightmare or to go on sleeping and having a beautiful dream, both of these are enjoyable.
But in my case the situation was exactly the opposite.
After lying in bed for two years, I started to write fiction. This was in order to eat, to drink, to dress, to pay the
rent, and also because this profession provides the same satisfaction as sleep, but it offers one advantage over
sleep—freedom. If you want to wake up from a nightmare, then you wake up from a nightmare; if you want to
sleep and have a beautiful dream, then you sleep and get it; you have complete freedom of control.
Thus, although we once dwelled at opposite ends of the earth and were totally unacquainted, now as we
wander the rivers and lakes together, fiction and I mutually sustain each other. It has nothing to do with modesty.
One day I finally met that student again; that student whom I always regarded as a little stupid. He read one of
my stories in a magazine and rounded up a group of students from those days to pay me a visit. These children
had all grown up, they had bristly beards, and two of them were about to be married. They were all quite happy
laughing and talking and remembering things they’d done in the past.
One of them said, “Let’s drink to Mr. Mo’s becoming a writer.’
Then I remembered to ask that student, “Why couldn’t you stop laughing that day?”
He still looked very sheepish and said it was nothing.
I took another tack and asked him, “What did you see then?”
“A dog,” he said.
“A dog? A dog made you laugh like that?”
He said, “That dog …” When he got that far he started laughing again and couldn’t stop, but finally he
restrained himself and calmed down; he had grown up after all.
“That dog,” he continued, “aimed right at the big slogan on the front gate of the school and farted; I heard it
and I saw it; it was very loud but muffled.”
Nobody believed him; they said he probably heard it wrong, but then he asked me, “Do you believe me, Mr.
Mo? I didn’t hear it wrong, really, I didn’t hear it wrong. It really was because of that dog’s fart. Mr. Mo, you
believe me?”
After a long time I said I believed him.
The expression on the boy’s face was that of a prophet.
*
No matter what I’m doing these days I always hear that muffled sound pounding in my ears. It occupies my
entire space and time, prolonged and unrelenting; and it will continue to shake Mo Fei’s entire life with its
prolonged and unrelenting vibration.
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Why why why? Why did there have to be that muffed sound? There is no why.
God said the world must have that muffled sound and that muffled sound came to pass; and God said it was
good, and things simply came to pass; that was the evening and the morning; and thus were all of the days after
the seventh day.
21.96 The Window\fn{by Mo Shen aka Suin Shugan (1951- )} Wuxi, Jiangsu Province, China (M) 9
In March of last year I was on a train heading home after finishing my press assignment in another province.
Seated opposite me were two middle-aged peasants deep in a discussion about something. After a while I
realized they were going to get off at Xian and were worrying whether or not they could catch the long distance
bus for Huxian that same day.
Suddenly a clear voice from a seat near the window intetjected: “Don’t worry! The bus leaves at two p.m.
There’ll be plenty of time for you to catch it.”
We all looked in the direction of the speaker, a young girl about age twenty-five, with large shining eyes and
plainly dressed. She had been reading quietly and nobody had taken any notice of her.
She sounded so sure of herself that another passenger then asked: “Do you happen to know if there is a longdistance bus to Yaoxian this afternoon?”
“Yes, there is one at three o’clock,” the girl replied.
“What about an earlier one?”
“Yes, but …” she hesitated. “I’m afraid you may miss it.”
“What time does it leave?”
“At one o’clock.” After a moment’s thought she added: “Look, this train is due to arrive at Xian at twelve p.m.
I’ll draw a map for you. Once you reach the station, continue up that road until you come to the number eight bus
stop. Take a bus from there to the long distance bus terminal. If you hurry, you may just catch it.” Then she
sketched out the route on a scrap of paper and handed it to the man.
“Thank you very much, comrade,” he said with gratitude as he looked at the map. “Do you often travel on the
long distance buses?”
The girl smiled and shook her head.
“No. Never.”
“Oh, do you live in Xian?”
Again she shook her head.
Puzzled, the man persisted: “Then you often go there?”
“Not frequently.”
By then all the listeners were interested and another passenger asked out of curiosity: “Then how can you
know the place so well?”
This made the girl blush. Then she smiled modestly and murmured: “I … I just know it, that’s all.” At this she
lowered her head and resumed her reading.
Since everyone’s curiosity had been aroused; we all hoped she would say more, but she remained silent until
she got off the train thirty minutes later.
Shortly after my return to the press, we were contacted by the railway bureau about a mass emulation
efficiency drive. They had organized a team of highly skilled workers to demonstrate various aspects of their
work and the opening demonstration would be that day. They would like to have it reported in the press to help
boost their campaign.
The demonstration had already begun when Old Shi and I arrived at the large hall which was packed full. The
audience enthusiastically clapped or praised the performers, who were the best chosen from among nearly ten
thousand workers and staff of the railway bureau. Some were elderly, others middle-aged. The last to be
introduced was a girl, whom to my surprise I recognized as the one on the train.
A booking clerk at another station, she could give the distances and the fares of journeys between all the main
stations in the country.
Her supposed passenger making the enquiries was a young man.
Glancing disinterestedly at the girl, he asked in an offhand way:
“How far is it from your station to Yinchuan and how much does it cost?”
Without hesitating the girl promptly replied:
“1,460 kilometres, and costs 25 yuan 80 fen.”
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Astonished, the youth became more interested and picking up a railway map he enquired:
“How about to Zhuzhou?”
“1,900 kilometres, and the fare is 29 yuan 30 fen.”
The audience applauded. Then an old man, who for many years had worked as a booking clerk, stepped
forward. He asked with interest: “You certainly know all about the main stations, but what about the branch
lines?”
“I’m not so sure.” Then blushing she added shyly: “I’ll try.”
“How far and how much to Xihekou on the Yingtan-Xiamen line?”
“1,682 kilometres and costs 28 yuan 30 fen.”
“To Ranjialin on the Guiyang-Guilin line?”
“1,100 kilometres at 23 yuan 6 fen.”
Delighted, the old man, his head to one side, asked: “Wha’s your name?”
“Ran Yunan.”
“And how long have you been working?”
“Three years.”
“Well, I’ll be damned! Three years!” Amazed, he turned to the head of the group who confirmed it. Then
facing the audience and raising his arms, he exclaimed:
“Amazing! This is the first time in my life that I’ve met someone who can challenge me.”
Before the audience could clap, the director announced:
“Comrade Han can also tell us the arrival and departure times of trains at all the first and second class stations
administered by our bureau. So le’s carry on now with the demonstration.”
Another round of applause broke out.
Han’s performance not only astonished us laymen, but also the old railway workers. Her knowledge went far
beyond the limits of her job.
Everyone could just imagine how many hours she must have spent learning all those thousands of dull
numbers. We wondered how she could have done it and if the long distance buses in Xian had anything to do with
her work?
Eager to find out more, Old Shi and I returned to our office. We reported all this to our chief editor and
discussed our plan with him. With his approval, we visited Han two weeks later.
Old Lei, secretary of the station Party committee, greeted us warmly and took us to the booking office where
the clerks were busy at work.
As we watched young Han, we discovered that she was exceptionally fast selling tickets and that her method
was rather unusual. Apart from her answering normal enquiries, she would sometimes hold out a card for a
passenger to read. Once she even answered a passenger in his own dialect which we found very difficult to
understand.
After an hour she closed her window for a break. Knowing that we were reporters from the press made her
very shy. It was only after our repeated assurances that we would not publish anything without her approval that
she relaxed and talked to us.
She began:
*
I started work as a booking clerk in 1974. Many people thought it was a good job, but I wasn’t satisfied. There
were all sorts of little things to attend to and I was terrified of making mistakes with so much money passing
through my hands each day. However, that was the work. As I was completely green and slow at the job, the
passengers would get exasperated. Trains and passengers pass through here from all parts of the country and by
night you are hoarse from talking. But some passengers who've never traveled before drive you mad. You tell
them the express train does not stop at small stations and they demand to know why. Once an old man, hearing the
announcement that train 83 would be delayed until 19:00 hours, came back to return the ticket he had just bought.
When I told him the train would arrive in about an hour, he became furious and yelled:
“You are supposed to serve the public, yet you are cheating me. The announcer said the train would be delayed
for nineteen hours!”
Such incidents were not uncommon and I grew more and more fed up with the passengers. Gradually my
attitude towards them also got worse.
In the summer of that year, a middle-aged man wanted to book a ticket to Huaxian. I informed him that train
54 did not stop there.
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“Eh?” he replied as if deaf.
I repeated the information, but his response was the same. After the fourth or fifth time, I was fuming. “What’s
the matter with you? Please move aside.”
He looked rather taken aback and then handing over his money again said:
“I want a ticket for Huaxian.”
I almost lost control of myself, but seeing all the passengers lining up, I simply tilted my head and said:
“Eh?”
“A ticket for Huaxian, please.”
“Eh?”
Everyone burst out laughing.
Flushed with anger the man complained:
“What a terrible attitude!”
“Nonsense! My attitude to you is good,” I retorted. “You acted like that seval times, I only said it twice. Yet see
how impatient you are!” And so saying I slammed the window shut.
I honestly felt he was in the wrong and sat sulking behind my window.
Three days later I had a row with a passenger going to Sichuan, who wanted to pay his fare in small coins
wrapped up in a handkerchief. I told him to go to a shop and get banknotes, but when he refused I would not sell
him the ticket.
A fierce quarrel ensued.
The following day was Spring Festival. My boyfriend, Lu, had arranged to come to my home. His full name is
Lu Bingxiang and he is an assistant locomotive driver. We’d been in love for more than six months, but felt too
shy to tell our families, so we arranged that he would come to my home first on the holiday and then I would visit
his home on another holiday.
Early that morning I got up feeling a mixture of happiness and nervousness and told my mother about Lu’s
coming. She became very upset and complained that I should have told her earlier, but when Lu came she relaxed
and bustled about preparing a meal. As she was cooking, she discovered she’d run out of soy sauce and sent me to
buy some from the store.
Since we needed it urgently I dashed into the store only to fmd the shop assistant chatting animatedly with an
old acquaintance. I waited patiently for a while and when she made no move to serve me, I finally called out:
“Comrade, please can I have some soy sauce?”
She just glanced in my direction and then ignored me. I repeated again:
“Comrade, I’d like some soy sauce—”
Before I could finish she had stalked over, glaring, and snapped at me:
“Since you haven’t even bothered to take the lid off your bottle, how can I fill it?”
Stung by her rough tone, I replied:
“Look here, comrade, I didn’t come to have a quarrel with you—”
“Did I choose to pick a quarrel with you?”
“What do you mean? What an attitude!”
“If my attitude is not good, I must have learned it from you!”
“Why you! … You! …”
Words failed me. Then an argument started over the counter.
When I was on duty the next day I related the story to my colleagues who all agreed I had been badly treated.
As we were talking, Secretary Lei entered and so I told him about the incident.
After I’d finished, he gave me a serious look and said:
“Young Han, I’m glad you hate that sort of attitude. Both that shop assistant and you are serving the public, so
in the future you can remember the affair as a mirror which not only reflects the behavior of others but also your
own.” Then he took out a letter from his pocket and asked me to read it.
Puzzled I took the letter, which was from a worker at the Lueyang Steel Plant. He’d written:
… Early in March this year, my wife gave birth to a child. I wired my mother to come and help us out. Two days
later I received a telegram that she was already on her way.
A week passed but she had still not arrived. When another week. Anxiously I sent another telegram asking what had
happened and the reply came that she should have arrived over a week ago. I wondered what could have happened to
her.
Since my mother had never traveled by train before, my brother wrote her destination on a scrap of paper and gave it
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to her in case she made a mistake changing trains. When she disembarked at your station, she went to the booking
office to buy a ticket. The clerk at window number two, a young girl with two short pigtails, asked her where she was
going. My mother replied she was going to Luoyang, but perhaps the clerk did not care. Anyway the girl took the
money and carelessly threw her a ticket for Luoyang. My mother then remembered the paper in her pocket and was
about to show it to the girl, when she slammed the window shut. Although my mother knocked on the window several
times, the girl ignored her.
As a result my mother traveled all the way to Luoyang in the opposite direction. At Luoyang she traipsed about for a
whole day until she finally discovered she was in the wrong place. Being old and having high blood pressure, when she
heard that she was more than 500 kilometres from her destination she fainted from worry and fatigue. She was rushed
to hospital, where she lay in a coma for twelve days, her life in danger.
Only when the hospital at last contacted us, did we understand what had happened. Then I went immediately to
Luoyang …
This caused my family great distress and it has made me think deeply. I’ve often been guilty of carelessness and
irresponsibility in my work. Now I see how I should behave. After all, whatever work we do in this country, we do it to
serve the people. All our actions affect the masses. It is to be regretted that so few people seem to realize this so far. I
don’t know who that clerk was, nor do I wish to know. Who is to blame? She’s only partly responsible. I just wonder
why our standards and morality have declined to such an extent in the past years. Why have so many good comrades
been affected? I ask myself these questions all the time. I hope that your station leadership will not criticize that
comrade too much. Rather, if possible, please let her read my letter. It may help her understand more about the
responsibilities of a booking clerk …

Unable to continue, I buried my face in my hands and wept on my desk. I felt so ashamed and I would have
felt better if that comrade had called me some names, but instead of blaming me, he had tried to excuse me. From
his letter, I knew he was a very thoughtful man with a high political consciousness. When I thought of myself, and
of all the foolish things I had done …
When my fit of crying had passed, I raised my head and biting my lips admitted: “I’m sorry. I was very wrong.
Secretary Lei.”
Seeing that I was genuinely upset, he said in a gentle voice:
“Tell me, Young Han, what did you do wrong?”
“I should never have treated the passengers like that.”
“Anything else?”
I tried to think of something to say but couldn’t.
“Young Han: he continued, “maybe what I’m going to say isn’t correct, but I think the main problem is that
you do not understand what it means to be a booking clerk. Why should you be so impatient to our passengers,
when normally you’re quite an even-tempered sort of girl? Our passengers are people going to be reunited with
their families after long absences or those helping to build up our country. Just think of their dreams and hopes as
they eagerly line up in front of your window. Everything you booking clerks do is connected with our country’s
construction and the lives of our people.”
He paused and still looking at me seriously continued:
“Take those peasants from the mountain regions. You get annoyed with them because they have not done much
traveling and ask you all sorts of questions, but have you ever thought how in the old society they could never
have traveled by train? Today they can. You may not be able to tell, but in fact they have undergone some
profound changes. Through our work, we can show them the warmth the Party and Chairman Mao have towards
them and that they can take pride in being the masters of the state. If we do a bad job we may hurt their feelings.
So tell me, Young Han, what have you done for them?”
Despite his gentle tone, I felt ashamed to the core. Tears filled my eyes when I considered his words.
That night my remorse kept me awake. From then on, my attitude towards my work changed. The next day, a
passenger enquired about a ticket to Dalian.
“Twenty-nine yuan 9 fen,” I stated. Instead of giving me the money, he leaned forward and repeated his
question. I again replied but he still failed to catch what I had said. I repeated it loudly a third time but he kept
holding the money in his hand.
The day before I would have flared up. But now I resolved not to lose my temper no matter how often he
asked. Finally I wrote down the figure on a piece of paper and showed it to him. He immediately gave me the
money.
Once he got his ticket, he still hesitated to leave.
“Is there anything else I can do for you, comrade?” I asked.
Suddenly he poked his head in through the window and said gratefully:
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“You’ve been so kind, young comrade!” Then pointing to his ear, he added: “I suffered from an ear disease and
my hearing is bad. Other people usually get very impatient with me, so thank you for your kindess.” He fumbled
in his bag for a large red apple, which he presented to me, while the other passengers cheered.
No passenger had ever been so friendly to me since I first began working. I thanked him but gave him back his
apple. Tears moistened in my eyes.
After that I was very strict with myself. I discovered that quite a few passengers had bad hearing. To find out
the reason I went into the booking hall to become a passenger myself. To my surprise I found the hall very noisy,
so that although one could hear the passengers speaking clearly behind the window, they could not hear the replies
distinctly.
This really upset me, because I had thought that many passengers had deliberately pretended not to hear me,
whereas in fact they could not. My own subjectivity had landed me in a lot of trouble!
Once I changed my attitude towards work, all sorts of ideas about how to serve the passengers better sprang to
my mind. For example, names of some stations sound alike, so I wrote them on cards and would show these to
passengers. Whenever they could not make out the difference between Xiangfan and Xiangtan, or Xinan and
Xian, I would show them the card. Passengers come from all over the country and pronounce the names of the
stations in dozens of different ways. I tried to learn to speak and understand various dialects.
Young Zhu, another clerk, helped me on her own initiative. The youngest member of our staff she was very
enthusiastic and had been in a literary and art group. She could speak a little of the Shanghai and Guangzhou
dialects, and so each day she gave me lessons.
In our free time we practiced calculating on the abacus, drawing a railway map, writing labels with the
distances and prices covering the main network of stations. These we put up around the office and recited in our
breaks. I loved practicing, reciting them as I got up or when I went to bed, even on the bus to and from work.
Before this Lu and I had always gone to see a film or walked by the River Weishui on our days off. Now I
begged him to help me memorize the figures, by asking me questions while I tried to answer. My mother thought
things had gone a bit too far and so she scolded me.
“Are you crazy, you silly girl?” she said, “how can you relax and enjoy yourselves with you talking all the time
about kilometers or millimeters!”
After three months my work became much easier. By the end of the year I had sold 20,000 tickets without
making one mistake. One day, Secretary Lei came to me with a bundle of letters and said:
“Your letters, Young Han.”
Startled, my heart beat fast. Perhaps something had gone wrong again because of my carelessness. But all the
letters were full of praise.
“Well, Young Han,” he said beaming, “try not to get too big-headed.”
I grinned sheepishly.
Zhu punched me and laughed.
*
Young Han paused for breath. Spotting the cup on her desk, I poured her some water.
“So you had no more problems after that?” Old Shi asked.
She was silent for a while and then continued.
*
It was in March 1976 that under the influence of the “Gang of Four” everything was turned upside down and
right became wrong. Some people at the station put up a big-character poster criticizing Secretary Lei as a
“capitalist-roader.” I said I didn’t agree and so some people began to attack me.
The main attack came over my application for membership of the Youth League. It had been approved by our
booking office branch and referred to the main branch for discussion at a meeting. Unbeknownst to me, the
secretary of the station’s Youth League committee had secretly conspired with some members to attack me. I went
to the meeting very excited, taking my notebook to jot down their opinions.
Within ten minutes after it began, I could no longer write anything down. The first speaker said I had only a
vague understanding of the political situation and so I didn’t dare to go against the tide. The next criticized me for
not concentrating only on politics but on wanting to become a bourgeois specialist at my job. The third went even
further. He asked if Secretary Lei had shown me a letter from a worker in the Lueyang Steel Plant. He declared it
was a counter-revolutionary letter slandering public morality by saying it was no good and that our standards had
declined in the past years. He said only those who were against the revolutionary order of the time would claim
that. He alleged that by showing me the letter Secretary Lei was involved in counter-revolutionary activities and
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accused me of being an accomplice of this “capitalist-roader.”
It was so obvious that the whole show had been rigged. I was trembling with rage. Several Youth League
members unconvinced by these attacks took the floor on my behalf. Pointing at my accusers, Young Zhu said:
“I think you are jealous of Sister Han and so you are trying to attack her. All the passengers praise her and
don’t notice you. That’s why you hate her.”
But she couldn’t go on, she was choking with tears of indignation.
Early next morning I saw some big-character posters attacking me and mentioning Young Zhu. One claimed
there was a sinister person manipulating us. There was also a cartoon of a girl with short plaits, her head raised
while reciting a list. On her forehead was a lump as a result of having bumped into a large boulder, and written on
the rock were the words: “Wrong way!” Behind the girl, another with long pigtails, was encouraging her: “Not
wrong! Bump again!”
I could hardly bear the pressure. Whatever my many faults, I did not think it was wrong to try and serve the
people. Ignoring everyone I turned away and rushed back into the office, tore the labels with the station names on
them off the walls, threw them to the floor and stamped on them. Secretary Lei came into the office just as I had
nearly finished.
I found it hard to stop the tears streaming down my face. Finally I cried out: “That’s the last time I’ll ever do
such a stupid thing again.” Angrily I stamped on some more cards. “I worked like an ox day and night. And what
do I get? Nothing but criticism! It’s just asking for trouble. Oh, hell! Why did I ever try to be an ox?”
All the time Secretary Lei smoked, wrapped in thought and saying nothing until I had calmed down a bit. Then
he raised his eyes and said matter-of-factly:
“Young Han, do you think everyone should clap their hands and sing your praises just because you’ve done a
good job?”
His remark jolted me. In the same tone, he continued:
“If that’s what you think, then you’re very wrong.”
Then he began to pick up the cards one by one, dusting them while he spoke:
“You say you won’t be so stupid again, that you’ll never again be like an ox. Well, I’ll tell you a story …
“Before liberation, there was an outstanding revolutionary fighter who threw all his energies into revolution to
liberate the people. He crossed the snow-covered mountains, waded through marshlands and endured
unimaginable hardships.
“After liberation he devoted his life day and night to the interests of the people. Everyone says the light often
burned all night in his office and he never got enough rest. One day his staff and attendants ganged up to write a
big-character poster demanding that he take better care of his health and rest more. Having read their opinions, he
agreed but said that as he was getting older, he had to do more work for the Party.
“He said he was the ox of the people, and that is how he had worked genially all his life. For years he had
relished work and insisted on shouldering the most tiresome, the hardest, the heaviest loads, whole-heartedly and
without complaint, making great efforts to pull the plough and sow the seeds of happiness for the people.
“Finally he became seriously ill through overwork. Rumours about his illness spread among the people and all
expressed the one hope that after some time he would be cured. Young Han, how the masses loved him and hoped
he would be.”
I was moved by the quiver in Secretary Lei's voice. After regaining his self-control he went on:
“But actually his case became worse and knowing that he had not long to live, he worked even harder. Even
when he was too weak to speak, his thoughts were for the people and he hummed The Internationale. When his
pain was intense, he told his nurse: ‘Please go and look after some other patients. You can do no more here.’
Later … later after his death had been announced, eight hundred million Chinese people wept as one throughout
the whole country. They all said … such a man will never die …”
“Of course, Premier Zhou,” I exclaimed, standing up. “Our beloved Premier Zhou.”
Secretary Lei made as if to continue but could not as tears welled in his eyes and, covering his face with his
hands, he remained thus for a long time. Then his voice came as if from far away:
“Young Han, you’re still … too young to understand. I’ve been a Party member for thirty years, but when I
think of Premier Zhou, I feel as if I’d never even qualify.”
Wiping my eyes with my handkerchief, I was about to answer when a voice called for Secretary Lei from
outside the door. It was Young Zhu. She must have overheard our conversation. Racing into the room, she grasped
Lei’s hand as tears flowed down her cheeks. Then she suddenly turned and rushed towards me saying: “Sister
Han, I want to be an ox for the people too.”
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Hugging each other, we both wept.
That day changed me. I seemed to have grown up, talking less. Everyone noticed it. Young Zhu also changed
from a laughing girl, fond of singing, to a meditative one who spoke not a word. I knew she was gathering her
inner strength. It added a depth to our lives. We secretly started an emulation campaign, to see which of us was
more considerate to passengers, who was more competent. We carefully studied the needs of the passengers and
discovered that they had three main worries. First they were worried lest they should arrive at their next
destination at an inconvenient time. Next they were anxious in case they missed their connections. Lastly they
were concerned that they wouldn’t be able to find their units or a room in a hotel. So we learned not only all the
timetables for trains run by our bureau, but also all the bus timetables in all the province’s main cities. Then we
learned the directions to all the large hospitals, factories, colleges and universities in Beijing, Shanghai and Xian.
It wasn’t going beyond our duty. For the sake of our passengers, I was willing to learn all kinds of information.
I’d arranged to visit Lu’s home on May Day. On 28th April, he came to see me. As soon as he came into the
room and saw me memorizing the timetables, his face darkened.
“What’s the matter with you?” I asked.
He sat their sullenly and only when I pressed him did he reply:
“Yunan, please stop all this nonsense.”
“Why?”
“Stop pretending!” he answered irritably. “They’ve been putting up big-character posters criticizing you. Yes,
you’ve been making enormous efforts, but you’ll end up being labelled as a bourgeois specialist. Don’t invite
more trouble for yourself.”
“But Lu—”
He interrupted: “The secretary of your Youth League committee has cited you in a speech at a branch meeting
as a typical negative example because of your activities in Encouraging the Youth to Go Against the Political
Current and it has spread throughout the whole bureau. Yet you’re still in the dark.”
Amazed at his anger, I asked: “But, Lu, whatever others may say, the important thing is, am I taking the correct
path or not?”
“It’s no good,” he shook his head. “All the newspapers and magazines are full of that stuff.”
“But are they correct?”
“Who cares?” he suddenly exploded. “But if you don’t watch out you'll get into a whole lot of trouble.”
Even though he had a hot temper, he’d never been so angry with me before. I was very upset.
“I know, Lu, I’ve caused you some trouble too.”
He leaped up and burst out:
“Me? I’m not afraid of anyone! Look at me, I’m as tough as can be. They can do what they like to me.” He
banged his fist on the table and paused before continuing. “But I don’t like them getting at you, Yuan!” He
wheeled round and went out slamming the door.
The Weishu River was near my home, its banks wide and quiet. That afternoon I went there by myself. The
pebbles reminded me of the times Lu and I had thrown stones into the water for fun. At the big locust tree I
remembered the day I had told him about my problems with the passengers, complaining that some were
unreasonable. He had smiled without commenting. All these memories made me feel worse. I tried to shut them
out and wandered about aimlessly. I raised my head and saw in the distance the Qinling Mountains in a blue haze.
The Weishu flowed rapidly south as far as the eye could see, the sunlight shimmering on the water. Eagles soared
high above the horizon. It was a beautiful sight.
Sometimes nature’s grandeur refreshes one and causes one to reflect. I seldom do that. But at that moment I
thought of the endless flow of history, the revolutionary cause, mankind’s ideals. I stood there transfixed, gazing
into the blue distance. It was over the rivers and mountains and land of our country, like this river and land, that
the ashes of Premier Zhou were scattered. He dedicated his life to serving the people and working for future
generations, and his spirit lived on in our hearts guiding us. He had owned nothing. He had had no children of his
own. And his ashes had been scattered in accordance with his selfless ideals. What pressures and problems could I
not withstand when I thought of Premier Zhou?
That brought me back to earth as I dashed back to my office, saying aloud to myself:
“No! Not over my dead body. You won’t allow me to serve the people? Well, I won’t take it. I won’t!”
*
So I carried on serving the passengers as best I could like before. If I had some free time, I would help the old
people, not for praise but because it was my job and I didn’t care about the criticism. One Sunday Young Zhu and
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I went to Xian to sketch a map of the city’s principal units. Then we memorized it.
On May Day I did not see Lu nor go to his home in case I embarrassed him. I often longed to see him, but I
tried to push such thoughts to the back of my mind and threw myself ever more into the work.
In the middle of July, I was working on the night shift. It was raining and there weren’t so many passengers in
the booking hall. At about half past eight, an old peasant more than fifty years of age suddenly rushed into the
hall. He leaned his head towards the window and panted:
“Comrade, which is the fastest train to Xian?”
Sensing his urgency, I immediately replied: “Number 46 express train at 21:03.”
Handing me the money, he turned to his anxious companions and said: “There’s no time for a meal as the train
will be here soon.”
I asked what was the matter as I gave him the tickets. He explained that they were commune members from
the Five Star Brigade in the Qinling Mountain region. A school graduate from the city working in their place had
accidentally poisoned herself while spraying insecticide and now she hung onto life by a thread. They had set off
the previous evening carrying her by stretcher to the station without stopping. Now they were rushing her to Xian
for emergency treatment.
Seeing the anxious looks on their perspiring faces, I asked an old worker to keep an eye on the tickets while I
went to the duty room to get the key to unlock the platform gates to let in the stretcher before the train arrived.
Then I rushed back to my office to fetch a raincoat to cover the girl. Perhaps those commune members had never
traveled before; anyway they kept thanking me over and over again.
The girl was certainly in a serious condition, delirious and tossing about. Worried about her, I saw her face
when one of the peasants lifted the quilt and was startled. It seemed so familiar! Yet when I looked again
carefully, I was sure that I did not know her.
The train arrived, and so I hurried to buy some cakes. I gave them to the old peasant.
“Here, uncle, you must be very hungry. Please have these when you’re on the train.”
Accepting them, he replied, his voice choking:
“You are so kind to us. We peasants of the Five Star Brigade will never forget you!”
“Now, now, uncle!” I felt very touched by his words. “It’s you who’ve suffered so much to save this girl’s life.
How can I ever forget you!”
He was going to say more, but as the bell signaled the train’s departure, I urged him to get in.
The train was about to leave when I suddenly thought of something. It would arrive at Xian at 23:31 and the
last bus to the hospital left at midnight. Since they’d never been to Xian before, they could easily lose time
finding the way. And time meant that girl’s life! So I quickly drew a map for them with my pen on a bit of paper.
Then I held it against the window of the train and explained it to them over and over again until they were quite
sure of the route. Only then did I feel at ease.
The train started to pull out and I jumped back behind the safety line. The peasants waved to me from the
window until the train was quite a distance from the station.
Lu suddenly flashed into my mind. If he knew how the timetables and maps could help to save a young girl’s
life, surely he wouldn’t be so angry with me? Stubborn as he was, he still was a very sensible fellow. I wondered
how he was now.
To my great surprise, a dozen peasant representatives from the Five Star Brigade came to our station a week
later with letters of praise. All the passengers were curious and appreciative when the old peasant told the story of
that night. News had somehow got around that I was being attacked and so many of the passengers, indignant
about the episode, got together to write a big-character poster headed:

To Attack Comrade Han for Serving the People Is Wrong
As I was off duty that day, it was not until I came to the yard the next morning that I saw it pasted on the wall
with letters of praise. And many passengers had added their own comments in ink, such as:
“Learn from Young Han!”
“Comrade Han is like one of our family!” And some remarks were even more pointed:
“Those who persecute Comrade Han are opposing Chairman Mao’s teachings on serving the people!”
“Comrade Han’s spirit in serving the people is correct. Those who go against this will come to no good end!”
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I was so overcome that I wept. No one had ever given me such support and encouragement as those people. To
serve the people filled me with joy, and I told myself that come what may I would do this all my life. That would
be my only aim.
Time sped on. It was nearly the end of August before I had time to realize it. One day, when I had just fInished
selling some tickets for the express train number 46, Secretary Lei came to tell me there were two passengers
outside who insisted on seeing me.
Puzzled, I went out to find none other than the girl student and her father. They both warmly took my hands in
theirs.
“How can I ever thank you, comrade,” her father began. “Xiaolin would surely have died but for your help.”
I explained: “It was nothing. The people you should really thank are those commune members who brought
her here.”
“No. We want to thank you all,” Xiaolin chimed in. “The doctor said I had a narrow escape. An hour later and
that would have been that. When they heard that, all the peasants said we must thank you first. But for you they’d
have lost two hours.”
Feeling embarrassed I changed the subject and asked the girl if she was better.
Fit as a fiddler she beamed.
“Sister, my father said that the moment we got off the train, we must come to thank you.” She held my hand
tightly all the while, innocently insisting on calling me “sister.” She positively sparkled with health and I thought
what a lovely younger sister she would make.
“You know, you look vaguely familiar to me,” I said. “I’m sure I’ve seen you somewhere before.”
“Really?” She looked at me ingenuously. “But this is the first time I’ve seen you. Where do you think you saw
me?”
I tried hard to recollect but finally gave up. Then we talked about other matters, until I noticed that it was time
to return to my work.
“You go back first, Dad,” she said to her father. “I’ll wait here for sister and then I’ll bring her home for
supper.”
I protested but she refused to listen and so helplessly I went back to my office.
Actually I always felt awkward with strangers for I was shy, but because this family had invited me so
earnestly and sincerely, I felt unable to refuse. So when I finally accepted their invitation, Xiaolin’s joy knew no
bounds. She took both of my hands in delight.
Her mother was waiting at the doorway when we arrived. As we entered, she took me by the hand to the
middle of the room and, patting my head, looked me up and down. She kept praising and thanking me. I just stood
there in embarrassment, not knowing whether to stand or take a seat.
Xiaolin had disappeared and then strode in with someone who hung about the entrance, reluctant to come into
the room.
Surprised at this, Xiaolin urged:
“Hurry up! Come and meet big sister. What’s the matter with you today?”
Her brother moved forward dragging his feet. One look at him and I was struck dumb, for it was none other
than Lu!
He stopped in front of me staring at his feet, wishing to look at me, but afraid to. His face was red as a beet.
“The moment I heard what had happened,” he stuttered, “I guessed it could only be you …”
Both his parents and sister were confused. The girl kept asking: “Do you know her then, brother?”
Not answering her, he turned to his father and stammered:
“She is … well, we had arranged … for her to come … on May Day …”
Raising his eyebrows, the truth dawned on Xiaolin.
She threw herself on me and hugged me: “Aiya sister … I mean sister-in-law!” She broke off, jumping with
glee and clapping her hands. “Oh, now I see! Now I see!”
The feeling of family intimacy grew stronger. Then the mother grinning widely was ordered by her husband to
stop standing about and hurry and get some food ready for their guest.
I stayed with them until after eleven o’clock, when Lu escorted me home. Instead of catching the bus we chose
a quiet path. Lu turned to me as we walked along:
“Yunan, you know … all these days I’ve been longing to see you, but I was afraid …”
“Afraid? What of?” I asked.
“Of you, that you’d snub me. Oh, Yunan, are you still angry with me? … Well, what I want to tell you is that I
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was wrong.”
My heart was beating madly.
“Oh, Lu …” I said softly, and then could find no words to express my feelings. As I looked at him I wanted to
laugh, but for some reason tears filled my eyes.
That night I returned home very happy, very excited.
*
A blush appeared on Young Han’s cheeks and her long lashes swept down passionately.
Entranced by her story we were abruptly brought back to earth when she cried out as she looked at her watch
and rose to her feet declaring:
“My goodness! I’m almost late for my work!” With that she dashed shyly out of the room.
We did not try to delay her by saying goodbye. She opened her window, smiling an apology, then turned to
face the passengers with a friendly and earnest expression.
When we reached the entrance, both of us halted inadvertently, and with feelings of respect gazed back to her
window for a while …
73.132 Forced Out\fn{by Hsiao Yeh aka Li Yuan (1951- )} Fukien Province, China (M) 6
After several weeks of drought the ball field was dried and cracked, the grass scorched and withered. The
wisps of dust gave people the impression that fumes were rising out of the baked earth.
Ah Ts’ai dragged himself somewhat unsteadily towards the batter’s box. The bat in his hand seemed to have
changed into one of the beam-weights his family used for weighing piglings. He was taller than other boys his
age, but against the vast baseball field he seemed to shrink to the size of a spotted green caterpillar.
The sweating fans started standing up in the bleachers, as if their behinds had been roasted by the scorching
sun. And the announcer blared out frenetically:
“Bottom half of the last inning, with Chu Chin-ts’ai\fn{ A note reads: Ah Ts’ai’s full name is Chui Olin-ts’ai Ah Ts’ai is a
familiar appellation.} up to bat for the Divine Eagles. It’s three to two in favor of the Red Barbarians. Two outs. One
man on third. If the clean-up batter, Chu Chin-ts’ai, can smash one out there, they could turn the tables on the Red
Barbarians. If he doesn’t—”
“Show us what you can do, Ah Ts’ai!”
“Hit a homer!”
“Kill ’em, Ah Ts’ai!”
“Chu Chin-ts’ai is carrying a real load on his shoulders. He’s walking up to the batter's box with confidence.
The coach can’t stop worrying. He’s following him out to give him some instructions.”
Ah Ts’ai settled himself in the batter’s box and drew in a deep breath of hot air.
The scorching sun burned fiercely, intensifying the crowd’s excitement.
The pitcher intently watched the catcher’s hand signals. He nodded butthen indecisively glanced at the runner
on third, who was itching to take wing.
The runner on third moved away from the base with a lot of noisy chatter trying to break the pitcher’s concentration.
“I’ve got to hit a long drive.”
All of Ah Ts’ai’s energy was concentrated on the pitcher’s bent arm concealed behind his body.
“I’ve got to belt one out there and give them a homer. I could be a national player with this hit. Winning this
game is my only chance to go to America. Except for Father, everyone in the family would cluck at me in admiration. It’s no joking matter. Cousin Ah Kuo is in America studying for a Ph.D. and earning American dollars. It’s
certainly not a joking matter. America!”
A hit to settle the game. A hit to reach America. He limbered up his neck and flexed his wrists striking up a
spirited hit-out-to-America pose.
“There’s the first pitch. Chu Chin-ts’ai swings—”
Crack—that familiar, crisp, exciting sound.
“A high fly to left field. It’s flying high, high …”
The spectators were yelling, seething like boiling water.
“Ahh—too bad. A long foul to left field.”
The crowd ah-ed, some in disappointment, some in relief.
Like a movie being run backwards, Ah Ts’ai was pulled back to his original position. He wiped off his sweaty

97

hands on his pants and picked up his bat.
He relaxed for a bit, when the pitcher shouted to his infielders. Unexpectedly, there was a strange sensation of
a heavy burden being lifted. Lucky it wasn’t a safe hit. Father is the only one who doesn’t hope that I'll get a safe
hit. He bet 200,000 yuan with another man on the Red Barbarians. If that hit had been a home run Father’s
200,000 yuan would have flown like the baseball and disappeared into another man’s pocket.
“Give us a homer, Ah Ts’ai!”
“Hit a home run!”
The excited cheers enveloped Ah Ts’ai like the ever-present swarm of flies around the pig stys at home.
Throw the game. Just don’t swing. Three strikes and you're out. We really can’t afford to lose 200,000 yuan.
Father has already sold most of the piglings.
But, can I lose? Can I steel my heart to look at the disappointed faces of the team captain, the coach, my teammates, my family, neighbors and elders?
Before the game, the baseball team moved into the decrepit nunnery to save hotel expenses. Every day at dawn
and dusk, along with the bells in the morning and drums in the evening,\fn{ A note reads: These are the bells and drums
used in Buddhist temples in announcing time and to arouse people to renewed faith .} the team captain and the coach took turns
giving pep-talks.
“We’ve worked out so hard for so long and the village elders have so much hope for us. Under the scorching
sun, rapping them out, ball by ball, bang, bang, bang, bang. Why did we discipline ball by ball? Because, if we
don’t take the championship, I swear we won’t go back home!”
Yes, ball after ball we practiced and we were punished for every error we committed. After that kind of rigorous training it just wouldn’t be worth it to lose.
Several days ago there was a businessman calling himself Hung who searched us out at the nunnery and sent a
large basket of seedless watermelon. He said that he’s bet 500,000 yuan on the Divine Eagles and if we really did
win he promised he’d take out 100,000 yuan for us to buy some new equipment and also souvenirs in America.
“You all are poor enough,” he said gesturing expansively. “So poor you can’t even afford to stay in a hotel.
But, young friends, it doesn’t matter! All you have to do is win the game and all your problems will be solved!”
When he got as far as “solved” he slashed down with his right hand as if cutting a watermelon.
That's right. Win. All we have to do is win the game. But, will that really solve things? Is it as easy as cutting a
watermelon?
The second pitch was about to come. Ah Ts’ai’s arms felt a little stiff. He’d just wiped his palms dry. How
come they were all sweaty again?
There it was—a white sphere right in front of him spinning larger and larger like a whirlpool of blazing white.
“The swing-missed! Two strikes, no balls, two outs.”
The members of the Red Barbarians team whooped it up in the center of the field. One more strike and this
game would be theirs. The runner on third yanked off his cap and stamped his feet. Things didn’t look good. Ah
Ts’ai had swung too impulsively which caused him to stagger. He brought his bat back around and straightened
his helmet. The sun dazzled and confused him! Was it as torturingly hot in America? Perhaps what we need is a
good rain.
Last month, Ah Kuo’s letter home to Uncle’s family had this to say:
No matter how smoothly their work or studies are going, the overseas Chinese here always feel a kind of intangible
gloom deep in their hearts. We’re hoping the team from our homeland will beat these barbarians so badly they won’t be
able to fight back. I hope Ah Ts’ai can also come here and have a taste of pride. That time last year was really great. I
don’t care if I have to drive two days and two nights or risk flunking an exam, I’ll be there to root at this game for sure.

When Mother heard Uncle read her this part of the letter she laughed, chattering incessantly:
“Our Ah Kuo studied over ten years until he got nearsighted and hunchbacked from reading before he got to go
to America! All Ah Ts’ai has to do is play a good game of baseball to go.”
Mother didn’t know a thing about Father’s 200,000 yuan bet. That night their dog started barking and someone
shook him out of his sleep. His father’s breath reeked of wine and his face was contorted like a pig approaching
the knife. He dragged Ah Ts’ai over by the door. The door had not been latched and a heavy gust of cold, night
wind whirled in and poured into his flimsy T-shirt. Father said thickly:
“The fellow betting with me is a stranger that Pai Mao introduced to me. He doesn’t know that old “Ceremonial Pig’s,\fn{A note reads: A Ceremonial Pig (Chu Kung) is brought out for display during Taiwanese religious festivities. It is the
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biggest and fattest pig in the locale .}

son is the best player on the Divine Eagles team. Just listen to your father. In the
decisive point of the game play off-form, let yourself be forced out or tagged out and your father will win the
biggest part of that 200,000 yuan. I’ve had enough bad luck lately. I lost 100,000 yuan to Pai Mao and I don’t
have the money to pay him. Pai Mao gave me this idea—ha! ha! Ah Ts’ai, your father picked this name for you
just so that you could bring in wealth and riches. People like me, we just don’t have any luck. I’ve never even
won a damn 100 yuan in the National lottery. Damn it—Ah Ts’ai, don’t let your father down this time.”
He absolutely hated it when people called his father “Ceremonial Pig.” If Father was a Ceremonial Pig then
weren’t all of his children the Pig’s piglings? Damn …
If Father didn’t gamble, sister Ah Chin wouldn’t have been given to that vile Pai Mao. And she wouldn’t have
suffered such a tragic death under the wheels of a train either. She was only eleven years old that year …
“Ladies and Gentlemen. This is a tense moment. Chu Chin-ts’ai is straining at the bat. The pitcher is starting
his wind-up. There’s the pitch!”
Ah Ts’ai stared at the ball blankly like a lifeless scarecrow planted on top of a ridge in a rice field, yet, without
any resemblance to Sadaharu Oh’s stance of raising one leg.\fn{ A note reads: Sadaharu Oh is the Taiwanese-born home run
king on the Tokyo Giants baseball team. He is famous for his one-legged batting stance .} Several scattered sparrows buzzed past
his helmet as though they were flying over a quiet field. The scarecrow didn’t budge.
“Too low and on the inside. A ball! The pitcher is stringing him on. Two strikes, one ball, two outs …”
If she hadn’t been given to Pai Mao, Ah Chin wouldn’t have died. Mother cried and wailed by the side of that
small, crushed corpse and berated Father.
“It’s divine retribution. Poor Ah Chin. We should have raised our own child ourselves. You’ll roast in hell,
Ceremonial Pig. If you go on like this you’ll have to sell your wife and sons to pay off your gambling debts.”
Everyone said Pai Mao specialized in this kind of dirty business. Who knows how many girls he had gotten
into his clutches because people couldn’t pay back their gambling debts. And as soon as the girls grew a little
older, he would send them to those filthy places.
Maybe it was better that Ah Chin had died and didn’t have to suffer that kind of bodily insult. Damn—some
day he’d grow up big and strong and slaughter Pai Mao like a pigling. What he’d spit out then wouldn’t be his red
betel juice but the bright, hot blood that a pigling, pierced to its heart, spurts out!
Damn—hit a home run. Let Father go and lose 200,000 yuan and do away with bad luck. Let them try to laugh
that one off!
The blood pounded through his body. He gripped the bat and looked savagely at the pitcher. Damn—I’ll give
you something to look at …
The ball came floating over again at a very slow speed. It kept spinning until he was dazzled. A curve ball
floating in a little low and on the outside.
Smash it out. A home run. Kill ’em!
“Oh—a curve ball. Too much English on it. Too far out to the right. It’s a ball! That was really dangerous,
really dangerous. Chu Chin-ts’ai had already twisted around to swing and then checked his swing at the last
instant. He’s getting a little edgy.”
The pitcher suddenly whipped the ball over to third base. The runner scrambled back and stepped on the base.
This comical action caused some laughter, but it quickly died out.
A flock of pigeons flew over the ball field. The sun blazed straight down. Not too many people looked up.
Maybe we really should have some rain. The coach brayed something from the sidelines. Ah Ts’ai looked back
but he couldn’t make out what the coach had said. He seemed to be hearing what Pai Mao had said when he came
to the house to collect his gambling debt. He was chewing a mouthful of red betel nut. His voice was filled with
arrogance.
“Where’s that damned Ceremonial Pig? He isn’t trying to welsh on me, is he?”
Ah Chin wouldn’t have died if it hadn’t been for Pai Mao.
One evening, about a year after Ah Chin died, the whole family was still up. Father was the only one not there.
He was out gambling again. He’d said he wanted to win some money to pay for the children’s school fees.
Suddenly, there was a loud thud against the door and Father staggered in; He grabbed a half-filled bottle of rice
wine and started pouring it down his throat. His face flushed pale and then red. His eyeballs rolled upwards and
the whites bulged out like the meat of Lung-yens\fn{ A note reads: A fruit; after shelling it the meat is a very pale white .} His
purplish lips opened and closed mechanically with a regular smacking sound. He was being shaken by a gigantic,
demon-like force; trembling from head to toe. His words were barely audible:
“Ah Chin, don’t hurt me! Ah Chin, don’t hurt me!”
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Father’s eyelids blinked open and shut as though they were being manipulated by a puppet string. Mother
calmly said that Father was possessed by a demon. She told Ah Ts’ai and his brother to move the teatable to the
yard and put an incense burner on it. The three of them combined their strength to drag Father in front of the
teatable and asked him to kneel down and kowtow.
Mother put several stacks of spirit money into the wash basin and burned them. Then she lit several sticks of
incense and made repeated obeisance, mumbling a chant …
“Ah Chin, we’re burning some money for you to buy some new clothes and some good things to eat. Please,
let Father go …”
The chill wind carried off the ashes of the spirit money in the basin and filled the air with them. The unextinguished embers twinkled eerily in the night. Their dog shrank into a corner and whined, intensifying the desolate
gloom of that dark, sleepless night.
By the time all the black ashes had floated back down, the sky had gradually started to lighten. Father, completely exhausted, began to come back to life and said that he’d definitely seen Ah Chin sobbing, sitting in the
same place at the railroad crossing where her corpse had been. She blamed Father for giving her away.
Could it really have been the ghost of poor little Ah Chin? After the ball team had moved into the nunnery in
preparation for this campaign, he would often walk back and forth by the side of the dark, crematorium crypt. His
evenings were haunted by those horrible memories. The shadows of the nuns passing soundlessly with bowed
heads were projected onto the paper windows and he trembled through the night thinking each one was Ah Chin.
Having seen Father’s desperate state that time left him with a deep disquietude. Poor Father. Unable to give up
gambling, he had become Pai Mao’s slave.
Forget about hitting. For Father, for our 200,000 yuan. Just one grounder in front of the pitcher will do it. Let
them force me out at first base. It’s as easy as that.
“Ladies and Gentlemen. We’ll soon know who’s going to win; three to two in favor of the Red Barbarians …”
He could imagine Father squeezing his way into some corner of the ball field and yelling like a lunatic. He
would be standing there with his filthy hair disheveled, his jet black eye balls protruding like lung-yen pits and an
outstretched trembling fat hand, craving to grasp that 200,000 yuan. Be a filia1 son for once! All you have to do is
strike or make a short hit and Father can caper around embracing a stack of banknotes. It’s been such a long time
since I’ve seen that miserable face break into a smile.
Ah Ts’ai’s hands grew weak and the bat dropped. The pitcher was playing with the baseball in his glove, his
eyes darting around constantly. Thick layers of clouds drifted across the sky. The enormous clouds hovered lower
and lower, oppressing the entire ball field. They cast their shadows on the people and their faces. Perhaps it was a
propitious sign of a heavy rain. It was time for a rain.
All those anxious, longing faces, flashed through his mind with the speed of a charcoal sketching: the coach,
the team captain, his teammates, Mother, Ah Kuo and his neighbors. All, one by one, opening their mouths and
crying out …
You have to beat ’em! If you don’t win, don’t come home! Under the oppressing shadow of the clouds he felt
dizzy and empty.
Come on Ah Ts’ai. Come on Ah Ts’ai. Hit a home run! A home run to go proudly to America. Are there weeks
of drought in America too? I do want to go to America. I’ll bring back some American clothes for Mother and a
talking doll for Sister. I’ll give Fa—Father something that he’s never tasted before—champagne. Mr. Hung said
all we have to do is win and all our problems will be solved as neatly as cutting a watermelon.
The bat slowly rose in his sweating hands, up above his head. The pitcher threw the third ball. It was too low
and crashed into the ground. The catcher stuck his chest out to block the runaway pellet which, like an
unexploded hand grenade, just raised circles of dust.
“Two strikes and three balls. This is the last pitch! The deciding pitch! Ladies and Gentlemen—ladies and
Gentlemen—“
The broadcaster’s voice was not up to conveying the tense atmosphere he wished to create. It seemed that the
first person to faint from over excitement would be he himself.
At this moment, the sun poked through the layers of clouds and the sky looked like it had just been given a
coat of shining wax.
Dust wafted fitfully through the dry hot air.
The myriad heads in the bleachers and along the grassy slope outside the field had been in agitated motion for
quite some time. Suddenly, everything became extraordinarily still.
The completeness of the silence was overwhelming. A flock of pigeons, as though they were previously

100

familiar with it all, flew flapping across the sky. A flapping that was unwilling to accept the quietness.
Flap. Flap. Flap.
The batter and pitcher’s unblinking eyes were fastened on each other. Ferocity was frozen in their stares.
Ah Ts’ai’s mind was a blank. The only thought he had was to control his breathing—his heart had already risen
up into his throat.
The pitcher went into his wind up and the ball paused an instant above his head.
Everyone was waiting. With the exception of the pitcher’s very exaggerated raising of his left leg, there was an
extraordinary stillness.
In the blink of an eye, a ramrod-straight, white snake left the pitcher's hand with lightning speed and, swiftly
lengthening, flew towards the batter.
Ah Ts’ai viciously bit down on his lower lip and swung without mercy.
Crack!
It was a hit and the ball flew out towards left field.
The emotions of every spectator in the ball park were submerged in their own roars. The ball soared out and hit
the fence and there was an outbreak of wild pandemonium.
Everyone’s mouths were open so wide that you could have chucked a baseball in.
Ah Ts’ai threw the bat down like a hot potato and took off wildly for first base.
Fa—Father. Father’s 200,000 yuan! Let me fall down and be forced out at first base!
Run—run—the whole park shouted thunderously.
We’ve got to win. We must win. I can’t be tagged out.
After he’d flown through first base, he sped on towards second without stopping.
“It’s a beautiful hit. The ball hit the fence, and took a long bounce. Placement is extremely good. The runner
on third is in home. Three to three. Chu Chin-ts’ai is on second …”
Father, I’m very, very sorry. I can’t be tagged out. I want to win, I must win. Run, run, run, run madly without
stopping …
“Oh no! He shouldn’t have left second. It’s too risky. This is really unusual. He’s running on towards third like
a runaway car. The left fielder has the ball, and is making a long throw to third …”
Far away America. Ah Kuo you’re going to see Ah Ts’ai battle in that strange place and make us Chinese feel
proud. I’m going to whip them all!
Oh! Father, poor Father. 200,000 yuan! You can’t afford to lose that. Oh, let me be forced out at third! Father,
don’t blame me. I’ll be a good filial son …
“Ladies and Gentlemen. Chu Chin-ts’ai is throwing it away by running to third. It’s disasterous mistake.
“Oh—the third baseman fumbled the ball. Fumbled. Ah Ts’ai is running madly on for home plate.”
The sound of the crazed mob’s screams shattered the packed bleachers into little pieces. The clouds of dust Ah
Ts’ai raised in his mad run settled slowly to the ground.
Go-Go Ah Ts’ai!
The coach, team captain and teammates all took off their caps and waved them violently.
Everyone’s veins stood out blue, eyes open wide and teeth bared.
Run! Run!
He rode forward on those waves of sound.
The pitcher was anxiously waiting at home plate, helping the catcher tag out the batter running home.
"Chu Chin-ts’ai made a mistake by running home. Third base was lucky enough. He’s simply gone crazy. He
seems to have completely lost control, lost his reason and sense of judgement. Now—”
The third baseman pounced off, retrieved the fumbled ball, and hurriedly threw it towards home plate.
Father … Father. In the end I’m going to be tagged out at home plate.
Father. It’s too late. I can’t score. Fa—”
In front of his eyes was a boundless blur of gray. The pitcher and catcher were waiting for him at home plate.
What was projected onto the pupils of his eyes, soaked and dripping with sweat, looked like the ox-headed and
horse-faced demons at the far end of the long hallway in the temple of the city god, baring their fangs, clawing
with their paws and calling home the souls of the dead. He was gripped with a terror of death, like looking at Ah
Chin’s mutilated little corpse. His whole body was numb. He wasn’t going to make it.
Run back? Run back!
He briefly entertained the idea of running back but then it was gone—he was just as easily doomed by running
back. Everyone was blocking him, closing him off, including the coach, team captain, and teammates. Father,
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save me, Father. Oh … Father …
Ox-headed and horse-faced demons—to bring in wealth and riches—200,000 yuan—to feel proud.
Three, four steps away from the plate, he was compelled to lower his body and, like an egret coming in for a
landing, slid towards home plate.
During his slide, the catcher caught the third baseman’s throw and placed himself in Ah Ts’ai’s path. The home
plate umpire’s hand flew up to signal an out. He mercilessly roared out one word.
“Out!—ladies and gentlemen, Chu Chin-ts’ai was finally put out at home plate. He shouldn’t have pushed his
luck so far …”
Ah Ts’ai was lying prostrate on the ground. His twitching cheeks were pressed hard against the icy cold home
plate. An enervated hand reached out wishing to grasp in reality a handful of sand, even a few stalks of green
grass. But, in fact, he was as weak as a loach fish abandoned in the mud, flopping and struggling.
The coach and team captain stamped their feet and said to the disappointed team members.
“He shouldn’t have run home.”
Grieved sounds tossed back and forth between where the spectators were sitting.
A real shame! What a real shame!
The sun blazed even hotter, seeming to be melting in circular ripples, dazzling the fluffy clouds into reflectors.
A dark blue bird flapped its large wings and fled from the ball field to the shade of the covered bleachers.
The medics, carrying first-aid kits, hurried towards home plate. All that could be heard was the voice of the
broadcaster, trying to sound as loud and excited as before but managing only a wooden listlessness.
“The game will now go on until one side scores …”
There was still no trace of an afternoon breeze but the commotion had begun to quiet down.
Maybe it was really time for a good rain.
75.1 The Progress Of The Military Patrol Car\fn{by Tang Dong (1951- )} Shaanxi Province, China (M) 8
The nights of June in the Karakunlun Mountains are cold, piercingly cold. The wind sweeping down from the
snowy peaks scoops up armfuls of dust and pebbles and thrashes them against the body of our car. The road is
quite smooth and not steep, but the car creeps slowly, just as slowly as when we first started out from the hospital
at the base of the mountain.
“Comrade, please go faster,” I repeated to the driver. The driver, a raw-looking little soldier, doesn’t appear to
hear me at all. His hands are secure on the wheel, his eyes fixed on the road. He swerves for any little puddle, any
stone the size of a fist. I can’t bear it any longer and shout into his ear:
“Hey, go faster, faster! Can you hear me?”
He slowly turns his head and gives me a withering look.
“This car cannot go fast.”
“This isn’t the city. You won’t be fined for speeding!”
“This car must not go fast,” he mutters to himself.
“Damn you!” I can’t help crying. “Is there breakable glass? Are we carrying munitions that will explode?”
“What what what …” The driver turns to me angrily, stares at me icily. Then he quickly resumes an impassive
expression and says quietly, “You don’t know. This car can’t go fast. It has a problem—”
“But what about my patient?”
“Don’t worry. So long as we keep going, we’ll be on time.”
The driver looks firm and determined. Evidently there is nothing I can do to rush him. I lie back on the seat
and think about my patient—Shanguan Xin. I feel my heart being clawed and torn by a vicious cat.
*
Yesterday morning, at the hospital at the foot of the mountain, the short dumpy director waddled to the washroom and sought me out, asking me to go treat a patient at the No. 5700 outpost. This kind of assignment occurs
when the doctor at the outpost is not readily available and the clinic headquarters (which is halfway between the
hospital at the base and the outpost at the top of the mountain) has no staff to spare.
When they send an army nurse like me, it usually means a slight illness. Our task is to treat the patient on the
spot, if possible, or to bring him back in the car. It is a hard job, going up the mountain, but it means glory. We
girls say “I’ve been to the outpost!” just as Napoleon’s Old Guards would say “I’ve been to Austerlitz!”\fn{ The
Battle of Auterlitz aka The Battle of The Three Emperors (December, 1805) .}
But yesterday I had not expected to be sent on a mission up there. The fact was, a month ago, I was sent to No.
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5700 outpost and was taken ill on the Daban road; we call that section of the mountain road the Fearful God of
Heaven. Since then, I have had a sinking feeling in my heart whenever No. 5700 is mentioned. But this time I was
more than willing to go. Shanguan Xing was there. Xing named for a star, as he is to me.
I don’t know what made the leadership so generous. They actually sent me in an emergency car. When we
reached the clinic at headquarters, it was already night. And we were only halfway to our destination.
The emergency car was not equal to the high and dangerous Daban road ahead, so we had to change vehicles.
As if everything had been ordered ahead, a military patrol car waited in the yard of the clinic, its front lights on.
The carriage was tightly wrapped in canvas; seen from a distance, it looked like a huge slab of marble.
The head of the clinic handed me a tin of canned oranges. I ate a few mouthfuls and walked up to the car, my
whole body already aching from the first half of the ride. I knew I had the whole night before me.
Suddenly I noticed the number on the car: G2-00112. Wasn’t this Shanguan Xing’s patrol car?
“Xing, Xing,” I called out.
A young soldier in a soiled army suit walked from behind the car. He stared at me.
“Did you call Shanguan Xing?”
“Yes, where is he?”
“At the outpost.”
“Oh, so he’s the patient after all! Is he very ill?”
“I don’t know. I've been on an assignment for three days. I’m just back.”
“You are—”
“Just the probationary driver of this car.” He tried to smile, but only made a grimace. “Don’t worry. Shanguan
Xing is so healthy, I’m sure you can deal with his little problem. Please get into the car.” So saying, he took my
oxygen tank and first-aid kit and put them into the front seat.
Just look at this car! I couldn’t help fuming inwardly at the administrators of the clinic. Why didn’t they
provide us with a decent car?
*
“Are you Comrade Moon?”
“What do you mean—moon?” I asked. “My name is Qin Yue!”
“Exactly. Yue, isn’t that moon? Everybody says you are kind to patients, as tender as the moon!”
The new arrival was a large-headed soldier, dusty and disheveled. He held his fur hat with one hand, while
over his other hand lay his greatcoat. His hair was a ragged mass of wild straw, and an untidy stubble of beard
covered his face. He reeked of petrol and sweat, as if he had just come from an expedition.
“Are you ill?” I asked him, puzzled, as I pushed over a bench.
"No. In the Karakunlun Mountains, you’re only ill when you’re on a stretcher. I’d like to borrow something.”
He put his hat and coat on the bench and extracted a pair of scissors from a holder on the table, the pair we
keep for cutting bandages. He started to cut at his beard and hair in front of the mirror in the corner of the room.
I got over my surprise and cried:
“Hey, you can’t barber yourself here. This is the outpatient clinic!”
“Sure. A man’s face faces outward, doesn’t it? Isn’t it the outpatient clinic’s job to fix up the outward part?” he
drawled, while his broad, greasy back shook under his jacket as he chuckled.
So, I thought, another of those mischief-making scamps! Our little hospital at the military base is often invaded
by their kind. They would come slouching in, humming a tune, some with a cold or a headache, but most perfectly healthy. They just want to have a look at us young nurses—to nurse their eyes, so to speak. They are utterly
shameless, planting themselves in the clinic and trying to engage us in conversation. When we get angry and
shout at them, they say our service is poor. Sometimes we complain to our superiors, but they always make light
of the matter, saying, “They mean no harm, those young men; just imagine, they’re up in the mountains year in,
year out; they hardly ever see a bird, not to mention a pretty girl. Next time they appear, try to be more flexible.”
What sensible advice! Just what does it mean to be more flexible?
“Comrade, please leave.” I tried to be patient. “This clinic is for treating the ill, not for haircutting. It won’t do
to mess things up around here. Please go.”
“Don’t be angry. I just need another three seconds—one, two, three.”
The scissors were replaced with a clatter; but immediately, as if by magic, the soldier produced an electric
comb from his pocket, plugged it into a socket, and stood again in front of the mirror. He swished the comb
through his hair, trying to produce a wavy effect.
I had never expected to meet such a dandy on the Karakunlun front. I was both angry and amused.
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“Will you never finish?” I shouted.
“Sorry. Just one last bit of tidying-up.”
The electric comb was getting overheated, and let out wisps of bluish smoke as it worked through his hair.
“You folks at the base are real lucky, with electricity all the time. The generator at our outpost has stopped
functioning for six months.”
“Too bad! Serves you right for playing the dandy! Just look at your hair. Is it worth the electric comb?”
“I have as much right as the next man to … look, I’d rather not talk if you don’t mind.”
“Who wants to hear your nonsense! Will you leave or not? I’m going to report you.”
But he was immovable. With precision he stood at attention and reported himself:
“Karakunlun border troop No. 5700 outpost, driver of patrol car and captain of service groups S-h-a-n-g-u-a-n
X-i-n-g! Isn’t that a wonderful coincidence? You are Yue, the moon, while I am Xing, the stars.”
At first I was speechless with anger, then I stuttered, “You, you, you just wait!” And I rushed out to the doctor
on duty.
When I brought back the big, burly duty doctor, the scamp had disappeared. The clinic was spotlessly clean.
*
Was there a jolt? I suppose so. I did feel a slight jolt. But the driver treats it like a major accident. He jumps out
of the car, goes back to inspect something in the trunk, fusses about for a while, then walks around the car until he
is sure everything is all right. Finally he climbs back in and we resume our slow journey.
“So that’s the way you care for your captain, is it?” I ask. “Let him lie waiting while you squander time. If it
were the other way around, I can easily imagine how Shanguan Xing would rush on his errand.”
I remember that time, during my first assignment to the No. 5700 outpost. It’s shocking that a military hospital
like ours, with the border troops under our care, doesn’t have an emergency car fit for mountain roads. Whenever
we are on an emergency mission up the mountains, we nurses often hitch a ride m a passing car.
On that occasion I was lucky. A military patrol car drove by, I raised my hand. . .
“Where are you going?”
“No. 5700 outpost. There’s a patient. Is it on your way?”
“Get in—quick.”
The door flew open. I put in one foot when I got a shock, as if bit by a scorpion. What do you think? The driver
was the troublemaker at the base hospital the other day. When he saw me, he was also stunned.
“Just my bad luck,” I cried, and prepared to get out. He pulled me into the car and slammed the door.
“What are you doing? I’m not riding with you!” I cried.
He let go of me.
“You’re looking for an excuse to get out of this job,” he said disdainfully. “Little coward.”
“Watch your mouth!”
“You are a coward if you daren’t go to the outpost. It’s five thousand seven hundred meters above sea level.
Birds can’t fly over it; wild goats can’t climb it; you’re not much better.”
“If you think that, you’re in for a disappointment.” I sat down firmly on the seat.
“That’s the right spirit. You’re lucky I came along. You won’t meet another express car like mine. There’s a
special bond between us, don’t you think? The star and the moon.”
“Behave yourself.”
“Behave myself? Now what constitutes good behavior? Do you judge by words alone?” He winked at me and
stepped on the gas. The car shot off like an arrow, and the speedometer needle leapt to eighty kilometers.
“What are you doing, driving so fast?” I was frightened and cried out in spite of myself.
“Aren’t you in a hurry to reach your patient? Do you want me to crawl? Oh, you’re afraid we’ll have an
accident? Don’t worry. I’m not married yet, so suicide can wait.”
He stepped up speed again. The car whizzed past telegraph poles and the road flashed by. I held tightly on the
side, my heart in my throat. As for him, he kept one hand on the wheel while with the other he reached out and put
on a pair of snow glasses. He lifted back his head and whistled a marching song.
I really didn't know what to make of him. I must get him under control, I thought, or he’ll get the upper hand
with his pranks. There’s a long way ahead.
*
A gust of wind sends a column of dust wafting in the valley gorge. I feel a headache coming on. As I look
around, I see that now we are at Dead Men’s Valley.
On that trip with Xing, I was also jolted out of my doze by an acute headache. I had meant to get Xing under
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control, but somehow had fallen asleep on his shoulder.
“What a bother.” I moved away from him hastily.
“How do you feel?”
“Perfect!”
“Aw, come off it,” he protested, “this is Dead Men’s V alley. Four thousand meters about sea level. Even I am
feeling short of oxygen.”
Dead Men's Valley! What a name! A mass of lights twinkled in front of us.
“Dead Men’s Valley indeed! Don’t I see a military base ahead?”
“Military base?” He laughed outright. “We passed that hours ago while you were sound asleep. Those lights in
front of us aren’t lamps but burning sulfur, what we call ghost fire.”
He drove in a zigzag to let me have a clearer view of the road on both sides. Indeed, the road banks were
cluttered with bones and skulls. You could even see the eye sockets on some of them. My hair stood on end.
“Do you know where these skeletons come from?” He cleared his throat as if for a lecture. “Here is the silk
road of ancient history. In the daytime, you can see a big white pillar. According to legend, Xuan Zhuan used to
tie his horse to that pillar. And there’s a deep cave, where the traders and pilgrims used to take shelter. All these
skeletons are those of traders and pilgrims throughout the ages; there are skeletons of horses, oxen, camels, and of
course, human beings. I think it’s thrilling, that we are actually guarding this ancient silk road.”
He stopped the car and rushed out. I heard the sound of bones cracking. The sulfur fires swam around me. I
was alone and frozen with fright.
“Come back,” I ordered, not wanting him to perceive my fright.
“Coming, coming,” he answered. And suddenly he was beside me with a parcel. “Just put that under your feet,
will you?”
I touched it. It was icy cold. I looked. My God, it was a bag of bones! I cried out in fright and pushed it away.
“Why do you meddle with them?” I was so angry and frightened I could hardly speak.
“They are very useful, let me tell you. But if you object, I’ll store them in the back.”
He patiently picked up the pieces of bone that I had scattered and stored them away. Then he picked up a skull
and asked, “Who do you think he was?”
“Go away!” I cried, and slammed the door.
He stood aside and smiled as he looked over the skull.
“Perhaps he was a hero who conducted cultural exchanges between China and the West. Perhaps he used to
lead processions of camels over these high mountains, and one day he ran out of provisions and was caught in a
storm and he and his procession collapsed here. Or perhaps he was a smuggler of ancient relics and died here,
punished for avarice. Whoever he was, let’s treat him humanely.”
He scooped out a hole by the road, buried the skull, and placed a boulder over it. That done, he resumed
driving.
He drove at great speed. The world was silent around us except for the sound of his motor and the rushing
wind. I felt suffocated, hoping to get out of Dead Men’s Valley as soon as possible.
“It’s so boring like this. Won’t you talk to me? Please, please.”
I turned my head away and didn’t answer. I’d had enough of his tricks.
He feigned dejection.
“When beauty is so grand she won’t open her mouth and so smug she won’t look at people, she’s no beauty
after all.”
I turned to him fiercely.
“I don’t want any of your comments. To tell you the truth, that affair at the base hospital is not over yet. When
we get up to the outpost, I have plenty to say to your superiors.”
I thought that would silence him effectively. I was wrong.
“Oh that! I’ve already reported it myself and made whatever explanation was necessary.”
He turned and saluted me.
I still wore a grave face.
“You needn’t feel compelled to keep me entertained.”
“Then what do you want me to do?” He sighed. “To tell you the truth—only you mustn’t laugh at me—that
day, I wanted to get my picture taken. You see, somebody in my hometown was going to introduce me to a girl. I
needed a photo of myself. We don’t often come down the mountains, so I planned to get the job done on that trip.
But I looked a fright. I had to tidy up for the picture, and the barber next door said I was too dirty; they wouldn’t
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touch my hair. So I went and bought that electric comb. I thought others at the outpost could use it too. If I had the
money, I would have bought scissors and mirror as well and wouldn’t have gone to your clinic to do the job. But
anyway, all my trouble came to nothing. The girl didn’t like my looks. I blame myself for being so foolish. Since
then, I’ve taken drastic measures. See!”
He took off his hat. His clean-shaven head looked perfectly like a gourd.
“This, I say, is the style of a soldier. Take me as I am. If not, off you go. That’s my attitude.”
I couldn’t help laughing. The car bumped suddenly and our heads collided. It hurt so much the tears welled up
in my eyes.
“Oh, my dome is smashed!” he protested.
*
We are now out of Dead Men’s Valley, in front of a river with no bridge. Luckily the flooding season is over.
The river is dry, and we can cross safely.
Even so, the driver stops. He gets out of the car, and one by one carries out of his way several boulders of
moderate size. Only then does he steer the car slowly and carefully across the riverbed. I am so impatient I could
scream. At this rate, when will we ever get to the outpost? Shanguan Xing is ill, waiting for aid. I think of the time
he drove me across this same river.
*
That night the swollen river was frightful to see. Under the car lights, the icy waters swirled in all directions,
shooting up one moment, tumbling down in a whirlpool the next. I looked at him, then back at the flood.
“What’s to be done?”
He threw a few stones into the river to test the depth, thought it over a few minutes, and decided to risk it.
“Are you sure we can pass?” I trembled. “The water is so deep.”
“No problem. This is a patrol car—with very impressive horsepower.”
And so we went down the river. The water immediately covered the lower part of the car. He sat as still as a
statue, steering the car. The water in front formed a sheet of ice moving in a fanlike mass. I was dead frightened
that the car would overturn and be carried away like a leaf on the water. I clutched with both hands tightly, until I
realized I was clutching Shanguan’s arm; I let loose quickly, as if burnt.
Suddenly the car bumped against a big boulder. It made some sputtering sounds and then stopped. All at once
pieces of ice began to crash at the car and water started to seep in from the door. I cried out in fright.
Shanguan was also tense. He cursed under his breath and fiddled with the ignition, but the car wouldn’t budge.
With the car in the middle of the river, we couldn’t even open the door to escape. I thought: this comes of your
bravado, you braggart. How I hated him at that moment.
I smelled alcohol. I turned and saw him finish a bottle of whiskey and throw it out the window.
“Turn the other way,” he said.
I didn’t understand but turned around all the same. I heard him fumbling with his clothes. He was going into
the river. The river, so deep, so cold. How could he? As a nurse, I felt it my duty to keep him from hurting himself.
“No, you mustn’t! It’s too cold!”
He was fumbling under his waist.
“You don’t know what you're talking about,” he said hotly. “Do you expect us to sit here forever?”
“We’ll just have to wait until daylight for help to arrive.”
“Wait for daylight! The patient is waiting at the outpost; the generator in my car is needed. Neither of these can
wait. Besides, my car will be wrecked, soaked in water for so long.”
“But you’ll freeze.”
“I’ve done this before, and never came to harm. Don’t be uneasy. If you’ll just put your feet up on the seat and
turn the other way …”
I didn’t know what to do and obeyed him mechanically. I heard a splash and the banging of the door as it slid
open and closed in a trice. A gush of water swept into the car. I looked and saw him waist-deep in the water,
tugging fiercely at the generator. The handle beat against the water and the whole car vibrated with the movement.
I glanced into the water and my heart froze. I felt as if it was I and not he standing there. Countless needles of
steel seemed to be drilling into my very bones until my heart was ready to burst.
Suddenly the car began to puff. It’s working! I opened the door and called:
“Come in quick!”
His teeth were chattering as he entered.
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“Please turn, turn … don’t mind me,” he said in embarrassment as he struggled into his clothes.
I didn’t obey. In fact, I helped him on with his dry clothes.
Suddenly he began to cough. Once, then again and again until he couldn’t stop.
*
Once back on land, I gave him medicine and rubbed his chest and legs with alcohol. He was in good shape. I
knew he’d recover in no time.
The car sometimes disappeared in the morning mist, only to emerge again in the bright glow of dawn.
Even with the beauty surrounding us, I was preoccupied with Shanguan. For me he represented a big question
mark, as well as a big exclamation point. It was my turn to draw him out.
“By your accent,” I said, “you seem to be a native of Xinjiang.”
He was surprised at my speaking to him at all.
“I grew up in Xinjiang. My native place is Soozhou.”
“Soozhou? Such a beautiful city! Why did you come to Xinjiang?”
“Why do you ask?”
“Didn’t you say that driving is boring and you wanted to talk?”
He frowned as if at some unpleasant memory, but then quickly brushed it away.
“So you want to hear the story of my adventures? It’s the old old story.”
His father had been labeled a rightist in 1957. On the eve of the Cultural Revolution, he had been sent to the
Tarim Basin area in Xinjiang for labor under surveillance. He brought his two sons with him, as his wife had divorced him on political grounds. (It was called “drawing the line” in those days.) In the deserts of Tarim, Xing
had shepherded sheep, driven cattle, and farmed the land. Altogether he spent fourteen years there.
My mood changed. My spirits became heavy and something seemed to gnaw at my heart.
“And now,” I asked him, “is your home still in Tarim?”
He coughed gently. “In 1979 my father’s verdict was reversed and he went back to Soozhou with my brother.”
“Why didn’t you go back?”
“There were a few things to dispose of, like the house we lived in and a few sticks of furniture, so I stayed on,
planning to join them later. Then the army started recruiting, and I signed up.”
“Yes, but you have suffered so much. You should seize the chance to go back.”
“Do you think?” He smiled bitterly. “Yes, I did plan to go back to Soozhou. But you can’t imagine how I’ve
longed to be a soldier. In the old days that was out of the question. After all, I was the son of a class enemy. But
my father was rehabilitated, and the army opened its arms to me. I couldn’t resist the chance.”
“But what does your father say?”
“He was not in a position to say anything.”
“Why?”
“He died right after he arrived in Soozhou.”
“Died of illness?”
“No, of happiness.” He sighed. “As soon as he reached his native city, his unit allotted him housing and assigned him a new job and presented him his back salary as compensation. He held the bagful of bank notes,
laughing and crying. And had a heart attack.”
“How ironic.”
“I know. Decades of oppression and hard life didn’t kill him, but he died of wealth and happiness.”
I was silent.
“Stranger things followed that,” he added. “My brother abandoned my father’s body and started a terrible row
with one of my uncles about the bag of money. That’s not decent behavior even between ordinary acquaintances,
not to mention blood relations. Whereas at our outpost, once we were cut off by snow and had no vegetables for
three months. When the cook managed to make some soup from leftover garlic, we all passed it around and finally gave it to two sick comrades. That’s what I call compassion.”
The car raced on faster than ever.
“I never imagined you had been so unfortunate,” I remarked with sympathy.
He smiled forlornly as he took out a pinch of tobacco and tried to roll it as he held on to the wheel.
“It’s good for me. When life is too smooth, it’s not good for you. Adversity is my teacher and my only wealth.
When I’m at the brink, I don’t think of the depths down below, but of a ladder.”
I pondered his words.
The car bumped and the tobacco dropped from his hands. He took out another pinch.
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“You shouldn’t smoke,” I said.
“I’m not an addict. I need to smoke to keep awake.” I now noticed that he was very very tired, that his eyes
were bloodshot.
“Then let me help,” I said, and took the tobacco from his hands.
“Do you know how to do it?”
“I can learn, can’t I?”
A strange gleam seemed to light up his face.
The weather suddenly changed. A leaden sheet of gray moved over and enveloped all the surroundings in one
dull mass.
*
We are still grinding on. And the whole world has turned white, it seems as if all the ice and snow in the world
are gathered here. On the winding mountain road, our car veers close to the chasms below. No wonder it’s called
the Heavenly God’s Daban; possibly the gods themselves cannot cross Daban.
The driver is enough to drive me crazy. At every opportunity he stops and checks the canvas covering the back
of the car. I lie back in the seat, without even the energy to tell him to hurry. My head is racked with pain. Hold
on, hold on, I remind myself. This time you must make it across Daban.
*
I remember that last ride I took with Shanguan.
The weather was awful. As we neared Daban, a snowstorm overtook us. The wind and snow came down on us
like an army of wild horses. The mountains seemed to turn upside down. Grains of snow covered the windscreen
in a thick coating.
Steering with one hand, Shanguan opened the door and stretched his neck out to have a better look at the road.
He was soon covered with snow. His face turned blue while his bloodshot eyes began to water and coated his
cheeks with ice.
I felt the cold stabbing at my own breast and pulled at his sleeve.
“Come in. You’ll catch cold.”
He shouted at me through the wind.
“We mustn’t stop! The snow hasn’t cut off the road yet, so we must hurry. Once we get to Daban, we’ll be all
right.”
The car moved on inch by inch. We were twenty five or thirty kilometers from the top of Daban heights, when
the snow thickened and our wheels were buried in snow.
Suddenly the car slid on a sheet of ice hidden under the snow. It backed suddenly and started to slide down.
“Jump!” he cried as he opened the door and pushed me out.
I was on the ground before I knew it. He finally stopped the car—just at the edge of the road. One wheel was
halfway sticking out over the abyss. The misty depths seem to yawn like the mouth of a huge wolf.
He removed some boulders from under the snow and pushed them against the jutting wheel, then started to dig
away the snow clinging to the wheel. So hard were the ice and snow, it was like beating against iron. Every few
blows of his pickax would make only a slight mark in the ice. Seeing him so tired, I insisted on helping, and made
him hand over the pickax. My fingers were so numb that, after two or three strokes, the pickax flew from my
grasp and hurtled down the abyss. I was so ashamed of myself I could have cried.
“Never mind. I’ll find a way.”
He helped me to the side of the road where there was shelter from the wind. Scooping up a wall of ice, he laid
down his fur coat and made me sit down. He then took out a slab of iron and began hitting at the ice with that. In
the falling snow, he was covered with white. He knelt there and dug on, sparks of ice flying about him.
Every time I started to move, my stomach would turn. So I sat there doing nothing. I had been in such a hurry I
did not even bring my fur hat, and soon my cheeks were stinging with cold. I tried to cover up my ears but
something cold and slimy fell into my hands.
“Oh my ears! My ears have fallen off!” I cried, not even daring to look into my hands.
“What’s happened?”
“My ears, my ears have dropped away.” I was on the point of crying. What was a girl to do if she lost her ears?
He rubbed at his eyes and looked at me again.
“Ears? What are you talking about?”
I pressed the object in my hand and it cracked to little bits and turned to water. So it was the coating of ice over
my ears that had fallen off He smiled and said:
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“Cover your ears with your hands.”
I knew what I should do. Only I couldn’t lift my hands.
“Let me do it for you.”
He stretched out his big hands and, covering both my ears, began to rub gently. His hands were soft and warm,
and soon blood was circulating through my cheeks and ears again. Then he took out his coat from the driver’s seat
and covered my head with it. Then he went back to work on the ice.
The warmth of his hands stayed with me; I felt my cheeks burning …
The snow fell thick and fast. Shanguan came back from digging, his expression grave. I knew the situation was
serious.
“The ice and snow are too thick. I can’t dig through them.” He put down the slab of iron. “It’s not too far now.
I’m going to walk up to get help.”
“Walk?” It seemed impossible to me. “Let’s wait. The people at the outpost will surely come to look for us.”
“Of course they will, but who knows when, and then they don’t exactly know our position. I must go. You wait
here; I’ll be back before dark.”
“No. I’ll walk with you.”
“This is no joking matter. It’s a good thirty kilometers in the snow. And at this altitude too! How can you
manage?”
“I can, I can …”
I struggled, but fell at the first step.
“Don’t be afraid,” he said as he helped me sit down. “There are no wild animals here. You only have to stay
wrapped up. Also, you better stay on this side, in case the car slides.”
He built up the wall of ice around me higher and thicker and then took out from the back of the car the parcel
of bones and placed them beside me. Then he poured petrol over the bones and lighted up a fire. So that’s why he
had gathered those bones!
“And here is the lighter. Keep it and strike a fire when you feel cold. Take care.”
“And you too.” I held his big rough hands, ready to cry. My heart felt empty.
He looked at me hard, then saluted comically. Within seconds his broad outline disappeared in the hazy whiteness ahead.
On the snow his tracks were visible, like an unending chain, tugging at my heart.
*
We have finally made it over the Daban of the Heavenly Gods, and I can make out the rows of grayish barracks at the top of the mountain. The nearer we get, the more anxious I become. I would give anything to fly
straight to Shanguan.
But, as if to exasperate me further, the driver stops again. He takes out a piece of rag, goes to a puddle nearby,
soaks and wrings the rag, then starts to wipe his car.
It is more than I can bear.
“Can’t you wait till we get to the outpost?”
“No, we’re close to home. It’s better to spruce up first.”
“Don’t you know your captain is ill? What I need is time, time!”
“Still, I think it’s better to do this now. Our captain would always wipe his car here, before driving in.”
“Okay, you wipe. I’m walking over.”
“No, please. In this mountain altitude, you’ll be ill if you move about too much.”
I jump out of the car, shoulder my first-aid kit and oxygen tank, and rush onward. But I haven’t walked a
dozen steps before I am overtaken by dizziness. My breast constricts and my legs collapse under me. The driver
rushes over, grabs me, and says sternly:
“Control yourself, will you! Supposing …” He doesn’t finish. “Ready in a moment,” he says awkwardly.
He rushes back, wipes the last few strokes, dusts the canvas covering, and drives the car to my side. He is no
speedier than before.
The evening sunset casts a mantle of scarlet over earth and sky. Mountain and valley lie quietly under the
snow. The wind is still blowing as layers and layers of snow are swept up and down …
*
I still remember that day after Shanguan left to walk to the outpost. He finally reached safety, and the commander placed him in sickbay, then came down personally to fetch me. He and a company of soldiers found me
according to Shanguan’s directions. Thanks to the fire, I did not catch cold. They dug out the car. Fearing I would
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not be up to the journey to the outpost, they had brought my patient along on a stretcher. I had not, therefore, gone
onward. My patient was transported back with me. The commander drove the car himself. Thus I never met Shanguan again, although he was always in my thoughts.
*
The car zigzags its way forward. We have reached the barracks. Dozens of soldiers stand at attention on both
sides of the entrance. What are they doing? Is this for me, or for their car? Suddenly I see that each of them has a
white flower in front of his breast. What does this mean? I tremble unaccountably and rush to the commander who
had driven me down the mountain that last time.
“Shanguan, where is he?”
“Comrade Qin Yue.” He holds my hand and hesitates.
“Forgive me for not telling you sooner. Comrade Shanguan has died …”
I feel dizzy and see hundreds of white flowers swimming around me. Somebody holds me upright. Then I see
something totally unexpected: the canvas covering the G-00112 car is lifted and the soldiers take down a covered
stretcher.
It is Shanguan.
So we have been traveling together all the way. Now I understand why the driver drove so slowly, so carefully.
I rush up to the stretcher and gaze at Shanguan’s face, so firm and composed. I feel the world has frozen …
The commander is talking.
“On patrol duty a few days ago, the car was sunk in a snowdrift. Shanguan went forward to test the way and
fell into a ravine dozens of feet deep. We took him up and sent him to the military clinic, but they were not able to
save his life.
“His last wishes were to return to the snowy mountains, at the outpost, to be among his comrades. He loves the
cleanliness of the snow. He is ever a soldier of Karakunlun.”
His last request was that Comrade Qin Vue attend him to the grave. He has no mother, no sister, no fiancée. I
am the only woman he has ever known. I am to leave the breath of spring over his tomb so that he may feel its
warmth …
The commander explains that he decided to keep this news from me until I had reached the outpost—in case I
cannot bear the strain under the high altitude, for fear that I might never make it to the outpost …
I do not approve of his decision. If I had known, I would not have allowed Xing to ride alone behind me. I
would have sat by him and we would have kept up a silent conversation.
The commander gives me four letters. Shanguan wrote them to me but never posted them. I look at the dates.
He has written one every week since our last trip together. I open the last letter. It is a poem.
I am a star,
You are the moon.
We are both
Up in the eternal skies.
You give me light,
I give you light.
In the beautiful night,
Our yearnings give forth light!

I write this poem on my wreath. I know that however long I live, I will never forget him.
75.36 Women Speak\fn{by Xiang Ya aka Zhao Shaoling (1951- )} Hebei Province, China (F) 13
1: Her husband had a lover, but it worked out in the end.
I explained why I’d come.\fn{ The following paragraph precedes this collection of edited, transcribed interviews: In today’s
society, are women’s ideas about sex changing? If so, how? The liberation of women and transformation of our ideas is perhaps the most
convincing illustration of the changes taking place in traditional Chinese society, a society which has recently thrown open its doors to the
outside world. These changes now only await greater understanding and deeper investigation. In presenting the tape-recorded stories of
some dozen interviewees I have attempted to pull back the heavy curtain of obscurity to allow the reader a look into the private worlds of
modern day Chinese women. It might seem strange to talk about sex, but don’t be alarmed. The women open their hearts and speak
honestly; their complex, at times contradictory, experiences help us better understand ourselves, help men better understand us and help us
all better understand the age in which we live. As the writer in this strange and prohibited territory, I do not use names or express my own
opinion. All is in the process; all is an exploration. Conclusions are left up to the reader, to this generation and to future generations of
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readers. Elsewhere a not reads: the article on which this translation is based covers twelve of the original twenty-four interviews of both
women and men published in 1988. Each interview is prefaced by a brief biographical statement about the interviewee; this one reads:
Thirty-six years old, from a family of intellectuals. She was sent to the countryside as an educated youth, spent five years in the army and
six years as a nurse. She graduated from medical school in 1983 and is presently a doctor of internal medicine. Apropos to this statement,
elsewhere, it is noted: During the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, Mao Tsetung called on urban youth to go “up to the mountains
and down to the countryside.” The said purpose was to “learn from the peasants.” Most of the women interviewed for this article were
teenagers at the time and spent three to five years in rural army units, living and working with the peasants as “educated youth.” In China,
the term “intellectual” generally refers to those who have completed a university education and hold a white-collar job .} this She

smiled faintly and gestured for me to sit down.
“People need to understand each other. Sex isn’t the only thing between a husband and wife.”
She spoke openly, her warm, gentle face set in serious concentration. I pulled out my tape-recorder.
“You don’t mind, do you?"
“Mind? Why?” She gazed directly into my eyes. “This isn’t some juicy story about an affair, and certainly
none of us has done anything to be ashamed of.
“I should start from the beginning. My husband and I were sent down to the countryside together during the
Cultural Revolution; and when we got back to the city, we were assigned to work in the same hospital. He’s two
years older, carries himself well and has always excelled in his studies.
“We fell in love and got married. After our daughter was born, he was even more considerate and caring than
before. He would say things like ‘With you in my life, I have a family. I have everything.’ Sometimes men are so
silly—as if losing me would mean losing everything.
“One time we weren’t careful, and I got pregnant again. The abortion was pretty bloody, and he could hear all
the pain I was in from outside the operating room. That night he held me tight, cursing himself over and over
again. It was a long time before he made any sexual advances, though I know it’s not that he didn’t want me.”
She looked at me full in the face, thoughtfully stroking the lock of hair by her ear. This was no ordinary
woman to talk about sexual desire so openly.
“Do you mind telling me about your sex life?” I ventured. .
She laughed.
“I know a lot of people think I’m frigid or have some problem with sex if I’m going to let my husband run
around with another woman, but that’s a really narrow way of thinking. As far as I know, I’m perfectly normal.
“Our first six months of marriage were very intense sexually, and in 1983, when our daughter was five and in
full-time child-care, we had, I guess you could say, a second honeymoon. We’d both just graduated from medical
school and suddenly felt so free. Life was wonderful—we had new jobs, we had each other. Our second honeymoon was even better than the first. We’d been through a lot together, and sex was nothing new. We merged as
two individuals into one.
“That was a wonderful time—a time I’ll never forget. Love seemed more than perfect, divine almost. It’s made
me think that couples who never get there are really missing something.”
She spoke evenly, mildly, postulating about realms of experience beyond sex as if engaging in scientific
inquiry.
“Many people confronted me on this. ‘Your life seemed so perfect together,’ they said. ‘How could this sort of
thing happen? How can you explain an affair if both people really are happy with each other?’
“But I don’t see the contradiction. A man in love with one woman can easily be loved by another. There’s
nothing strange about that, especially with a man like my husband who’s always had plenty of female attention. It
makes sense that if I can love my husband, other women might love him as well. It’s a wonderful feeling to love
someone. It may cause pain sometimes, but it’s always better than hate.”
“When did you start to form these ideas?”
“I’m not really sure. I used to get upset when I heard about extramarital affairs, and I’d always cry for the
woman in novels or movies who’s dumped by her husband, but when it happened to me, for some reason, I didn’t
feel hurt or insulted. The love in those books and movies is too fragile, too easily destroyed. But the love between
my husband and me is deep, like a pool of water. There may be waves on the surface, but below, it’s still calm.
“Another important thing is how I feel about myself. I’m confident in my own strength. After eight years
together, I knew he couldn’t hurt me. I wasn’t afraid he’d leave me; I knew I could get through almost anything.
“At first he tried to hide it. I noticed how he was suddenly so polite and careful when he caressed me or told
jokes. He’d hug and kiss our daughter as if atoning for a crime. Sometimes I’d catch him in a daze. Even if I
spoke softly, he’d jump. I’d already heard what was going on, so in retrospect, I can understand why he was like
that. He loves me and was afraid I’d be angry and hurt. He was afraid of losing me, so he tried to cover it up. If he
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wasn’t worried about all that, he could have just ignored my feelings and asked for a divorce.
“But I didn’t like the way he was dealing with the problem. Open, candid communication is important to me.
Our relationship wasn’t normal, and that kind of respect meant distance between us, a lack of trust and
understanding. So one night I asked him, ‘If I had a lover, I mean, if I fell in love with someone else while I still
love you, would you understand?’ He knew exactly what I was getting at, and after a moment of panic, pulled me
close and vigorously nodded his head. ‘You wouldn’t pull away from me?’ I asked again. He shook his head. I
smiled at him and said, ‘The same goes for me. You ought to trust me.’ I opened his arms and took him into my
own; he closed his eyes like a child and let me stroke his hair. Love and understanding are powerful, cohesive
forces. Tagore said that understanding is another word for love. My husband returned my trust and eventually told
me the whole story.
“They’d been attracted to each other for some time, but neither was willing to admit it was love. Once, on a
trip to the Western Hills, she slipped in her high-heeled shoes, and he caught her in his arms. That was the turning
point. Once they’d made physical contact, it was impossible to stop. I’ve met her. She’s a nice young woman,
bright and studious, and quite beautiful. She’s a student at the television university.
“I certainly don’t hate her. Love is broad and accepting. Even then I had no problem eating or sleeping. I suppose anyone could find themselves in that kind of situation.. And their feeling was genuine; she’s not a whore, and
he wasn’t forcing her to do anything against her will. It was really hard on them though, because they couldn’t
remove themselves enough to see it that way. They always acted like they were trying to make up for some crime.
He’d dive right into the housework when he came home, and she’d duck her head and avoid my eyes when we ran
into each other on the street. It was all so unnecessary. You can’t own anybody with love, and there’s no such
thing as sin. Real love means letting go, letting whoever or whatever you love go free.
“After a while he told me that she planned to get married. That surprised me—it seemed much too fast. But
when I thought over what she must have been going through, I realized, though she was probably grateful, she
knew their relationship couldn’t go on like that forever. She saw marriage as a way out.
“I went to see her and got straight to the point. ‘Do you really love that man?’ I asked. ‘If you do, I wish you
happiness. But if you’re just doing this to get out of what’s going on, then you’re a fool. I want you to know that
your relationship with my husband can’t hurt me, much less destroy me. But if you go and marry someone you
don’t love, you’ll just be destroying yourself.’
“She let out a sob and threw herself into my arms. Women need to talk to each other. We need to be understood, and we need to be comforted.
“Three years later she married a man she’s very much in love with. I’m happy for her. Look, here’s a picture of
our two families.”
2: Her husband’s rising fame fed her fear.
I watched her from a distance. She had a slim, graceful figure and the charm of a pretty girl from a common
family. But she was obviously the sensitive, melancholic, easily excitable type. She wasn’t much over thirty, but
definite wrinkles had already been sealed into the corners of her eyes and mouth.\fn{ The interviewee biography reads:
Born into a peasant family, thirty-five years old. She worked on a farm for three years after junior middle school and has most recently
been employed in a jewelry factory.}

“I’m depressed—I won’t hide that from you. I think the purpose of a woman’s life is to love a man. We’re born
to love and will die for that love. I don’t care about a career, but I’ve got to have love! I want the highest, the
purest, the most single-minded love. I want to live out my life with the man I love. Love has made me crazy. It’s
made me lose my mind, but nothing’s come of it.” She nervously wrung her hands. I could see her pain was real
and very deep.
“I love him so much! He’s not very handsome, but he’s got a good body and a certain sexual attraction that
really turns me on. Most women don’t notice him at first, but the minute he says something, they’re lost forever!”
Her tone revealed both irritation and depression, her husband’s appeal obviously the cause of much worry.
“Friends have told me I live in a closed, feudal world. I won’t joke around with other men. If anyone ever tries
to mess with me, I’ll let him have it. But I’ve put out so much for him. You have no idea how tough it was to
catch him. I’ve heard people say if a woman chases a man, they’ve both got a problem. A pretty girl like me, they
said, shouldn’t go for a man like him without any looks. But I never listened. He was smart and I loved him, so I
just went for it. I figured if he didn’t want me, I’d kill myself in front of him. When I was a little girl, how I
dreamed of a love of blood and tears and death!
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“I wasn’t going to let them tell me what to do. I’m usually pretty easygoing, but with love, it’s another thing.
Every morning I gave him a big thick letter right in front of everybody. I didn’t go to school for that long, so my
characters are big and kind of sloppy, but I wrote from my heart. I didn’t care if anybody laughed at me!
“He liked my letters, and of course, thought he was pretty great—I had a lot of other guys interested in me
then. So that’s how I got him. He kept wanting me to go to bed with him, but no way—how could I jump in the
sack without being married? What if he dropped me after he got me in bed? Once we were married, he could
never run away.
“We got married at the end of the Cultural Revolution. Nobody was really going to work, and even if we did
go, we didn’t do much. It felt like a long, sweet honeymoon. Every night I’d warm up the quilts before he got in
bed. I’d wait for him, wait for his hands, his body, his shining eyes, his breath. He drove me crazy with love!
“You know, it’s great to completely possess a man! He used to call me a sex fiend, but I thought: you’re my
husband. Of course I want to let out my sexual energy with you. Of course I want every bit of you! Any other man
can think about me all day long, but he’ll never get me. I used to make wonderful meals for him. I peeled his
apples and pears. At night I washed his feet and clipped his toenails. I gave him everything a man could want
from a woman.
“But these past few years I’ve really gotten scared. His world has grown so large. I don’t count so much as
before—I’m not all he’s got. He’s such a big name in literature now, it’s like he’s forgotten all about me. He’s got
modern, fashionable women—writers, poets, you name it—around him all the time. I hate every one of them! The
ones who should be married by now are still single; the rest are already divorced! I’ve looked for stuff they’ve
written—it’s enough to make you sick—all they know to talk about is love! No good can come from hanging
around them, I tell you.
“Sure, he’s got a lot of men friends, but what do I care about them? It’s the women who get to me.
“We’ve grown really far apart. He goes to bed so late now—as soon as he hits the pillow, he’s out, without
even looking at me.
“I’m losing control. Take his clothes, for instance. I want him to dress so that nobody’ll notice him, but he’s
got to have his own way. He used to wear work clothes when he went out, then it was Sun Yat-sen suits, then
Western-style clothes, and now he’s gotten into wearing those new jackets. He’s like a slippery fish—he writes
fiction, poetry, even plays!
“What a waste. I’d give anything to go back to those days after the wedding! I don’t want him to be famous; I
don’t want him to publish anything. Because I know what fame means—it means women all over him, writing
him letters, sending him pictures, all going after him. I despise them all. If I had a gun, I’d shoot every woman on
this earth till I was the only one left!
"He says it’s his work. Ha! Those love stories he wrote never happened in my house! He’s got to have had
other lovers, those damn bitches! The idea of him with another woman burns me alive. I shake all over when I
think about it. ‘Sexual love is exclusive.’ I looked that up—it’s from Engels. I’ll be damned if I’m going to give
him up that easy. Of course I want exclusive love; that’s all there is. I’ve got to protect our love—like when I went
out to get him in the first place.
“I’ve decided I’m not going to have a kid. It would just make me fat and ugly. With that dragging me down, I’d
have no way to keep an eye on him. I watch him all the time. He can swear at me or beat me, but I’ll still open his
mail; I’ll still follow him around to see where he goes. I didn’t care what people think—I want him to make a fool
of himself. If he’s with men, I won’t show up, but if there’s a woman around, she better watch out! I may look
pretty and gentle, but I can really let loose! I’ve been a couple times to the office to get his mail and talked to his
boss, but he won’t tell me anything. Ha! I don’t believe a word of it! His boss can care less, but his old lady isn’t
going to let it go on!
“He said I don’t really love him, that I’m just being selfish. I asked him: ‘Do you know what Engels said? I’ve
got a theoretical reason for acting like this! Don’t think you can get rid of me so easy! We’ve got potassium
cyanide at the factory for gold-plating. Just try it with some woman, and that’ll be the end of her! And if you’ve
got any ideas to dump me, just wait till you’re asleep; I’ll take the scissors to your balls then poison you to death!’
“That was a smart move on my part. He’s been keeping his distance from them ever since. I’ve followed him
down the street a couple times; he doesn’t even respond to their hellos. I feel a little easier now, but it doesn’t
mean I can relax completely. I know it’s only superficial. He’s still not mine. And he’s turned cold—when I try to
caress him, he pushes me away and says he’s lost it. He tries to blame it on me.
“I hate him—he can’t make it with them and wants to get his revenge. That’s fine with me. I can’t have him,
but neither can anyone else!
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“Didn’t you ask me what I think about sexual love? I think women are born for men and die for men. I belong
to my husband, and I’ll always be faithful to him. A good woman never marries twice. But my husband also
belongs to me; I’ll never let him be unfaithful. I’ve given him everything—naturally I can claim what’s mine!”
3: She said: “We are two independent planets, both free to come and go.”
She\fn{ The biography reads: Thirty-nine years old, from a military background. She sang in the army for four years during the
Cultural Revolution and worked six years as a soloist in the local song and dance ensemble. She’s now a company assistant manager .}
walked out of the manager’s office with a small, elegant handbag on her arm. Impeccably dressed and carefully
made up, she carried herself with the grace of a woman in her middle years.
“My first husband and I were high school classmates, the perfect match. The whole school knew we were a
couple. I’ve got a good voice—in the Cultural Revolution, I sang in the army ensemble. He was a communications soldier. We got married as soon as he became an officer. When I got out of the army, I was transferred to the
provincial song and dance ensemble, and he was discharged the following year .
“Human emotions are such a strange thing. Before marriage, all we could think about was living together; we
dreamed of the love we’d share as husband and wife. We started sleeping together back in high school. When my
parents found out, there was a huge scene—they said they’d disown me. The school authorities stepped in to write
up reports of our misbehavior. They sat us down to talk and got some of our classmates to put pressure on us. But
the harder they tried, the more we wanted to be together.
“As soon we got married, things began to fall apart. It was especially obvious after he got out of the army and
we started living together. Life was getting comfortable. We had a baby. It should have been a close, happy time,
but it seemed we always had to struggle for a bit of conversation. Later, I realized, without any outside pressure,
our feelings were diluted to nothing after we’d gotten used to each other.
“I was performing every day and coming home late at night. As for him, well, he was bored and lonely and
started going after other women. It’s not difficult to imagine—he was young and dashing, very handsome. His
father is a high cadre. It was easy for him to get women.
“I threw a big fit at the time, but then I thought: ‘Why get so excited? He’s no better than I am. If he’s going
have lovers, why can’t I?’ I was already a big name in the area; I had plenty of fans to keep me busy for a long
time! You want me to drink vinegar, well then, you can wear a green hat!\fn{ A note reads: To “eat vinegar” is to be
jealous. For a man to “wear a green hat” means his wife is running around with another man .}
“But to tell the truth, it wasn't right for me. Meeting a lover somewhere, I’d remember those days of passionate
high school love. Our kisses then were so pure, our lovemaking driven by a kind of sublime feeling. There I was,
doing it just to get him back—I felt like I was destroying some very precious part of myself.
“We went on like that for two years before I asked for a divorce. I’d fallen in love with somebody else. He’s a
company manager, a young businessman. I’d done commercials for them; our relationship had moved quickly
from business to personal. With us, it was like love at first sight. He’d never been married and loved me very
much. I could tell he and the company had a good future, so I decided to do what I could to help him out.
“My husband refused the divorce. He went to the song and dance company where I worked and made a big
scene. He cried and begged me not to leave him. But I didn’t feel sorry for him. I happened to know the woman
he really loved had just broken up with him in a big fight. When he was having it good, did he feel sorry for me?
“He did everything he could to stop me. One time he pretended to go away on a business trip. He came back
late at night and found us at home. There was a big fight, of course—my husband was furious. He was about to
start hitting, but I threw myself in front of him. ‘Go ahead!’ I screamed. ‘Do you regret it now? It’s too late! It’s
over! What do you mean by hitting him? All this has happened because we couldn’t make it work. If there’s a
problem, it’s between us—what good does hitting him do?”
“Some people just can’t get it straight. They want to blame it all on the lover when they should take responsibility for themselves. Is hitting someone going to settle your marital problems? If you hit him, do you think I’m
going to love you? The more you hit, the more I’ll hate you! Right after that I went to court and filed for a
divorce. It was granted almost immediately.
“I spent a lot of time thinking about what I was getting myself into. There I was, planning to marry another
handsome young man, an extremely capable, bright young man—another cadre’s son—and one four years younger as well. What if he decided to go chasing after women like the first? Wasn’t I asking for trouble? It’s true I’d
had a few boyfriends those two years, but it was just sex, meaningless sex that left me feeling empty inside. I
knew if I found someone to love, I’d drop the rest and be completely loyal.
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“I understand men; they’re never satisfied. I decided I’d have to make some changes in our relationship. My
first husband didn’t value our relationship because he got everything too easily; I was too ready to go along with
whatever he wanted. So the night of our wedding, I made an announcement in front of the guests. I said: ‘We are
two independent planets, both free to come and go. We must respect each other; if there comes a day when either
of us wants a divorce, the other must not refuse.’
“I’ve seen over time the wisdom behind what I said that night. First of all, it put us on equal ground. Secondly,
it instilled in him a certain fear. He knows I could get up and leave, and that’s made him take care about out
relationship. I divorced my first husband after all—there’s no reason why I can’t divorce my second!
“I decided then it was high time I got on with my career. I quit my job with the ensemble and stepped in as
assistant manager to the company. My years on the stage had taught me how to play different roles. I also understand something about the way men think. A few of my deals came off successfully, and the company made
money—that strengthened my position considerably. I now fly between Peking, Tianjin, Shanghai, Guangzhou
and Shenzhen; I’ve got contacts everywhere. I can even carry on conversations with foreigners in English.
“I don’t feel at all like I did before we got married. I know I’m intelligent, and capable, and I’ve got my own
money. I’m not afraid of divorce. He, on the other hand, sometimes looks like he’s afraid of losing me. I think
love between a woman and man is a unity of opposites.
“We have a good relationship. We love each other and are working toward a common goal. But I still think, if
it ever goes bad, we can go our separate ways. I’m always going to live by that idea because it’s made me strong
and helped me know my own worth. It makes other people respect me and my feelings.
“The more you fear losing something, the more you don’t want to be afraid. But when you break through your
fear, you become strong. It’s then, when you’re strong, you can create a positive relationship, and it’s then you’ll
probably never lose the person you love.”
4: A conventional love for her is not enough.
She wore a cream-colored sun dress with a georgette shawl thrown loosely over her smooth, round shoulders. I
noticed the clear pearly sheen on her fingernails when she offered me a cigarette. Her face glowed with lively
expression.\fn{A note reads: Forty-six years old, the daughter of a high-level government functionary. She graduated from the Chinese
department of a top university before the Cultural Revolution and is now vice-director of the editorial department in a publishing house .}
“I have no problem with my husband. He’s good-hearted and honest. He loves his work and is good at it.”
Her husband was a renowned physicist, a thin, middle-aged intellectual in glasses and blue Sun Yat-sen suit.
“But when it comes to sex, he’s terrible. He lives in a world of abstract thought and mathematical logic. He’s
too ordered and conventional—no flair or sense of romance. Sex with him is like eating cabbage all winter long—
there’s nothing new, nothing fresh. It’s like a college student working out a math problem on the board in front of
class—everything according to the textbook, finished in ten minutes or less. Besides that, he’s not well built.
“But look at me: I’m strong and have lots of energy. I need good sex. I smoke and drink; I jog and play
badminton. I want to live like a woman. I like slow, leisurely strolls and good conversation. With my work in
literature, I need someone who can appreciate and criticize art, someone I can go to art shows and concerts with.
“I don’t blame him. Women shouldn’t always be trying to change their husbands. And I understand how from a
sexual point of view, men think they have to be stronger—that’s what drives them in the competitive world of
work. Any hint of impotence, and they lose their self confidence. When that feeling of inferiority sets in, they may
really lose their sexual power.
“We are, after all, husband and wife. We understand each other. I’ve never made him feel bad about this—I’ve
always let him think I’m satisfied in bed. Through all these years, he’s moved up the ladder of success rather
quickly. No one can demand perfection, and I don’t intend to leave him for this.
“He loves me—even though he doesn’t know how to show it, he still loves me. I’ve given him a home, a son—
he can’t do without me. It’s funny how he tries to express his feelings. All he knows to do is pat my hand or
shoulder—like a shy virgin. I know his little pat says it all—that’s his way of expressing his love. But though I
can understand and accept it, for me it’s not enough. Women are rational beings, but we’ve got natural instincts
too.
“I used to wish for a strong, passionate man to share my bed. Then I met him. He’s a pianist, colorful and
flamboyant—a strong personality. He’s soft and gentle one minute, cruel and fierce the next. He’s eloquent,
expressive; he cries as easily as he laughs. He doesn’t get along with his wife and says he wants to marry me.
“He could make me happy like no one else. He excites me; there aren’t too many people who can do that. He
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loves me like only a man can love a woman, completely, passionately. He makes me feel like a woman. With him,
it’s me who lays my head against his shoulder; with my husband, it]’s the other way around.
“But I don’t want to give up my husband, and I certainly don’t want to get involved in my lover’s family. I’ve
found a way to make up for what my husband can’t give me, so what’s the use of divorce? Divorce would destroy
the life we’re used to—that’d be too hard on my husband. Our families and relatives would get involved—you
can imagine the mess it would become. We just don’t need it.
“So I told him: Get a divorce if you like, but I won’t leave my husband. I told him our relationship can never
be more than what it is now. After a while, he went along and hasn’t brought up the subject since.
“Of course, I have other reasons for maintaining the status quo. Part of our attraction comes from leading separate lives. There’s sexual tension when we get together. We’re always trying to understand each other and
accommodate ourselves—that’s what has made our relationship so full and passionate. Also, we can’t get together
very often, so when we do, it’s always exciting—an adventure. Without any pressure, a married couple can never
reach that level of excitement. Even if they do, they can’t keep it up for long. Sexual feelings over time are bound
to lose their fire. For a woman in an unsatisfying relationship, especially if she’s with a man like my husband, sex
is a distressing experience.
“I’ve questioned myself a thousand times: is what I’m doing right? I don’t know what the answer is. I’m a
person who needs to live, and this affair helps balance me and make me whole. Without the excitement and happiness of our meetings, the longing and anxiety of our times apart, without the pain and joy of our love, my life
wouldn’t be complete. It may be hard for a woman to express sexual frustration, but I’m sure I’d take it out on my
husband. I’d fight with him over little things, give him no peace, as if he owed me something. As it is now, I’m
getting what my husband can’t give me somewhere else. No-one’s getting hurt and no one owes anything. I don’t
blame him; what does he have to blame me for? Isn’t this better than divorce?
“Not everyone agrees. A good friend of mine thinks what I’m doing is wrong. She always asks: how can you
say you love your husband?
“But I don’t think that's a fair question. I know a lot of couples have a terrible sex life, not because of any
problem with sex, but because they don’t get along. Affairs are quite common now. Except for prostitutes who do
it for money, I think most women want a lover to compensate for what their husbands can’t give them. For me it’s
a good way, a way that’s saved my marriage. My intuition and experience tell me I’m doing what’s right for me.”
5: She fell in love with a married man.
She walked out of the classroom with a pile of books in her arms. Tall and dark-skinned, she looked slightly
out-of-date in her gray checked blouse and leather pumps. Her eyes shone big and bright.\fn{ A note reads: Thirty-eight
years old, from a worker’s family. She spent four years in the army in Inner Mongolia, entered the Peking Foreign Languages Institute in
1973 and is presently a middle school teacher.}

“I know what happiness is. I'm in love with a man who loves me. People have called me a home-breaker. My
boss put a lot of pressure on me; he said I was a bad example, a corrupter of morals. He even gave me a disciplinary warning. But I’ve never bent to them!
“What is it to be immoral? Is it moral to hold on to a husband you don’t love to get what you can from him?
Most people think the lights have to be off to make love, but we keep them on. We’re not afraid to see our-selves
—lovemaking is a beautiful thing. I believe that’s what’s most civilized and moral—the highest kind of love.
“Historically speaking, moral standards have always been changing. What’s not sanctioned by society today is
not necessarily immoral, and by the same token, what’s sanctioned isn’t automatically moral. Look at our own
history and the moral standards we’ve gone along with: there was a time when a man could have as many wives
as he wanted, or a wife and concubines; he could have his inner and outer bedrooms, his mansion and the brothels. Though few like to admit it, a good many of our past emperors were the sons of royal concubines!
“I don’t care about a marriage certificate—what we've got is far more precious. But I do want recognition. I
want to be recognized like any couple who loves one another.
“One time we were looking for a place to stay. It was already late, and we’d been turned away by several
hotels because we didn’t have a marriage license. Around eleven o’clock we found a private place outside of
town. For some reason, when he filled out the registration form, he wrote in a fake name for me. He was probably
thinking to protect me—but had no idea how I’d react. My love is real. I’m not afraid of risks. I only ask for my
love to be recognized—he of all people should face up to that. I turned around without a word and rode away on
my bike.
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“I once had an officially recognized, certified husband. I spent several perfectly “moral” years at his side
before I left him.
“We were introduced to each other after we both got—back to the city\fn{ A note reads: Refers to their return to the
city after some period of time in the countryside as “educated youth” during the Cultural Revolution .} and agreed to get married.
But sex with him was so forced, so unnatural. At the time I wasn’t aware that I didn’t love him. He’s a good
person, but I knew I had to divorce him because of that awful feeling. I felt violated every time he touched me.
“I don’t know exactly what it is to not love someone, but I do know that every day I had to touch him or just be
around him became more and more difficult. I couldn’t stand it when he touched me; I couldn’t stand his perfectly
legal demands of me. For a woman, I understood that, far worse than having no love, is putting your body in the
hands of another against your own heart.
“But I also knew that he’d done nothing wrong. I’d agreed to marry him after all. I just never expected it to
turn out like that. It was hard on him too—he had a wife but no love, no decent sex life. I can’t blame him; he had
no reason to put up with it any longer—divorce became our only ‘moral’ way out.
“I’m grateful to him. He understood and let me go. I went back to see him a couple times, apologetic and
thinking of what I’d given up, but pretty soon I saw how unnecessary that was. His new life was good—he got
married again to a pretty young woman, and before I knew it, had a little son.
“I’m not the kind of woman who likes to run around. In fact, I’m fairly traditional. When I was married, even
though I couldn’t stand it sometimes, I never thought about anyone else. Pitiful, wasn't I? Thirty-five years old,
married without love and yet afraid to look for it. It’s ironic how nobody called me immoral all those years, but
now that I’m truly in love, they call me immoral, unethical. This is a problem worth thinking about.
“Divorce gave me freedom and a desire to find real love. I knew what I was looking for, what I needed. My
thinking on sexual morals had developed way beyond what I knew before marriage. Married men weren’t outside
my range of possibilities. I knew what went on between a husband and wife—a loveless marriage wasn’t going to
keep me from loving another woman’s husband.
“When I met him, he and his wife had been living apart for more than three years. The tremendous energy I
felt deep inside told me it was a love to throw myself into, a love I could die for. I was convinced he shouldn’t go
on holding his marriage together.
“People tell me what I’m doing is terrible, breaking up a family and ruining their child’s life. It seems normal
to blame me like that. Quite honestly, I think those who get the most excited are the ones who are having problems at home. Probably a good number of them have spouses who want to leave them. Like a vine around a tree,
they’d rather strangle it to death than let go. That kind of person doesn’t love anybody but Number One.
“Of course, I’ve thought a lot about their child. I’m a teacher; I understand young people. When they heard I’d
been given a disciplinary warning, some of my girls came to see me. They asked if I loved him—I said yes. They
asked if he loved me—I said yes again. Then they said: ‘If that’s how it is, then you should keep on loving each
other.’
“I was moved by our conversation. I realized that the first to understand me were these kids of the younger
generation! They’re far more open-minded than their parents. They understand the world in a much deeper way.
They value themselves and place high expectations on independence of thought. We ought to ask ourselves, how
should we understand this new generation? What is their standard for happiness? Is it possible their parents’ style
of happiness isn’t right for them?
“Our case hasn’t been settled yet, but more and more people are coming to my side. Last year was a critical
time. He was laid up in the hospital, misdiagnosed as having stomach cancer, and his wife, with whom he’d been
separated for years, was busy settling his property and financial affairs. She even went down to the bank and
falsely claimed his savings account as her own. I stayed with him in the hospital for twenty-one days. My entire
bonus was deducted, and the principal called me in for a talk. But suddenly it seemed people began to under-stand
—they began to be nice to me again.
“You know, I didn’t cry once with all that pressure, but when I saw those apologetic smiles on the faces that
used to give me such hard, cold looks, I broke down. Maybe there is such a thing as progress; maybe public opinion is fair after all.”
6: A woman set on conquering men.
She insisted on seeing me, having heard I was compiling interviews for this article. I knew about her—how
she’d quit her job and started her own business and how people called her the “Saint Mother.” But I wasn’t pre-
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pared for what I saw when she stepped into my office.\fn{ A note reads: Thirty-four years old, from a poor urban family. She
went into the countryside after junior middle school, worked in a factory for five years and now runs a charity organization .}
“You don’t have to hide it. I know I startled you. I’m probably the ugliest woman you’ve ever seen. Nobody’s
ever liked me, so don’t worry, you can’t hurt my feelings.”
She was extremely calm, caustic almost; I could feel her deep-seated hostility.
“They hated me as a child. My father liked to whip me for no reason at all. My mother often just threw me out
of the house. My little brother and his friends would chase me around, calling me names and spitting on me.
Somehow I managed to grow up. I knew I had to fight. I had to be stubborn. They wanted me to fail, so I had to
succeed! They wanted me to die, so by God, I was going to live! I know how much they despised me, not only for
how 1 look, but for my pigheadedness—but it was them who made me that way!
“After high school I went into the countryside for three years during the Cultural Revolution. In those days, the
city and country were so different; a city person was something to stare at in the villages. When the farmers first
set eyes on the city girls, they could only think of one thing. They talked about us like horses for sale at an
auction.
“One time they were sitting around in the shade smoking, discussing their favorite topic. One girl, they said,
with creased eyelids and big almond eyes, was worth I .50 yuan a jin;\fn{A note reads: One jin equals half a kilogram.}
another with round eyes and snub nose could go for 0.80 yuan a jin. Then they said, even if someone gave them
1.50 yuan a jin for me, nobody would want anything that ugly! They knew I could hear every word they were just
trying to hurt me for their own entertainment.
“I got so upset I shook all over. I was used to insults like that, but I’d just turned seventeen and was beginning
to understand what went on between men and women. I had no idea I’d have to face that kind of treatment in the
countryside! I thought about dying; I thought about killing the people I hated most. In the end, I decided how I’d
get my revenge: I’d make them respect and admire me. I’d make the most handsome, arrogant men bow down at
my feet!
“I went back to the city and worked five years in a factory doing menial labor. My health began to deteriorate;
the worst part was the antagonism between me and the others, especially the good-looking men. To tell the truth, I
wanted one so much—all my life I’d lacked beauty—even then, that’s all I wanted. I yearned for the one who
would finally notice the single decent part of my body—my hands. I always kept my nails neat and clean in hopes
that one day a handsome young man would tenderly take my hands in his own. I’d have given all my love for that;
I’d have given my life. What young woman wouldn’t bloom when offered a little tender affection? All I wanted
was a measly touch on the hand. Every time I thought about it, I’d get so worked up, I’d start shaking. But
nothing, not even a look from a man, let alone a handsome one.
“In 1981, when the economic reforms got going, I decided my time had come. I’d finally get the revenge I’d
been waiting for! I couldn’t go on like that, not really living, feeling suffocated by it all. I had to do something
unexpected, create a stir, surprise everyone. I had to do something to get their respect. I wanted to see their
flattering smiles, see those men humble themselves before me.
“I quit my job and began work setting up the first non-governmental charity organization. I didn’t have any
money, so I had to go to factories and mines to collect donations. It was then I discovered how good deeds made
people forget my face. Describing the miserable fate of those cast aside by society, I’d watch them look long and
hard into my eyes. I could see how they were moved by my words. I was completely worn out after six months,
but I’d moved from my tiny room to a two-room office with a couple desks and chairs. My plan was becoming
reality.
“The most important thing was that people began to notice me, talk about me, admire me. Newspaper reporters
came to take their pictures; TV reporters came to film. It wasn’t long before organizations abroad came to contribute money and equipment. I built a dormitory for my new staff. I had a base, prestige, money; people began to
show some respect.
“With all that, I wanted a man more than ever! I’m a woman. I knew how much I needed a man, especially
when I had everything else. And he had to be someone with looks: beauty was all I lacked.
“A crew from the regional TV station came to interview me about my work. The MC was a handsome young
man, charming and very funny, the idol of many young women. I was thrilled to have him there. I poured out my
heart into the microphone. I talked about kindness, morality and benevolence; I talked about compassion and love.
I pulled out all the feelings I’d hidden at the bottom of my heart for thirty years. I cried, talking about the unfortunates of this world, and in that moment of passion, fainted dead away. He was standing in front of me holding
the microphone, and when he saw what was happening, quickly reached out to grab me.
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“He brought me home. When I came to, I was lying on the bed with his arm around me; he was wiping the
sweat off my forehead with his handkerchief. That was my first time to be so close to a man—a man so beautiful
I’d never dared imagine. I was close enough to hear his breathing, breathe in the air he exhaled, feel his heartbeat,
feel his warmth.
“He could obviously feel my excitement, and growing excited himself, he said over and over again: ‘You are
so good, so holy and pure, like the Saint Mother herself—you are so beautiful.’
“He stayed with me that night.
“He may have been unmarried, but I quickly found out how much he knew about women. When he loosened
my bra, I realized what an old hand he was. He must have fooled around with hundreds of women! Suddenly I felt
a great desire for revenge; I hate people like that who can rely on their face to get anything—they take it all so
easily. Haven’t they had to learn anything from life? Haven’t they ever had hard times? Well fine, I thought, I’ll
give him a taste of what it’s like—I’ll make up for what he’s been missing.
“My desire for revenge subsumed any sexual feeling I had for that beautiful young man. I pulled the quilt
around me, and. though he tried to win me over, I wouldn’t give in.
“After a while he fell asleep. I turned on the light and stared into his face. There he was, that untouchable TV
personality—the first man to ever call me beautiful. Catching such a man wasn’t so difficult after all; revenge had
come easy. I realized then how much I despised men. I knew the joy of victory—I’d proven my power over men.
I’d gotten my revenge. I’d won!
“He kept after me for more than a year. The more I held out, the harder he tried, until finally he got to be a
nuisance. ‘The circus is over,’ I told him. ‘I’ve seen enough.’
“Not too long after that a striking reporter from a large newspaper came to interview me. I strung him along for
a while, then got rid of him like the first.
“I’m not a virgin by any means. I’ve been going out with someone for a while, even back when I was playing
around with those handsome men. He’s just a plain-looking guy who walks with a limp. We’re a good match; he’ll
never say I’m beautiful, and he’ll never say I’m not.
“I plan to keep up my work. I may not always be kind, but I still advocate benevolence. I’ve had enough of
revenge, but I’ll never get married—though I do want a man in my life.
7: Love and sex are two different things.
Dalian, Fujiazhuang Beach; thirty thousand sunbathers, one woman in a bikini. The blazing summer sun
enhanced her sensual good looks. A dark muscular young man joined her where she lay; it was obvious I had
interrupted them, but that didn’t seem to bother her.\fn{ A note reads: Thirty-eight years old, the daughter of a revolutionary
soldier. She spent two years in the mountains during the Cultural Revolution, five years working in a yarn factory and is presently a film
director.}

“I can’t figure out what I’m supposed to be,” she said in a soft, floating voice. “Every time I have to fill out a
form, there’s always the question: ‘married or unmarried.’ How am I supposed to answer that one? I have been
married, but I’m not now. Is that married or unmarried? There’s no place for me on the form. It’s obvious there’s a
reluctance to admit the huge numbers of people in China who are divorced.
“I looked up guafu (widow) in all the dictionaries and found the same definition in each: a woman whose
husband has died. That can’t be me—my ex is as healthy as ever. So what am I? A man can be called guanfu
(wife-less man) whether he’s lost his wife through death or divorce, but all I get is guafu. I’ve even been elected
chair of the widow’s association affiliated with our studio.”
Her head tilted back to the sun, she went on in a loud voice as if no one else were around. Heads turned from
all directions to listen.
“I had a fight with the head of our film studio a couple years ago. What was their excuse for not giving me an
apartment? My films were big hits; I was earning a lot of money for them! Divorced eight years, and I was still
living cramped in a nine-square-meter room with my mother and daughter. When it rained, the roof and a hole in
the wall leaked. Everything we owned—the furniture from Romania, the refrigerator, color TV, stereo, piano,
carpet—everything was piled up around us. We had no room to move. I wasn’t going to stand for it any longer!
Why shouldn’t they give me a place when everybody who sits around in the office, drinking tea and cracking
sunflower seeds, had all been allocated their own apartments?
“I finally took the matter into my own hands and picked the lock on an empty apartment. I knew it was ridiculous to wait for those old bureaucrats to acknowledge that a troublesome, uppity widow has any rights. I know
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what I’m worth—our two-room apartment still isn’t enough.
“The head of the studio called me into his office, but before he had the chance to begin, I laid it all out on the
table. He wasn’t interested. ‘Keep it short, all right?’ he said. ‘It’s too much for you, is it? My family has been
living in a nine-square-meter room for eight years, and you can’t take a couple minutes to listen?!’ I walked out
and slammed the door!
“My mother’s the anxious type; she lives in fear of having her life support cut off. She told me to write a report
and make it up with my boss. I said to her: ‘Go ahead and leave. You can kneel down all you want, but I’m going
to keep standing.’”
I asked about her personal life.
“Personal life? Of course I have no secrets! I don’t care if you use my real name; I’m long past that. I can tell
you all you want to know about my thinking on love and sex.
“I believe in staying single. Don’t get me wrong—single doesn’t mean I go without sex. I’m a woman, and
women need men. I just do it differently, that’s all. Life without sex would be like slow suicide.
“I’m the assertive one when it comes to men. I take the initiative and usually get what I want.
“I haven’t always been like this. In fact, I used to be very conservative. My first love was the most popular boy
in high school. I was so naïve back then; I loved him with all my heart. When he wanted to have sex, I agreed,
because I thought we’d be together forever. But two years later that playboy took off with another girl. I was left
completely heartbroken and didn’t really recover until someone introduced me to a technician in the factory where
I was working.
“My ideas back then were extremely traditional; I thought losing my virginity was such a big deal, so before
we got married, I told my fiance everything. When he said he could forgive me, I threw myself crying into his
arms and vowed to serve him the rest of my life. I thought then losing my virginity meant losing myself, that I’d
become the lowest, most despicable person possible.
“We got married, and I began to work like crazy. I did everything for him. I did everything to satisfy him
sexually, whether or not I was in the mood, even if it was a bad time of the month. I had four abortions in three
years! But whenever it occurred to him I wasn’t a virgin when we got married, even if we were making love, he’d
swear at me and slap me around—I was always covered with bruises. It got worse when he started graduate
school, as if he’d gone up in the world, and my debt to him had compounded.
“I finally had a baby—a girl. It almost killed me. Did he come to the hospital once to see me? Of course not! It
was the lowest time of my life But I knew I had to keep on, if only for the child’s sake. My thinking then was:
‘Marry a chicken, follow the chicken; marry a dog, follow the dog.’
“Not too long after that, some film studios began to recruit new talent, and I was hired as an actress. Life began
to look up; my world was growing. I wasn’t going to take any more abuse at home, so for half a year I didn’t go
back, sleeping nights on a wooden bench in the office. I was starting to build a new character: my ideas were
changing. I began to understand then that women and men are equal.
“After the divorce I was like a race horse set free; I moved quickly from actress to director. It’s strange, you
know—when my career took off like that, I also changed. People began to call me a ‘strong woman.’ They said I
was fast and efficient, that I moved with force. My complexion improved; men began to look at me. My ideal then
was to find a good husband and settle down peacefully for the rest of my life.
“I found another man to love, a recent college graduate five years my junior. We were together for half a year,
but when I brought up marriage, he hemmed and hawed. I was no longer the old me. I had confidence and a
strong sense of myself. He couldn’t make up his mind, so I threw him out!
“I thought over each relationship. The more I gave, the more serious I was, the more I get hurt. So I tried to
forget about it all and threw myself into work. I began to make a name for myself in film and TV. An American
film producer asked me to co-direct a movie. I made several trips abroad. I was too busy to think about any-thing
— and essentially shelved the relationship problem.
“That particular period determined how I’d live the rest of my life. It was a time of re-evaluation and repudiation. Having worked through my sadness, I was ready to look objectively at the psychology of interaction between
the sexes. One day it came to me—why make marriage the goal of my entire life?! You give so much, and all you
get in return are shackles to tie you down. Are you crazy? Your world is so big, how can you fit a man in?
“But I wasn't about to give up sex. Sexual restraint inhibits creativity. Stay single but enjoy a healthy sex life—
that’s the best plan I’ve come up with for the second half of my life.
“A lot of women say they can’t feel sexual desire without love. But as far as I’m concerned, sex and love are
two different things. If you can’t find a man worth loving, are you going to give up the chance to enjoy sex?
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“Some men are pretty pitiful as well. One time I met an attractive editor in a publishing house. He couldn’t
take his eyes off me. I knew what he was thinking, so the next day I arranged for us to meet and sent a taxi to pick
him up. But he didn’t have it in him; he couldn’t deal with it. What good is that? You want to play around, but you
don’t have the guts! And you call yourself a man?!
“My mother always goes on: ‘How can you keep this up? Find a good man and settle down!’ I don’t listen to
her. She was widowed as a young woman, her life sacrificed to feudal morals. My daughter’s just the opposite:
she's afraid I’ll get married and leave her. She once crawled into my bed crying because she dreamed I’d left with
some man. Pressure from one, fear from another—I know it’s hard on them too, but I’ve got my own ideas, and I
can’t listen to anyone but myself.
“There’s nothing good about marriage. All the men interested in me have a wife at home. A man doesn’t love
his wife; he loves his mistress. Besides that, men are too selfish. I’ll never forget what one said to me, leaning
against the head board with a cigarette in his hand. ‘My wife was a virgin when we got married—a true blue
virgin.’ He seemed so proud, I had to ask: ‘And were you?’ ‘No,’ he answered. I asked if it was all right if his wife
slept with other men. ‘Absolutely not!’ he cried. So I asked him: ‘What would you do if I were your wife?’ ‘Beat
you! Beat you till you knew your place!’ he said viciously.
“Just look at that. Men are so selfish it makes me sick! I’ll never get married again.”.
8: Without love, she had to turn him down.
She didn't look like a woman over forty. In a striped dress and necklace of precious stones, she carried herself
with grace and composure.\fn{ A note reads: Forty-three years old, from a poor but educated background, a teacher of Chinese at
her alma mater.}
“Something happened two years ago to make me start thinking about this. My husband had been dead five
years. He was killed in a bus that fell off the side of a mountain. It was a terrible accident.
“We had a good relationship. I often think about him—little things bring back memories, bring back the old
feeling.
“I have nothing against remarrying. Even before, I believed that every woman has the right to do what she
wants. In some villages, even to this day, widows aren’t allowed to remarry, but here in Peking, those oldfashioned morals mean nothing.
“Also, if a woman remarries, it doesn’t mean she’s negated her first marriage. Some people think if a woman
takes a second man she’s committed blasphemy—that her body belongs to someone else and is his for eternity.
We can excuse that kind of thinking among uneducated people, but how can scholars and Marxists get away with
it? Everybody has the right and the need to seek a normal life—who doesn’t hope to grow old with one’s spouse?
But accidents happen. After you get through the pain, you think: will I live off the old memories or plunge back
into life?
“I’ve never forgotten my husband, but I know he’s in my past now. I will get married again—I just have to find
the right man. My only condition is that I can love him. I wasn’t always so clear about this, but something
happened two years ago.
“I’d just started to pull myself together after my husband’s death when he came into my life. Actually, we’d
known each other several years. He’d helped with the funeral arrangements when my husband died and was very
good to me. He and his wife had been on bad terms; she’d gone abroad a couple years before, leaving him with
only his writing to keep him going.
“One time we were out walking when it began to pour. We ran to his house, but by the time we got inside, we
were soaked through. My dress was clinging to me, water dripping all over. He was staring at me like an idiot.
Embarrassed by his look, I turned around to the books on his shelf, but before I knew it, he had his arm around
my waist. I was so flustered I couldn’t speak properly. ‘Stop it,’ I said. ‘Our relationship before was fine. I’ve
always respected you, but I don’t want this.”
“He let me go. He said he respected me and would never force me to do anything against my will. He then
walked to the other side of the room—a dignified, solemn gentleman. We sat down on opposite sides of the room.
I wanted to understand him better, so I asked how he’d been getting on since his wife left. ‘You want to know?’ he
said. ‘I’ve been repressed! Every day I write five to six thousand characters, enough to make me feel like I’ve
done something. In the evening, I start to get restless. I’ve never been able to write at night—it’s then I feel really
lonely. I walk to places where I can be around people. Last night I went down to Tiananmen to watch the old men
fly kites—but I can’t watch kites every night! I don’t know what I was doing just now. Seeing you there like that
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did something to me. But you’re proud—I know you. I can’t force you to do anything … just forget it.’
“He sank back into his leather chair, exhausted, his eyes dark. I’d never seen him so weak and helpless. My
heart warmed to him. We were so much alike! Both of us just needed a little companionship.
“We women rely on our intuition when it comes to men; we can get a general feeling with one glance. Men are
probably the same—they probably have some intuitive sense too. He seemed to know what I was thinking and
rushed over, kissing me gently on the hair. Perhaps, I thought, there was some way it could work.
“But we couldn’t do it. I just didn’t have that feeling for him. I respected and understood him, but there was no
love and no sexual need. Without that, for me it was impossible. That got me thinking: he likes me, and I don’t
dislike him. Why can’t we become lovers? Why can’t we make love? Why can’t we break through that wall?
“It’s not a question of morals. My husband’s been dead for some time now; I am free. Though he and his wife
aren’t officially divorced, they may as well be. We can both do what we want—we have our own apartments; we
have birth control; we’ve both had experience. In other words, practically speaking, we’re completely prepared.
We also know what we could be for each other—we could fill that empty space.
“But it never works … it doesn’t feel right. Even if he did get a divorce, I wouldn’t marry him. A married couple has to enjoy being together; the basis for that is love. Since that happened I’ve known what I must do to find a
man I can really love. I can’t have sex without love.”
9: She wants a child but doesn't want to get married.
Her beautiful face was set rigidly along the brow. She gestured as she spoke, her hands moving in hard, fast
lines.\fn{There is no biographical note to this story.}
“I’ve never been excited about getting married. I think I’d probably go frigid. I’m just not interested in men.
Men these days are quite inferior. They work their way up to department head or section chief, but when you get
right down to it, they don’t know what they’re doing. They don’t have any experience. None of the boyfriends
I’ve had were very interesting.
“But I do want a child. I don’t think it’s anybody else’s business but my own who the father is. I went at lunchtime to have a talk about this with the Party secretary.\fn{ A note reads: In an effort to curb population growth, the government
adopted a family planning program in the late 1970s epitomized in the “one couple, one child” policy of 1980. Tactics to enforce the policy
include persuasion, peer pressure and propaganda—speeches, banners, broadcasts, stories in the press and posters. Family planning
representatives in the neighborhood committees counsel, pressure and provide contraceptives. In the city, couples must “apply for a child”
through the woman’s work unit or neighborhood committee, which is allotted a portion of the births planned for one year in that locality.
The woman went to speak to the Communist Party secretary in her office to make such an application .}

“‘I plan to have a child,’ I announced to him. He looked happy to hear the news. ‘Well then,’ he smiled, ‘when
are you getting married?’ I’d been thinking over the problem for some time—when he said that, I broke out
angrily: ‘What makes you think I should get married to have a child?!’
“Food from his chopsticks splattered all over his lap. He probably couldn’t believe someone like me, the
backbone of the office\fn{A note reads: This term refers to the hard-worker in the office, the one everyone turns to in a pinch to get
something done.} and a grassroots cadre,\fn{ A note reads: There are two broad occupational categories in the state sector: workers
and cadres. Workers (“blue-collar”) are line personnel in industrial and commercial enterprises. Cadres (“white-collar”) are executives,
managers and officials, as well as staff members of government enterprises, offices and organizations. A “grassroots cadre,” at the lowest
managerial level, works directly with the workers .} would think about a child without getting married. He stared at me for

the longest time, then asked, ‘Why are you bringing this up? Is it morally right?’
“I got even more excited: ‘Why bring it up? Because it’s my right! I’m a woman, and it’s in my nature to have
children. Restricting my right as a woman to give birth is inhumane! Nature has given me not only the ability to
procreate but also the inclination to do so. Giving birth is my right!’
“The secretary finally managed to get down a bite of food. He said: ‘What you're suggesting is a question of
policy. How can you have a child if you don’t get married first?’
“I told him: ‘According to the law, all citizens enjoy the same civil rights. I’m no different from any other
woman in my right to give birth. The marriage law also stipulates that the children of both married and unmarried
mothers have the same rights of succession and inheritance. In other words, the law acknowledges children born
out of wedlock and grants them equal rights. My application to give birth is no joke. I like children and will be a
very responsible mother. I want my own child.’
“The secretary thought for a while before giving me the usual answer: ‘We’ll have to bring this up before the
Party committee to discuss it more thoroughly.’ I said, ‘Fine, and while you’re at it, why don’t you thoroughly
discuss my housing situation. I’m thirty-four and have never once had my own place. I share a ten-square-meter
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room with my nieces. We all want to study at night, but I’m not about to take the only desk. They’re young and
have their whole lives ahead of them. So what do I do? I use the storage room at the office.’
“They call me the ‘backbone of the office,’ and it’s true I don’t do much else but work. I don’t smoke. I don’t
drink. I don’t buy cosmetics. I only buy a few books once in a while. But I haven’t even got a place to put them!
They’re all stacked under the desk and bed. I have to pull out the flashlight to find what I want; I always come up
with my hair covered in dust and cobwebs But when I go to apply for housing, everyone looks at me like I’m
crazy! At work, our leader says things like: ‘You don’t have any responsibilities at home—go take over for soand-so.’ When it's time to donate blood, he says: ‘So-and-so’s husband isn’t in good health; she shouldn’t have to
give.’
“I don’t get it. Why not judge us based on what we’ve done for society rather than on our marital status? I
don’t want to get married, but I do want my own child. My purpose in life is to work for society, and I’ve never
shirked my responsibilities in that regard. Why can’t I be accorded my proper rights?”
10: A woman preoccupied with proving her virginity.
The lines on her face pronounced a coldness; thick polaroid glasses blocked the expression in her eyes. She
pursed her lips and peered at me from behind those lenses for so long I began to worry she was going to refuse my
interview. She then opened her mouth and began to talk.\fn{ A note reads: Thirty-seven years old, is presently working as a
company section chief.}
“I loathe that question.” She wrinkled her brow. “You’re right. I am an old maid, but I loathe those words! I
hate them all—spinster, virgin, all of them!
“Ever since I can remember, at least since I’ve been aware of my own sex, I’ve been worried about preserving
my virginity. No one’s told me why, or for whom, but I know I must save myself for one man. I don’t know
whether he’s alive or where he is; I only know I must save myself for him!
“I spent several years during the Cultural Revolution in the mountains of Shaanxi.\fn{ A note reads: Shaanxi
Province, located in northern central China, borders on Inner Mongolia .} The mountain folk are bold, uninhibited, rough and
very poor. I was only seventeen. Those people taught me a lot; they taught me what it means to be a woman.
“I’ll never forget that young bride holding high a blood-stained cloth the morning after her wedding. She was
showing everybody outside guarding the door—her new parents and grandparents and all the neighbors—that she
had been a chaste virgin. The in-laws sighed and grinned proudly. But when I saw that blood, my heart turned
cold.
“When I was in junior high, I rode a bike all the time, even when I had my period. I wasn’t very tall but still
managed a big men’s bike. We used strips of rough straw-board for sanitary napkins back then. Once, riding the
bike, I rubbed my crotch raw, and it got infected. My mother took me to the hospital and talked for a long time to
the doctor. I remember only one thing from their conversation: The doctor said, ‘Her hymen was thin and has
already been broken.’ My mother stood stock still in disbelief, then fell back in her chair.
“Something began to bother me. I could sense this hymen thing was a big deal. Later on I heard people say
things like ‘virgin’s treasure,’ and I began to worry I was missing something without one. What I saw that day in
the mountain village made me realize: I could never show off my blood on a white cloth—regardless of the fact
that I was virgin.
“It’s not that I’ve never known love. I’ve had plenty of men interested in me; I’ve even loved a few. But I
wouldn’t have sex with them. It was hard to know what to do They’re grown men—their desire is normal. I used
to think: I’m not a kid anymore. I’ve got that desire too. But I wouldn’t do it. I was afraid they’d think I’m not a
virgin and wonder about my unclean past.”
She lowered her voice, betraying a trace of regret.
“How could I prove my virginity? I’m a virgin without a ‘virgin’s treasure.’ I’ve seen a lot of marriages break
up because the woman wasn’t a virgin when she got married. What could I do?
“I learned to put my feelings aside. I wasn’t about to admit I haven’t got that thing men value so much. I used
to really want a man, but I knew I had to protect myself. They finally gave up trying—all of them.
“I’m not going to get into any more relationships. It’s not because I’m afraid of men. I just feel like I’ve
already lost so much, I couldn’t stand to lose any more. I can’t stand anything that has to do with men, sex or relationships. If they start kissing on TV, I turn it off. I’ve walked out of theaters in the middle of love scenes. When
my colleagues begin to discuss the men in their lives, they see how upset I get and stop talking They say I’m too
serious. I don’t want to be like this, but I can’t help it. I don’t know how to change.
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“Physically, I’ve got the desire, but psychologically, I’m afraid. The only way I could manage was to learn
how to … to masturbate.”
Her voice trembling, she spat out this painful confession.
“I can’t find any way out. I’ve asked myself over and over again: why have you given up the right to love? All
you’re missing is that ‘virgin’s treasure.’ Do men have to prove their chastity to women? What makes them think
they can demand this?
“Sometimes I think: I should liberate myself. To hell with this ‘virgin’s treasure.’ But then I think about that
wedding night when my bed will remain spotlessly clean.
“So I’ve decided against relationships. I’m not going to get married. I’m a virgin, and I’ll stay a damned virgin
for the rest of my life! As long as I never let a man touch me, I can prove it’s true.”
77.21 Better Go Home\fn{by Hsin Lüh aka Ting Chiao (1951- )} Chekiang Province, China (F) 2
Today is the beginning of another weekend. After office I came back to the dormitory and without taking my
shoes off, I threw myself onto the bed. All tired out! As if the “office” was really that demanding. Little Chuang
had gone home, leaving a note on the table:
“Wang, I am going home to show my filial piety to my parents. See you Monday. Home is the most lovable
place! Chuang.”
None of my business! If she wants to go home, go ahead; what a beautiful excuse, showing filial piety to her
parents. It’s probably her parents who have to treat her like an honorable guest! I’m not much interested—this
going home. And where is Little Liu? Most likely she has also gone home. The “home” she has gone to is really a
home. After all she and Chen have definitely decided to get married next month. A few more visits will better the
relationship between her and her mother-in-law.
Generation gap? There's nothing to it! Go ahead! All of them have gone; let me stay alone in the “white
cottage” to do some day-dreaming.! Liu asked me once, “Hi, why don’t you like going home? Is it because there
is no warmth at home?” No warmth? Heaven knows! What is the temperature there? When I am home, Dad
wouldn’t say more than two sentences to me before he goes into the yard to practice his boxing, rubbing fists to
get set for action with younger brother, or the two of them would be busy clanking hammers and nails. Such
noise! Apparently, they are both born laborers. And Mom is even worse with her never-ending nagging, as if I
were still a baby, always repeating:
“Being all alone away from home, don't be too thrifty. Look at yourself, so skinny, and your complexion is not
good. Eat more meat.”
I am just not a “meat-eater.” I don’t like it and I’ll never eat it.
“Don’t go out sauntering by yourself at night. It’s not catching a cold that I’m worrying about; it’s just in case
you meet some bad men …”
As if everybody must be bad. I can’t be that unlucky.
“Don’t keep changing boy friends and falling in love all the time. Rather not have any than just anybody bad.
Take your cousin for example, she just I took one wrong step and …”
Ha! Ridiculous! My eyes are so clear, why should I be afraid of them? I know men very well. Big sister is even
more intolerable. She thinks that since she is engaged, she can put on airs saying such things as, “Look, you are
such a big girl, and still don’t walk like a girl. Who could possibly like you?” Huh! Strange to say, there are many
boys who have tried to court me but none of them can make it! Who said nobody loves me! Little Ho had been
madly infatuated with me. Ai! Don’t mention him. He is going to get engaged. He is really blind, not seeing what
is good in me.
Well, big brother is a little bit better. (He is actually on the edge of a passing grade.) He will teach me how to
dance the so-called “modern dancing,” play the guitar, and boast of his new romance. He isn’t as “square” as
those others. But whenever he is free, one of his traits, is to “enlist” his “brothers in need” and head directly
towards Shih Pa Chien Mountain, Wu Tse Mountain … Ha! Go climbing! I would never go and conquer those
damn places even if they beat me out of my wits.
So, what’s so wonderful about going home! The alarm clock on the table is ringing. See, it’s two o’clock sharp.
This small clock was a gift from father three years ago. On the back of it, there is an inscription in gold:
There is no end to learning.
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Three years ago, Dad gave it to me when I was leaving to attend school in Taipei, and ever since it has never
once been off time. It is yellow and has green hands.
Thinking of my old father, I remember when I was a little girl, he used to carry me around to show me off to
his colleagues and neighbors, “This is my youngest daughter, my little princess.” And when people exclaimed,
“Oh! So cute!” Dad would kiss me elatedly on my apple-red cheek. In fact, at times Dad is quite kind and lovable.
So absolutely bored! Let me look through these photo albums. It is as if they are the sketch books of the past
years, containing many pictures of all the various phases of my life. Ha! Younger brother stark naked with his
mouth wide open, clutching a big crab in his hand, surrounded by big brother, big sister and me making fun of
him. Look at the words written under it, “This is a moment of eternity—a trip to reclaimed land, 1965.” Yes! Big
brother had bought a new fishing pole, and had coaxed us into going to the reclaimed land for a whole day to get
sunburned. Where on earth were the fish? We didn’t see any sign of a single loach! As for the sea, my highbridged nose began to peel terribly when we got back. Big sister bought a bottle of olive oil to apply to my poor
nose; it hurt so much that I couldn’t help but shrieking and crying. They all scolded me for not having any guts.
It’s interesting that big sister often acted as dignified as a little woman, very considerate, although sometimes too
sharp in her criticisms. Maybe what she said was for my own good. I won’t think of her anymore. She’ll be flying
away from home sooner or later.
Turning to another page, there’s a big birthday cake. This was taken on my eighteenth birthday. And the whole
scene is still in my memory. The beautiful cake was given to me by all of them and after I had blown out the
candles and cut the cake, naughty younger brother gave me a birthday gift. It was wrapped in several layers of
newspaper and I had to open it laboriously layer by layer, under their curious supervision. At last, a bright red
birthday card appeared, “Dear Second Sister, the presents I intend to give you are as follows …” Then he had
drawn a rooster, two sugar canes, (he knew very well that I hated the knotted sugar canes) three packages of Old
Man brand of chicken noodles and a big piano. Nobody could control their laughter. At that moment, I didn’t
know whether to be happy or angry. When I was eighteen, younger brother was only up to my shoulder. But now,
when he stands up, it’s like a mountain sitting in front of you. He is one head taller than I and as strong as an ox.
Whenever he gives me a playful pat, I cry out with pain. If he really wanted to show me his strength, I wonder
where my bones would be! Having a brother like this is not bad. It gives me a better sense of security.
On the last page is a colored photo of the whole family. Six different smiling faces. The only thing in common
is the absolute happiness shining through their smiles. At this moment I realize something I had never before seen,
they are all so beautiful, so real and so loving. And right at this moment, I can’t appreciate any Hollywood movie
stars for I deeply believe my family is the most beautiful one in the world. I suddenly realize the truth of the
saying: when you are living in the midst of good fortune, you don’t realize how fortunate you are. It’s four o’clock
now and there is a four-thirty express train to the “City of Wind.”\fn{A note reads: This is the name given to Hsinchu, which is one and a half hour by train to the horthwest of Taipei, because it is very windy there all the time.} I
think, I’d better …
78.62 The Good Luck Bun\fn{by Liu Qingbang (1951- )} “rural Henan [Province], near Xsinyang,” China (M) 8
February 1960. Normally the weather should have turned warmer by now, but South Willow Village was still
gripped in ice. A scrawny crow among the bare branches of a tallow tree, stirred by the chill early morning wind,
opened its beak to caw, as if in protest at the cold. Sparrows with nowhere to search for food were perched on the
rooftops in twos and threes with their heads pulled down into their bodies, and now and then emitted a “ chirp,
chirp.”
Because yesterday’s snow had not yet melted, there would be no work in the fields today. This made people
reluctant to stir about; they preferred instead to remain behind tightly shut doors, bearing the cold by staying
bundled in their warm nests of quilts. The older people already had considerable experience with hunger. They
always said, “The stomach is like a grindstone; but when you sleep it stays still and you don’t feel the hunger.” So
they all stayed inside, and they kept the children in too. The dull, smudgy winter sun had slowly climbed as high
as the rooftops, but still the village remained locked in stillness.
Suddenly the commissary bell broke the silence. Representatives from each household scrambled out, each
hoping for a front position in line, running pell-mell in dread of being last. Breathlessly they rushed in. Then,
later, they filed outside, now walking slowly, with their steps crunch, crunching in the snow.
A girl of perhaps thirteen or fourteen emerged, her hair in two rather fuzzy braids. She was somewhat sallow in
complexion, and her eyes seemed unusually large. Both hands had disappeared into the opposite sleeves in search
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of warmth, and a small basket woven from willow twigs hung in front from her sleeved wrists. Rolling from side
to side in her small basket were three tiny steamed buns, hard as clay. As she trudged home, people heard her
singing to herself the little chant she had picked up only the day before:
What do we eat? Why the commissary bun!
It fits in a matchbox when it’s done.
Grownups two; kids just one.
Tiny tots? Well, they get none!

As she looked down into her basket, she thought to herself,
“Well, that’s sure no lie. They’re tiny all right!” Just then, a tall, thin woman overtook her from behind, eyes
fixed on the girl’s basket.
“Just a minute there, Maizy! Let me see what you’ve got there,” she demanded, reaching in to take out one of
the buns.
“Aha!” she announced triumphantly, holding the bun close to her nose for a sniff and then placing it in her own
basket for comparison. As if she’d made some great discovery, she shouted to those behind her:
“Look here! I thought there was something fishy when they were handing out the buns. Those commissary
people eat better than the rest of us, and even their family members do, too. No wonder people say
Rations slashed to an ounce a day.
But never a cut in the bosses’ pay.
Cut rations again, down to a dram,
But cooks in the kitchen gobble what they can.

Any family that’s got someone working in the commissary kitchen is going to survive all right. The only thing
people like us can do is wait around for starvation to get us.”
Perhaps because she drew such a bleak picture, she had to keep wiping away tears with her sleeve.
People filing out of the commissary came up behind them, drawn by the commotion. A crowd soon gathered
around and grew larger all the time. Since no one knew quite what the trouble was, one person asked, “Gao
Lanying, what’s got into you so early in the morning?”
Bolstered by the crowd’s interest, she shot back, “What’s got into me? Have you no eyes in your head? Look at
this bun. It’s as yellow as can be. Tell me, does it look like the ones we all got?”
The bun was passed around for others to see, to sniff; and to compare with the others. One even pinched off a
bit and put it in his mouth to taste it.
“It is different. The ones I got are black as a skillet, but this one’s got some yellow in it, all right.”
“Mine are made from mildewed sweet potatoes, bitter as all get out. But not this one. In fact it tastes as though
it’s got a bit of soybean flour in it.”
The bun was passed from hand to hand, each person adding his own opinion to the general discussion.
“Give it back,” Maizy asked anxiously. “Give me back my bun. My brothers are hungry and they’re waiting
for me to bring it back to them.”
Gao Lanying, suddenly afraid the girl might run off with the evidence, hastily snatched the bun from someone’s fingers and declared, “In bad times it’s always share and share alike, I say. This dumpling business has to go
to the brigade leader if there’s going to be any justice done.”
“Let it go, Lanying,” someone cautioned. “Give it back to her. Live and let live, Lanying. You don’t have to be
as strict as all that.”
“Not on your life am I going to let it go! I’m going to do something about this. It’s just not right for the commissary people to stuff themselves while the rest of us starve to death.”
So saying, she pushed her way through the crowd, heading for the brigade leader’s office.
Maizy stood there helpless, wiping the tears back from her eyes, and then slowly made her way home.
*
Just after New Year, Maizy’s father had gone off to dredge a river eight or ten miles away. Her mother had
been assigned to work in the brigade’s kitchen, leaving Maizy home alone with her two little brothers. The oldest,
Wheatly, was ten, and the youngest, nicknamed Beansprout, was eight. When Maizy had gone out to get the
family’s rations, both her brothers were still snuggled deep in their quilts. Now, just as she was returning to their
quarters, she heard them saying:
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“I can eat a hundred of those buns.”
“I can eat a thousand!”
Hearing her steps approaching, both boys quickly squirmed out of their quilts and stuck their heads out to peek
inside the basket when she entered the room.
“Hey! Only two buns?” Beansprout asked.
“I ate mine already,” Maizy replied
“So fast? I bet you picked the biggest one, didn’t you?”
Maizy was silent. Her throat tightened and she was afraid she might cry.
“Ugh, still bitter.” Beansprout winced.
“Try not to taste it, Beansprout,” his brother counseled. “Just press it with your tongue and swallow it straight
down. Here, watch how I do it.” He then stuck out his neck and swallowed a piece to demonstrate his technique.
Watching her two brothers eat made Maizy’s stomach growl, and she began to think of what had happened to
her own bun. It was her mother who had been handing out the buns, all right; but when she had given Maizy hers,
Maizy saw quite clearly that her mother had simply taken three buns out of the basket in order, without any
picking or choosing, At the time, Maizy had not noticed that one of the buns was a different color, but Gao
Lanying was very sharp-eyed and had spotted it at once. Then look what had happened! Maizy still couldn’t quite
figure it out. Had her mother really made two different kinds of buns and taken the opportunity to slip a special
one into her basket? Maizy sat on a footstool by the bed, chin resting on her fists, lost in thought. Little did she
suspect that the bun with just a tiny little bit of yellow in it was at that moment stirring up a big fuss in the
commissary.
The brigade chief; Liang Shan, stalked into the commissary surrounded by a crowd of people made up of Gao
Lanying and others. Carrying the bun behind his back, he strode up to where Maizy’s mother was still handing out
buns, addressed her with grave and stern mien:
“Liu Caiyun, you’re to stop handing out buns.”
Liu Caiyun, caught by surprise, stood there dumbfounded. She saw the fury on the brigade chief’s face, and
she noticed that those who had lined up to receive buns were glaring at her in a way she had never seen before.
“What on earth has happened?” she asked. Her face turned pale and her heartbeat suddenly quickened. She
timidly raised her eyes to meet the brigade chief’s glare, as if to ask, “What’s this all about?”
The chief then issued an order:
“You’re to stop working in the commissary, and as soon as the fields dry out you’re reassigned to work in the
fields.”
Liu Caiyun was now even more confused. She sensed that something big had happened. She was very alarmed,
but replied with her characteristic docility.
“All right, I’ll work in the fields. But what’s this all about?”
“Playing dumb, eh? No idea at all what you’ve done, is that it? You want me to recount what you’ve done so
everyone can hear, is that right? Now, out! And your whole family is fined one day’s rations. We’ll give you a
taste of hunger and see how you like it.”
At this, he took the bun that had been clenched behind his back and threw it into the steam cage, then turned on
his heel and left.
This had all happened so unexpectedly that to Liu Caiyun it was like a clap of thunder breaking right over her
head. She stood in place woodenly and thought she might faint as darkness seemed to overwhelm her. After a
moment, with trembling hands, she slowly picked up the bun that the chief had thrown into the steam cage and
turned it around in her fingers studying it. She compared it with other buns, and then seemed to grasp what had
happened. She heaved a sigh, loosened her apron, brushed the crumbs off herself and was just about to head
homeward when several kitchen helpers came over to her.
“Why do you let them pick on you like that? You haven’t anything to hide, and anyways, nobody’d believe you
would make two kinds of buns.”
“Caiyun,” said another, “this whole batch of buns was made by Yu-xiang and Lianhua’s mother early this
morning. When they finished, they said they had to go to North Village today. As soon as they return, we can get
to the bottom of this. Everybody is responsible for his own actions, so nobody’s going to blame you for anything.
You’ll see.”
Liu Caiyun gave this a wry smile.
“It’s all right. I was thinking of going back to field work anyway. We all have a conscience to listen to.” Then
she turned to leave.
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Another young woman in the commissary came over, took two buns from the steamer and pressed them into
Liu Caiyun's hand, saying with great concern:
“Here, take these. These are your regular ration. Remember, you’ve worked hard all morning and you haven’t
had anything to eat.”
Liu Caiyun looked down at the two tiny buns, then turned to put them back into the steamer.
“I’m not hungry,” she said, then turned and quickly left the commissary.
Discussion of what had happened continued long after she left. Some believed she actually had made two
kinds of buns. Otherwise, they argued, why would she have left the commissary without putting up a fight?
Others pointed out that it had been some fifteen or sixteen years now since she had married into South Willow
Village, and everybody in the whole village, young and old alike, knew she wasn’t one ever to do anything
dishonest.
Apart from the issue of whether or not Caiyun had really made two kinds of buns, and apart from the deliberations on the matter, she seemed to weather the tempest quietly and easily. Had she been any other woman, she
probably would have cried her eyes out and shouted her innocence. She might even have threatened suicide to
gain exoneration right on the spot. But Liu Caiyun had always taken whatever life handed out to her, and she
accepted it without protest.
That’s just the way Liu Caiyun was—a timid, fearful, easily intimidated countrywoman. She was used to
keeping things inside. In fact, one rarely heard her speak, and such things as delight, anger, grief, or joy were
never clearly registered on her face. She always appeared calm—wooden, even—and was like that from one end
of the year to the other. Several years earlier, when her husband was still a primary school teacher, he used to get
so fed up with her lack of playfulness that he would say you could squeeze her for all you were worth and still not
get so much as a fart out of her. He even complained that she couldn’t cry, and said she was no better than a dead
sow. But no matter how hurt she might have been, she never argued with her husband. She always took good care
of the children and always silently went about all the wifely duties of washing clothes, making beds, heating
water, and cooking meals as nice as you please. In 1957, when her husband was attacked as a rightist, they sent
him back to his native village, with only a bedroll on his back, to serve as a laborer. When that happened, her
husband had thought she would desert him for sure. But she treated him better than ever, and comforted him
calmly.
“Don’t take it so hard,” she said. “It doesn’t matter where one lives. The thing is just to go on living.”
Not until this moment had her husband appreciated her virtues. Feeling deeply ashamed of himself, he held her
closely in his arms and sobbed loudly. Liu Caiyun’s own eyes were dry.
True enough, no one in the entire village had ever seen Liu Caiyun cry. Someone said that, before Liberation,
Liu Caiyun’s father had died when she was still a tiny girl. The hard times she had suffered while following her
widowed mother around begging in the streets had drained her of every tear. But others said she was just born like
that, so wooden she couldn’t cry if she wanted to. Except for her inability to cry, though, no one could find any
other fault with her. In the village of several hundred people, no one could match Liu Caiyun when it came to
getting along well with others. She was always yielding and was never known to squabble; any time you asked for
her help, she always pitched right in. She was a good field hand, too; not even the younger women could do more
than she did in the fields.
Word of Liu Caiyun’s two kinds of steamed buns swept through the village like wildfire. People had always
been dissatisfied with the commissary and had always hoped to lay their hands on what they called “a gorging
house rat.” They would teach this person a good lesson. Who would ever have dreamed that they would be catching someone so well known for her goodness as Liu Caiyun? When word of this reached Liu Caiyun’s aunt, the
old lady became furious.
“It’s just like persimmons; people only squeeze the soft ones! So now they’re picking on my niece, are they?
You can tell me anybody you please was making two kinds of buns and I’ll believe you, but nothing in the world
will make me believe Liu Caiyun was up to something like that. So what if she doesn’t talk much? She’s got
gumption, that girl does.”
With this, leaning heavily on her cane, she went straight off to see Liu Caiyun.
*
Liu Caiyun’s family lived in a three-room house with tamped earth floors and a thatch roof. Patches of unmelted snow glistened in the sunlight here and there on the roof. No strings of peppers hung from the eaves, and there
were no strings of dried corn-on-the-cob either. Only the long, uneven icicles hung from the eaves, chilling the air
around them.
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The two boys had gone off to school. Liu Caiyun was sitting in their only chair, her cheek resting against one
hand. She was staring at the floor. Maizy wriggled up onto her lap, tears glistening in the corners of her eyes. Liu
Caiyun was at that moment thinking that it surely must have been Yuxian and Lianhua’s mother who had added
the soybean flour to that bun.
“They shouldn’t have done that,” she thought to herself, “but if I try to clear it up, I’ll cause bad feelings. And
yet, if I don’t get it ironed out, I’ll have to take the blame. What’s really bad is that our rations are gone for the
day. What will the children eat? If they should fall ill from lack of food, what will I say to their father? When
things were better, it wasn’t so awful to miss a day’s food, but the way things are these days, a single meal is just
barely enough to hold off starvation. And it’s so much harder on the children. How can they stand it?” The
thought of her little children having to suffer was almost more than Liu Caiyun could bear.
“Mama, let’s go find daddy.” Maizy suggested. Liu Caiyun caressed her daughter’s hair.
“Silly girl, it’s the same everywhere. No one has enough to eat. Think of the hard labor they’ve got your father
doing, and they’re putting him through struggle sessions too. How can we take any of his rations from him?”
Maizy’s eyes again began to fill with tears. At that moment, they heard old auntie, who had come hobbling up
and had begun shouting before she reached the door.
“Caiyun! Let me have a look at you, girl. They always pick on the good ones, don’t they? They won’t be
satisfied till they hound you to death, I suppose.”
Liu Caiyun rushed to the door to help the old lady in, while Maizy hurried to get her a straw cushion.
This old aunt of theirs was always blunt and never one to hold back on words. Once she started talking, it was
like a ball of yarn unraveling—never an end to it.
“Well, I said to myself, Maizy’s mother must be taking all this pretty hard. Go on and have yourself a good cry,
you hear? When something eats at you, don’t you go and keep it all inside. Makes a person sick if you do. All
right. So you folks don’t have anything to eat. Don’t let that get you down. At noon you take one of my bun
rations and give it to the children.” Then she added in a whisper, “We’re still better off than some, you know. We
at least get a mouthful of sweet potato bun. I hear that over on the south side the food shortage is a lot worse than
ours.”
Maizy’s eyes widened at this, and she could feel her heart racing. Her mother, also alarmed, interrupted,
“Don’t talk like that! If they hear you, we’ll be in real trouble!”
“I’m not afraid. I don’t have many more days to live anyway. Besides, we were all given a mouth, weren’t we,
so what’s wrong with using it? And anyway, it’s the truth. I’m not like those two-faced, double-talking damn
cadre people, always talking so big, and half the time they don’t know what they’re talking about. ‘So many
thousand catties of rice from this field, so many thousand catties of wheat from that,’ and when anybody tries to
reason with them, the first thing you know they’ve got a struggle session turned on you. The more we produce,
the more we just have to hand over to fill the commune quota anyway. This year, even after adding in the old
grain stored up last year, we still didn’t have enough to satisfy them.
“But never mind that. Giving grain over to the state isn’t all that bad, but what really tears a body up is all that
food that goes to rot in the fields. I don’t suppose you know anything about it, but over in that western section
where we put in almost twenty acres of yams, they said we had to get them all dug up in just one night. Anyone
who didn’t pitch in was a rightist or a backslider. Well, they plowed through the field that night, so dark you had
to do everything by feel, and all they gave it was a quick once-over. I tell you, there were yams as big as rice
bowls still left in there, just left there to rot. I tell you, a body could live through eight lifetimes and still not see
anything as crazy as that.
“And then they go on and on with their slogans: ‘Three meals a day, three days straight. Each meal good, the
best you ever ate.’
“Crap, it’s all crap. If they go on this way we’ll all starve to death, that’s for sure.”
The old lady would have gone on forever, but Liu Caiyun, sitting beside her, grew apprehensive. She had heard
her husband say that it was because he had expressed some dissatisfaction with the leadership that he had been
labeled a rightist and sent home with a dark cloud over his head, and that was why he had to be under surveillance
and “remolded by the masses.” These things that auntie was saying were forbidden. Gently she tried to divert her.
“Auntie, why don’t you just relax now? Even talking eats up a lot of energy. Don’t worry about me, I’ll get
over it.”
“If you can get over it, that’s fine. For the children’s sake, try to keep yourself above it all. I’ll be off now.
Come noon I’ll bring my bun ration over for the children.”
She stopped when she reached the door and turned again to Liu Caiyun:
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“I hear some of those yams buried over on the west side are still edible. Send Maizy over there to bring some
back and boil them. No matter how bitter and puckery they are, it beats starving.”
Liu Caiyun promised she’d send Maizy over, and saw auntie out to the front gate.
*
Night came, and a great darkness enveloped the land. The entire village sank into a deathlike solitude. None of
the villagers could afford to buy lamp oil. All the lamps were dark, all the stoves were cold, and although it was
still early, the people were deep in slumber. There was the occasional militia patrolman, rifle slung from the
shoulder, walking back and forth through the village. This was because recently some of the people from the
south side, starvation gleaming in their eyes, had taken to stealing livestock, prying open granaries, and even
robbing people on the small bypaths.
The little family of four in Liu Caiyun’s house was not asleep, however. Liu Caiyun was sitting on the bed
hugging little Beansprout close to her, while by the window, in the darkness, Maizy and Wheatly worked together,
brother and sister, at skinning a tiny little suckling piglet.
Just after noon, auntie had brought over a bun and Liu Caiyun had given the two little boys half a bun each.
Both of them were well-mannered: one wanted to give part of his half to his mother and the other wanted to share
his with his sister. Maizy was so touched by these gestures from her thin, bony little brothers that she once again
could not hold back her tears. Liu Caiyun put her arms around her daughter and held her tightly. The grief she felt
for her children would not go away.
That afternoon, the two boys again had dragged themselves off to school while Maizy went off to the western
fields to dig up yams, basket slung on her arm. All the yams had long since rotted, but still Maizy dutifully
searched for a long time. A noisy crow overhead swept back and forth screeching an ugly caw, caw that frightened
her. Just when she was about to give up, she noticed two men at the far edge of the field who seemed to be
burying something. When they left Maizy went over to rake up whatever it was they had buried and discovered
several tiny little suckling piglets.
The piglets had been buried by people in charge of the brigade’s pig farm. There was a rule in the brigade that
no pig that died of disease was to be eaten, because this was bad for public health. Anyone who violated the rule
was subjected to intense criticism. But Maizy reasoned that there would be no harm in eating them so long as no
one saw you doing it. Making sure no one was around, she scooped one of the tiny piglets up into her basket, and
cautiously hurried home with the basket under her arm.
When Liu Caiyun saw the piglet her child had brought back—no more than a little bag of bones really—it
heightened the grief she felt for her children and produced a dilemma for her.
Eating the dead piglet and lighting a private fire to cook it were two violations right there. If they were
discovered, this would add to the trouble she already was in. And yet, it tore at her heart to see them so famished.
All day long, poor Maizy hadn’t had a bite of food of any kind. She herself was an adult and could stand it, but
how much longer could Maizy hold out? After all, she was still just a little girl!
Maizy had wanted to skin the piglet the moment she got home, but her mother cautioned her. “Wait until it’s
dark out, Maizy.”
Maizy nodded her head knowingly and laid the tiny carcass out of sight in one corner of the room.
Darkness finally came and a stillness gradually spread everywhere. Standing by the window, one could feel
only the frigid night wind on one’s face. There was not a flicker of light anywhere. This was the moment Maizy
and her brother had been waiting for. All they had to do was skin the piglet, remove its innards, and plunge it into
boiling water. But they needed a pot. Where could they find a pot? Two years before, during the great movement
to make steel\fn{A note reads: The Great Leap Forward campaign.} large woks, small woks, skillets—anything at all made
of iron—had to be turned in to be beaten into pieces for the smelters. You couldn’t hold back so much as a
spatula. Fortunately, Maizy had buried an iron washbasin in the privy. The iron basin had been allocated to them
when the household property of the landlords was being divided among the poor during land reform. Tonight they
propped this lucky survivor of the steel smelting movement on top of two bricks, and beneath it, for kindling,
stuffed some wood scraps they had ripped from their fence. The fire caught on and flames began licking the sides
of the basin.
Thus a “hearth” in this very ordinary peasant household of Liu La Caiyun’s, where no fire had brightened the
interior ever since they had joined the commissary, now once again shot out flames—flames that were dazzlingly
bright, and smoke that was tantalizingly aromatic. In the flickering light, the soft features of Liu Caiyun’s
peaceful countenance revealed the faint traces of a smile. And each time little Maizy reached forward to shove
more wood bits under the basin, the firelight imparted an especially bright and rosy hue to her adorable face.
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Wheatly’s face was even redder. But wait a minute—the redness in his case came from the smelly pig’s blood he
was smeared with! He was the one who had peeled the carcass off and had served as “butcher.” But he had also,
from time to time, stopped his cutting to scratch his face. The “rosy complexion” had arrived on his face long
before any fire had been lit.
Little Beansprout also was wide awake that night, but every time he tried to wriggle out of his quilt, he had to
be restrained by his mother.
“Mama,” he pleaded, “I want to watch too.”
“There’s nothing to see, Beansprout. It’ll be a while yet before it’s done,” his mother would say, raising her
head to peek over at the basin. Suddenly, with a fright, she remembered they hadn’t covered up the window. How
could they have forgotten something as important as that! In a frenzy she snatched up a bed sheet and draped it
over the window. Unsure that this would do the job, she opened the door and stuck her head outside to check.
Good, pitch black. Not a sliver of light. In her heart she prayed:
“Oh God, please, please this once. Have mercy for the children’s sake.”
The faint aroma of meat wafted from the basin, ever so faintly, but soon it filled the room and went straight to
the children’s innards. Wheatly and Beansprout had such a craving that saliva practically leaked from their
mouths. Even Maizy, usually better at keeping possession of herself, could not keep from lifting the cover off the
basin now and then, blowing at the billowing steam to get a good look inside.
“Mama,” she reported, “there’s even some fat in it! I can see bubbles of it floating on the top.”
Then, a little later, another report:
“It can’t take much longer. You know, mama, if you don’t like the bad smell of the meat, you can just eat the
best part, the liver.”
Liu Caiyun smiled wryly to herself. Here was a piglet no bigger than your hand, one that probably had died the
minute it was born, and was no more than a tiny little bag of bones weighing nearly nothing. Yet here it was in a
pot of boiling water without a speck of salt in it, and still it had the children all worked up like this. But then,
could she really blame them? Last year, and this year again, what meat had they ever tasted? At New Year who
had got so much as a whiff of meat cooking in a pot? There mere thought of it made her sigh.
“Maizy, dear, it’ll take three times as long when you peek at it like that. Stop your peeking and keep the lid on
tight if you want to hurry it up.”
Maizy had just shifted the lid to cover the basin more securely when Liu Caiyun suddenly heard the loud
crunching of approaching footsteps on the ice outside their door. She jumped from the bed, swiftly scattered the
fire with her foot, then stamped on it frantically to put it out. But too late. Brigade Chief Liang Shan and a
militiaman, who had a rifle slung over his shoulder, had already kicked the door open and entered. The round
shaft of light from their flashlight shone directly on Liu Caiyun’s drawn face.
She was scared speechless. She just stood there rigidly, even when the fragments of the scattered fire burned
her shoes.
“Lighting fires, are you?!” the brigade chief shouted fiercely.
“It’s … it’s just the children, you know,” pleaded Liu Caiyun, trying to duck out of the light which was shining
in her face. “They didn’t know it was wrong. They found a little piglet dead somewhere and brought it home.
They insisted on eating it. They haven’t had a bite to eat all day. You could let it go just this once, couldn’t you?”
The chief said nothing. He reached over to raise the lid on the basin. Maizy, terrified that she had again brought
disaster upon them, began to cry.
“Don’t cry, dear. Your Uncle Liang here won’t harm us. Way back when they were little boys, your father and
Uncle Liang used to beg for food together. Why, they’re good friends!”
“That’s enough out of you!” the chief interrupted. “Who’d ever be friends with a rightist!” He tipped over the
basin with the tip of his foot, spilling the half-cooked piglet out onto the dirt floor. Turning to the militiaman with
the rifle slung across his back, he ordered:
“Take that basin.”
At this, Maizy broke into deep sobbing. Wheatly bit his lip, hatred flashing in his eyes. Little Beansprout’s
eyes widened in fright. Liu Caiyun lost her temper.
“Mr. Brigade Chief,” she seethed at him, “we’re a poor peasant family here. You can’t treat us this way.”
“So what if you’re poor peasants? Look at me—I’m a Party member and people can get up a struggle session
against me anyway. It is not permitted to light kitchen fires. Do you know that or don’t you? It is not permitted to
eat pigs that die of disease. Do you know that or don’t you? And was it you or wasn’t it you who made two kinds
of buns? One crime after another. It looks to me as though you’re tired of living. Tomorrow you’re going to
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confess in front of everyone at a mass meeting, you hear? And you’re fined another day’s rations for the whole
family.”
There was nothing Liu Caiyun could say. She felt like she’d been hit in the stomach and could not stand up.
The room began spinning around her, making her stagger to the bed where she crumpled in a heap.
The chief strode out. The militiaman, holding the basin in one hand, stopped to pick up the half-cooked piglet
between the fingers of the other. He raised it to his nose, sniffed twice, and carried it out.
*
Their basin was gone and their pork was gone. Liu Caiyun felt that an enormous disaster had befallen them.
She was numb all over, and her chest felt as if a millstone were pressing on it. A rainbow of colors flashed into her
consciousness and seemed, in wave after wave, to completely engulf her until finally she felt at the verge of
oblivion.
Maizy was clinging to her mother’s arm, crying in whispered sobs that wracked her whole body. This young
girl, mature before her time, was doing her best to suppress tears, but was now just about overwhelmed.
“Mother, it’s all my fault. I just never seem to learn … but I promise, Mother, oh I promise I won’t do anything
bad ever again … I promise, Mother …”
Each spasm of tears stabbed at her mother’s heart. Such deep, convulsive sobbing! Liu Caiyun’s despair at the
fright and the misery that had now been heaped upon her helpless, vulnerable, dear little children was greater than
any she had ever known. Her throat tightened, and tears, so long dried up within her, almost found release.
Groggy and overwhelmed, the mother managed to say only, “Maizy, dear, go to sleep.”
Gradually, the tiny room settled into the deepest depths of stillness. Later that night, a fierce wind arose. The
frigid, howling wind caused the tattered paper that covered their window to make a flapping noise with each
strong gust. The passing of time and the icy wind’s sudden incursion into the room gradually stirred Liu Caiyun
into wakefulness. She became aware of a chill over her whole body. It was only then that she realized she had no
quilt over her. Were the children covered? She tried to get up, but Maizy was still clinging tightly to her left arm.
Though sound asleep, the girl occasionally gulped a deep sob. Liu Caiyun stretched out her right arm to stroke
Maizy’s face. It was cold, but the child’s still-wet tears were even colder. Gently she wiped the tears with her
hand. Then she extricated her left arm, pulled Maizy’s quilt up over her, and tucked it in. She groped in the
darkness for Wheatly and Little Beansprout. These two little fellows had also fallen asleep with their clothes on,
without covering themselves up. Wheatly had his arm around his younger brother and had pulled him close. Liu
Caiyun covered them both up, and as she did so heard little Beansprout, her youngest, smack his lips and mumble
in his sleep, “Gosh, it smells so good … it’s delicious … I want some more …”
Hearing the child talk about food made Liu Caiyun’s stomach growl and rumble; she was terribly, terribly
hungry. She was so hungry she could hardly stand it, and it frightened her. Somewhere she had heard that one
kernel of rice was enough to keep a person going for three hours. Right now she’d settle for that one kernel, but
where would she find even that much in their house? Why, they didn’t even have so much as a tree leaf to eat. Her
thoughts turned from herself to her children, and to the thought that the next day they once again would have to
go without rations. Even more terrifying was the thought that in the morning she would have to stand in front of
the masses and make a confession of all the things she had done wrong.
She had attended confession meetings before. When was there ever a time when the confessor got off without a
beating? You have to stand there and take it, without moving a muscle, all the while saying, “Help me out,
everybody. Teach me a lesson.” The “help” of course was pulling your hair, pushing your head down, spitting on
your face, making you kneel on bricks … Liu Caiyun couldn’t bear to think of all the things they did.
When the first faint light of dawn appeared, the wind had died down, but a rasping sleet still scattered from the
sky.
Maizy was suddenly awakened from her sound sleep by a strange ka-chunk sound, and the roof beam in the
house began creaking at the same time. She sat up, rubbed the sleep from her eyes and reached over to shake her
mother. What? Not there?
“Mama. I heard something strange,” she called out.
But no answer.
She quickly scrambled off the bed, went to the outer room and stuck her head inside. Her mother was hanging
stiffly from the roof beam overhead, and under her there was a table upon which rested a small stool that had been
kicked over on its side. Maizy screamed and ran outside.
“Hurry, somebody! Hurry!” she shouted. “Help! Help! My mother is hanging herself. Help! Help!”
Her high-pitched, shrill voice pierced the open air, now filled with thickly falling snow. The neighbors, hearing
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her shouts, rushed outside without buttoning up their clothes and raced over to Maizy’s house. They leaped up
onto the table and held Liu Caiyun in their arms while they unfastened the cords from the roof beam. Then they
carried her into the inner room and stretched her out on the bed. Maizy, nearly hysterical, flung herself atop her
mother’s body, crying:
“Mother! Oh Mother! You can’t die, Mother. You can’t leave us alone!” Wheatly and Beansprout, thoroughly
frightened, were now also wailing.
The tiny rooms filled to overflowing with people who were responding to Maizy’s cries for help.
“Quick, send her to a hospital,” someone said. “Hurry up and get a goose. A goose can get her breathing
again,” advised another.
“Better hurry over and get Gao Lanying. Her father was an old herb doctor so she knows all the pressure
points.”
But before anyone could go and get her, Gao Lanying herself appeared, out of breath, her jacket unbuttoned
and without even stockings on her feet.
“Hurry, hurry,” everyone shouted. “Let her through, let her through.”
Without a word, Gao Lanying pushed through the crowd and went straight to Liu Caiyun’s side, quickly felt
her pulse and then supported her from the back into an upright position. She pressed down very hard with her
thumbs on points between Liu Caiyun’s shoulder blades. This done, she deftly pulled a pin from her lapel and
jabbed it firmly into the septum of Liu Caiyun’s nose. All of Gao Lanying’s movements were smooth and
practiced. When she was satisfied that Liu Caiyun was going to live, Gao Lanying relaxed and heaved a sigh.
Then she enlisted Maizy’s assistance.
“Stop your crying now, child,” she said. “If you want to save your mother, say, ‘Mother, hurry and wake up.’”
Maizy at once did as she was told, and her two little brothers joined in.
“Mother, hurry and wake up!” they shouted over and over. Seeing the children so frantic and intent brought
tears to the eyes of all who were crowded into that tiny room.
Gao Lanying was even less able than the others to fight back her tears. She had no idea, of course, what had
happened that night.
“Caiyun, to think that all this is just because of that steamed bun. I’m a beast for what I’ve done. I shouldn’t
have found fault with you. You can’t die! Think of your children! You mustn’t die, you hear? Give me a good
slap, go ahead, give me a good slap.” She actually picked up Liu Caiyun’s hand and would have slapped herself
with it had the others not intervened.
By now a little color had returned to Liu Caiyun’s face and her nose quivered slightly as it drew in air. But her
eyes were tightly shut and she otherwise was perfectly still.
At this point, her old aunt hobbled up beside the bed and took Liu Caiyun's hand in. hers.
“My poor little girl,” she said. “You took it all so hard, didn’t you? Now you have yourself a good cry, you
hear? A good big cry.”
But Liu Caiyun lay as mute and lifeless as ever.
Outside, the snow fell more heavily, and inside, the crowd grew larger. The rooms were jam-packed, and quite
a few people were standing outside in the courtyard as well. There was speculation as to just why Liu Caiyun had
tried to end her life, and naturally everything went back to the controversy over the steamed bun. Yuxiang and
Lianhua’s mother had just returned from North Village, and upon hearing that Liu Caiyun had tried to hang
herself, they rushed over and joined the crowd in the courtyard. In response to everyone’s questions, they told
how they had got up especially early the day before and made the batch of buns that Liu Caiyun had handed out.
“Aiya, so that’s what happened!” people exclaimed. “Hurry in there and tell Maizy’s mother. Tell her how she
nearly lost her life over that steamed bun.”
Yuxiang and Lianhua’s mother agitatedly threaded their way through the crowd to Liu Caiyun’s bedside.
Lianhua’s mother brushed the hair away from Caiyun’s eyes and said,
“Caiyun, wake up now. Wake up and listen to me. God be my witness that I am telling you the truth. Nobody
made a different kind of bun on purpose so they could eat it themselves. You know how we dust a little soy bean
flour on the board when we knead the sweet potato dough for the buns? Well, yesterday when we were finishing
up, I swept up the flour with my hands and mixed it into the last bun. Yuxiang told me I should mix it with the
starter yeast instead, so that nobody could suspect the commissary people of making two kinds of buns. But I
figured it was such a tiny bit nobody could possibly tell the difference. So I said to her, ‘Why don’t we just mix it
into one of the buns made of rancid sweet potato dough and let that bun be something extra special? Who knows
how long we’ll have to go on eating these bitter old buns, so why not steam this one and whoever gets it just gets
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it by chance. It’ll be a good-luck bun, don’t you see?’ Caiyun, I’m so sorry. Please wake up, Caiyun.”
By now, Lianhua’s mother was crying so hard she was drenched with tears.
Yuxiang, speaking through tears, also pled with her:
“Say something, Caiyun.”
Liu Caiyun had heard everything Lianhua’s mother had said, and it became clear she was moved by it. She was
biting her lower lip, which had begun to tremble, when a torrent of silent tears flowed down her cheeks, as if a
dike had broken.
When she saw this, Maizy shouted:
“Mama, speak to us, mama!”
Others shouted the same thing.
Her lips seemed to move before any sound came out, and then, in a hoarse whisper, they heard her say:
“This … this … is our good luck?”
83.50 Brothers From Taipei\fn{by Chang Yi (1951- )} Peking, China (M) 4
Two boys were riding on a public bus. It was five minutes to eight in the morning. The bus was inching toward
downtown Taipei among a caravan of vehicles in stop and go traffic.
The older of the two boys sat by the aisle. He was fifteen or sixteen years old, thin, wearing a crew cut, which
looked shorter even for a crew cut because he did not have too much hair to begin with. He sported a mustache.
(Actually it was only a few hairs sparsely scattered here and there on his upper lip.) On his head he wore the ever
popular ear phones; his brows knit in a serious expression.
“It’s all right: Mei-yu-kuan-hsi”\fn{A note reads: Tapes for learning English conversation are widely used in Taiwan .}The
recorder which was clipped on his belt was playing a tape of English conversation. First a foreign lady’s voice
said something, then a Chinese lady’s voice translated it, then the boy repeated it to himself, muttering silently.
The younger of the two sat by the window. He was even skinnier than the older boy, and taller. His face was
artless, conceiving no thoughts in his mind; he looked no more than twelve or thirteen. He leaned against the
window lazily, watching the crowded streets. Suddenly he opened his eyes wide, turned toward the older boy and
said excitedly,
“BMW! Ke!\fn{A note reads: In Chinese language an older brother is referred to as Ke or Keke.} A BMW!” He stood up,
stuck his head out of the window to have a better look. The car he pointed at glided by the bus, turned at the
intersection and disappeared.
“Stop yelling, and sit down!” The older boy stared at the younger boy. He had to readjust his earphones, and he
missed a part of the conversation because he had to reprimand the younger boy. He rewound the tape and played it
again.
“Never mind! Pu-yao-chieh-yi.” The younger boy, feeling dejected, lowered his head. After a while he just
bent down and buried his face in his arms.
“Sit up! I told you to sit up! Haven’t you heard me?” The older boy suddenly took off his ear phones. He
lowered his voice and said in suppressed anger,
“Look at you! Where are your manners? It’s early in the morning yet, and already you bend forward and hunch
your back. Just look at you! You have no ambition whatever! All you care about is automobiles. Would the cars be
yours just because you can name their makes? You are absolutely hopeless. Sit up! I told you to sit up! Haven’t
you heard me? Sit up right! Sit up straight!”
The younger boy straightened up, but he kept his eyes on the stainless steel handle on the back of the seat in
front of him. He pouted as hard as he could.
The older of the two boys was called Hwang Chih-wen, the younger one’s name was Hwang Chih-wu. The bus
went over a bridge, and it followed the ever present smog of car exhaust into the downtown area.
In the back of the coffee shop there was a trading company with four desks. The shop and the office were
owned by the same boss and were separated by a common wash room. Hwang Chih-wen was responsible for
making and serving coffee in the front. Hwang Chih-wu’s job was to clean the back section, deliver messages and
answer the telephone.
After changing into a white shirt and black pants, Hwang Chih-wen came out of the toilet. Hwang Chih-wu
bent low to scrub the wash basin silently.
“What’s the matter? Mad?” Hwang Chih-wen stood in front of the mirror to adjust the pre-tied black tie.
“Don’t think I enjoyed reprimanding you. I have told you over and over again that we are not born to good
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fortune. We have to work hard so that others will not look down on us. How many times had the boss’s lady
criticized you for bending at the waist, or for the way your back is hunched, and for being listless? Let me tell
you! If it hadn’t been because it is hard to find a place that would take us both, and if it hadn’t been for the fact
that we may be able to learn something here, we would have quit the first time she talked to you like that.” He
spoke in a soft voice, and at the same time he used the palm of his hand to press down the short hair on the sides
that was standing on end. He looked into the mirror again.
“I was merely telling you that I saw a BMW.”
“There you are again! I tell you this every day, but you don’t seem to understand. What has a BMW got to do
with you? Why don’t you use the time you spend on memorizing automobile names to study English? If you
know English you can go into trading, then we too can have our own trading company and coffee shop. I’ll be the
chairman and you the general manager. Then you can even buy a real BMW of your own.”
Titi, the younger brother, looked at Keke. A faint smile, which could not be kept back, hovered at the corners of
his mouth. The small washroom seemed warmer all of a sudden. Keke stretched his neck a bit, pushed the door
and went out. The smile at the corners of Titi’s mouth widened. He scrubbed away at the scum, feeling light in
hand and foot.
At nine o’clock, Miss Su, the bookkeeper for the trading company, was the first to arrive. Shortly after, the
boss and the boss’s lady came in together. The boss had on a jacket. He always looked as if he had just woke up.
Now he started to make telephone calls, one call after another, nonstop, his voice shrill and urgent. The words
“order,” “buyer,” “L/C” and “sample” could be heard repeatedly. Even Hwang Chih-wen could hear him in the
coffee shop, and he could not believe a man like him could get into such a state. Hwang Chih-wu walked in and
out of the office quietly with a stack of customs declaration forms or duty charts in his hand.
The boss’s lady sat behind the cashier’s counter in the coffee shop. Aside from saying an expressionless “thank
you,” when a customer came to pay his bill, she generally just sat there leafing through the newspaper. She never
moved from her post. She was over forty, her face somewhat on the fat side, and her skin loose and sagging, but
she took great care in applying face powder and lipstick. Hwang Chih-wen would rather she remained silent
always, because if and when she did occasionally lift her eyes to look around and say something, it would be,
“The customers are long gone. Do I have to collect the coffee cups myself?”
Sometimes she strolled back to the trading company. When she returned, as she walked by Hwang Chih-wen
and when her back was facing him, she would say, as she kept walking,
“Don’t know what kind of a discipline he gets. It’s the same every day, back bent and hunched, sprawled out.
Why pay good money to hire someone to nap?”
Whenever Hwang Chih-wen reproached Hwang Chih-wu into tears in the washroom he always ended by
saying, “If you don’t want to make it on our own with me in Taipei, go back to the country. Go back to raising
pigs and spreading manure.”
Neither brother wanted to return home. Home was a train ride away plus an hour and a half bus ride. It did not
even have a main street. There were almost no young people left in the village any more. Their own father had
passed away three years ago from disease of the liver, and their mother held on to a piece of land barely large
enough to support herself, while two uncles, both of whom were older than their own father, had had their eyes on
the land for a long time.
Compared with the others, Miss Su was the brothers’ favorite person. She was a small person, wore her hair in
a bouffant style making her round face even rounder. She smiled pleasantly all the time. She had very big eyes
and thick, long lashes. She talked very softly. One day, after office hours, only she and the brothers remained, and
it was drizzling outside. She asked them what their plans were for the future. Hwang Chih-wu answered first,
saying he wanted to learn the trading business. Hwang Chili-wen told her that he was studying English every day.
They found Miss Su’s smile very touching.
“You are right,” she said, “you have only to work hard. Maybe one day Chih-wu will have his own trading
company, and Chih-wen his own coffee shop, and both of you will be big bosses.”
In the afternoon, there were more customers in the coffee shop. And when Hwang Chih-wen could not handle
it alone, Hwang Chih-wu would give him a hand. However, when the big foreigner walked in one day Hwang
Chih-wu was taken aback. Hwang Chili-wen took a deep breath; put down the coffee he was just then mixing, and
placed himself in front of his Titi who was looking around not knowing what to do. He walked toward the
foreigner and said his first word in conversational English.
“Welcome.”
The boss’s lady did not move one bit. Hwang Chih-wen’s tongue seemed to have turned into big knots. He

135

began to breathe again only after the foreigner ordered his coffee. He walked back to the coffee counter. Hwang
Chih-wu looked at his older brother happily and asked,
“What did he say?” He talked a blue streak. “What did he say?”
“Nothing! He just wanted a cup of Viennese coffee.” Hwang Chih-wen continued to make coffee. He studiously avoided the boss-lady’s eyes, making a great deal of noise stirring the coffee in the glass coffee maker with a
long stainless steel spoon. When the coffee was done, Hwang Chih-wen made a point of asking Hwang Chih-wu
to serve it to the foreigner and he whispered to his brother,
“Remember this: if he says ‘Thank you,’ you have to say ‘You are welcome.’”
The foreigner drank his coffee and stood up. Hwang Chih-wen went over repeating in his mind, “Seventy
dollars, Sir. Seventy dollars.” However, before he actually got the first syllable out, he was unsure as to what he
was supposed to say. Despite his confusion, Hwang Chili-wen still tried it in English. “Seventy dollars. Seventy
dollars,” pointing at the cashier’s counter as he repeated himself. The foreigner looked at Hwang Chih-wen
curiously and repeated in a doubtful voice imitating Hwang Chili-wen’s way of saying “Seventy dollars.” Hwang
Chili-wen’s face had already turned scarlet. He nodded emphatically and said, “Yes! Yes! Yes!”
When the foreigner went to pay his bill, the boss-lady’s face underwent a great change. She shook her hand
violently. The foreigner looked perplexed and pointed at Hwang Chili-wen.
“No! No!” So saying, the boss’s lady grabbed a ball point pen and wrote something on a piece of paper. The
foreigner looked at it, then he turned and looked at Hwang Chili-wen. He shook his head, paid, pushed open the
door and went out.
“Taiwan has not reached such a state yet when a cup of Viennese coffee will cost only seventeen dollars.” The
boss’s lady said in mocking sarcasm. She continued to read her paper. “Don’t put up a farty pretence if you cannot speak the language.”
Hwang Chili-wen was washing coffee cups, head bowed. Hwang Chih-wu had, without anybody noticing it,
disappeared.
Hwang Chih-wen sat on the toilet seat, holding an English dictionary in his hand muttering.
"Seventy, chi-shih. Seventeen, shih-chi.”
Tears rolled down his cheeks. He leaned his head against the door. He did not dare to cry out loud.
The brothers decided to look for jobs elsewhere, but not because of this incident. Rather, it was because of a
disastrous event in the trading company that afternoon. Hwang Chih-wu was the culprit.
The boss told Miss Su that he expected an overseas telephone call from an American customer who wanted to
double check certain information. Miss Su dialed the combination to the safe in anticipation of the forthcoming
call. All was ready. She only had to twist the handle when the call came through. Hwang Chih-wu came back
from the post office. He had nothing to do, so he turned the dial around for the fun of it as was his habit, a few
turns to the left, a few turns to the right.
Just then the phone rang. The boss picked up the phone. He turned around and caught Miss Su dialing the
combination in haste.
“What are you … doing? What are you doing?” said the frustrated boss.
The more she wanted to rush, the more tangled it got; Miss Su just couldn’t get the safe open. Suddenly she
turned and glowered at Hwang Chih-wu. She screamed at him, almost in tears:
“Hwang Chih-wu—you ought to be shot!”
Hwang Chih-wu lowered his head and quietly bit his nails. He kept biting them. All of a sudden he stood up
and dashed out.
He kept on crying even in the street in spite of Hwang Chih-wen’s comforting words and in spite of being
stared at by passers-by. He kept crying, his face covered with tears.
“We quit.” Hwang Chih-wen said.
The brothers bought a newspaper. They followed the help-wanted section of the classified ad and called all of
the ads one by one, or went in person from door to door. They went from Shihlin to Tienmu, from Tienmu to
Panchiao.
The sky had darkened. People who just got off from work pushed the brothers off the bus. They came to a
mansion on Tun-hua South Road, exhausted.
“Excuse me, but are you looking for a baby sitter?”
There were two boys, one five years old, one three. The mother, wearing a pair of leather slippers, walked from
the back of the apartment over a thick shag carpet. She very hospitably offered them two glasses of soda, and told
her boys to address the two big boys as Keke.
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“Wouldn’t you like to have Keke to play with you?”
The two younger boys jumped up and rolled around, at the same time screaming at the top of their voices.
They brought out six or seven two-foot tall metal men, and wanted Hwang Chih-wu to play war games with them.
They pushed him down on the floor and rode him like a horse.
“You mustn’t do that! Listen to me, you mustn’t treat our guests so rudely. You have to listen to me; listen to
Mommy. If you don’t, Mommy won’t love you any more.”
The youngsters still jumped up and down on Hwang Chih-wu’s back. The mother turned to Hwang Chili-wen
and said,
“You … There are two of you?”
“Ma’am,. we can be paid as one.”
“I know; I know; I’m not talking about that—Charlie, be good. You mustn’t spit! That is not nice—What I’m
saying is I was hoping to get some student, preferably girl with some knowledge of child psychology—”
“Ma’am, we will accept a reduction in—”
“I know; I know, money is no object; we can afford it, but it’s … child psychology … which is important …”
The five-year-old snatched the glass of soda from Hwang Chih-wu and put it to his mouth. The mother
screamed and snatched it away.
The brothers bid the family good bye. The two youngsters yelled, “Bye, bye” at them. The little one put his
arms around Hwang Chih-wu, who had bent down to put on his shoes, and wanted to kiss him. The mother
hurriedly picked him up. The iron gate closed with a clang.
After dark, the peddlers spread their wares on the ground in front of Acme Mart. The brothers walked by the
bakery, the supermarket, and cases that displayed cooked fare; they walked under the neon signs of restaurants.
“I can’t walk any more … Ke …”
Hwang Chih-wen turned around, then suddenly threw the crumpled newspaper on the ground, shouting,
“You can’t walk any more? Can’t walk any more? Do you want me to carry you?”
Hwang Chih-wu shrank back and tried to make himself small. Hwang Chih-wen took one look at him and
walked into the pocket-sized park by himself. He found a stone bench and sat down. All around were tall
buildings. It was very peaceful in the little park which was lit up by a couple of street lights. Nearby residents
were walking their long-haired pedigree dogs.
“Benz 280!” Hwang Chih-wen broke the silence after a long while.
A brand new silver-gray Benz glided to a stop at the curb alongside the park. The street lights were brightly
reflected on the body of the car.
“What’s special about that. I saw a 480 the other day.” Hwang Chih-wu glared at him.
The brothers ate some noodles which cost fifteen dollars a serving, then they returned to the park.
“Back home fishball soup used to cost five dollars for two bowls,” Hwang Chili-wen recalled.
“At New Year’s time we had pocket money and we ate fish-ball soup every day, and for three dollars more we
could have a bowl of fried rice or rice-noodles with vinegar, lots of fine, dark vinegar.” The tears had dried on
Hwang Chih-wu’s face, leaving streaks of black.
“First we could go see some foreign film for ten dollars, then climb over the wall to watch the dance troupe.”
“There would still be twenty dollars left in the red envelope.\fn{ A note reads: It is a Chinese tradition that the older
generation, such as parents and uncles and aunts give the younger generation a red envelope containing cash on New Year’s Eve .} You
always tried to coax people into gambling.”
Hwang Chih-wen smiled sweetly. The brothers were quiet for a long time. It was cool in the park at night. The
brothers huddled together.
“Tomorrow … we go back to our jobs, okay, Keke?” Hwang Chih-wen was quiet.
“I promise not to bend forward and hunch my back,” the younger brother said.
Keke kept staring at one particular street light, a tear drop rolled.
“We have to be patient, to work hard. We are not fortune’s favorites, therefore we have to have patience and to
work hard at our jobs. One of these days we are going to be big bosses.”
He choked, but still he finished what he had to say to his Titi.
183.143 Excerpt from Waiting For Dusk\fn{by Jiang Zidan (1951- )} Peking, China (F) 3
I got sick. It was almost at the moment when I heard the terrifying news about Sumi that I clearly felt I was
getting sick. The sickness landed on me, went right through me, like that red dragonfly.
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I was thirteen when I saw that red dragonfly for the first time.
What happened to Sumi: it’s barely credible, really. In any event, I couldn’t imagine that slim and delicate
woman doing that. How could she use her pale white fingers to squeeze her own two children’s windpipes, and
then slowly dismember them. That incomparably lovely woman.
It was mother who brought me the news. Her mind cracked. She spoke in somber tones, but I couldn’t discern
any trace of grief. She seemed beyond the reach of all compassion. Once again I felt loathing for her hateful
profession. I had seen her with my own eyes tell a patient, all shrunk to skin and bones:
“You have cancer, an advanced stage. Go home and eat a bit of whatever you like.”
She spoke in that same somber voice. If it had been me, her daughter, lying there, all skin and bones, on the
narrow examination table, waiting for her verdict, would she have spoken like that?
“Surely not. It can't be true. She’s surely not mad!” I sprang up from the sofa, shouting hysterically. I saw the
peacock feather in the flower vase rustle and tremble with fear.
“What do you mean, she can’t be? Of course she is.”
Mother was insisting even more emphatically. When she diagnosed a patient, she would always very selfconfidently get right up close in that insistent way. I hated this kind of self-confidence. This life-oppressing selfconfidence. No, it just couldn’t be. I felt crazed, hopeless.
“What do you understand? If she definitely was mad, at least she will be allowed to live.”
Suddenly, mother turned anxious. If she had got this anxious in the presence of patients wracked by incurable
illness, then maybe I could have loved her. But now she didn’t move me.
“It’s not true!” I screamed, and cried emotionlessly.
Rather than Sumi continuing to live with her madness, it would be better to end her beautiful life in a volley of
rifle fire. Such was my brutal hope.
*
The flrst time I saw a red dragonfly, I was just a girl of thirteen.
*
A thirteen-year-old girl, walking the streets after a rain storm, brooding over torments she had no one to share
with. The low oleander hedge was red with countless flowers, their petals dripping gently from the recent rain.
For several months already, she had felt constant anguish over the dark red blood that flowed from her body at
regular intervals. She held back her light footsteps from jumping or running and constricted her belly so as to stop
the blood from spilling out. Every time she felt a drop flowing it would arouse her panic. Everywhere she went
she was obsessively cautious, for fear that anyone standing nearby could see right through her. Every boy and
every girl suddenly became unapproachable, and the boys’ attitude became especially equivocal. When a football
hit her in the belly on the way back from the sports field, it felt no different than if a bullet had shot her in the
chest. She knew what kind of boys were involved, and their apology proved to her that they had ulterior motives.
She didn’t dare ask the teacher to be excused from physical education class, as she decided that this young man,
just out of physical education school, might well, from no good motives, ask her why. She had seen early on that
this handsome physical education teacher had some kind of secret understanding with Wang Xiaoyan, the class’s
prettiest girl student. This made her hate Wang Xiaoyan, to the point of refusing to talk to her. Without a qualm,
she took the eraser that she had lent to Wang Xiaoyan and threw it into the garbage. She abhorred the color red,
and conceived the original idea of painting over in blue ink every red dot on the tablecloth. She refused to wear
that three cornered red scarf, and many a time the busybody who was on daily duty at the door of the school had
written her name up on the Criticism Board. Not that she cared. She comforted herself with the thought that in any
case she would soon reach the age when she could leave the Young Pioneers.
*
A thirteen-year-old girl. Walking along on the street drenched in water from a rain shower, aching with the
irrepressible desire to tell someone. She wanted to find someone to talk to, never mind about what. She had
nothing particular to say, just to express herself. There had been times when she had thought of telling her mother
the secret of her body, but she would change her mind right away. She worried that her mother would just serve
up a lecture of common-places about Hygiene For The Young in her imperturbable tone. Her common-places
would be sure to be very scientific and precise, since her mother was a pretty good gynecologist-obstetrician. If
indeed her mother were to do that, no intimate word could possibly pass between mother and daughter again. She
dreaded the thought that they would act out that scene; she sincerely hoped that her love of her mother would win
out over her love of herself, and for her own sake she wanted to keep this hope alive.
*
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I’m suddenly sick. The sickness took me by surprise as much as the awful news about Sumi. I’m absolutely
convinced that it was all unavoidable.
I’m a sensitive woman. I’m sure that people talk about me behind my back, and say I’m a typical neurotic.
Including my mother and my husband. I dare say they take no more exception to my sensitivity than strangers do:
they just pretend to understand me, that’s all. Nothing wrong with that. My fault, if it has to be counted a fault, is
just that I’ve always been very concerned with my body and my life. Actually it’s been a blazing passion. It
started that year when I was thirteen, and for the next twenty years I concentrated my greatest energy on taking
extremely good care of myself. Every little thing that wasn’t quite right put me in a flurry and made me lose my
head. The slightest cough, an occasional diarrhea or headache, even waking up at night in a sweat, or finding a red
pimple or black mole on my skin, anything was enough to set me off on a long chain of imaginary terrors.
My mother’s huge handbook of clinical medicine was crammed with my slips of paper marking crucial pages.
The book was a treasury of grotesque and bizarre pictures and descriptions of symptoms of every kind
imaginable; these had become my favorite topics of conversation. I would relish giving vivid descriptions of my
symptoms to everyone in sight, regardless of whether they had any inclination to listen, and nothing could stop
me from getting to the end of what I had to say.
I often devoted my utmost efforts to imagine what exactly one could do when one was faced with cancer. What
to eat, what would be the best position to sleep in, how to deal with the men and women who came to visit, each
in their own different moods. I turned these schemes over and over in my mind, without ever giving them definite
shape. Only one thing stayed constant: when you got cancer, you should read nothing but the Old and New
Testaments. I had my own copy of the Holy Book, in black hardcover, which I kept hidden in the most secret
corner of the bookcase. I was afraid to leaf through the already brittle paper: I had to keep it safe for when it
would really come in useful.
The morgue held a mysterious fascination for me. Every day I passed in front of the hospital where my mother
worked, and when I saw those black doors with their peeling paint, I was seized with an irresistible longing for
them to open wide and reveal to me the mystery of death which they concealed. I heard that the deaf and dumb
keeper of the morgue was about to marry, and without the slightest reason I presented him with a large gift, on
which I spent far more than I would have if it had been my best friend who was getting married, to the complete
bewilderment of the unfortunate bridegroom and his bride, fresh from her poverty-stricken mountain hamlet.
Mother knew nothing of this. Had she known, God knows what she would have said. She snorted with
contempt at all my eccentricities, while I took the view that my mother’s excessive matter-of-factness was
precisely her greatest fault. Had she been capable of a little more fantasy, perhaps she would have been a better
mother. I could have been close to her then, closer than any mother and daughter on Earth. My father, when he
was still alive, always said that my mother’s profession had a bad influence on me, caused me to have a kind of
oversensitivity to sickness. But my mother never shared that opinion: so many doctors, she would say, and not one
of them has a child like mine. That made me think my father loved me more than my mother did.
*
Thirteen years old that year. What really happened to me? Often I pondered this question long and hard.
Apparently nothing really happened, I just vaguely remember seeing a red dragonfly. The first time I saw a red
dragonfly.
*
That day, walking the streets after a rain storm, that thirteen-year-old girl walked along a hedge of oleanders.
She could hear the pearls of water left on their leaves and petals anxiously dripping down, as if racing for the
ground. A secret, intimate voice seemed to call out to her and checked her step. Sumi was the one, the only perfect
woman: the thought suddenly came to her as she stopped by the oleanders, and an inexpressible regret welled up
inside her—I would have liked that woman to be my mother, the mother who bore and raised me. She secretly
harbored guilty feelings because of her blasphemous thoughts about her mother. But she thought Sumi was more
like a real mother. Though she knew that Sumi wasn’t quite twenty-five, and wasn’t married, that didn’t deter her
from thinking that she was a better mother.
Surni was a nurse in the obstetrics ward at the hospital. Her work was far from being as extraordinary as her
looks. Maybe people always envy what they don’t have: in particular, Sumi looked up to my mother. My mother
was the director of the obstetrics ward, and with her own two hands she was reputed to have saved the lives of
countless would-be mothers. Because of that, Sumi often gave her a friendly smile, and her head, usually held
arrogantly high, bowed respectfully to my mother.
It was thanks to my mother that I was on friendly terms with Sumi. If it hadn’t been for that, it is hard to
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believe that someone as aloof and reserved as Sumi could have become friendly, even inseparable, with such a
silly chit of a girl. She never doubted that Sumi treated her as if she were her most intimate friend, to the point
where she didn’t mind changing her underwear in front of her.
With Sumi’s resplendent body revealed to her eyes, she quietly shuddered in the depth of her heart. This
innocent, still unopened flower of a child trembled with awe before the glamor of full-grown womanhood. In that.
evening dusk, as the autumn sun glowed behind the light blue curtain, Surni’s body engraved itself on her
memory like that of a goddess. The curved line of her neck, her full breasts, her smooth thighs; nothing left her
unmoved. From that time, she often couldn’t stop herself thinking about Sumi, thinking about how she should be
closer to her mother because of Sumi.
When she stood before a mirror, full of gloom as she combed through her dry, brownish braids, she wondered
what would happen if she herself had Sumi’s thick black hair: would the weight of it drag her down so that she
couldn’t stand up straight? Only Sumi was worthy of such a head of hair. That was the ultimate conclusion. She
despised herself for this, but also took pride in it. It made no sense at all.
When she was anxious to find someone to confide in, the only possible person was Sumi. She decided to tell
her dark red secret to Sumi; she also wanted to know whether it was like that for Sumi, too. She paced up and
down in front of the door of the admissions department for a long time, waiting for Sumi to come out after she
finished work.
When it was time to utter the first sentence, she could barely unclench her teeth, but then the terror in her heart
poured out, magnified beyond all proportion. Sumi laughed carelessly, said it was just natural, every woman was
like that. That made her feel somewhat dejected; she thought Sumi too casual, too off-hand; she dido’t seem to
pay any attention to her and even seemed contemptuous of her secret. She came close to deciding to distance
herself from her friend. For a girl to find her secret belittled by her friend, even by her closest friend, was not to
be endured. You should be glad, it means that you’ve become a real woman. There’s nothing to be afraid of about
that! But when the red flow stops, that’s when old age is near: now that’s the really scary thing. Sumi went on in
this vein, but none of it calmed the girl’s distress, because she was quite incapable of believing that she could
possibly become a woman like Sumi, a real woman.
When she paused by the hedge of oleanders, she saw the little dragonfly pausing on a branch. Its rain-drenched
wings beat heavily. When the red flow stops, then old age is drawing near. She rehearsed Sumi’s words. At that
moment, the red dragonfly’s wings became a concrete symbol of life: she felt clearly the frailty of existence. She
held her breath, and for a long time dido’t dare move her feet, as if the slightest careless move might easily cause
the voiceless and shapeless life inside her to disperse and fly away. The red dragonfly was the most beautiful red
she had ever seen.
That year, she was thirteen.
*
It was long, long ago—it seemed like a hundred years. One afternoon after a rainfall, just the kind of time to
awaken boundless nostalgia. I was with my son, and passed by a low hedge of oleanders. There were no blossoms
on the oleanders, and their leaves were dripping pearls of rain. This boy walking by my side. I called him my son.
They said he was my son. They swore up and down he was my son. Yet there were times when suddenly the
meaning of that word son escaped me, when suddenly I dido’t quite know where that boy came from. I just
couldo’t bring to mind who he was or where he came from.
“Mummy, look.”
My son turned his head. Whenever he. addressed me in his clever, articulate way, I got the feeling he was
dropping a hint. A boy of five or six had somehow learned to drop some utterly untraceable hint—really, what
could be more hateful? I’d rather he addressed me by my name, or better that he didn’t address me at all. But no.
He had to call me Mummy, he insisted on advertising the fact that he was my flesh and blood.
I saw that he was clutching something in his hand. It was a red dragonfly. It was the very one I had once seen,
the one whose color was the most beautiful red ever seen by human eyes. I had decided that it was a manifestation
of life that could never be repeated. The first time I saw it, I had just turned thirteen. But now it was being pinched
tight in the hand of my son. I knew that the dragonfly’s drenched wings were broken, so my voice was as
ferocious as the fingers that held it. My son shuddered, and made me think of the trembling peacock feather
rustling in the flower vase, that day I heard the terrifying news about Sumi. The dragonfly fell to the ground.
I never really saw what was different between that son of mine, who scampered off so fast, and any other boys
on the street. His round cranium was covered with shiny black hair like that of a black colt. There were times
when I conceived a desire to stroke that round head, even a really strong desire. Because that shiny black head of
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hair reminded me of a black cat we used to have at home.
*
Stepping wide over the dragonfly, I continued to walk. I didn't want to know whether or not it was still alive.
Once the red blood no longer flows, old age is near. Sumi’s voice seemed to resonate from far, far away. But when
Sumi’s own red blood stopped flowing forever, she was still in the graceful flower of her middle years.
*
I got really sick. I considered that to be sick at this time was really lucky. Had I not been sick, I don’t know
what I might have done about Sumi. I had a presentiment that Sumi’s beautiful body would soon vanish altogether
from the earth. It had never occurred to me before that being sick could actually make someone happy. Sumi
would forgive me. I couldn’t go and visit her, no one could see her before the end of her sentence. I could only lie
in my warm bed, imagining her plight. If she was in no mood to wind her hair into that tasteful chignon, her thick
black hair must be scattered like a wild forest all around her head, and this was bound to add even more heartbreaking pallor to her face. Surely, she must have turned pale indeed.
Was she or was she not actually suffering from schizophrenia? This debate had already been raging for a long
time, and not only between my mother and me. The entire courtroom, the entire prosecutor’s office, the entire city
debated the motives of the woman who had killed her children. The verdict hadn’t come yet. I both longed for and
feared the verdict. I was confident that her mind was entirely sound. She was the Creator’s most perfect and most
beautiful specimen: she never had and never could have any defect. Such perfection was precisely what showed
that she was destined for destruction. …
268.143 1. Small Rain 2. Night 3. A Clay Pot 4. The Silk Dream: Four Poems\fn{by Li Xiaoyu (1951- )} Fengrun
County, Hubei Province, China (F) 4
1
i
Stealthily I come to this world,
Sprinkling so many, many ripples.
Those eddies, wilted leaves, ancient trees,
Those hidden mosses and dim will-o’-the-wisps,
Myriad voices whispering,
Don’t disturb, oh, please don’t
Disrupt this peaceful life!
And with a smile I sing my song:
Each raindrop is a kernel of seed,
Bringing moisture of air, warmth of soil
To sow freshness, passion, and life.
Tomorrow let’s invite the new world to harvest here.
A patch of duckweed, few lotuses,
No matter how primitive the organism,
So long as there’s life,
There’s creation,
There’s me.
ii
One drop, another drop …
All purity, all simplicity,
My heart’s a slip of luminous color.
I’ve come down,
Because I was once a pure and clean cloud.
Hopelessly in love with the earth, green leaves, and life.
Oh, a fierce wind brings sand and gravels,
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Silt has clogged the stream,
Murky water rushes in,
And chaos overruns heaven and earth
*
I vanish …
When I change into a cloud again,
I stubbornly watch the earth below
Forgetting the thunder, mud, and fire.
I feel only the stir of creation,
Passionate convictions and joyous discoveries.
Oh, look, my heart’s still a luminous color
All purity and simplicity,
One drop, another drop …
iii
I’m coming,
I'm coming.
*
Some loathe me, saying I’m autumn's cold tears,
Others welcome me, calling the music of spring.
*
Perhaps I am tears,
Perhaps I am song.
*
Slowly I’ll trickle down pale cheeks,
Softly sing in expectant hearts.
*
Be it happy or sad,
I’ll always be a rivulet flowing to the heart.
*
In the boundless sea of emotions
I am severance as well as confluence.
iv
Gentle yet resolute,
Fragile yet firm,
I’ve lived and pursued,
I’ve my place, my legend in this world.
With beauty I’ve opened every little window,
With love I’ve stroked every desert.
Perhaps I’ve been confused, lost my way,
Perhaps I’ve been a romantic roaming everywhere …
*
Some day all grass will share one dream.
Rain has gone, stars are glinting.
Only earth shall leave a long, long memory—
A field of ripening crops, a golden flush of fruits.
Then men will ponder as they gaze into the far distance,
Saying: Behold the earth’s bountifulness,
How richly it has given itself to us, how richly …
2
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Under the palms, an island shuts its eyes
In reverie and listlessly shrugs its shoulders
As one green coconut drops into the sea.
Stealthily it splashes up
One spread of greenish moonlight,
Ten spreads of greenish moonlight,
A hundred spreads of greenish moonlight,
On such a night,
How all the hearts go aflutter; fluttering …
Dimly, faint thunders graze over sky’s rim,
Telling tales about a tropical land,
A green, green homeland …
*
Lingshui County, Hainan Island, September 1979
3\fn{China’s ancient neolithic Yangshao Culture was discovered in Banpo village on the eastern outskirts of Xi’an City, Shanxxi
Province}
—One of the Banpo Ruins
*
It is said
That the first clay pot was made by a woman
She carved a
Perfect, rounded, billowing arc
Plain and serenely poised
Upon the mellowed coolness of antiquity
*
Ah my mother with her long disheveled hair
Enwrapped in animal skin
She pointed to
The purest earth, water and flame
The world was thus born
Born into
A pregnant curve
An unborn babe moving inside its mother
A fruit at the instant of ripening
A sun
A perfect union of heaven and earth
A clay pot
*
Hereafter all living things
Are endowed with their own fine distinguishing fingerprints
Many voices drifting between heaven and earth
Crying out for their mother
And the clay pot
Plain and serenely poised
Upon the mellowed coolness of antiquity
With her flawless ocher
With her purity and honesty
With her overflowing abundance
With her everlasting
Sacrifice windswept and rain-drenched
Drinking in the tender heartbeat of mother
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Drinking in lullaby
Drinking the Yellow River overflowing with milk
Drinking in the sound of a bone needle
As fine as a silk thread
*
When the barefoot mother stood up
To start the sowing of the first seeds
The clay pot fell
Pouring out countless seeds, small and golden
The men
4
Moon thin as water
And watery candlelight
Shine upon China
A sleeping silkworm
Exhaling a long long thread of silk
On a nine-hundred and sixty thousand square miles
Mulberry leaf
*
Its skin cold as ice, luminous as first snow
This great river of silk
With its silent billowing waves
With hidden perfume drifting amid shuddering shades of plum blossoms
With its dazzling riot of bright lights
With its soft soft footfall of a princess
In the quiet recess of the tall pillars
With its iridescent scales of dragon and phoenix dancing
To the music of bells and drums.
In the bronze mirror
Weave another song of the Yellow River
Another swirl of solitary smoke in a vast desert
Another and another beacon fire on high terraces
Another and another city gate
Volume after volume of poems
Oh China
The China by the pines and beneath the moon
The China of bamboo tablets in raised hands
Oh the China of tinkling porcelain vases
Oh you the silken culture
All that’s carved in stones, etched in bronze
The profound soul of Huaxia
Arises
And soaring upward
This night
In the great silken river
Thin and airy as a cicada’s wings
Slippery-soft as waves
Is there a Zheng He setting sail for a distant voyage
To chart out a passage to the far far West into
A rippling, soaring ribbon?
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40.160 Uncle Che\fn{by Lok Siu Ping (1952- )} Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, China (F) 4
Looking back at my relationship with Uncle Che, I can see that I always treated him as my elder, with the
respect we confer on an elder. When I was young, my head filled with ideals, I saw him as greater than he actually
was, and there was a time when I set him up as my life’s model. When I think back on those youthful impulses
now, I have to laugh at myself. It seems obvious that as I came to understand him better, I began to feel resentful
and annoyed with him. This drastic change in my feelings towards him astounded me. I was forced to reflect on
how my own thinking had changed, what sort of psychological process I had gone through, that I ended up hating
him like that.
I think I rejected him mainly because of the stubborn way he clung, for decades on end, to his own pipe
dreams. I believed those dreams were dangerous, all the more so if they were actually to come true. I did feel
sorry for him because all his dreams were so unattainable. Yet if I could have pulled them up by their decadeslong roots, I would truly have done so.
It has always been my belief that as you grow up, you gain some understanding, more or less, of your own
strengths and weaknesses. Along with that, comes a bit of self-knowledge to help you assess the inordinate
ambitions you once had, so that in the end you can rid yourself one by one of those you realize to be absurd. I too
had many youthful, unattainable dreams. Actually they were very simple ones: the tiniest bit of achievement to
provide a modicum of ego satisfaction, a bit of affection, work I like—that would be enough. Yet humble as these
aspirations were, trying to fulfil them was a real strain for me, and I could only manage it with intermittent
success. Compared with the hidden ambitions of Uncle Che, mine were hardly worth mentioning.
Right then Uncle Che was sitting fairly close to me, facing my friend who had just dropped by, and pressing
his impertinent question once more:
“Which newspaper does your family read: Ta Kung Pao or the Sing Tao Daily?”
I saw my friend frown. The question mystified him and I felt more or less responsible. I was going to have to
explain to him the real meaning of Uncle Che’s query, so I said:
“What Uncle Che means is, he’d like to know what sort of political background you live with on a daily basis.”
I saw my friend’s eyes open wide at that, and the look he gave me said he was at a loss. I knew I’d have to be a
bit more explicit. It would be best if he first understood something of Uncle Che’s background.
“Which national day does your family celebrate: October 1 st or October 10th?” Uncle Che came out with
another tricky question.
This time I didn’t have to explain. My friend understood the nuances of the question right away. He finally saw
what the question was really getting at. He let out a sigh of relief, and, slightly abashed, confessed, The Economic
Daily!”
The answer was a challenge for Uncle Che. Assuming a stern face he said with righteous indignation:
“Never heard of it!”
*
When I first met Uncle Che, I was still a young girl of fifteen or sixteen. I remember that the electrical goods
shop my parents ran was still in business then. Uncle Che appeared one evening at dusk. He wore a blue-gray
work overall with a blue neckerchief and blue cap. His voice was full and coarse and he spoke Cantonese with a
pronounced accent, the speech rhythms all jumbled up. There was hardly a pause between one syllable and the
next, as if his mouth was a cryptograph, emitting signals rapid-fire, like disaster coverage broadcast live. It was
my father who finally understood what he was saying. It seemed Uncle Che worked at a nearby dockyard and by
the time he got off work the news-stands were all shut. He asked if we would subscribe to an evening paper for
him, so he could stop by the shop for it after work. My father reluctantly agreed.
And so every evening he would come to the shop to get his paper. He loved to talk and would always stay a
while to chat. The moment he opened his mouth, he attracted the attention of passersby who would always turn as
one to stare at him, because when he spoke extreme anxiety, joy, and indignation passed one after the other across
his features. He stamped and gesticulated with short, explosive movements. What’s more, he was a big burly man,
strong as a horse, who exuded such an air of discontent with things as they were that our neighbors concluded he
came every night to pick a quarrel with us. And then, newspaper under his arm, he would leave.
He struck people as a new arrival from the Mainland, non-Cantonese, filled with homesickness, or as a wildly
patriotic soldier. But he called himself a sojourner in a strange land. My parents showed him every courtesy and
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enjoyed shooting the breeze with him. We sisters all deferred to him as our elder, and gave him his due respect.
His age differed from father’s by only two or three years, so when he spoke to us girls, it was always as an elder.
His voice was somewhat grating and he spoke in an authoritarian manner, which struck us as not altogether
civilized. But having been raised in a patriarchy, we girls were always pretty compliant. We all liked to gather
round him and hear what he had to say. For his part, he would perk right up, his fatigue forgotten, his voice would
grow louder and he would wave his arms around like a performer. He was always repeating himself, but he had a
strong streak of gumption and a tenacious fighting spirit. His was a personality seldom found in his generation
and that was one of the reasons he attracted my youthful curiosity.
“You girls need physical exercise. Karate would be best. First, it’ll make you strong; second, it’s good selfdefence; and third, third is that one day when your country needs you, you’ll be ready.”
His tone drew the customers who had come into the shop and they wandered over to hear what he had to say.
I was at that rebellious age, and I welcomed such stirring talk, all this about involving oneself in society,
bringing glory to the nation, giving your life for justice—it was all meat to me. And what’s more, I was studying
modern Chinese history in school then—the Opium War, the territorial concessions, the Treaty of Peking, the May
Fourth Movement—and I’d recently begun to collect new big-character posters from the Mainland. All this gave
his manner and words a heightened sense of immediacy for me. When he spoke of the Japanese army attacking
China, he looked so impassioned, it was almost as if he was the sole victim of the whole disaster, the sole witness.
Finally he said:
“Japanese ambition is great, you have to be on your guard, keep your vigilance up.”
It sounded like a military command, not like casual chat with an elder. We nodded as we listened, and thought
that he’d had some extraordinary experiences for sure. It suddenly came to me that he’d always been on his own.
He never mentioned a family. I wanted very much to know his story, but I was shy by nature and did not dare to
ask.
“You have to have a sound foundation in maths, be good at science—then you can contribute to the nation’s
future development,” he would go on.
I was exceptionally bad at maths, I hadn’t achieved a pass grade since Primary Four. In fact, all my life I had
been looking for ways to avoid maths.
Uncle Che’s talk was repetitious and, as time wore on, we weren’t as attentive as we had been, and his talk fell
off as well. If, however, there happened to be a new face present, he would perk up right away, trot out his
principles and discourse on them at length. Our shop had become a frequent haunt of his. My father was actually a
little resentful of the fact, but he couldn’t bring himself to say anything and so he too spoke to Uncle Che less and
less.
One time, though, my father and Uncle Che spent several hours with their heads together. There was none of
the former liveliness about their talk and they kept their voices low and very calm. I didn’t know what they were
saying and when Uncle Che left, his expression was terrible to see.
Uncle Che had decided to go to sea with his ship. As he got ready for his departure from Hong Kong, there was
a period of some days when he did not turn up and the shop seemed to grow very quiet all at once. And then one
evening, he brought over some gifts for us to remember him by. Opening them, we found a pair of thirty-pound
barbells, a dozen darts and a dartboard, a sled, a bicycle, and a six-volume set of Karate: The Art of Self- Defence
for Girls. We didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, but we accepted the gifts without fuss, on our best behavior.
It was only after Uncle Che’s departure from Hong Kong that we found out what his tete-a-tete with father had
been all about. He had wanted to store several pieces of baggage with us. Our parents, naturally cautious, declined
and, although I put forward some arguments on Uncle Che’s behalf, hoping father might accommodate him,
permission was not forthcoming, and I had to drop it. Later, I overheard my parents talking privately and it was
clear they were talking about Uncle Che’s ambitions. Finally I heard my mother sigh and say:
“If his hopes were realized, then we would really have something to worry about!”
From that time on, we never saw Uncle Che again, though occasionally we would receive postcards he’d sent
from Japan, Korea, England, or wherever. He’d write a bit about himself, but mostly they were about
technological developments, the standard of living and so on in those places. And once he sent a dozen or so
photographs, all of a Japanese cargo vessel, taken from various angles. He seemed to be especially impressed with
it. I thought that was possibly due to the connection with his profession, but his letters expressed disgust with life
on board ship—the only reason he’d decided to go to sea was for the money. The letter was signed:
A sojourner in a strange land.
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Later, father wound up his business in the shop because the landlord wanted to demolish the building, we
sisters all went our separate ways as we left Hong Kong, and Uncle Che continued to ply distant seas on board
ship. We all lost touch with him. Over a decade passed before we saw his face again.
One afternoon, a year after my parents had passed away and we had all returned to Hong Kong, my sister
happened to spot an old man in cap and work overalls near her place of work. She recognized him at once.
“Uncle Che!”
I opened the door, and there stood Uncle Che, obviously aged, but still in his work overall and cap—a different
color though, changed from blue-gray to black. He’d stayed in shape. I quickly invited him in, only then noticing
that he carried a cane.
“Do you have trouble walking?” I asked.
“No, I just use it for extra strength sometimes,” he said, radiating vigor.
During the ten-odd years in which we had not seen each other, I had changed from a girl into a woman. I
married early and my child was now twelve. My personality had undergone a big change too, I was no longer
strong-willed and excitable as in the past. I was a mother now and took proper care of my child. This assumption
of responsibility had given me confidence in my own abilities. I was proud of my maturity and my ability to bear
up. I was fonder of things as they were than I had been in my impressionable youth, things meant more to me. I
was better at facing up to my own problems and no longer tried to justify my ineptitude. I just wanted to be an
ordinary person, just that and nothing more. I didn’t know what Uncle Che would think of this change in me.
The first thing Uncle Che said when he had sat down was:
“Which newspaper do you read: Ta Kung Pao or Sing Tao?”
His voice was as robust as ever, his Cantonese as heavily accented. We chatted a while, catching up on each
other’s news. He was still a good talker, fond of saying things to get a reaction from people.
I had arranged with my family to come over to see Uncle Che, and one after another they came, all happy to
see him again. Everyone talked about how they were doing and very naturally the subject of my deceased parents
came up. Once again, Uncle Che was the centre of attention, and seeing the expression on his face as he talked, it
was as if the intervening years had never been, and he had been talking to us all along.
“I’m telling you, maths and science are the most important. The reason the big cities I’ve visited are prospering, is because their governments stress technological development …” Uncle Che was once again gesticulating
wildly; his voice rose; he was in his element.
I raised the questions I hadn’t raised years ago out of shyness:
“Why did you come to Hong Kong in the first place?”
When he heard that, I don’t know why, but his face fell, for all the world as if it was a presumptuous question.
His high, strong voice became suddenly weak:
“I … I … I just came; it’s been so many years, if there was a reason, I’ve forgotten it. Why do you want to
know?”
His answer seemed extraordinary to me. He’d always seemed so full of self-confidence, but now he seemed to
be evading an answer. So I continued with my questions:
“What about your family, Uncle Che?”
It was as if he was under hostile interrogation, his voice fell even lower”
“I … I don’t have any family … they’re all gone … in China.”
Just then, my younger sister and her husband arrived and I offered them my seat. Then Uncle Che’s spirits
seemed to rise again and he was confident as he asked my brother-in-law, whom he was seeing for the first time:
“Which newspaper do you read at home: Ta Kung Pao or Sing Tao? Which national day does your family
celebrate: October 1st or Double Ten?”
I remembered the early days with Uncle Che, when he always greeted a new acquaintance with this question
he was now asking my brother-in-law. But now I found the question passe. More than ten years had passed, the
world and the people in it had changed; these days the views expressed in newspapers in general were a lot more
objective. So I made an effort to tell him that in the course of these ten-odd years Hong Kong had actually
changed a lot, but he wasn’t the least bit interested in my opinion. He screwed up his face. There was no way he
could accept any of it. Looking at me in alarm he said:
“Let me tell you, as Chinese you should all temper yourselves. The best thing would be to learn karate. First,
it’s good exercise, second …”
My sisters’ children had all gathered round Uncle Che listening curiously, heads up, to this novel message. His
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voice grew louder and more stirring, as if we had an orator in our midst, a leader.
“You must have a good foundation in maths and you must study science. Then, in future, you can make some
contribution to the development of the nation,” Uncle Che continued.
I looked at his face, radiant, as if he had become ten years younger and I suddenly felt an inexplicable unease.
Then my mother’s image came into my mind and I remembered her assessment of Uncle Che, and it was as if I
had understood something all at once. I sat in a corner of the room, silently observing him. It was only then I
realized that he was not really that strong. He was wearing several layers of clothes under his coat, padding his
whole body into plumpness. I began to become aware that he looked like a vagrant, with all his important possessions on him. I looked at the cane in his hand. At first I thought he carried it due to old age, but now I realized it
was meant for self-defence. He really had aged and what’s more, he was afraid and insecure.
It was while we were having dinner together that I first discovered that his teeth had all fallen out. He carried a
small pocket knife with which he diced his food, something that showed conclusively that he was in the grip of
old age. He said softly:
“My teeth are all bad and I haven’t had false ones fitted.”
Uncle Che was working temporarily in a school, doing some miscellaneous janitorial work and living on the
school premises. One day, my relatives and I went to pay him a visit. His room was not large, but it was quite neat
and tidy. In one corner there was an untidy heap of books: mathematics, science, politics, etc. His work at the
school was very light. We congratulated him on being settled at last and not having to wander around any more.
Little did we know that in his heart, he had other plans. He made a request of my brother-in-law, hoping that he
could spare a little time to help him solve some maths problems.
“The first thing I need to do is get the basic diploma,” said Uncle Che.
I suddenly thought of how he was always talking about maths and science, so I asked him:
“What will you do with this diploma?”
“I’ve always worked on ships, but I lost my job four years ago because I had no diploma. But they promised to
rehire me if I got one,” he told us.
“You’re not a young man, you should take care of your health and look for light work; work on the ships isn’t
suitable for you anymore,” my younger sister said earnestly.
“I want to work on ships so that in future when the country is in need, I can volunteer for the navy. I have
experience in working on ships, the only thing I don’t have is a diploma,” he said.
It suddenly occurred to me that Uncle Che was extremely confused in his thinking. There was no way we
could know what was in his mind, all we knew was that it must be filled with an overwhelming sense of crisis—
he was dressed like a worker-peasant-soldier, he acted like a soldier, his past was a bottomless pool no one could
fathom. It was quite obvious many dangerous ideas lurked in this mind. He was seventy years old. The aspirations
he had clung to so long and so tenaciously might, in what he knew all too well to be the limited days of his life,
drive him into irreversible madness. So I told him:
“The nation is safe now, there won’t be another war, you—” I hadn’t finished.
“I can get up an army. I’m good at that. What I need is money. With money there’s a lot I can do.”
Uncle Che spoke from the heart.
I kept calm and told him times had changed. There was nowhere in the Chinese world one could raise an army.
If things were really as he said, the world would be a very frightening place.
“I don’t agree. Japan’s ambition is vast. I want to organize a band of volunteers to serve the nation. The
weakest part of the Chinese military is the navy. In the future when China is in trouble, I will go to her aid! I
will!”
He was worked up and his tone reflected it, but it was also hoarse and low.
Looking at him, I thought again of my mother’s assessment of the man.
As we left his room, our hearts were all unusually heavy. The thought came to me that the reason he had come
to Hong Kong in the first place might have been to raise an army. Had that really been it?
“You don’t have to worry,” my brother-in-law suddenly said. “To tell you the truth, if he’s studied the
elementary diploma course for three years and hasn’t mastered even the most basic maths, it doesn’t look as if
there’s much hope of his getting the diploma. Even then he’d have to take the mid-level test, then the higher level.
That could well take whatever time he has left.”
We all sighed heavily, surprised that in fact we didn’t really know him at all. We thought of our innocence, of
the simplicity of youth, of Uncle Che’s stories that had drawn us in, and we all shivered, but not from cold.
However, in the end we all came to the same happy conclusion. We were all glad that in the course of Uncle
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Che’s life, fate had not given him the chance to join the navy, nor the wherewithal to raise a volunteer force. True,
we all agreed that when a decades-old dream was finally dashed, the hurt must be tremendous. But among the
dreams we knew would never come true, this was one that would not be in the least regretted by anyone, though it
be the kindest and most reasonable of dreams. What was more, our encounter with Uncle Che had not led to any
sympathy for him. Did that make us insensitive to his plight? Maybe, but for our part, such a response was all too
human.
63.16 Open Ground\fn{by Wan Zhi aka Chen Maiping (1952- )} Changshu, Jiangsu Province, China (M) 2
The open ground lay ahead. Night still lingered there, no moon, but the sky was light and the stars were shining, so the ground looked vaster, darker. The murky shapes of several blockhouses loomed up in the twilight.
He walked over. There was no road, but he walked straight toward the dark shapes of the blockhouses, his feet
from time to time tumbling over a stone. Once he even fell, skinning his palms, but he kept pressing forward in
great haste.
He did not really want to go there at all. He felt afraid, and the hand that gripped the iron shovel was trembling
involuntarily. It seemed as if someone was pursuing him from behind, and he often stopped still in alarm, turned
and looked back, but apart from the lights at the small station there was not a soul in sight. As he had crossed the
river, he had startled a pair of young lovers who had crossed the small bridge and were heading for the small slope
over there, into the pine forest below the memorial. They had certainly not bothered speculating about what the
old man with the shovel was up to.
What lay ahead? He did not know what the answer was either. It seemed there was a voice calling him, which
seemed to come both from outside and from within himself. The voice was indistinct, and he could not make out
the words which rose and fell, receded and returned in his mind, in rhythm with his pounding heart and coursing
blood. It seemed like an invisible wind sobbing low. Driven on by the voice, he finally arrived.
Now he stood in front of the blockhouses. Constructed out of reinforced concrete, they had weathered the
storms of thirty years, and were overgrown with wild artemisia. It was a grave, in which were buried a battle, a
crime and worthless lives. The blockhouses stood in a row; the open ground had become a graveyard. He stood
facing them: they were the past, the past was death, and death was what he remembered.
Yes, he had fought here. He had stood guard in this blockhouse, with American-style carbines and machineguns, and with a brain that an American drill sergeant had given him. He had fought very well, and the open
ground had helped him; he remained on guard until the last batch of people retreating south pulled out from the
station. But here he had also become a prisoner.
The machinery of his memory had long since ceased revolving and was covered with a thick layer of dust. He
had forgotten the past, he had even forgotten his memories. Now he had two rough hands, a wooden face, two
lackluster eyes, seven false teeth and a heart that beat sixty times a minute.
This machine, however, could suddenly be set in motion again. If someone pressed the button, the motor
would start throbbing. He did not know who had pressed the button, but now he began to recall the past. He could
still count the growth rings on the tree of his life, remembering his childhood, his time at high school, his life at
the military academy, his wife, their honeymoon, and the scented oak in front of the old cottage. He also
remembered the prison camp, and the certificate of release when he had served his term. . .
It was not a dream, nor a story, but his memories had become so elusive, so confused.
Perhaps “it” was what had pressed the button. “It” was fate, “it” was the low voice that drove him on! Life was
like a circle that “it” had drawn, starting out at a certain point and coming to an end at the same point. He had
come here earlier in an American truck to build the blockhouses, but although he hadn’t come in an American
truck this time he had come to build an American-equipped factory and to demolish the blockhouses.
The blockhouse embrasures were staring at him. He felt afraid. The night air was cold and he was shivering
from head to foot. The open ground was silent, full of the smell of death. A piercing whistle. He looked toward the
station, where a train was just pulling in. The bright white gleam of the head-lamps breached the darkness,
stinging his eyes and casting his huge shadow over the open ground.
He withdrew in alarm into the shadow of the blockhouses. The shovel struck against the reinforced concrete of
the blockhouses and the sharp sound made him tremble with fear, his legs and feet numbed. He did not know why
he was so afraid. Perhaps it was just instinct. The last few decades had worn away the luster of courage in his life,
leaving behind a dingy color, the color of rust, the color of ice.
Nevertheless he set to work again. The shovel struck into the loose, soft mound of earth they had dug out

149

during the day with a thud that spread out over the open ground. Startled by the noise, he stopped and turned
around. Everything was terribly still, but the very stillness frightened him. He felt as if there was someone peering
at him from inside the blockhouse. Staring at the pitch-black embrasures, he involuntarily crouched down,
shrinking into himself, feeling safer in this position.
He decided not to use the shovel, and began digging up the earth with both hands. Grabbing a handful of moist
earth, he felt the chill of the mud on his palms. This was earth that had been stained with blood. Perhaps there
were still some molecules of blood, or had they already disappeared? They had evaporated in the sunlight and
then been scattered in the wind, cast to the far corners and then to the open country beyond. Life comes and goes,
but its material components always remain.
He continued groping, digging through the loose, soft earth, searching in the darkness. He felt himself touching
something long and thin and pulled it out of the earth. Soon afterwards, a .long piece, two long pieces, a short
piece, two short pieces. He piled up the things from the mud under the blockhouse wall.
It was an accumulation of death, because these insubstantial objects were the bones of dead men-thigh bones,
ribs, vertebrae, long and short, thick and thin. Perhaps they were one man’s; more likely, two or three men’s …
During the day, he and the workmen had been digging the foundations of a future factory here, and the white
bones were dug up then. In the beginning, when they had dug up the first bone, no one had minded very much;
anything can be dug up on a work-site. The young men threw the bone up into the air, their way of mocking him,
an old KMT\fn{Koumintang; Chinese Nationalist.} officer. Like him, they were former convicts who had stayed on
after their release. They had committed all kinds of major and minor crimes, theft, robbery and rape, but they still
had the right to mock him, since his crime was war and defeat. It was then that he had begun to recall his
memories.
He did not tell the others that he had fought here; the past was over and gone. He had looked at the white
bones, blankly shaking his head. When the bones increased in number as they dug, however, even these young
men who boasted that blood and death held no terrors for them, felt the dry, lackluster bones gradually seizing
their hearts; this accumulation of white bones was a concrete representation of death. The skulls and teeth, having
experienced the taste of life in this world, now revealed the hideous smile of Death.
Now he started piling the bones up again. There was no doubt it was them, the people who had stubbornly held
out in these blockhouses with him. When the gunfire had abated, the bodies of the victors were carried away and
the victors buried over there—under the memorial, where glory stood guard over them, and they stood guard over
peace, tranquillity and happiness! But the bodies of the defeated were buried here, beside the blockhouses, crime
stood guard over them, and they stood for death, disgrace and disaster!
Of course, there was still him, he was not buried here, not one of these bones was his; he had been taken
prisoner, he was still alive. And yet he touched them as if touching himself, his own decaying teeth and empty
eye-sockets … he could well have been buried here too.
Human forms which would never return again to their original shapes were once attached to these bones. In his
blurred memories he still seemed able to tell whose bones they were. This one with two big incisors was the
machine-gunner’s, he gnawed on other bones with these teeth, getting a box on the ear from him; this big thighbone, he could tell from its length who it had belonged to, a man who had liked to drink, and who cried at night
thinking of his wife. None of them could be brought back into existence. Why had they died? When had their
lives lost their value? No, he had no answer. He had ordered them about and told them off; why had he done that?
Didn’t he still not understand even today?
He had committed a crime, but why? Through trusting too readily in the Americans? Or was it fate? Or his
own ignorance?
He knelt on the open ground, as if praying, but there were no words of prayer in his breast, no desires for the
future; it was still the voice that drove him on sounding close by.
He had a sack with him. He put the bones into the sack, slung it over his shoulder and started on his way back.
The sack was not at all heavy, but his legs felt very weak. A wind blew across the small river, a cold wind, a
desolate autumn wind. The moon was rising, its silver light rippling over the river. He stopped by the side of the
river and stood there in silence for a while. Then he took down the sack and with great care threw it into the water.
The water splashed up, startling a pair of birds in the reeds opposite. They flew up abruptly, over his head, over
the wide stretch of open ground, and disappeared behind the dark shadow of the blockhouses.
The moon cast a solemn shadow from the memorial on the hillside opposite. It looked very much like a sentry
on night watch, staring at the open ground. Very soon, a modernized factory would be built on this piece of
ground.
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74.94 The Sleeping Lion\fn{by Kong Jiesheng (1952- )} Guangzhou, Guangdong Province, China (M) 12
It is hot today. In this place, it is hot every day. There are no distinct seasons, so no one can ever remember
what month it is. To be sure, the weeks and months bring incidents of note, but after a while even those merge and
blur. In this remote corner of the world, we have forgotten even the year.
We are, in any event, dripping sweat, even a little blood. Not that a man would die here; it is only that staying
alive somehow doesn’t seem to be one of our major concerns.
Old Wu—Number Five—is scraping his metal pipe. I position our homemade level. Beads of sweat fall on the
scalding trowel, hissing into steam, and the mountains quiver in the summer heat. At this latitude, the sun is
eternally fierce, the day eternally long. The body’s biological clock all but stops. If it weren’t for the stone wall
rising layer by layer, you would think today is a carbon copy of yesterday or perhaps of one day sometime last
month. There are moments in this green basin when we desperately wish something would happen to dot the
white expanse of time—like the night when someone who went outside to take a leak looked up to see a white
spot streaking upward, receding into the heavens’ canopy, finally melting into hazy silver. Presented with this rare
display, we carried on for several days, pondering how these spirits augured for the future. Then when the
newspaper was delivered, already many days late, we learned that our own satellite had traveled into space! Old
Wu, for whom there are no mysteries, announced that the launching site was on this island of ours and that this
region, being close to the equator, allowed the launch to be both swift and convenient, and on and on. We were
quite proud, and our meal of dried turnips and rice seemed crunchier and tastier than ever before. All of us felt
that our nation and our people had suddenly become much stronger.
*
The trowel taps monotonously. Under the scaffold sits a pile of sheer-white plaster. Bright, silvery clouds float
overhead, effortlessly reflecting the red sun, sweeping away human shadows without a twinge of conscience. Who
knows how many of these masses of steam have been wrung from our bodies?
Even men can be scorched to a crisp. I think of cursing but save my breath. With a parched throat, there is little
point in swearing. Blame it all on the legendary Yi, who shot down only nine of the ten suns.
Suddenly, an explosion.
“Thunder?” I hear myself ask. Hey, thunder god, is that you? Deafening, blinding noise. Only then do I see the
brown smoke curling slowly over the opposite ridge. What is it?
“Over there,” we call to one another and scramble down the wobbly scaffold.
At last, a special event to make up for the tedium. The outside laborers, having blasted open an underground
tomb, are running in all directions. As if transfixed by evil magic, the men gaze from afar at the rumbling black
vault with its eerie glow.
Few people take themselves less seriously than the membership of our little group. Valor wells up in me, for. I
have nothing to lose, and in spite of the presence of a strange, vile smell, I leap inside.
There I see the sleeping lion.
It has been blown onto its side and lies among fragments of coffin planks, but I am awestruck. Heavy and icy,
the brass green manifests an ageless deep sleep. The long day we once cursed has now become so short and
abrupt that we lose all sense of time.
Vessels and pots are also strewn about. Neither Old Wu nor I turn them over, so completely are we seized by
the simplicity and majesty of this sleeping lion.
We have stumbled into the Bronze Age!
It is all I can do to keep from shouting. The resident expert has yet to speak. He covers his nose with his hand,
frowning, thinking, as history rests quietly, waiting for his verdict.
Western Xia,\fn{2205?-1766?BC.} Yin, Shang?\fn{1766?-1027?BC.} Spring and Autumn period,\fn{722-484BC.}
Warring States?\fn{403-221BC.} Each fabulously distant and remarkable.
“A Han\fn{206BC-220AD.} grave,” Old Wu announces solemnly.
I breathe a heartfelt sigh and bend respectfully toward the sleeping brass lion, only to hear Old Wu rebuke me:
“Don’t touch!”
I withdraw my hand, sobered by the singular wonder of this event.
“What does it mean?” he asks.
From deep in my pant pocket, I pull out a watch with a cracked crystal.
“Ten oh-three. Note this time.” Old Wu is quite solemn.
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But reality drags us back to the present. Master mason Yellow Hair is shouting at us from the opposite slope.
The Farm Headquarters boss may be on patrol, and though it puts a damper on things, we had best not linger. In
any case, it is nearly quitting time. We slip back to camp.
Old Wu isn’t old, nor does the five indicate that he is the fifth child. His name is Wu, and he is my age. Next to
him, everyone appears a head shorter—of course, I am referring to physical stature. In terms of intelligence, I’d
venture to say he surpasses us by more than a head. He is very bright—in astronomy, geography; in matters
foreign or domestic. Everyone can benefit from his instruction. And those who refuse to believe him—someone
like me, for instance—can never get him to change his side. In any event, here in the wilderness, where there are
neither sages nor scholars, there is little harm in listening.
“How can you be so sure it’s Han?” I have to ask.
“Aiiii—some ancestor of the Yellow Emperor you turn out to be! The Bronze Age did not achieve aesthetic
perfection until the Han. Everything declines when it reaches its peak—” He is about to elaborate.
“Shhhh. Do you want to lose your head? There can be absolutely no casual talk about peaks.”\fn{ A note reads: In
the late 1960s, Lin Biao and Jiang Qing pronounced that Mao Zedong thought was the “peak” of Marxist-Leninist ideology .}
“Yes, yes.” Ever vigilant, he agrees that his choice of words was imprudent; then, glancing about, he begins
again.
“After the Bronze Age, stone was the vogue, up until Wei and Jin, when stone carvings reached their—uh—
you know what. The Tang had three-color glazes, as did the Song.”
I earnestly accept the wisdom imparted from his lips. Still, I don’t think I’m stupid, and I read a fair amount in
my spare time. I cannot help being skeptical. The Han was a remarkable dynasty, but back in those days Hainan
lay beyond Chinese cultural influence.\fn{Hainan Island has been a Chinese possession since 111B.C .} Of the earlier generations who traveled to the edges of the Celestial Kingdom, I knew only of Li Deyu of the Tang, Su Dongpo of the
Song, and Huang Daopo of the Yuan. And the Hainan native Hai Rui did not appear until the Ming.
“Not true,” he says. “There was also the illustrious Madame Xi, the female warrior of the Northern and
Southern dynasties.”
Maybe so, but the distance between the Northern and Southern dynasties and the Han is the thickness of Tales
of the Three Kingdoms—all 120 chapters’ worth!
He persists in his rebuttals.
“Although Emperor Han Wudi\fn{ d.87BC.} lacked for literary talent, when it came to military prowess, he
lacked for naught. Under heaven, no spot was unclaimed by this emperor; from shore to shore, no prince failed to
pay fealty.” Observing that I refuse to alter my foolish notions, he points out with some irony the absurdity of my
logic: why must I always think of history in terms of famous people? Those old bones, whether of a local tyrant or
evil gentry—had to be a dull fellow. Don’t hope to find his chronicle in the annals of officialdom, published or
otherwise. Number Five certainly deserves his reputation. I ponder a while longer, then relax.
This round of academic contention brings out other emotions in me. Our nation is indeed amazing. Any ancestral grave one treads upon can be traced back hundreds of generations. Take the thatched hut we live in, for
example; six or seven thousand years ago, the people of Banpo village built their huts in the very same style—a
civilization ancient enough to make one sigh in wonder.
The scaffolding shakes, and we are quiet. But the person who shows up turns out to be Yellow Hair. One of our
own. He drops the weighted plumb line over the corner of the wall, then squints down and swears, using all his
might to pry off one stone that protrudes prominently from the others.
If Yellow Hair has it in for Old Wu, it is because the latter is a loafer. And really, given half a chance to loaf,
who wouldn’t take it? When it’s almost time for the bell to ring, there seems little point in being so diligent. It is
not as if this structure will someday house people; it is going to be a meeting hall. We will continue to live in
thatched huts. And while no one can dispute the fact that meetings are more important than sleep, on the other
hand, there seems little danger that a column will come crashing down in the midst of a struggle session on
account of a misplaced stone. This job is appropriate compensation for Old Wu, I kid him, because he has for
years written political essays, beautiful works that he recites with great verve. A bit of Marx, Engels, Stalin, and
Mao; of landlords, wealthy peasants, reactionaries, bad elements, and rightists—there is something in his
speeches for everyone, and so naturally his audience resounds with animated shouts of support. After each meeting, he routinely crumples the perfectly crafted manuscript into a ball, which he tosses atop his mosquito netting
to await appropriate use the next time he visits the pit that serves as the gentlemen’s lavatory.
Old Wu has grown indignant, and in order to avoid a quarrel, I try to tell Yellow Hair that we weren’t in the
mood for work a moment ago, which is why the stone was not in place. Yellow Hair’s eyes widen. Before I can
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finish my sentence, he takes hold of the rope on which the pipes are hung and slithers to the ground.
Yellow Hair is, of course, also a nickname. His hair is a yellowish brown. We have yet to learn if this is a
genetic trait that has been passed down over the years or evidence that he offended his ancestors. In fact, he is of
pure Chinese extraction, last in the line of several generations of master masons. Even after traveling to the South
Seas, he was not able to cast off his legacy, for he became the master mason of our construction group.
The bell rings. Still no sight of Yellow Hair on the opposite slope. Strange. Then, in a moment, he arrives with
a face as black as india ink and, out of the blue, begins swearing:
“Are you playing games with me? Just watch me plaster your mouth shut with a bucketful of mortar!”
What has happened? We sense immediately that something is wrong. The ghost grave hasn’t got a damn thing
in it. Even the bones have rotted into thin air. We look at one another for a moment, but Old Wu is quickest:
“It’s them!”
Them. A complete mystery. They are ftom the mainland, the Leizhou Peninsula. I was there once visiting
relatives: barren soil as far as the eye could see, bringing to mind the saying red earth for a thousand miles. Here
the soil is rich and black, yielding bricks as light and porous as steamed yeast cakes. Fortunately, there are rock
formations in the mountains with such a good grain that in cutting them out, one has only to drive in a wedge to
pull out neat square blocks. On the surface, it looks easy enough, but there’s a trick to it, and no one at our farm
can manage it.
They are strangers here and, as strangers, have yet to communicate with anyone outside their group, although
the sounds of pounding echo in our respective camps. I have never been able to get a head count, but there must
be Six or seven of them. To me, they all look alike: jet-black faces with no more than a few ounces of flesh, their
arms nevertheless thick from wielding a sledgehammer. They have their own language.\fn{ Chinese has six dialects, all
of which are spoken in the south-eastern provincial region .} The difficulty of the Leizhou linguistic family has stymied even
the linguistically gifted Wu. A clan unto themselves. Though our brigade has empty huts to spare, they insist on
pitching their own camp; our brigade has an eating hall, but they prefer to choke on the smoke of their cooking
fires, stubbornly preserving their self-contained society. They know only work, with one exception. When the
occasional young peasant woman makes her way to the rice fields, they come to life, first staring, then talking
softly, perhaps in an exchange of opinions. Though the odds of viewing educated young women, who leave like
clockwork at dawn and return at dusk, are greater, the stone-cutters dare not take liberties—their eyelids never
budge. While phoenixes may not be as valuable as chickens here in the wilderness, surely the cutters should allow
themselves to take a glance or two.
The outside laborers keep their trade secrets to themselves. Their blasts produce scarcely any reverberations,
the sound waves seemingly swallowed up into deep crevices. Every year when we expand our frontiers by
opening up the mountains, we try to appropriate a small quantity of dynamite to throw at fish in the river, in the
hope of varying our otherwise vegetarian diet. Damnably, control is tight, one stick to a ditch, and without this
stuff there is no hope of snaring even a bit of fish scale.
They do not use sticks of dynamite; heaven knows what alchemy they perform. Do you think you can glean
their secrets? They pretend not to understand what you say and refuse to let an outsider observe them at work.
Even stranger is the imported marvel called directional blasting, of which we have heard vague mention. Who
would have guessed that the Leizhou natives mastered this technique long ago, for they are able to set off silent
blasts that are devoid of flying chips, and they do so in seeming disregard of their own mortality. Worthy indeed
to be the descendants of the men who invented gunpowder. Although this technique is primitive, the clan has
passed down its secret for years, perfecting it with each successive generation.
The riddle of their existence is particularly elusive. Even the concept of outside laborer is tarnished and suspiciously independent of the established social order. In our civilized nation, the relatively advanced notions of isms
and social classes, dictatorships and party lines permeate the hearts and minds of even women and children.
What could have befallen the homeland of these nomads? Was there a restoration? A coup? Is their fee divided
up according to work points, or do they split it evenly? Such a casual approach to compensation flies in the face
of political economics.
Our brains are routinely washed, our tails routinely lopped off. But as we listen to nightly lessons on political
struggle, we can hear in the distance the pounding of rocks, and we feel sorrowful and alone. When we aspire to
conquer the mountains and rivers and then remember that we are stuck in this anthill of a meeting room, we have
new regard for our comrades in the wilderness who continue the revolutionary struggle apace.
But then comes our epiphany: in a land so vast, with a population so great, some things just shouldn’t be too
conscientious. The people from Leizhou are capable of overturning anything and yet seek only to keep their fami-
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lies from starving. Their stomachs are not thinking organs. They do not concern themselves with philosophy.
And so it is as if we were living in different worlds: our philosophies conflict, our political lines differ, yet we
coexist in peace.
Sleeping brass lion!
Well water and river water wage war before the ancestral graves.
“Who’s in charge here?”
We rush into their self-contained hut. Old Wu towers above the group, his voice ringing out, his query
threatening.
No response. The scorching white rays of noon creep in to reflect detached wooden faces. We take a look
around, but of course the brass lion is nowhere in sight. We have never seen anything like this: woks on stone,
bedding on stone, with no cushioning pads. The bed planks shine where sweat has polished them. The hammer
handle of hard bamboo, which they replace daily, has been split into kindling and flickers and sputters as the
cassava roasts.
I once thought that we were wanderers, unencumbered with material possessions, going nakedly about our
life’s business. But these fellows are the true nomads, a fact that somehow serves to deepen my awareness of their
ability to endure hardship. When I realize that people can survive under such extreme conditions, our own incessant complaints seem rather petty. But no matter how pathetic the stonecutters look, I’ll not relent, even if they
begin to chew on cassava bark. So I shout out:
“Hey, we’re talking to you!”
“Don’t pretend you can’t hear us!” Old Wu chimes in forcefully.
It is like advancing upon a steadfast and impenetrable stone wall, which causes the invading enemy to crumble
in despair. Pity that their knack of self-preservation does not fool us: we understand each other only too well.
Yellow Hair is furious:
“Up your mother’s ——. Don’t play dumb with me. Hand over the brass lion right now!”
They respond by smoking a long bamboo water pipe, which gurgles loudly as it is passed from one sinewy
hand to the next. A secret signal, perhaps? After one round, the black faces still do not appear contented; on the
contrary, they now seem savage.
I decide a change of tactics is in order.
“Do you know what that mound of dirt is? A national treasure! Aren’t you Chinese?” Wasted breath, playing a
zither for a cow. They're Chinese, but they’re pretending not to understand Chinese. Damn them!\fn{ A note
elsewhere reads: People of Chinese origin constitute about two-thirds of the population of Hainan. Several aboriginal tribes, locally
designated the Maiu and Lois, inhabit the more remote areas of the mountainous region. The Maiu tribes originated on the Chinese
mainland; the Lois show marked physical similarities to the Igorot tribe of the Philippines and speak the same language .}

The cassava is done, but it could cook until it was burned to a crisp, and we’d still be at a standoff. How could
these obedient citizens have become so greedy and contemptible so suddenly? Is it that they’re too poor and they
want to make some money? They had to have heard Yellow Hair’s insults and challenges, yet their gaunt faces
remain unmoved. Their bulging biceps twitch dangerously, signaling nervousness and anger, as if to say that no
matter what country or region they are from, they are still human beings, not beasts of burden to be abused.
Old Wu, who normally thrives on conflict, is silent.
Who is the flying dragon of strength here? We are. Who is the snake accustomed to this turf? Again, we are. It
is not they who can hurt us but the other way around. Except that it would appear we can’t do much. What—beat
them to death and boil them for dinner? Very well, the countryfolk’s stubbornness and tenacity have not gone
unnoticed. Now we must come to grips with this type of warfare.
“Surely, at least one of you must have had some schooling? You must know what a historical relic is. You can’t
eat it, and you can’t do anything with it, so what’s the point of keeping it? Are you hoping to make a couple of
yuan? I’ll give it to you straight: this piece of brass is a priceless treasure; it has no price, understand? When
something is so valuable that its value cannot be reckoned, you won’t be able to dispose of it. If you try, the
Public Security Bureau will get wind of it and will clap handcuffs on you in no time flat.”
This seems to have had an effect. One of the younger members of the group looks uncomfortable, glances at
his fellow workers. But as long as they continue to act dumb like this, it’s still rats pulling a turtle—there’s no
place to get a handhold.
My remarks arouse Yellow Hair, who lets forth a barrage of patriotic invective and then announces that we
have already reported the situation to Farm Headquarters and that the security section is sending someone out to
guard the grave.
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“Know how the security section makes its living? Don’t wait to see the coffin before you start crying.”
Good old Yellow Hair, every word worth its weight in gold. With this exchange, the cassava gets really burned,
and the stonecutters finally open their mouths. Leizhou-style Mandarin is pretty awful, every syllable harsh and
palatal, and the grammar is a mess. But their message is clear: they were the ones to blast open the unclaimed
tomb, and finders are keepers.
What an infuriating band of rogues. We’ll see who first discovered this national treasure. Why, if Old Wu and I
hadn’t come onto the scene, they would have been scared out of their wits and probably would have set off
firecrackers and burned paper money to drive away the evil spirits.
“Watch what you say. Whose turf is this, anyway?” My face grows stern.
Fearless leader Yellow Hair is undaunted. “This is a case of piling earth on top of the emperor’s head. What
nerve! Leizhou men, go back home, and dig up your own ancestral graves!”
The situation is rapidly deteriorating. Should Yellow Hair turn and strike the bell, the army would come
charging in and torch the hut.
Old Wu has been muttering to himself; he must have something up his sleeve.
“All right, you don’t know how to read, you’re uneducated; it’s not really your fault. But common folk have to
obey the law, too. The law states that the land belongs to the nation, including the skeletons in the ground. Even if
your great-grandfather had gold bricks and silver ingots buried with him, don’t think you could touch it. This is no
bluff. Nowadays the government is picking up people like caterpillars; the man with the chop that’s round and not
square—the man with the government chop—is the man who gets to point the finger. And if, when they look at
your family history, they find one tiny bit of dirt, they’ll push you into a bad social class, then walk you right past
the hall of justice to where the firing squad is waiting.”
Old Wu is a real hero, who approaches all matters from a position of strength. He threatens and coddles,
mixing truth with fiction, his cause just and his message stern. I watch the stonecutters pale as they exchange
glances. Silenced.
A psychological attack is best, and we won’t stop until their number has been called. Old Wu shouts a
command:
“Return the brass lion to the ancient tomb, and handle it carefully!”
Total victory. Their troops withdraw. The wicked still fear the law.
But is there really any law? I am not so sure. And if it did exist at onetime, where is it now? In point of fact,
it’s there if you want it to be but disappears when you don’t. At times of crisis, we offer it up as a sacrifice, but
when the crisis has passed, we no longer think in such terms. To what higher court can one appeal? The Farm
Headquarters political department? The Yanghuo County Revolutionary Committee? There are countless serious
matters to seize hold of and promote; moreover, the people who have not been deprived of schooling are not
necessarily more intelligent than the stonecutters. Foolish people can be taught. We are taught wherever we go,
but no one will talk reason. Most frightening of all are the teachers who extract political elements out of the nonpolitical, revolutionizing the very life out of our bodies.
Back at the dormitory, the brass lion eats away at our gray matter, and we find it difficult to sleep at noontime.
Old Wu pontificates about Shang wine cups, Zhou tripods, Qin and Han tiles. Yellow Hair does not aspire to such
refined topics. I worry that we will be forced to let the truth be known and say that during the current “movement,” we made a mess of this unidentified tomb, stirring up all sorts of spirits and unleashing the primal forces
of nature.
Only now does Old Wu, our wise sage, wake up.
“Since the world is the way it is, it’s best not to publicize this incident. No one is able to communicate with
heaven, and no one can frighten the authoritative scholars of history into action. Those who might are under house
arrest or have been banished. Who has any authority these days? When academia itself founders, it’s tough to be a
scholar.”
Should we bury the lion here for a few years, or should we make a switch and pretend it is still inside the
tomb? Old Wu announces that he is up for family leave next month and that he would prefer to take the relic back
to his hometown, where he can hide it in his house. Leave it to him to come up with this plan. Over the last couple
of years, his home has been searched twice, and there is no guarantee that it won’t be searched again. Besides,
with him off in anlother part of the world and the road home long and arduous, what would his family do if that
happened?
Who would have thought this matter would become so irksome? Without warning, a sleeping lion enters our
stagnant-water ltves, and suddenly towering waves crash upon us, and we are surrounded by whirlpools. The
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world is fraught with peril.
Yellow Hair has no plan of his own, but he is quick to agree with other ideas.
“Don’t scratch your ears and rub your temples like an old pedant,” he says. “Do you think we have to stuff it
back into the coffin and bury it for it to be at rest? Aren’t you afraid of the stench? Any way you spread it, that
precious relic can’t leave this precious place; that would have disastrous consequences for the local geomancy.”
We are agreed in principle but continue to debate until I have a brilliant idea. Aren’t we about to put up the
roof truss? We can add a few extra diagonal stays between the roof beam and the purlins, making an attic the size
of a chicken coop that no one will ever notice, allowing the lion to continue its peaceful slumber.
Shouts of approval on all sides. Master Yellow Hair says he’ll take care of the details. To think of the violent
criticism and revolutionary struggles that will take place in the meeting hall while the brass lion, the emblem of
royalty and imperial power, sits solemnly overhead, reigning over all—an interesting picture, indeed.
What lies in store now for the sleeping lion, already steeped in the vicissitudes of history? Will our own fate be
linked to it? Maybe the sleeping lion will be our charm in days to come, and we’ll be famous throughout the
nation on account of this great achievement.
After a moment’s reflection, I say:
“That would be wonderful, of course, but in keeping the relic for individual fame and fortune, let’s not forget
what is ethically proper. For educated youths like us, the nation and the people come first; so as soon as an
opportunity arises, we should turn the piece over to a museum.”
Old Wu quickly adds that when he visits his family next, he will make inquiries in the provincial capital.
The blood courses even more passionately through our veins. Although confined to a wasteland, we have not
forgotten our duty to the motherland, and this, the thought of our spiritual loyalty, moves us greatly.
*
Who would have guessed that before long, our dream would be shattered? When we go out to work that
afternoon, there is no sight of the outside laborers, and when we poke around in the chamber, we find not only
that the brass lion has not been returned but that many of the broken vessels have been carted away as well. What
a band of wily foxes! We run straightaway to their lair, only to find that the place is deserted.
We stomp our feet, fuming, unable to contain our venom. Yellow Hair, especially, having never had a chance to
see for himself if the object is brass or iron, is so angry that his yellow hairs are all standing on end. He vows to
bring the stonecutters back, even if we have to traverse the four corners of the earth. Then it occurs to me: this
place cannot be compared with the mainland, for on Hainan even if you sprouted wings, you would find it
difficult to escape. The only way out is to hop on a boat at Haikou.\fn{ Since 1988, the provincial capital.} Why not
travel to the county seat and seal off the bus station—someplace where the law exists, where they won’t be
allowed to act as they please. If the stonecutters try to pull something funny, we can insist on seeing these
officials, who will hardly be able to pardon them.
More shouts of approval. It is resolved that we will skip half a day’s work and cut over to the highway to
thumb a ride. The trucks that pass are mostly from the farm. Some stop, some don’t. We press our way along the
dusty road to the county bus station, which we carefully comb three times, then wait in ambush until the last bus
finally prepares to leave, and we have nothing to show for our efforts.
Disconsolate, we make the rounds of the town. Anger fills every pore in our bodies, but we still need to eat,
which in turn necessitates that several bottles of whiskey be opened. These we drink in silence. Soon, though, we
begin to curse the band of thieves and then one another, for not having acted more decisively in the first place and
for expecting the roving bunch of dirty thieves to have a change of conscience. The liquor and food are gone, and
I hide a couple of plates to keep the tab down. Yellow Hair reaches under the table to snatch a machete from the
seat of an intoxicated Li aborigine. A gentleman, Old Wu takes only half the toothpicks in the jar. We derive little
pleasure from these pranks, however, for our setback has been too great.
On the road home, there are no trucks traveling in our direction, so before the evening sun drops below the
horizon, we negotiate the mountain paths back to the work brigade in abject misery. The path is narrow and the
grass tall; with our heavy hearts, we are more than a little weary. But then we think of that gang of stonecutters
laden down with heavy equipment and precious cargo that may not be jostled or bumped—now won’t they be
huffing and puffing at a snail’s pace? Apart from the highway, the only road that goes to the county seat is this
steep trail.
Upon hearing this, Yellow Hair slaps his head and shouts:
“You little thieves, when the road narrows, enemies shall meet!”
Old Wu ponders for a moment.
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“Not necessarily,” he says but offers no explanation.
No matter, we become very cautious. The sound of chattering insects and birds fills the air, and the layered
mountain peaks are already beginning to be wrapped in fog. A few inauspicious shadows move about the expanse
of grassland that surrounds us.
I break out in a sweat. In the lead, Old Wu disappears into a clump of tall grass, perhaps to relieve himself, and
then all of a sudden he is following us.
Dark evening mist is now everywhere. In my uneasiness, I reflect upon the fact that having fled in panic, the
gang of outside laborers does not have one penny of what is due them as salary for crushing stone, more than a
month’s worth of backbreaking work. There’s no turning back now. I am convinced we will run into them. I can
almost smell the blood; this is a lawless place. Maybe no one will get killed, but blood will be spilled, and whoever falls in this thick grass will have to wait for days for someone to come along. And while it is true that
bloodshed increases the value of antiques, it is better when it does not flow.
Big, strong Old Wu remains at the end of our little squad. I have dedicated myself to the service of my country
but cannot match Yellow Hair’s bravery, for he leads the way, standing tall, grasping the broad Li machete and
shouting threats:
“Think I’m afraid you’ll fly across the ocean? If you don’t fork over the brass lion this time, I’ll chop off your
thief claws!”
But who’s going to chop whom? The more Yellow Hair shouts, the more nervous I become. What has been the
loud voice of righteousness now sounds a little feeble.
Yellow Hair also seems to have seen through all of this and makes a few snide remarks to Old Wu, saying that
we are only risking our own lives but that if they die, they will leave entire families without providers. This
inspires us to action.
Brass lion!
People want to be buried in martyrdom in behalf of an object that was once buried alive for thousands of years.
That moment has arrived! Yellow Hair fixes his eye on something, crouches like a cat, screams wildly, then leaps
forward. My body is ice-cold, but since I am one who values friendship over life itself, who joins his fellow soldiers as they advance or retreat, I rush over as well. The dim light of evening reflects strange rock formations and
several battered straw hats. Atop the rocks, we spot a few lumps of wet tobacco pulp. Relentlessly, Yellow Hair
searches the site, whereupon he discovers that this gang of wily men has not traveled over primitive bridges and
steep trails but has blazed a path across the open grassland. With his sharp eyes, the determined Wu spots a bundle
that has dropped into the crevice of a rock. As he unfolds the crackling paper, we assume at first that the object
within is a tattered remnant of the coffin lining, but it turns out to be a silk painting of some value.
Yellow Hair is not about to give up now; he is determined to track down the stonecutters. But after this most
recent assault, I am no longer battle hungry. It is nearly dark. The tall grass, the height of two people, is sending
off a deathlike aura. Although my life is not particularly enjoyable, it is worth more than a piece of tarnished
metal from an unidentified grave. All along, I have had a vague notion that the lion wasn’t really from the Han,
and this feeling is even stronger now that the object is owned by other people.
Old Wu, of course, concurs with me on this matter and analyzes the situation:
“If we keep going, we’ll cross over into the next county anyway; those Leizhou wanderers have allies everywhere, who will certainly be lying in ambush for us. Better to wait for the danger to pass before making any
plans.”
His commentary is thorough; his logical deduction beyond reproach.
Yellow Hair swears loudly but has no recourse but to give up the chase.
By this time, the sky is completely black. The brass lion has escaped alive: in retrospect, how can that tat- tered
rag ever make up for the loss of the lion? When we shake it open, it is dirty and black, and what is left is sprinkled
with holes and mildew, perhaps stained by bodily fluids and muddied to such an extent that we cannot even
determine what the subject of the painting is. Mountains, water, or simply a rock? If it weren’t for the faint trace
of a square chop, one would think it nothing but a shroud.
Our great plan to offer up a national treasure has become a pipe dream. All that remains is a topic that gets
revisited again and again, bringing a strain of sadness to the tedium of the life of educated youth.
I still can’t understand why those men would abandon their hard-earned salary for a brass object, cutting themselves off from the possibility of ever working in this region again. Is it worth it? They won’t ever be able to cash
it in to feed their families.
*
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Although time is magnanimous to brass, fate can change people’s lives in an instant. Our dreamlike era comes
to a dreamlike end, and we take leave of this far corner of the world, each of us forging his own path.
Yellow Hair throws his energies into a machine-tool factory, producing blades that slice through iron as easily
as if it were mud. If people slice their fingers, however, they will not bleed—a quality that suits Yellow Hair’s
temperament.
Old Wu’s great intelligence sweeps from the imperial examination system to the philosophy department at the
university, where he continues to research isms and ideologies.
As for me, I become intoxicated with literature, paint a few pictures, and taking advantage of the literary
wasteland, make a name for myself, to my great surprise. And so I have continued to write. At times, I reminisce
and ask if I should excavate the story of the lion but always fail to put it in writing. I have a little talent, it is true,
but I am a purist, and were I to romanticize the rise and fall of the sleeping lion, I could legitimately be accused of
cheap vulgarity.
But how to forget such an event? The sleeping lion was lost for a thousand years before seeing the light of a
single day; then it was lost again, this time never to return.
Only gradually do I learn how difficult the discipline of art can be, and how very cruel its means of sorting
talent. A person like me who has read little must rely on diligence of effort, must browse through the classics of
every school of thought if he is to dream of “scholarization.” One day as I skim through the pages of a book, I
find something that stops me cold: people in the great Western Han dynasty were unaware that lions even existed;
moreover, only during the last years of the Eastern Han did our Chinese ancestors see one of these strange
creatures for themselves. It was, of course, presented to officials in the remote area that is now Xinjiang, meaning
that the palace residents never knew anything about it. How could a lion have migrated to Hainan so quickly to
take a long nap?
Only an amateur would say that the brass lion was from the Han; I have always had my doubts. Who knows
what dynasty and what era it really belongs to? Chinese history is so long that the thought of dating the piece is
daunting.
I still cannot forget it.
And then one day, I get a chance to visit the ancient capital of Xi’an, to see firsthand the stone engravings of
the Han, objects simple and vigorous in their very antiquity. On observing the six-steeds engraving of the Tang
dynasty,\fn{618-907AD.} I note that horses, like women, had to be fat to be beautiful—a sign of a prosperous
dynasty. This triggers something in my memory, and I think back to the brass lion, the king of beasts, which was
not terribly fierce and which, because it was sleeping, neither bared its teeth nor stretched its claws. Weak eras
have sickly aesthetic visions; perhaps the lion belonged to Southern Song?\fn{ 1127-1279AD.} It couldn’t be
Yuan,\fbn{1279-1368AD.} who knew only of bows and of shooting vultures and were happy in their yurts and thus
never placed much stock in decorating imperial palaces or princely manors. It’s possible that the date was even
later.
On my trip to the ancient capital, I seek out one of my good friends, a famous scholar from Central Shaanxi
province. His writing is serene and elegant; he lives alone; he is slightly younger than I but much more celebrated.
He hosts a feast at his home and entertains me graciously. During our conversation, apart from the art of writing,
of course, I rave about the objects of the ancient capital, expressing regret over the toils of time. He tells me that
there is now a national law prohibiting people from plowing deeper than three feet anywhere within a radius of
seven miles of the city. I am a bit nervous. Who knows whether several feet beneath my chair lie the ashes and
bones of the burner of books and burier of scholars Qin Shihuang? Or the place where Empress Wu Zetian asked
her favorite lord, Zhou Xing, to enter an urn and subsequently roasted him? My friend goes on to say that tiles
from Qin\fn{221-206BC.} and Han can be found throughout the area; when he went down to the countryside to
sample the life there, his landlady even gave him some Han pottery. In the future, when he has a chance, he will
let me have some antiques. I am overjoyed; I think of those machine-assembled decorations on our shelves at
home, made of aluminum, paragons of shallow taste.
I hurry out onto the balcony to view the two crude pots, unglazed, the designs full of carefree abandon. Alas, I
am truly a descendant of the southern barbarians: for the life of me, I cannot see what is so wonderful about them.
Their shape is a bit like the so-called horse-bucket chamber pots of Shanghai and the lidded manure-tower
chamber pots of Guangdong—could it be that the ancients sat solemnly upon these when they moved their
bowels? Not that this would detract from their greatness. After admiring the pieces, I ask why they have been
placed on the terrace, exposed to the harsh caprices of nature. My friend answers casually that they are simply too
large to fit inside and have no aesthetic value. The expansiveness of his manner suddenly makes me envious and
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serves as a reminder of the difference in our levels of appreciation. Back several years, when a sleeping lion with
considerably less historical tenure was snatched away, blood was nearly shed on a wasteland hill. Still, it must be
said that this gifted friend of mine has not cast away these worthless pots; they are, in spite of everything, relics of
our ancestors and cannot be abandoned. Apparently, people’s sensibilities are the same, whether the people are
illiterate Leizhou peasants or literati from the north and south. I suddenly develop an uncanny sense of empathy.
*
More years pass as if in an instant. The nature of the world changes daily, the pace is rapid. People’s hearts
gradually leave the ancient world behind.
Whereas in the past, underground laborers had to carry out their business in secret, in the changed world such
practices are no longer noteworthy. These days, there are many novelties.
One day, the long unseen Yellow Hair knocks at my door. After cigarettes and tea, I learn that his factory has
run up against competition from computerized cutting tools, and his problems have been compounded by the
depressed economy. There was for him no choice but to stop salaries and let people go on extended vacation.
Without paychecks, however, vacations are not very interesting. He wants to change his profession.
I comment that the construction business is booming and that he is still a master mason. He says that his poor
ancestors played with dirt for generations, and why should he hold on to this rotten rice bowl? Furthermore, he is
in his late thirties and has had his fill of following orders. This time, he wants to strike out on his own and open a
store.
What line?
“Dogmeat, snails, and cobras; salted olives, preserved ginger, dried litchis. If it’s edible, I’ll sell it.”
I ask if this business will hold up, and he says he first will hire a clerk, and when he has found a wife, he will
let the clerk go. I say, “Great, forget the rest, let’s celebrate the opening by going out for snake soup”—which I
haven’t tasted since Hainan.
Yellow Hair, this easygoing fellow, unexpectedly stiffens and mutters that he is short on the capital he needs to
open the store, to the tune of at least eighteen hundred.
I would like to reach into my pocket to help him, and although I receive modest compensation for my manuscripts, unfortunately I belong to the slow-scribbler’s school and have not been able to save much. When I
examine what I have at hand, the most I can come up with is four hundred yuan.
Yellow Hair waves his hand and shakes his head; it’s not my money he wants, just the painting from long ago,
which, if sold, could bring a tidy sum. He is afraid I don’t believe him and tells me quite a few true-life stories,
which to my ears seem more like folk legends, but all contain exact names, dates, and places.
And then I consider that there is another type of antique collecting—that is, speculation. Not very cultivated
and overly profit-oriented, but not without benefit to the national economy and the people’s livelihood.
“It’s over at Old Wu’s,” I tell him.
Embarrassed, Yellow Hair says he knows where it is but that each of us has a stake in the painting. Yellow Hair
is not particularly friendly with Old Wu, this I know. When I think of that tattered old shroud, I suspect it can’t be
worth much at all, so that if we did sell it, we wouldn’t be robbing the nation of very much.
“Well, all right, I’ll go talk it over with Old Wu, and if we sell it, no matter what the price, you can have my
share, too.”
The next day, I arrive on Old Wu’s doorstep. After the many generations of poverty in his family, he is finally
established, having been recently assigned to a certain graduate school to specialize in some sort of Western ism. I
think of the verse he used to recite back in the days when he was down and out in Hainan:
“If we raise our heads and laugh when we go out the door, how can we be lowly commoners?”
What is most admirable about Old Wu is that he is unswerving in his affectations and will never stoop to selfdeprecatory or polite remarks simply because I happen to be momentarily enjoying a bit of notoriety. I have
always genuinely sought out his teaching, and although his knowledge of archaeology is close to my own, when
we get on to abstract topics, he brims with ideas; he has indeed been blessed with the benefits of higher education.
After we settle down, he speaks with exuberance on the origin and development of philosophy, its implications for
the future of humanity, how interesting a tool it is for dissecting our Chinese national consciousness, and so on.
He admonishes me to renew my knowledge, especially the new findings in the social sciences. I promise to
devote myself to this endeavor in the future. He continues by making pointed criticisms of my most recent fiction,
saying that I am using uh, ah, hmm, and well too much. A piece of writing should be pristine and vigorous. I need
to model my works after the ancient writers and to emulate the early Qin essays. Under no circumstances should I
emulate Ming and Qing novels, for with the exception of a few works they all belong to decadent fin de siecle
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literary styles. Modern works are even worse. He gives me Liu Xie’s volume on criticism, The Carving of
Dragons and Literary Minds. I accept it and promise to read it for the fourth time.
He pauses, conceivably to consider if he has said something erroneous. This gives me an opportunity to
explain the purpose of my visit.
“Hmm—Yellow Hair—well, it’s been a real long time since I’ve seen him—uh, how come he didn’t come?
Uh, I miss talking to him—is he married? Hmm, no matter—talented fellow like that doesn’t nee to worry …”
I observe that he has used more than a few ahs, uhs, and hmms. He subsequently comments that the weather is
quite humid, oppressive really, but it just won’t seem to rain, clearly the result of low pressure in the subtropics. I
agree with his meteorologic observations.
“But where do you keep the painting?” I ask him.
He frowns, tracing his memory, and then finally says that the painting isn’t here at his house; it’s with a friend
who is a graduate student at the Institute of Fine Arts. However, if he can locate that friend, he can get it back at
any time.
That being the case, there’s nothing more for me to say. As an afterthought, I ask Old Wu if he now knows the
subject of the painting.
His mood shifts, and he says with pleasure and pride that he paid to have a frame made, that the painting has a
white matting and looks much more impressive than it did.
“Guess. I’ll bet you won’t be able to guess,” he says in a mysterious tone. “It’s a painting of a sleeping lion.”
I want to comment but hold back. Such a long time has gone by since we’ve seen each other that it’s better to
let the talk flow naturally back to the conversation of old friends. I laugh and change the topic:
“I hear your wife comes from a big family in society and is very pretty.”
Old Wu is more than willing to acknowledge this fact, and of course the topic of the painting never comes up
again. He says that some day soon he’ll bring his wife to see me. Then he offers to give me a tour of his new
house and to show me a color photo of his wife. In light of the fact that he is going to pay me a return visit, I
could conceivably wait till later to regard his wife’s beautiful countenance, but it would not be right to reject offhand this generous gesture. Who would have thought that no sooner is the bedroom door pushed open than he has
a change of heart and slams the door shut again.
“Forget it; it’s a mess in there, and her foreign likeness isn’t worth troubling ourselves over.”
At this, my temper is sorely tested. As I am about to leave, I say in all seriousness:
“Old Wu, no matter who has that painting, let’s get this story straight. The subjects of Han never once saw a
piece of lion’s fur, let alone a silk painting of a whole lion. But even if that thing were a rag used to clean people’s
feet, nobody should try to hog it for himself. If you want to keep it as a collector’s item, you’d better come up
with a price.”
Old Wu blinks and says nothing.
*
And that is how the cursed sleeping lion returned from the underworld to the world of light, obsessing us for
ten years and driving a wedge into our friendships.
Several days, later, Yellow Hair comes by to check up on the situation. When I tell him what has transpired, he
does not seem at all surprised, and although he cannot help saying a few things against Old Wu, his curses are less
than enthusiastic; nor does he seem inclined to rush over to Old Wu’s and settle the score.
“Forget it, I’ve got another way.”
Apparently, Yellow Hair’s family owns a set of rosewood furniture, despite the fact that they are not gentry.
“A little worn, but where can you get real rosewood nowadays? When there aren’t any new ones, it doesn’t
matter if something is old.”
Rarer still, among the pieces of furniture was a rectangular ancestral altar.
I have seen that type of altar: it comes up to one’s chest and is about four feet long. An incense burner and the
family genealogy are placed on the top, where one can also honor the wealth god, the earth god, or Guanyin and
Emperor Guanyu, gods enough for everyone; there’s no doubt about there having been religious freedom back
then. Yellow Hair says it was used as a cupboard for a while but even then wasn’t entirely appropriate, being both
too exalted and too lowly for such a purpose. It was only because the wood was so hard that it wasn’t long ago
chopped into kindling.
Who would have thought that fortunes would shift to what they are today? That villagers would grow wealthy
and want to worship their ancestors again? They might very well already own seven or eight of the ten required
“big appliances,” but if they are missing an ancestral altar, they cannot display their family’s status and roots. Yel-
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low Hair was able to sell the piece for a great deal of money.
I am relieved and share with him this thought:
“Now you should burn a stick of incense to thank your ancestors for their secret act of benevolence.”
He laughs loudly and leaves. A crude and heroic man, Yellow Hair is also very practical, able to put the present
in front of the .past, able to use the old to serve the new.
But I have been too hard on Old Wu. He shows up, after all, although not in the company of his wife. As soon
as he steps inside the door, he tosses the yellowed and spotty scroll onto the table, announcing with largesse that
he is going to throw in the matting for free.
I unroll it, and sure enough, it is a picture of the object of many years ago. Carefully evaluating it, I realize I
am a cultured man after all, for I can think only that there is nothing praiseworthy about the technique, that the
brushstrokes are uninspired, and that the sleeping figure looks more like a dog than anything else. But old as it is,
the silk painting is full of mystery and thus cannot be defamed.
Old Wu’s seat is not even warm when he rises to leave. In an awkward moment, I urge him to stay. A couple of
drinks?
“Got anything good?” he asks.
Napoleon brandy from an overseas relative. He gives me a knowing look and sits down. In a matter of moments, he proceeds to instruct me. Foreign liquor can’t be ingested with Chinese cuisine because the oil will
destroy the flavor.
Happily, I obey him; I was not overly enthusiastic about cooking something to begin with. Instead, I locate a
box of chocolates, open a can of pineapple, and slice a few preserved eggs, a sort of East-West combination plate.
We begin to drink.
I savor the pure flavor of the brandy; as promised, it is marvelously different from anything I have ever had
before. I drink more than usual. Foreign liquor kicks in more slowly than Chinese, but inevitably our faces flush
bright red. Old Wu’s words are endless, from Napoleon to the French Revolution; he says that the European lords
could have been united and the heroic Napoleon could have strangled the July Revolution, and then history would
have been pushed back many years. Here I add:
“But then we wouldn’t be able to enjoy this fine liquor, a loss that cannot be overlooked.”
He isn’t in the mood for jokes, so completely absorbed is he in his historical musings, saying further that it was
Napoleon who once said that China was a sleeping lion.
“Sleeping lion,” he murmurs groggily as if he is very sorrowful, then suddenly bursts into laughter.
“What’s so funny?” He reeks of brandy, his finger poking in my face.
“I’m laughing at you! And me! At everybody in the world.”
I see he is drunk and hurry to brew some oolong, not knowing if it will have any effect on foreign liquor, since
the tea leaves and teapot are Chinese products. Still queasy, he murmurs:
“Past events and dream shadows … fog before my eyes.”
I think he must still be nostalgic about the French emperor and hand him a cup of strong tea, which he knocks
over with a contemptuous snort.
“These are the names of two books; take a look at them if you don’t want to be a fool.”
Morning and night, all I have been thinking about is my “scholarization,” so how can I accept being a fool? I
go to fetch the volumes and find that there is indeed a Record of Fog Before My Eyes, written during the Yuan or
Song, and a Record of Past Events and Dream Shadows, written during the Guangxu period of the Qing, both
histories of old paintings. I pull them off the shelf and immerse myself for two entire nights, after which I unroll
the silk painting and compare it.
Then I understand.
Paintings like this, in which the ink doesn’t bleed through the vitriol paste onto the silk and which make use of
starch and crude-patterned silk sprinkled with gold dust, are characteristic of Late Qing and Early Republican
paintings. When you add this to the fact that the illegible characters in the square seal are of an oil-based paint and
are blue and not red in color, the conclusive evidence is that this filial mourner’s carelessly scrawled painting of a
lion could not have been made earlier than the reign of the ill-fated Emperor Guangxu.\fn{ d.1908.}
Never have I felt so strongly that this painting of a sleeping lion is an inferior work. The more I look at it, the
uglier it seems. Waking up from an absurd ten-year dream, I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. Who would have
thought that this thing was totally worthless? Although antique collecting is found among all peoples and is a very
noble pastime indeed, certainly foreigners are the only ones who hang plows and wagon wheels upon their walls
in an attempt to be sophisticated. Here in China, what are a mere hundred years? Back at my maternal
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grandmother’s house, the broken dish she feeds the cat out of was made during Guangxu, and my father’s father
in the countryside has a flowerpot in his courtyard that is a Qing monochromatic Shiwan piece from 1851.
The poor brass lion lies tucked away somewhere in Leizhou, lost in dream.
My emotion spent, I still cannot internalize what has transpired. And what if the lion really had belonged to the
Tang or the Song, or even to the Qin or the Han, what then? Everything might be different.
In my stupor, I peer at the silk again. Is that me in the picture? I decide to hang it on the wall.
74.125 Chronicle Of Mulberry Tree Village\fn{by Zhu Xiaoping (1952- )} Sichuan Province, China (M) 8
On a business trip to Chengdu, I was held up by railway repairs on the Baoji-Chengdu line. I was stranded for
the night in Baoji.
As evening descended, I walked through the streets of the city, the biggest in west Shaanxi. The Qing Mountains, grand and imposing, loomed in the distance, while the Wei River rippled eastward with a merry sound. A
wave of emotion swept over me. I was actually quite near Mulberry Tree Village, where I received much of my
education.
Mulberry Tree Village, always in my thoughts, was just a hundred li away. Yellow sandy slopes and yellow
sandy cave dwellings; the sweet smell of golden wheat wafting from the fields; the crystal-clear brook with its
shaded banks; on the slopes, giant poplars stretching to the sky, their leaves forever rustling; in the distance the
crack of the herdsman’s whip and the echo of his mountain song:
Go eastward, my lambs, where the grass is good for grazing,
In the eastern slope, my lambs, a certain girl is waiting.

It was almost a dozen years since I left the village. I wondered: what is it like now? How I longed to see it
again! Actually, the person I most wished to see was the production team leader Li Jindo.
Isn’t it strange how a person can entangle himself in your very heartstrings, giving you no peace? Such a man
was Li Jindo. Though I had spent two whole years with him, I still found him baffling.
The next morning, suffused with memories, I set out for Mulberry Tree Village.
My first encounter with the village—and with Li Jindo—came in 1968, when I was seventeen. A resident of
Shanghai, I had been relocated to the countryside and was bused along with other students to the county of
Linyou, one of the poorest counties of the Northwest. The bus left me off on the grounds of a dilapidated middle
school forty li from Mulberry Tree Village. It was arranged that I would spend the evening at the local guest
house. The next day I would be picked up by someone from Mulberry Tree Village. The weather in March was
still quite chilly. Even the sun hung listlessly in the sky.
Lying in the clammy, stinky bedroom of the guest house, I hardly slept a wink that night. I was plagued by
anxiety, overcome with nausea, and, finally, attacked by fleas. Gathering courage, I got up with the first light of
dawn with the intention of sneaking back to Shanghai by hopping aboard the six-thirty train.
I pushed open the gate of the guest house, tripped over a dark bundle, and nearly tumbled down the steps. The
bundle let out a cry of pain. .It turned out to be a man, cowering under layers of posters torn from the walls.
Evidently he had spent the night in the doorway of the guest house and had used the paper for warmth. The
hovering figure scrambled up and we scrutinized one another.
He was a man of about sixty (later I realized that I was a bad judge of faces, as people living in the hills age
faster, and that he was only forty-six at the time). He had a dried-up, sallow face and a wisp of yellowish whiskers
straggling on his chin. My first impression of his face was: this is not an honest fellow. Just look at his clothes! He
was a mass of rags from head to foot. His pants and jacket were covered with patches in all the colors of the
rainbow.
I had stepped on him and disturbed his sleep. I should, by all reason, apologize; but as he was just a street
beggar, I turned and walked away.
“Are you a student from the province?” he called after me.
I stopped. “Yes.”
“Are you going to Mulberry Tree Village?”
“Yes. What of it?”
“Oh, heavens, how I have looked for you all over the place! I have come to fetch you!” He reached out and
grasped my hand. I made haste to extricate myself from his grasp. His palm was like a saw!
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This peasant was none other than Li Jindo.
It turned out that he had been sent by district administrators to accompany me the rest of the way to Mulberry
Tree Village.
“Why didn’t you put up at the guest house?” I asked, thinking that he would be the perfect customer for such a
miserable hole.
“Oh, that is not for people like me!”
“Then why didn’t you go to an inn? It’s so cold in the open.”
Evidently Jindo thought my last question not worth answering. He took out his pipe, filled and lighted it, and
said:
“You babies from the city don’t know a thing. I am lucky enough to spend the night here and not be chased
off.” He pulled at his pipe silently. (Later, when I had settled at Mulberry Tree Village, I learned that three days’
hard work in the fields would not earn Li Jindo the price of one night on the common bed at the county inn.)
Jindo squatted down and went on smoking. When I considered that he had spent the cold night out in the open,
all for my sake, my sympathy toward him began to grow.
“Come on, let’s eat before we start off.”
I extended an invitation to Jindo as compensation for his privations the night before.
“Oh, forget it. I brought my own steamed bread.” No matter how I urged him, Jindo would not budge. Suddenly it occurred to me that this peasant did not get my message. So I said point-blank:
“I am paying, I treat.”
It worked immediately. Jindo stood up with alacrity, mumbling, “No need for youngsters to stand on ceremony.” He led the way to an eating-house.
We walked to a place that opened early. I took out money and grain coupons to buy tickets for our meal, but
Jindo snatched the notes out of my hands, saying:
“You go find seats while I take care of this.” So I sat down, my mind assailed by conflicting emotions. The
house sold only one kind of food: the local steamed bread soaked in mutton soup, five jiao a serving. It was
served in a steaming bowl—broken bits of bread saturated in soup with a few pieces of greasy meat floating on
the surface.
I cast a glance in Jindo’s direction and immediately saw something fishy was going on. He did not buy the
steamed bread, after all, and he bought only one bowl of soup. He divided his own steamed bread in two and
placed the portions in two bowls. He divided the one bowl of soup similarly. Thus he saved seven jiao and one
grain coupon, which he quietly pocketed.
I fumed inwardly at this petty trick, but I didn’t say anything. I realized that my impression of peasants had
been derived from movies, magazines, and novels. And this flesh-and-blood Li Jindo had nothing in common with
those imaginary peasants.
Jindo brought the two steaming bowls over. I closed my eyes and tried to swallow a few mouthfuls. Although
the soup was thick and spicy, it could not disguise the smell of Jindo’s musty bread. Jindo inhaled his food, almost
burying his head in the bowl until it was empty. He then saw that I had put down my chopsticks and was sitting
dejectedly.
“Why don't you eat? We have many li to travel.”
“I’m not hungry.”
“You city people are so choosy. You don’t even enjoy bread in boiled meat!” So saying, he finished off my
bowl in a twinkling.
Having eaten, Jindo wiped his mouth with his hands and started to pull at his pipe, hiccoughing all the while.
He was enjoying himself immensely.
I went back to the guest house to fetch my luggage, altogether seven pieces, a full two hundred jin.
“My! My!” exclaimed Jindo. “Just a youngster and so many belongings, more than my whole household.” He
strapped the big bedrolls onto his back. It was impossible to take care of everything. “You store the rest
somewhere,” he said, “and I’ll send somebody for them later.”
Spring had arrived in the Linyou hills. On mountain slopes and terrace fields, on branches and treetops, specks
of tender green wove together the bright hue of the season. The joyful tidings of spring swept away all my unease.
The place was beautiful.
My luggage pack of a hundred jin was like a bundle of hay on Jindo’s shoulders. His stride was long and firm
and fast. I began to respect him in spite of myself.
We walked in silence for a few li. There’s nothing as bad as silence when you walk in company. Jindo started
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to chat.
“What does a baby schoolboy want to do in this poor valley?”
“To be reeducated by poor and lower-class peasants!” I joked.
“Don’t underestimate us poor and lower peasants. Don’t we know that you’ve been up to all sorts of mischief
in the city? You’ve obviously offended the powers-that-be; on the surface, they’re not revenging themselves on
you, but actually they’re sending you here to suffer for your sins. And to take the food out of our mouths!”
Jindo had said his say, and was silent.
So, I thought, that’s how they think of us students!
We walked on in silence. Before long we had worked up a sweat. But when we descended into a valley, a cool
wind curled up and wrapped itself around us. It was wonderful. Evidently, Jindo could not bear the silence; he
raised his voice and sang a tune from the Qin Qiang opera:
The grass is green on the slopes, and the flowers are sweet.
Spring is stirring in my maiden’s bosom.
Across the nine-arch bridge, a scholar is walking toward me,
More handsome than Sung Yu or Pan An, stirring my desire.

Jindo's voice was hoarse and hollow, but he sang in the singsong voice of the young lover. Looking at his
beggar-ly appearance and hearing his falsetto voice, I could not help laughing. This Jindo is really quite a
character, I thought, the typical village idler and rascal.
And so, without realizing it, we cleared the forty li. Once we crossed Beanpod Valley, the little village of
Mulberry Tree spread out in front of us.
The moment we entered the village, Li Jindo seemed to change into another man. Never had I seen such a
strange metamorphosis. As we walked through the village, a big strong peasant emerged. Li Jindo started to abuse
him.
“Guaiquan, you mother-fucker, are you blind? Get over here and give me a hand!”
The man made haste to relieve Jindo of my bedrolls.
“Take these things to the western cave-dwelling, and tell your aunt to fix dinner for this student baby.” The
man took his orders submissively and went.
On our way to the western cave-dwelling, everybody we met greeted Jindo respectfully.
“What have you been doing with yourself the whole morning?” he asked one fellow.
“Carting manure.”
“How many carts?”
“A dozen.”
“You lazy bastard! You stand there and tell me you carted only a dozen in one morning?!”
“I also drove over a cart of cattle feed.”
“Fuck your cattle feed! You finish carting all the manure this afternoon!”
Only then did I realize Jindo was leader of the production team.
The village was small, composed of about ten families; but Jindo lorded it over them in grand style. The entire
population, man, woman, and child, all bowed to his orders. I learned that the whole village, with one exception,
was all branches of one family by the surname of Li. Except for his uncle and his cousin, Jindo was the eldest in
the village.
*
My first two days in the village, I relaxed and put my lodging in order; the third morning I got up early—at the
first stroke of the big bell calling the villagers to work.
Everyone was gathered under a big elm at the village entrance. Jindo was waiting there. One villager told me
that ever since Mulberry Tree Village set up the cooperative, Jindo had personally struck the work bell—every
single day, year in, year out, for ten years. After he struck the bell, he would light his pipe, and after smoking one
pipeful, he would assign the work for the day. After he finished giving orders, he would go out into the fields and
join in the work. He would never wait for late arrivals. If you did not turn up before his pipe went out, you were
not given work and you lost work-points. Understandably, late arrivals were very rare in Mulberry Tree Village.
“What shall I do today, team leader?” I asked that morning after the assignments had been dispensed.
“Oh, you!” He looked in my direction. “You’re still new; why don’t you relax for a couple of days?”
I did not want to be idle. So, since Jindo did not assign me any work, I went off to seek work of my own. I saw
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some villagers tilling the soil; I saw others sowing corn. But each time I tried to join a work group, I discovered
that my enthusiasm was not appreciated. On the contrary, the laborers shunned me, as if they dared not tire me
with work. They would either push me out of the way or refuse to let me use their tools. I could not understand
this behavior, though I assumed it was owing to Jindo’s supreme authority in the village, as if allowing me to
work would violate his wishes and incur punishment on the offender.
There was nothing I could do. I borrowed a long-handle hoe and joined a group of women and children in
breaking up lumps of soil. Only then was I allowed to work without interference.
After three days of pulverizing lumpy soil, I attended a regular meeting of the laborers. According to regulations, the production team held a meeting every three months to adjust the members’ work-points—that is, to
determine how many points each member was worth according to physical strength and farming skill. Those who
could perform hard tasks or were skilled at farming were conceded “full labor.” These laborers were usually allotted over nine work-points. According to this scale, those under six points were granted “half labor.” The old or the
very young usually fell in this category, and they were really superfluous as far as real farming was concerned.
As the village was small, the number of exceptional farm hands came to about twenty. Everybody knew how
many work-points a man was worth, so the allocation of work-points at the meeting was but a formality. The
procedure went this way: first the members spoke up and gave their opinion as to who was worth what; then Jindo
would say, “That’s not far from the mark.” Thus the tone was set and the matter settled. No one had the slightest
objection to their alloted points.
When my turn came, absolute silence reigned. The women sewed. The men puffed their pipes. Nobody so
much as opened his mouth. They were all waiting for their cue.
“Come on, everybody,” Jindo finally exclaimed, “speak up your minds. Of course, the student comes from a
rich family and doesn’t depend on a few measly work-points for food and drink. Still, he is now a member of our
team.”
Jindo raised his eyes and looked over the gathering. Whenever his eyes fell on them, the women would hastily
stop sewing while the men would also pretend to concentrate. Clearly Jindo had set the tone: that I didn’t care for
a few beggarly work-points. The members now started to speak up in a babble of voices:
“The kid hasn’t started work yet,” said an old fellow. “Let’s put it at five points for the moment, and then see.”
“Who said the kid didn’t work? He has broken lumps of soil for two days. Five and a half is fairer.”
Soon everybody was babbling, but none of them suggested my work-point should exceed five and a half!
I was mortified! I had thought that I would get at least eight points. All the women who worked with me were
evaluated at six and a half, and they only showed up for work half the morning, sneaking back to cook dinner
before noon. Compared to them, I was a full laborer.
In our group, there were but a few half-grown kids like me who work full-time. Among them was Jinsheng’s
son Fulian. We had wrestled with each other several times during workbreaks, and every time he lost to me. And
Fulian had been granted eight points. It’s true I didn’t care for the evaluation from the material side, but my honor
was involved and I felt hurt.
“Fulian is worth eight work-points,” I chimed in, “and I am much stronger than he is.”
The whole assembly burst out in a loud guffaw. Someone shouted:
“Fulian is better at farm work than you; farming requires skill, you know.”
With that, everybody started talking at once. I was at a loss for words. Suddenly Jindo struck the table with his
pipe and there was immediate silence.
“That’s not far off the mark,” he said. “We should give the kid more credit. It’s true he can’t do hard work, and
he has no skill, but he can learn. I suggest we add another half point. Let’s give him a nice, round six.”
Nobody raised any objections. My gratitude to Jindo was beyond bounds. He had spoken up on my behalf,
asking people to give me more credit, and encouraged me to learn farming skills. From then on, I was a “half
labor” at Mulberry Tree Village, worth six points.
The following day Jindo formally issued my assignment for the day: carting manure into the fields. One cart
was given to each worker, and the worker was responsible for filling and transporting the cart. The distance from
the animal shed to the fields was at least one li. The soil had just been turned and was soft and moist. As I pulled
the cart through the field, every step was agony. Soon the cart rope left two deep blood-red welts on my shoulders,
which burned with pain. Before half the morning was over, my whole body was one collective mass of pain. By
afternoon, I sat on the shaft of the cart, unable to move.
The shepherd Old Li passed by me on his way back from the mountain slopes. He saw my misery and said:
“Poor boy, you’re still tender. You don’t know the harshness of farm work. Just look and see what kind of
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people are here.”
I raised my head and, sure enough, only the full laborers worth nine or ten points were doing this work. I was
the only half laborer present. What did it mean? Why did Jindo give me this assignment?
“It’s Jindo at his tricks again. You’ve been taken in.”
Old Li had left the village when he was young and only after liberation had he returned from Xinjiang. He was
virtually a newcomer and did not get along well with the other villagers. Perhaps that was why he was the only
person who dared to stand up to Jindo, and for this he was treated as an alien. Hearing Old Li’s remark, I began to
see the work-point meeting in a new light. It was, I realized, a charade to take advantage of me, a stranger. I felt
cheated. In anger I stood up and wanted to confront Jindo.
“Fuck him,” I spat out. “I’m not working tomorrow.”
“Poor kid, if you don’t, you won’t even get six points at the next evaluation. You’ll never put one over on wily
Jindo.”
“But what shall I do?”
“There’s nothing to do. Just keep a cool head. It’s only the fool who babbles. Set your teeth and keep working
for three months and at the next evaluation, Jindo will treat you better. Actually he’s not a bad man.”
“Not bad! Then why did he deceive me?”
“It’s not personal. When people are so poor they’ll do anything for a bit of amusement. Who can blame them?”
Six work-points! That meant that if I worked hard for two whole days, I would earn the price of a pack of Hai
He cigarettes, the cheapest brand on the market.
When people are so poor … who can blame them?
I suddenly remembered how Jindo had first cheated me of seven jiao at the eating-house. But then he had
gladly shouldered my hundred-jin weight of luggage and walked a full forty li. This Jindo, I really didn’t know
what to think of him.
Old Li wanted to say something, then changed his mind. He made his way back to the village, the valley
echoing with his song:
Dear maiden, your parting words I keep in mind,
My way through the world is long and arduous.

Soon it was dusk, but I still sat motionless on the shaft of the cart, my mind in a turmoil. I turned and looked at
Mulberry Tree Village. Smoke was rising slowly from every chimney. The villagers had all returned to their
homes.
Suddenly I saw a figure walking through the empty fields, stopping here and there as if looking for something
on the ground. In the dusk the shadow looked like Jindo’s. The last few days I had discovered that Jindo was
always the last to return.
It was Jindo indeed. He appeared to have discovered something. He then walked to the edge of the fields and,
facing the village, shouted in a loud voice. The village was so small he could be heard in every corner.
“Pao Wua, you dog-fucker, is this the way you spread manure? Who do you think you’re cheating anyway? If
this is how you farm, you’ll never fill your fucking stomach.”
After he had abused the careless Pao Wua to his heart’s content, he called out to the recorder of work-points, Li
Fuquan.
“Fuquan, do you hear me? Strike out Pao Wua’s work-points for this morning!” He then saw me and said,
“You must throw in the whole of body and soul just to be half fed. How dare anybody cheat the soil?” Then he
hobbled away.
Again I recalled how he had cheated me at the work-point meeting. My anger dissolved. I smiled bitterly. This
Jindo was really a riddle!
The wheat-cutting season arrived. The peasants had sweated and toiled for a whole year. This was the time
they looked forward to; this was also the time they feared.
In that period of tumult and confusion, with few exceptions, everybody was suffering. But even in the worst
years of the Cultural Revolution, the peasants dared not stop their labor. Nobody cared for their situation, but they
had to work doubly hard to produce the grain to maintain the country through the turmoil. It seemed as if everybody was concerned for the future and destiny of China—except the peasants. As for them, their eyes were fixed
on the soil. They were concerned only about the year’s harvest.
The crops were really not bad that year. After the lunar month of May, the golden wheat stood thick and heavy
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in rows. From the fields, the rippling wheat sent out the sweet smell of harvest. Old and young began to stir themselves to prepare for harvesting, but nobody was as busy as production team leader Jindo. He had to take care of
every detail relating to the harvest. In a few days he was worn to a shadow. It seemed that only the skin on his lips
had not wasted away. On the eve of cutting the wheat, Jindo made an announcement at the villagers’ general
meeting. To my surprise, he said that during the summer harvest, I was to be his personal aide. I would work as
his liaison, running back and forth and helping him with all the business related to harvesting.
I had not forgotten how Jindo had tricked me before. I had even gritted my teeth and kept at heavy farm work
for three months. Now that the next evaluation meeting was approaching, I suspected Jindo was up to new tricks,
probably shifting me to some light work in order to lower my work-points.
“No thank you,” I said. “I’ve had to work like a dog.”
Jindo replied hastily: “No, no tricks, I promise. Let’s settle this right away. From now on, your work-point is
eight and a half.”
I was bewildered. What did it mean, giving me eight and a half points just to be Jindo’s assistant? The villagers all looked at me expectantly.
I sought out Old Li sitting in a corner, and appealed to him with my eyes, for fear I’d be taken in again.
Contrary to expectation, even Old Li, usually hostile to Jindo, supported this decision.
“Go ahead, my lad,” he said. “The important thing is for our production team not to suffer loss. Jindo will treat
you right.”
I agreed.
The very next morning, the harvest evaluation team from the commune leadership made its way into Mulberry
Tree Village. Every year at that time the evaluation team would invade each village. Their job was to assess the
size of the harvest, judging by the yet uncut crops in the fields. Like the farmers, these assessors were shrewd and
quite accurate in their assessments. And according to their assessment, the leadership would hand down the
figures for the amount of grain to be turned over to the state.
Hence, it is the assessors that are really the scourge of the peasants. The way the assessors casually let drop
figures from their lips was a matter of life and death to the poor peasant; it meant either food and warmth or
hunger and cold for the next twelve months.
Jindo made early preparations to receive these all-important officials. The production team killed two fat
lambs, and every family contributed eggs and wine and cigarettes. How much Mulberry Tree Village could keep
of the harvest, how much would be portioned out to the villagers—all would be determined by the success of this
reception.
The assessment team finally made its entry into the village. The head of the team was vice-chairman of the
county revolutionary committee; before the Cultural Revolution, he was but a petty clerk.
On Jindo’s orders, I led the assessors to the office quarters of the production team. There the banquet was
already set: broiled lamb, scrambled eggs, goblets of wine. The children of the village were all glued to the windows, their mouths watering.
Jindo did not keep the guests company. (He said he could not bear the sight. “Every mouthful they eat, I feel
they are chewing my own flesh.”) Jindo instructed me to put plenty of water in the wine, reminding me to keep
the assessors from drinking too much. Once dead drunk, those immortals would blubber any kind of nonsense and
then stick to their words no matter what.
After the assessors finished their meal, Jindo led them to the fields. The villagers working in the fields held
their breath. It was apparent to every eye that the wheat was good. The vice-chairman glanced at the wheat rippling in the sun and, while picking his teeth, casually assessed the harvest at two hundred and ten jin per mu!
At mention of this figure, Jindo paled. If you take two hundred and ten as a starting point, you will never beat
it down to an acceptable figure. He tried to put it off by a joke.
“Two hundred and ten! Why, you won’t reach this figure even if you add last year’s crop to it.”
“Then what would you say?” another assessor asked.
“Well, you have all done farming yourself,” Jindo said. “You should know, what with spilling and spoiling on
the threshing grounds and this uncertain weather, we would be lucky to collect a hundred and thirty or forty per
mu!”
The vice-chairman spat.
“Do you intend to haggle with me?” He walked toward Jindo menacingly.
Jindo backed away.
“Chairman, please look again,” he begged. “Our fields have never yielded over two hundred. You know very
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well the kind of life we live. We are, after all, from the same region; don’t you care to keep up good relations with
your people?”
Somehow, Jindo’s words offended the mighty official. He turned and cried angrily, “Why are you holding me
up? You are trying to hit me!”
Saying which, he hit Jindo on the chest. Jindo tried to parry the blow. The vice-chairman then seized Jindo by
the collar and started hitting him in earnest. Jindo plopped to the ground and, holding his face to his hands, burst
into tears. He was a man, a head of household, with wife and children, and now, to be treated like this … All the
villagers working in the fields turned their faces away, not daring to look. They could not bear to witness Jindo’s
mortification. Jindo controlled himself and stood up with tears still running down his face. Before Jindo could
speak my anger shot up straight to my head. I stomped over to the vice-chairman.
“By what right do you hit us?” I spat. “You just try it again!”
The group bristled up in alarm.
“What! You want to start a fight?” one of them cried.
“You just keep your hands off Jindo!” I screamed.
They stopped their bluff immediately. Just a bunch of bullies, that’s what they were. Just as I was about to use
my fists on them, two villagers tried to drag me back. As they got hold of me, the vice-chairman gained new
courage and ordered his men:
“Take him to the commune and I’ll make him pay for this!”
The assessors rushed upon me. My arms were still pinned by the villagers trying to save me from myself.
Without thinking, I kicked out and one of the assessors cried out in pain as my foot connected with his kneecap.
The others scrambled back again. The villagers, seeing how desperate I was, held on to me all the more tightly as
I cried out:
“You son-of-a-dog vice-chairman, I’ll beat the shit out of you!”
The villagers overpowered me finally and dragged me back. As I was struggling in their hands, I called out
father’s name without thinking. My father had been a leading government official in this region before the Cultural Revolution, and recently during the setup of the new revolutionary committee his name was listed as honorary
member. I don’t know whether it was on account of my desperation, or because my father’s name worked the
magic, but anyway the assessing team left hastily without even eating their indispensable dinner. They departed
for another village.
Jindo wanted to recall them and apologize. He even moved a few steps in their direction, then sighed and
stopped, realizing the futility of it all.
In the afternoon word was sent round from the brigade. To our shock, the assessment for Mulberry Tree Village
was a hundred and seventy jin per mu! Jindo and the whole village let out a sigh of relief.
“Good boy,” Old Li commended me.
“Good boy!” the whole village echoed.
That night it seemed that every man, woman, and child in the village gathered in Jindo’s house, to offer condolences for the blows he got. When Jindo saw me, he said:
“My boy, cutting wheat is tiring work. You needn’t do it. You just keep boiling water, to keep the cutters in
drinking water.”
Then he turned to the work-point recordkeeper.
“Fuquan, double the boy’s work-points for today. And from now on, give him nine and a half points every
day.”
All the villagers smiled. Then Jindo added:
“Go ahead and cancel all my work-points for today. I did a bad job, nearly brought disaster to the village.” He
patted me on the shoulder.
Jindo’s wife sat by, quietly wiping her tears. Jindo turned to her fiercely.
“Why the hell are you crying? I’m alive and kicking. Why don’t you make some eggs for the boy?”
Boiling eggs is the mountain villagers’ highest form of courtesy to distinguished guests.
As we talked out of Jindo’s home, Old Li muttered to himself:
“What a wily fox that Jindo is! Pushing the student boy to the front to bear the brunt of the abuse. And it
actually worked!”
Old Li’s words struck me like lightning. So I was taken in again! Jindo shrewdly foresaw that the assessment
affair was a risky business, and he knew that students would not stand by and see officials abusing peasants, that
they would stand up and pick a fight. Jindo’s ruse worked. But supposing I hadn’t had a father whose name meant
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something. I would at that moment be quivering under the lash of the vice-chairman!
Reflecting on all this, I couldn’t suppress a deep sigh. So long as I can serve the poor underprivileged peasants of Mulberry Tree Village, I thought, I don’t mind being deceived by Jindo any more.
*
All those events happened more than ten years ago. And here I was, at nightfall, on the outskirts of the little
village I left so long ago.
The soft tints of dusk had receded from the western slopes; in the gloaming, wisps of smoke rose gently from
households behind stacks of wheat. Specks of light twinkled, like the deep and unfathomable eyes of Mulberry
Tree Village. On the edge of the terrace fields, the poplars stood tall and straight, their leaves rustling to a sweet
music.
That night I slept at the headquarters of the production team. The whole village turned out to greet me. There
was such a lot of talk about. But I did not see Jindo, the person I missed most. People told me he was not the
production leader anymore, that Fuchun had taken over. When I was in the village, Fuchun was just a youngster.
“And where is Jindo?” I asked.
Someone said he was visiting with relatives. I didn’t believe it. The lunar month of July is the busiest season.
How could the astute Jindo possibly be idle?
“Jindo is full of resentment,” Fuchun told me. I wondered: what about?
Jindo was never one to stay idle. As far back as the days when I was in the village, I remember seeing him
digging holes to plant trees whenever he had a moment’s free time. He would dig anywhere, on the side of roads,
on terrace fields, on slopes, anywhere he could.
The year before last, Mulberry Tree Village adopted the responsibility system, part of the current reform. By
that time the slopes were dotted with holes that Jindo dug to plant trees. He was no longer team leader, so he
turned to tree planting seriously.
But even with the new policy, the backward village could not expect to turn rich in the twinkling. There was no
money to buy saplings. So Jindo again resorted to his wiles. Last year the land was parceled out and rented as
private plots. Jindo offered to rent five mu only.
Five mu could only produce enough grain for basic food. Getting rich was totally out of the question. The
villagers could not believe how such an astute farmer like Jindo could be so dense. But Jindo had his own plans.
“I’m renting twenty mu,” he explained, “but will only farm five. I’d like to exchange the fifteen mu of land for
saplings.”
At the time, all the peasants wanted to lay claim to as much land as possible. Jindo took advantage of the peasant mentality to get hold of tree saplings.
All the villagers laughed uproariously. So that’s why Jindo only plans to farm five mu. He has made his
calculations after all.
Jindo even resorted to blackmail.
“If you won’t give me saplings, I’d rather let those fifteen mu lie fallow.”
In the mountainous area, where arable land is so scarce, this was a great waste; but nobody knew where to get
the required amount of tree saplings.
Jindo didn’t achieve his goal after all, and left the village in a huff. Fuquan said to me:
“Who’d believe that he’d go visiting relatives at such a busy time! I bet he’s gone to look for tree saplings.
This old fellow always knew where his interests lay. I think he’s right. It’s much more lucrative to raise trees.
We’re so poor because we’ve always stuck to farming. Jindo’s ideas never go wrong. Of that I have no doubt.
People said that before he set out, he had sold all the wood and stones and bricks that he had stored up to build
a new house. Jindo, who had been dogged by poverty all his life, had certainly set out on a new track. He had
plotted for petty advantages all his life. Now he had seen a new road to prosperity.
That night, thinking of Jindo, I didn’t sleep a wink. I recollected the affair of the seven jiao, and all the things
that followed. I feel that as Jindo looks back on his life so far, he must regret having wasted so much energy for so
little. It’s not worthwhile. But at the time, what could he do? He was a peasant. He tills and sows and harvests big
stretches of land, but in his everyday life, he has to measure his spending grain by gram. Could Jindo be reckoned
as wise, diligent, honest, and lovable—as peasants are typically described? I really don’t know. This Jindo! Even
now I really don’t know what to think of him.
75.49 You Can’t Make Me Change\fn{by Liu Xihong (1952- )} Guangdong, Henan Province, China (F) 10
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A friend told me about Lingkai, saying, “She’s a strange one.” And said, “She wants to meet you. She always
points you out and tells me I have to introduce her to you.”
I smiled. My friend’s an unimaginative type who can’t handle anything out of the ordinary.
“Why?” I asked. “Why is she set on meeting me?” Nothing but trouble comes from trying to be someone’s
teacher. That’s not for me. And I’m not the kind who likes to play older sister or confidant. I haven’t got it in me
to show a young girl how to live. But I said:
“We can get together if she likes. Set a time.”
*
Lingkai showed up a whole hour early, way off the mark. I rolled out of bed, and folding up my blanket, went
to open the door.
There stood a sixteen-year-old girl—typical Cantonese face, features etched clearly within the rounded contour
of jaw and brow. Her delicate mouth could excite passion.
I let her in. She walked over to my best chair and sat down, crossing her legs at the knee. I looked at her
closely. She wasn’t exactly a crane among chickens, but she was attractive. That skin made me think of the young
girls in Renoir’s paintings. But her hair had been cropped so short you could see the sideburn. I frowned.
“Have you had breakfast?” I asked in Cantonese.
“A glass of milk.”
“Have another.”
“No thanks.”
I left her with a pile of magazines and went into the kitchen to get something to eat.
By the time I got back, she’d messed up my stack of newspaper clippings, pulled open my desk drawer and
was examining my six-color lipstick set. Nothing had prepared me for this.
“Hey!” she yelled. “You like natural tones too.”
I forced a smile and sat down.
“You smoke?” she picked up a pack of cigarettes. I shook my head.
“A friend left them behind.”
“Boyfriend?”
“Yes, my boyfriend.”
“Oh.” Lingkai pondered this for awhile then asked:
“What’s his name?”
“Yidong. You know him?” She shook her head.
“What’s his last name?”
I’d had about enough of this.
“Who are you? The Household Registration Bureau?”\fn{ A note reads: In China, urban population is strictly controlled by
means of residence permits. The Household Registration Bureau is in charge of issuing permits and keeping tabs on population
movement.} She wouldn't let it drop.

“What is it?”
“Liu. His name is Liu Yidong, for Christ’s sake!”\fn{ A note reads: In Chinese the given name is preceded by the surname.}
“Ah.” Lingkai peered at me strangely. “You have the same last name. The same last name! Don’t you know
close relatives can’t get married?”
I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.
“What makes you think we’re related?”
“How d’ya know you’re not?”
“I don’t have a big family. I know every single one of my relatives by their first name.”
“How d’ya know he’s not your long-lost brother?”
“Listen, little sister, I was born m 1953. A new life had just begun. Families got along. The new government
was pushing for everyone to have lots of kids, and women were all trying to outdo each other as mother-heroes.
We didn’t have problems of infanticide and child abandonment back then.”
I reached over and patted her cheek.
“Besides, we’re just friends. It doesn’t mean we’re getting married. All right? Can we let it drop now?”
She said nothing. For a long time. Then with amazing speed, she pulled a cigarette from the pack, lit it and
exhaled an experienced breath of white smoke.
“You smoke?” I stared at her in panic. “How can you?”
“Do you believe in love?” she asked, solemn as a Taoist priest.
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“Lingkai,” I pulled my face back to normal, “I’m happy to have you come visit me, and I’m glad you can make
yourself at home, but the least you can do is ask whether or not you can smoke in my room.”
Snuffing out the cigarette, she repeated her question:
“You have a boyfriend. Do you really believe there’s something called love?”
“Yes, “ I answered without a moment’s hesitation.
“That’s weird. Older people never believe in love. My mom doesn’t.”
So she was equating me with her mother.
“Your mom?” I muttered indignantly. “Do you really think someone as old as your mother would still believe
in love? Love is for the young. It’s especially sweet at your age,” I smiled.
“But I don’t believe in it.”
“Love is like soap bubbles. When you blow them out and fill the sky, it’s really there, a whole sky full of color.
But when they pop and there’s nothing left, you stop believing. People like your mother make the mistake of not
believing in something they had before just because they haven’t got it now. They don’t understand the soap
bubble theory. I’m blowing now and have been for a long time. I do believe in love,” I added.
“A whole sky full?”
“A whole sky full.” I chuckled. “If they ever disappear, I won’t have anybody but myself to blame for not
blowing. Why do you want to know? You shouldn’t be worrying about these things.”
She smiled good-naturedly at me, eyes narrowed intently as if turning something over in her mind.
“When I was your age, I studied hard like I was supposed to. If I went to a classmate’s house in the evening, I
told my parents. If they said to be in at nine, I didn’t dare get back at a quarter after. Not like kids now,” I said.
“You’ve all got bikes to ride to school, watches, even lipstick, permed hair.”
“What about it? It’s not like we’re doing anything wrong,” Lingkai retorted. “You’re too uptight.”
Our conversation had taken an outrageous turn.
“Uptight? You want to know what uptight is? Uptight is saying people with the same last name can’t get
married!”
We threw back our heads and laughed out loud together.
“You’re different than most people. I like you,” Lingkai announced when it was quiet again.
I managed a tight little smirk. This was outrageous. I was letting a sixteen-year-old evaluate my character.
“You even know how to smile without showing your teeth. That’s really great!”
Laughter burst from my throat, teeth all out in the open.
“I ask too many questions, don’t I? Are you mad at me?” she grinned guilelessly.
“No, I’m not mad at you. I know you grew up reading A Hundred Thousand Answers to Why. Passion for
learning when young is normal. How could I be mad at you?”
*
When it came time for her to leave, I walked her to the door.
“Aren’t you going to see me off downstairs?” she wanted to know.
“I never walk my guests downstairs. Come and see me anytime, Lingkai.”
“You see what I mean “ She looked dejected. “You’re too uptight.”
“You can’t call this uptight. Look what I’ve got on. I can’t go running around outside in my pajamas. I’m a
civilized person, you know.”
She flung her head back and with a you-are-absolutely-impossible tone, stated emphatically:
“You still don’t get it. That’s just what I mean by uptight!”
I pressed her small hand in mine. Warm and soft, it felt nice.
“I like you too. Come and see me often.”
“You should tell me if there’s anything special you want me to do.”
I thought for awhile before replying:
“I want you to do well in school. If you’re smart, you’ll study hard. And let your hair grow out. I can’t tell if
you’re a boy or girl with it like that. Girls your age look good with long hair.”
She nodded, eyes wide.
“One more thing—don’t smoke.” I suddenly felt I had the right to tell her what to do. I liked her and could almost imagine myself being responsible for her, taking care of her like a legal guardian. “I won’t allow you to
smoke.”
“It’s not like it’s a habit or anything,” she interrupted in a soft voice. “Just once in awhile. It helps calm my
nerves.”
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“I don’t care. I won’t allow it,” I persisted. “It looks terrible. Besides, advertisements all over the world say
that smoking is bad for you!”
*
Lingkai called me at the hospital just before quitting time on Saturday. I was adding the last ingredients to a
complicated prescription of Chinese herbs when the phone rang. I ignored it to go over the list again and carefully
wrap the small bundle in paper. Finished, I walked over to the phone.
“Are you busy?” She obviously wasn’t pleased to have been kept waiting. “Let’s go out for dim sum\fn{A note
reads: Also known as yum cha, dim sum are Cantonese-style pastries served with tea in the morning.} tomorrow morning.”
I thought about it.
“No, tomorrow’s a bad day. I have something to do. But let’s go another time. I’ll treat.”
“You don’t have to pay for me. We can go dutch to the revolving restaurant.”
“Go dutch? Absolutely not. You’re a student. You don’t have any money. Let me take you out. It’s just tomorrow. I’m busy.”
“I do too have money! Why can’t you go tomorrow? Why?”
“Lingkai, if there’s something you want to talk about, come over to my room. You’re a student, for goodness
sake! What do you know about revolving restaurants? Put your time into your studies; if you’ve got extra money,
buy some of those self-study magazines.”
“So is it yes or no?”
“No. I already told you I’m busy.”
“You’re getting together with Liu Yidong, aren’t you?”
“No.”
“I’m sure! If you don’t want to go, just forget it. You’re so boring.”
“Shut your smart little mouth, Lingkai. You’re too big for your britches. I have an exam coming up next month
and a huge pile of books to get through. I don’t intend to be a third-rate pharmacist for the rest of my life.”
Silence.
“Hey,” I said, “where are you calling from? Are classes out? Don’t call me from school. Teachers think students who are always on the phone don't really care about—”
Click. The line went dead.
There was nothing I could do.
*
Lingkai didn’t show on Sunday. I waited for her all day. Nor on Monday.
I took my exam. She still didn’t come. I began to get anxious, wondering where she could be. I didn’t know
where she lived and thought better of looking for her at school. What could she be up to? That little rascal. When I
had nothing better to do, I’d write her name over and over again on a scrap of paper—Lingkai, Lingkai, Lingkai.
I had to leave town for a six-month study course. Yidong came in the afternoon to help with my luggage.
“Don’t write unless there’s something important,” he was saying, squatting down to lock my trunk. “I’m too
busy to think. My work’s piled up all the way through the end of the year.”
Lingkai appeared at the door.
“Lingkai!” I called out in happy surprise. A disheveled circle of hair hung around her face like the fringe on a
stray puppy. I put my arm around her neck and pulled her over. “Why the disappearing act? What have you been
doing? You waited so long to come around, and I’m just about to go away.”
“I’ve been busy,” she answered, looking at Yidong.
Busy, busy, busy. Everyone says they’re busy. Too busy to do anything. I’m the only one with nothing to do.
Yidong straightened up and clapped his hands free of dust. “Kong Lingkai,” he said.
“Lingkai, you're famous. Everybody knows you.”
Yidong turned to me. “You don’t know? Your friend is a model in the third art studio at the Youth Palace.”
A model?! That was news to me.
“I know who you are too!” Lingkai shouted. “You work in the advertising agency on the sixth floor of the
Youth Palace. I’ve seen you carry bill boards up to the roof like any old worker. I never would have guessed you
were Liu Yidong.” She gave me a look to say: this is the best you can do? He does that kind of work?
“Very tough,” Yidong laughed. “No wonder your boss goes around complaining about you. Do you argue with
them about everything?”
I couldn’t join their laughter. Lingkai, a model in an art studio?
“Do you still smoke? I’ve got a pack around here somewhere,” Yidong offered.
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I was furious.
“Lingkai? You still smoke? What did I tell you!”
Without so much as a glance in my direction, she replied indifferently, “When I sit for a long time and can’t
move, all my muscles turn to stone. I wouldn’t be able to walk home if I didn’t have a cigarette. Besides, I always
go down to the restroom.”
Still angry. “Are you going to listen to me or not? Who told you to go and be a model anyway? Are you going
to buckle down and study like you should? Are you going to ever grow up and be somebody?”
“But I am doing well in school. My grades are fine. I even got to the third round of finals in the physics
competition last June. Why can’t I model if I've got the time? It’s not getting in the way of anything else.”
“So you’ve got all the time and money in the world to go to some revolving restaurant, is that it? Do you have
any idea what I think of modeling? Why don’t you go find a job pulling a hand cart? Why don’t you set up a
booth and sell carmabola\fn{A note reads: A tropical fruit grown in southern China, which when sliced crosswise looks like a star,
giving it the name “star fruit.”} by the side of the road?”
Yidong tapped the table with his middle finger.
“All right, all right. Enough. I have to go now.” He shouldered the trunk to be shipped and walked out.
Lingkai and I went out on the balcony. He called up from the street:
“I’ll send someone over with the receipt for your trunk. I don’t have time to come back with it.”
“Whatever,” I shrugged.
Lingkai stood behind me, hands on her hips, eyes cast down, like a music star surveying the crowd.
“I noticed him a long time ago, but I thought he was at least forty.” Lingkai followed me into the room.
“Don’t be mean. He’s only a couple years older.”
“But you look a lot younger.” Lingkai peered carefully into my face.
How depressing. “That’s because all I do is sit around and eat.”
“He works like a coolie. I once saw him on the tower putting up those decorative lights for the Cypress Clock.
He was hanging there on the roof eight stories up like a kite. God, it was dangerous.”
*
That moved me. Yidong always took on the most difficult, most tiring, most dangerous work. Something about
him touched me very deeply. .
“Lingkai, tell me how you’re doing. How’ve you been lately?”
She ignored my question.
“Do you know why I like you? Because you don’t treat me like a kid. You treat me like a friend, someone your
own age. You know how to respect people.”
Flattery. She was trying to seduce me. I answered tersely:
“Friendship is of course based on mutual respect. I can respect almost anyone. That I can do.”
*
We walked out into the street. The late sky was full of watery stars and a faint, milky moon. When I was little,
the moon always shone big and bright. It would follow me as I walked along the lane by my house, from one end
to the next. My arm rested on Lingkai’s shoulder. She was wearing a pink scoop-neck blouse and flat summer
sandals. Everything about her reminded me of when I was young. Can anyone get back the past?
“There’s a story in the Bible, in Luke, about a time when Jesus was out healing the sick,” I began. “People
were crowding around him, pressing in from all sides. A woman who’d used up her savings trying to cure the
disease she’d suffered from for twelve years squeezed through the crowd and touched his belt. She was cured
instantly. Jesus turned and asked, ‘Who touched me?’ but no one stepped forward. Peter said, ‘There are so many
people around you,’ but Jesus insisted, ‘No, someone touched me. I felt healing power leave my body.’ The
woman saw it was impossible to hide and kneeled down to tell Jesus her story. Jesus said to her, ‘Daughter, your
faith has healed you. Go in peace.’”
“It’s important to have faith,” Lingkai said. ‘Daughter, your faith has healed you,’” she repeated, looping her
arm through mine.
“That’s right.”
We faced each other over yogurt in front of a small shop. I pointed out the Wangji Roast Goose Restaurant
across the street, where the shopkeeper’s family sat eating their dinner in the doorway under a street lamp. The
grandmother, a baby slung across her lap, slurped soup from a bowl held high before her face. The young wife
chattered about something between gulps of food; the shopkeeper picked at his teeth. Fat dripping from the
roasted birds hanging in their cabinet glistened in the light of a high-watt bulb.
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“I see that family eating dinner every night when I take my walk. They put out at least twenty yuan a meal,” I
told Lingkai.
She looked over at the cabinet of birds, her mouth watering.
“It’d be great to sell roast goose. You could eat it everyday.”
“Don’t be a fool,” I retorted. “Look at what they’ve got on the table. Their favorite dish is mouse—speckled
carp. It’s not cheap, that’s for sure.”
There was a time when Yidong and I were so poor we ate beef noodles and fish-head soup for dinner every
night. That gets old fast.
“Come on, let’s go. There’s nothing to see here.”
We turned and walked away. I could tell she had something on her mind.
“Lingkai,” I stopped walking to face her, “I know there’s something you want to tell me.”
“No there isn’t.” She couldn’t hold my gaze; her eyes bounced off whatever moved.
“Yes there is.”
“…”
“I’m treating you like a friend, someone my own age. Come on, talk,” I urged.
“…”
“I’ll respect what it is you have to say,” I smiled at her.
“…”
“It’s important to have faith. Daughter.”
“I want to be a model,” she blurted out before I could finish my sentence.
“You—”pause; I had to force the rest out—“you already are a model, aren’t you?”
“I want to quit school and become a fashion model at the Weimei Company.”
I pulled her up short.
“Become a model? How’d you come up with that idea? And what do you plan to do when you hit thirty? Don’t
you know models are a bunch of brainless ninnies? You’re good at physics. You could study astronomy at Fudan
University.\fn{A note reads: A prestigious institution of higher education located in Shanghai .} Astronomy! You’ve got a career
ahead of you.”
Lingkai looked at me. And with an impatient edge to her voice, said:
“I’ve already decided, so don’t try to change my mind. I told you because I respect you. You can’t make me
change.”
Shaking with agitation, she leaned against a telephone pole.
“Lingkai, I’ll make a deal with you. If you promise to get your mind back on your studies and concentrate on
getting into college, I’ll give you a carton of Marlboros every month.” No sense of principle; I was practically
begging her.
“I quit smoking a long time ago. It’s not in any more.” She pushed off from the telephone pole with both hands
and kicked a popsicle carton a few steps down the street; I followed.
“That’s just great. You’re young, you have everything ahead of you. Now’s the time to study.”
She stopped and turned to face me.
“My mom says it’s okay. I don’t see why anyone else should worry about it,” she sneered.
The beauty school had put out an advertisement for ten new models. More than a thousand applicants, accompanied by mothers and husbands, had shown up for the try-outs. Things had taken a new turn—Lingkai didn’t
give a damn about what I thought. That made me mad.
“You’re so out of it, it makes me sick,” she said, turning her back on me, the corners of her mouth pulled tight.
I couldn’t take it any longer.
“Get out of here! You brainless fool, get out of my sight!”
But it was me who turned and walked away. Rounding the corner, I was hit with a wave of remorse. I was supposed to be the adult. And I’d promised to treat her with respect. Why was I being so unreasonable? Simply
atrocious.
I looked back over my shoulder. The telephone pole stood alone.
But she really shouldn’t go into modeling. It just wasn’t right for her. Those wandering eyes drunk with
laughter, that face, rich and full, like a good book waiting to be read. She was too expressive—a model hardly
needed so much life in her eyes. Why a fashion model? I’d rather see her go into acting and become a movie star
than waste her time like that.
I didn't go out that evening. I shut myself in early, turned off the light and fell asleep.
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Lingkai was like a string of pearls in the palm of my hand. I’d held her carefully, I’d protected her, but now she
was slipping through my fingers. It was very depressing.
*
I studied for a semester, a long, stifling semester.
Thoughts of Lingkai filled my free time.
Not a single letter from Yidong, just as he’d promised. A man of his own mind, he was not to be pushed around
or wheedled, but no matter how long he ignored me, I’d never leave him for that. We understood each other.
When my birthday came around, I knew he’d be there knocking at my door.
But Lingkai.
Lingkai was also a big part of my life.
*
Watermelon and lichee filled the markets by the time my training course was over. The sun held strong twelve
hours a day; the air at three o’clock shone gold. I pulled a crate of books off the train, and waiting for the crowd to
pass, rested a minute beside the luggage car. Yidong wouldn’t be coming to meet me. He didn’t even know I was
back. But he was my boyfriend—meeting me at the station should have been his duty. Fanning myself with a
handkerchief, I glared at the heavy box. In my anger, I almost missed the robust middle-aged couple walking up
ahead: Ma’am, could I ask your husband to help me out a bit? My room was the mess I’d left it six months ago.
I’d given Yidong a key, but he naturally hadn’t come around to straighten anything up. Naturally. A layer of dust
coated the chairs. I couldn’t even sit down.
With a sweep of my arm, I brushed the clay dolls Yidong had given me from the desk. Those damn little toys
were as stubborn as rocks; they clattered about crazily on the floor, then were silent, unscathed by their fall.
Crestfallen, I plumped down on the floor and kicked my feet up on the bed frame to let the blood flow. I
popped open an icy cold beer, and tilting my head back, drank deeply. A soothing chill ran from my throat to
lungs.
There was Lingkai at the door. How did she know I was back? But she always did. I flashed hot then cold,
dazed and disoriented. She had on a bright red blouse and three-tiered pleated skirt. Her long hair hung loosely
about her shining, rosy face.
I beckoned to her with a sloppy, pretend-drunk wave of my hand. We huddled together like old long-lost
friends.
“I saw your windows wide open, so I came up.” Her mouth and eyes flashed in a brilliant smile.
I grinned back, stroking her silky strands. She began to move quickly about straightening up the room. Boil
some water. Plug in the fan. Let me do that; I jumped to my feet. We rushed around together. When we were
finished, I filled a bowl with pumpkin seeds for us to snack on.
“Liu Yidong doesn’t know you’re back?”
“He was too lazy to even write.”
“You guys have it tough. No home together, no room you can share. I bet Liu Yidong eats instant noodles
every day. You don’t have anything.”
For a moment I couldn’t figure out what she was talking about. My smile faded as it sunk in.
“We’ve got trust,” I said.
“You’re dreaming, she replied, “but you don’t have to make up anything for my sake.”
The little smart aleck. You certainly couldn’t pass her off as a kid.
Yidong himself probably didn’t think we had much in the way of trust. I know for a fact he didn’t have a whole
lot of faith in me. He sometimes looked at me like I was one of those women in the market who’ll fight over a
skirt on sale. He held himself at the center; he’d submit to no will but his own. It was useless to think of changing
him. And for that, I loved him. But then again, I’m just a simple fool.
Lingkai had already cracked her way through most of the seeds. A mountain of shells piled high before her.
I covered the bowl with my hand.
“Save a few for me. There isn’t much. I don’t have much as it is. No, not much at all!”\fn{ A note reads: A wellknown line from Lu Xun’s short story classic, Kong Yiji, written in 1919.}
I glanced up at the ceiling. Lingkai was right, but she shouldn’t be saying these things to me. I was almost old
enough to be her mother. I felt a rising bitterness in my throat, against Yidong, against Lingkai.
“I’m right, aren’t I?” Lingkai smiled playfully.
“Right about what? No, you’re not!” I spit out a seed. I had to save face. I really was another Kong Yiji.\fn{ A
note reads: Kong Yiji, the protagonist in Lu Xun’s story by the same name, was a traditional scholar of the classics who failed to pass the
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official examinations. Reduced to beggary and mocked at by the townspeople, he struggled to keep face in spite of it all .}

“There’s only one good thing about men,” Lingkai grinned cunningly, “and only one bad thing about you.”
“What’s wrong with me?”
She deliberately twisted the subject in another direction:
“You’ve got energy. It shows in your face. I bet you never have nightmares.”
“You’re wrong there. I dream all the time, day and night. I’ve got energy because I force myself to be happy.”
“You do have nightmares? What about?”
“Nothing like what you’re thinking of.”
Wild animal dreams haven’t scared me since I was a kid. All I have to do is yell: Get away from me, then fly
up into the sky. They don't frighten me at all.
But I have had one terrible nightmare:
Yidong comes into my room in the middle of the night, and drawing back the mosquito netting, says to me:
“You can’t make me change. A-yuan, there’s a limit to what you can do, and you can’t make me change.” He then
laughs gently and disappears. What?! My name isn’t A-yuan! He called me by another woman’s name to tell me I
can’t make him change!
Waking with a start, I looked in the bathroom, on the balcony, everywhere, but no Yidong. I turned on all the
lights, my face covered in tears. The next time I saw him, I was afraid to ask about that name. He’d look down on
me even more. And I’m not about to tell Lingkai either. Swinging my legs, I said listlessly:
“The one bad thing about me is you think I want to change you, right?” And I said, “Everybody always thinks
they’re right and everybody else is wrong.”
Lingkai’s a smart girl. I didn’t have to treat her like a child.
“That’s how it is with friends,” I continued. “So long as both are willing, we adapt ourselves. We shouldn’t be
afraid to acknowledge the influence we exert on each other. It’s an inherent, integral part of the relationship. Why
shouldn’t we acknowledge it? I feel good when I make other people happy. It’s a kind of instant happiness.”
I stroked the back of Lingkai’s hand.
“Would you like an instant happiness? A surprise present? Chocolate?”
Bubbling up with laughter, she bounced her head back and forth like a little chick.
“Yes! But I don’t like those liqueur-filled chocolates. They taste like cough syrup.”
I went downstairs to buy tomatoes, carrots, celery, mushrooms, jelly fish and water chestnuts. Stir-fried
together, they made a beautiful plate of red-orange-green-blue-and-purple that was complimented by the sparkling
rose wine in our glasses.
Lingkai rolled up her sleeves and sat down.
“Yidong’s going to be mad you didn’t invite him over for this great dinner.”
“Yidong? No way. It takes a lot to make him mad.”
I thought about him. Yidong’s got a lot going against him, but I still like him the best. I’m not too sure what he
thinks of me, and I’m not about to ask. Whenever we fight, I walk out the door to the park where I can find a quiet
green hill to stretch out on. Back in my room, I throw around all the stuff he’s given me. I’ve never broken
anything when he’s around, but he gives me only unbreakable wood and metal toys, as if he’s known all along.
Sometimes I think: if he ever wants to leave me, I’ll let go with a smile. A heart I can’t be tied—that I do know.
He’s so strong; provided he doesn’t die an unnatural death, he’s sure to outlast me a good twenty years. I want
him to curl up at sixty in some corner of a theater and fondly reminisce about that independent, gentle, tolerant,
unassuming girlfriend of his youth. I want him to acknowledge deep down that I, of all his. friends, men or women, understood and believed in him like no one else. I want him to be wearing shabby, tattered old clothes and
thinking about me miserably, so miserably.
When I told him this, he just laughed. “You’re really something!” and walked over to tap my forehead with his
index finger: “You shouldn’t think so highly of yourself.”
He didn’t even care. Doesn’t care right now anyway. I made a fool of myself over the whole thing.
With Lingkai came a different state of mind, the feeling I was facing a clear little creek, a gurgling stream
flowing out to sea.
Is it ever possible to recapture the past? To escape the future?
Lingkai invited me to watch her fashion show, Silk for 87, at the Grand Palace. I carried the dishes into the
kitchen, came back, and told her I wouldn’t go.
She stared at me unhappily.
“I don’t like to go to parties or dances. I don’t have the right clothes,” I explained.
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“Who cares? Besides; I’ve seen your three-hundred-yuan fur jacket.”
“That was a display item. My mother bought it for my birthday, but I’ve never even worn it. I need a car to
match before I can wear a coat like that. Just wait till I get my Benz, and I’ll drive you around with a fur coat
draped over my shoulders.”
“You’ll never own a Benz,” she said sharply.
I thought about it. She was probably right. Yidong was practically a manual laborer, and even though he could
afford milk and beer over plain water, he’d never fatten up. Better not put too much faith in him. Besides, I’d
made up my mind long ago to support myself, to rely on my own two hands to make a living. I was a pharmacist
with a future. I wanted to learn everything possible about the profession and was ready to spend my life dedicated
to it. You couldn’t take away my work and give me a Benz, or even a Rolls Royce. I’d dry up and die. That was a
fact.
I held my hand upright.
“How do you know? If you stand life up like this, it appears very long. Not knowing life, how can you know
death? Perhaps someday I’ll have it all.”
In the end, she talked me into it.
*
Yidong sat beside me. He was the stage designer for the show. A few minutes before eight he went to speak
with the lighting man then came back and sat down.
I couldn't believe that was Lingkai up there. Number five or six in line, she blew in like a whirlwind from the
right, the music a cha-cha, Lingkai a beautiful raven.
Somebody from Weinlei Fashion Company had complained to Yidong that Lingkai was planning to quit. She
wanted to get into photographic modeling at the modeling center.
“Popular, isn’t she?” I asked.
“Very. A big name,” Yidong answered. “She’s got the most potential of anyone in the troupe, and Weimei can’t
give her what she wants. They’ll have to let her go, see what she can do elsewhere.”
“Give her what she wants? She’s such a hot-shot?” Lingkai hadn’t mentioned any of this to me. I had no idea.
But she shouldn’t be too presumptuous.
“You don’t understand. Weimei can only do so much, but Lingkai can really go places. She’s not out of line at
all.”
The music changed, and Lingkai appeared again, this time in a double-breasted gown. The curled ends of her
silky hair floated in soft waves behind her ears. I stared up at her, lost in the hazy beauty of some other world. So
lovely, so healthy, so young. I’ve said before that Lingkai’s face is a moving labyrinth of expression, a face you
can never get enough of. Only a fool would care about her clothes. The other flowers were pressed back into a
pale, indistinct bouquet by her bright loveliness .
There was a stir in the crowd as photographers pressed forward, camera flashes piercing the dark. I saw my
chance and held up two fingers in a victory sign.
She saw me. She looked around, turned and smiled, turned again, then held her pose. Another turn, two quick
spins in my direction and an “okay” sign back to me.
Yidong leaned over:
“You messed up her pattern. Don’t fool around like that.”
Lingkai was such a star. A few hand signals could hardly matter.
“So now you’re satisfied? Proud, huh? Now it’s okay with you she’s not in school,” Yidong said.
“Don’t be so sarcastic. I’m not that dumb. Ten, twenty years from now, masters and doctorates are going to be
a dime a dozen, but a good model is born into the job. Not everyone can do it, you know. They ought to be given
professional status for more job security.”
Yidong laughed. Lingkai came rushing over after the show. I pointed at a chair, but she said the manager would
make a fuss if he saw her sitting in her hand-painted silk dress.
“Can you tell I’ve got false eyelashes on?” she asked. I said no, nobody would notice just that.
“What’d you think?” she asked. “You saw sixty sets. How’d you like it?”
She had on a sleeveless evening gown with a low scoop neckline. I ran my hand down her smooth glowing
neck, shoulder, arm. I saw the layer of make-up. Make-up that thick in this weather should have melted and
smudged into a big messy puddle, but Lingkai sparkled, clear and cool as jade. She’d won me over completely.
“I feel cool. Nice and cool.”
She bent before me laughing, eyes and teeth like bright pearls, so fetchingly bashful. Even if she did stay in
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school, passing the university entrance exam, not to mention getting a degree, would have been difficult. She just
didn’t care. She’d already found her profession, her career, and she was doing a very impressive job at it.
Everybody should make the most of what they've got. With Lingkai, it was beauty.
*
I saw her next at the modeling center. Yidong and I were sitting in the shade of an umbrella eating ices when a
big noisy group crowded round an umbrella nearby. Yidong went over to say hello. I spotted Lingkai in the pack.
She’d recently joined the center and was meeting with the manager to discuss work. She flew over to my
umbrella.
“I’ve grown up a lot,” she informed me. “I’ve got my own ideas now, so I won’t be going over to bother you
all the time like I used to. You won’t think I’m ungrateful, will you?”
“Why would I think that? What new ideas have you come up with?” I asked.
“They want me to have a stage name. I’ve decided on Mimi,” she announced with a twist of her head.
“Mimi!” I cried. “Why don’t you just call yourself ‘Wildcat?’ Come on, Lingkai, how could you pick such a
horrible name?” I virtually shuddered with repulsion.
“But they want to use our stage names for advertisements. What am I supposed to pick? We might be going to
Japan in October,” she said in a hurt little voice.
“Horse shit,” I spat in their direction. “Is that all they care about? Tell them you’ve got a perfectly good name,
and it’s Kong Lingkai.”
I fell silent, too sluggish to go on. Lingkai retreated, then returned.
“They say I have to have one.”
She looked at me.
“They all have English stage names. You’ve studied Japanese. Pick a Japanese name for me.”
Studied Japanese? Ages ago. I glanced over at Yidong, but he was concentrating on slicing an orange. I lost all
sense of dignity.
“Lingkai,” I lashed out, “haven’t you got a brain at all?”
I watched Yidong eat his orange, hands sticky with the sweet juice.
“He’s got a Japanese name. It’s Shiye Tailang.\fn{ A note reads: Changing two characters in a common Japanese men’s
name (pronounced Ishi Taro in Japanese) creates a homonym which translates to “ravaging Wolf.” } I pointed to myself: “I’m
Zhongyi Yinzhi.”fn{A note reads: Changing two characters in a common Japanese women’s name (pronounced Nakai Ginshi in
Japanese) creates a homonym which translates to “Money Lover.” }
Lingkai puckered her lips, highly displeased. Yidong wiped his hands with a paper napkin and lit a cigarette.
Shielding his face with one hand, he avoided eye contact. I knew that expression. I was acting like one of those
vulgar women in the market who fight over a skirt on sale.
I shut my mouth in humiliation and said no more. I felt terrible.
*
What’s really terrible is that Lingkai never comes over anymore. If I want to see her, I have to watch TV or go
out on location when they shoot commercials.
Last time was on the beach, noon straight up. The waves washed in, washed out. Lingkai’s group took up a
huge area over near the water. When he saw who it was, Yidong said he wanted to go over to look at the proof
sheets they’d sent that morning. Lingkai spotted me and tilted her head with a half wave, then turning, kept
fussing with her face.
They were shooting a Sunshine brand milk commercial. A group of teen-agers jumped into an open jeep, small
cartons of milk in hand, and made a great show of enjoying themselves. The jeep careened wildly over the yellow
sand, Lingkai’s long hair flying: what a sight! Someone was chanting the words to the commercial in Cantonese:
‘Sunshine people look better, sunshine songs sound better, Sunshine Milk tastes better.’ But nobody was listening;
all eyes were glued to the young people in the jeep racing along the line of surf.
I pulled Yidong over.
“Yidong, is it true the sky’s higher for these kids? Is the land wider, the wind stronger? Are they any happier?”
We sat down to have lemon tea with them at the break. Lingkai came over and leaned against my chair.
“You’re not like us,” she said. “We’ve only got our youth, nothing else.”
As so often in the past, I couldn’t figure out what she was trying to get at. But this time she didn’t seem to care.
“What’re you talking about? You’re young and that’s everything.”
I suddenly felt helpless, resentful. I stood up and waved to Yidong to leave. Somebody called out, “Yidong,
you haven’t seen the proof sheets yet!” But Lingkai turned and whispered to him, “Let them go. Mr. Liu’s friend
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is too far behind the times.”
I walked over and twisted her ear.
“Smart aleck. You should learn when to keep your mouth shut.”
We rode away on our hikes, rode and rode.
Yidong knows me. He knows I’m old-fashioned. He knows I won’t wear sun dresses or backless tops. He
knows I’m from a small, simple family. He knows, he knows, he knows …
We rode until the sky dropped black around us.
“Yidong, is it true when you’re young, you’ve got everything, and when you get old, there’s nothing left?”
“Of course.” He didn’t look at me.
“Really?” I felt pale.
We stopped under a street light. I could see the warm, gentle pool of his eyes.
“Oh, sure!” I said.
“Wisdom,” he said. “With wisdom comes everything. ‘God waits for man to become childlike through
wisdom.’ Tagore said that.” He patted me on the back. “You’re both afraid to gain and afraid to lose. I don’t want
to get involved in this.”
He said I was afraid to gain and afraid to lose. That’s a good joke. Brother, if I had everything, if I were Ali
Baba’s cave, I could certainly care less about a little loss or gain.
But all I’ve got are two empty hands. If someone were to ask me: What is it you really want? I wouldn’t know
how to answer. But Yidong’s a genius. Yidong knows me. He’d never ask me that.
He asked if I wanted to get something to eat. I shook my head. I wanted to go home and study my herbal medicine texts. I wanted something real to hold onto, something I could grasp. Everybody else, when they reach fifty
or sixty, can stand around grandson-in-arm and gossip. They can steam a different shape taro cake for every day
of the week. But I’ll be useless at that age if I don’t do something now. All I’ll be good for is lying in bed and
reading Eileen Chang\fn{A note reads: A contemporary Chinese woman writer, popular particularly in the south and Hong Kong .}
novels.
I said I wanted to go home.
“Well then,” he good-humoredly comforted me, “go home and get a good dreamless sleep. Don’t think too
much. When you get up tomorrow morning, you’ll see the sun’s still there.”
I nodded and smiled at him, then turned and left on my own.
114.44 & 150.422 1. One Centimeter 2. Broken Transformers: Two Short Stsories\fn{by Bi Shumin [Shu-min]
(1952 )} Xinjiang Province, China (F) 11
1
When Tao Ying rides on the bus alone, quite often she does not bother to buy a ticket.
Why should she? Without her, the bus would still be stopping at every stop, a driver and a conductor would
still have to be employed, and the same amount of petrol used
Clearly Tao Ying has to be astute. When the bus conductor looked like the responsible type, she would buy a
ticket as soon as she got on board. But if he appeared to be casual and careless, she would not dream of paying,
considering it a small punishment for him and a little saving for herself.
Tao Ying works as a cook in the canteen of a factory. She spends all day next to an open fire, baking screwshaped wheat cakes with sesame butter.
Today she is with her son Tho Ye. She follows him onto the bus. As the door shut her jacket is caught,
ballooning up like a tent behind her. She twists this way and that, finally wrenching herself free.
“Mama, tickets!” Tho Ye says.
Children are often more conscious of rituals than adults. Without a ticket in his hand, the ride doesn’t count as
a proper ride.
On the peeling paint of the door somebody has painted the shape of a pale finger. It points at a number:
1.10m.\fn{1.10 meters; or 110 centimeters.}
Xiao Ye pushed through. His hair looks as fluffy as a bundle of straw—dry and without luster. As a rule, Tao
Ying is very careful with her purse, but she has never skimped on her child’s diet. Nonetheless the goodness in his
food refuses to advance beyond his hairline. As a result Xiao Ye is healthy and clever, but his hair is a mess. Tao
Ying tries to smooth it down, as if she was brushing away topsoil to get to a firm foundation. She can feel the
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softness of her son’s skull, rubbery and elastic to the touch. Apparently there is a gap on the top of everyone’s
head, where the two halves meet. If they don’t meet properly, a person can end up with a permanently gaping
mouth. Even when the hemispheres are a perfect match, it still takes a while for them to seal. This is the door to
life itself—if it remains open, the world outside will feel like water, flowing into the body through this slit.
Every time Tao Ying happens upon this aperture on her son’s head, she would be overwhelmed by a sense of
responsibility. It was she who had brought this delicate creature into the world after all. Although she senses her
own insignificance in the world, that her existence makes no difference to anyone else, she also realizes that to
this little boy she is the center of the universe and she must try to be the most perfect, flawless mother possible.
Between Xiao Ye’s round head and the tip of the painted digit setting out the height requirement for a ticket
rests the beautiful slender fingers of Tao Ying. Since she is in contact with oil all day, her nails are shiny,
glistening like the smooth curved back of a sea shell.
“Xiao Ye, you are not quite tall enough, still one centimeter away,” she tells him softly.
Tao Ying does not come from a privileged background, and has not read very many books. But she likes to be
gentle and gracious, to set an example for her son and make a good impression. This elevates her sense of selfworth and makes her feel like an aristocrat.
“Mama! I’m tall enough, I’m tall enough!” Xiao Ye shouts at the top of his voice, stamping on the floor as if it
were a tin drum. “You told me the last time I could have a ticket the next time, this is the next time! You don’t
keep your word!” He looks up at his mother angrily.
Tao Ying looks down at her son. A ticket costs twenty cents. Twenty cents is not to be scoffed at. It can buy a
cucumber, two tomatoes or, at a reduced price, three bunches of radishes or enough spinach to last four days. But
Xiao Ye’s face is raised up like a half-open blossom, waiting to receive his promise from the sun.
“Get in! Don’t block the entrance! This is not a train, where you stand from Beijing to Bao Ding. We’re almost
at the next stop!” the conductor bellows. Normally, an outburst like this would certainly have discouraged Tao
Ying from buying a ticket. But today she says,
“Two tickets, please.” The fierce conductor has beady eyes.
“This child is one centimeter short of requiring a ticket.”
Xiao Ye shrinks, not just one but several centimeters—the need for a ticket has all of a sudden become
interwoven with the pride of a small child. To be able to purchase self-esteem with twenty cents is something that
can only happen in childhood and certainly no mother can resist an opportunity to make her son happy.
“I would like to buy two tickets,” she says politely. Xiao Ye holds the two tickets close to his lips and blows,
making a sound like a paper windmill.
They had entered through the central doors of the bus, but alight towards the front. Here another conductor is
poised to examine their tickets. Tao Ying thinks that this man can’t be very bright. What mother accompanied by a
child would try to avoid paying the correct fare? However poor she would never have allowed herself to lose face
in front of her own son. She hands over the tickets nonchalantly. The conductor asks:
“Are you going to claim these back?”
“No.” In fact Tao Ying ought to have kept the tickets so that the next time there is a picnic or an outing at work
she could use her bicycle and then claim back the fare with the stubs. Both she and her husband are blue-collar
workers, and any saving would have been a help. But Xiao Ye is a smart boy, and might well question her aloud,
“Mama, can we claim back tickets even when we are on a private outing?”
In front of the child, she would never lie. It is exhausting to follow rules dictated by parental guide-books all
the time, but Tao Ying is determined to be the ideal mother and create a perfect example for her son to look up to.
She needs really to concentrate—living this way is not unlike carrying an audience with you wherever you go.
But her actions are full of love and tenderness. For instance, whenever she eats a watermelon in front of Xiao Ye,
she would take care not to bite too close to the rind even though she doesn’t actually think there is much
difference between the flesh and the skin. True, the sweetness gradually diminishes as you work your way through
the red towards the green, but every part of the melon is equally refreshing. In any case the skin of a melon is
supposed to have a beneficial cooling effect, and is often used as medicine.
One day, she came across her son eating a melon in the same manner she did. When Xiao Ye looked up, Tao
Ying could see a white melon seed stuck to his forehead. She was furious:
“Who taught you to gnaw at a melon like that? Are you going to wash your face in it too?”
Xiao Ye was terrified. The small hand holding the melon began to tremble, but the big round eyes remained
defiant.
Children are the best imitators in the world. From then on Tao Ying realized that if she wanted her son to
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behave as if he were the product of a cultured home, then she must concentrate and never fail in her own example.
This was very difficult, like “shooting down airplanes with a small gun”—but with determination, she knew that
nothing was impossible. With this clear objective in mind, Tao Ying found her life becoming more focused, more
challenging.
Today she is taking Xiao Ye to visit a big temple. He has never seen the Buddha before. Tao Ying is not a
believer and she does not intend to ask him to kowtow. That is superstition, she knows.
The tickets cost five dollars apiece—these days even temples are run like businesses. Tao Ying’s ticket was a
gift from Lao Chiang, who worked at the meat counter. The ticket was valid for a month, and today was the last
day. Lao Chiang was one of those people who seemed to know everybody. Occasionally he would produce a
battered coverless month-old magazine and say:
“Seen this before? This is called the Big Reference, not meant for the eyes of the common people.”
Tao Ying had never seen anything like this before and wondered how such a small rag, smaller even than a
regular newspaper, could be called a Big Reference. She asked Lao Chiang but he seemed confused. He said
everybody called it that—perhaps if you were to take out the pages and laid them flat they would end up bigger
than a normal newspaper. It seemed to make sense. Studying this publication written in large print, Tao Ying
could see that it was full of speculation about the war in the Middle East. Foremost on everyone’s mind seemed to
be whether the export of dates from Iraq to China would continue as it did in the sixties during the famine. In any
case, Tao Ying was full of admiration for Lao Chiang. In return for her indiscriminate respect, Lao Chiang
decided to reward her with a ticket for the temple.
“Is there just the one?” Tao asked, not without gratitude but with some uncertainty.
“Forget your husband, take your son and open his eyes! Children under 110 centimeters do not need a ticket. If
you don’t want to go, sell it at the door and you’ll earn enough to buy a couple of watermelons!” Lao Chiang had
always been a practical man.
Tao Ying decided to take the day off and go on an outing with Xiao Ye.
It is rare to find such a large patch of grass in the middle of the city. Even before they got there, there was
something refreshing, something green in the air, as if they were approaching a valley, or a waterfall. Xiao Ye
snatches the ticket from his mother’s hand, puts it between his lips, and flies towards the gilded gates of the
temple. A little animal rushing to quench his thirst.
Tao Ying suddenly feels a little sad. Is the mere attraction of a temple enough for Xiao Ye to abandon his
mother? But almost immediately she banishes the thought—hasn’t she brought her son here today to make him
happy?
The guard at the gate is a young man dressed in a red top and black trousers. Tao Ying feels somehow that he
ought to have been in yellow. This uniform makes him look somewhat like a waiter.
Xiao Ye knows exactly what he has to do. Moving amongst the crowd, he seems like a tiny drop of water in the
current of a large river. The young man takes the ticket from his mouth, plucking a leaf from a spring branch. Tao
Ying's gaze softly envelopes her son, a strand of silk unwinding towards him, following his every gesture.
“Ticket.” The youth in red bars her way with one arm, his voice as pithy as if he was spitting out a date stone.
Tao Ying points at her son with infinite tenderness. She feels that everybody should see how lovely he is.
“I am asking for your ticket.” The red youth does not budge.
“Didn’t the child just give it to you?”
Tao Ying’s voice is peaceful. This boy is too young, years away from being a father, she thinks. Tao Ying is not
working today and is in a really good mood. She is happy to be patient.
“That was his ticket, now I need to see yours.” The youth remains unmoved.
Tao Ying has to pause for a moment before it sinks in—there are two of them and they need a ticket each.
“I thought that children were exempt?” She is confused.
“Mama, hurry up!” Xiao Ye shouts to her from inside the doors.
“Mama is coming!” Tao Ying shouts back.
A crowd is beginning to gather, so many fishes swarming towards a bright light. Tao Ying starts to panic. She
wants this fracas to end, her child is waiting for her.
“Who told you he doesn’t need a ticket?” The guard tilts his head—the more onlookers the better.
“It says so on the back of the ticket.”
“Exactly what does it say?” This boy is obviously not a professional.
“It says that children under 110 centimeters do not have to pay.”
Tao Ying is full of confidence. She moves to pick up one of the tickets from a box next to the guard and reads
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out what is printed on the back for all to hear.
“Stop right there!”
The youth has turned nasty. Tao Ying realizes she should not have touched the box and quickly withdraws her
hand.
“So you are familiar with the rules and regulations are you?”
Now the young man addresses her with the formal “you.” Tao Ying detects the sarcasm in his tone but she
simply nods.
“Well, your son is over 110 centimeters,” he says with certainty.
“No he isn’t.”
Tao Ying is still smiling. Everybody begins to look at the mother with suspicion.
“He just ran past the mark. I saw it clearly.” The guard is equally firm, pointing at a red line on the wall which
looks like an earthworm inching across the road after a rainstorm.
“Mama, why are you taking so long? I thought I had lost you!”
Xiao Ye shouts to her affectionately. He runs towards his mother, as if she was one of his favorite toys.
The crowd titters. Good, they think, here is proof, the whole matter can be cleared up at once. The youth is
getting a little nervous. He is just doing his job. He is certain he is right. But this woman seems very confident,
perhaps … that would be awful. Tao Ying remains calm. In fact, she feels a little smug. Her son loves excitement.
This is turning into something of an event so it is bound to delight him.
“Come over here,” the youth commands.
The crowd holds its breath. Xiao Ye looks at his mother. Tao Ying gives him a little nod. He walks over to the
guard graciously, coughs a little, adjusts his jacket. In front of the gaze of the crowd, Xiao Ye is every inch the
hero as he approaches the earthworm.
Then—the crowd looks, and sees—the worm comes to Xiao Ye’s ear. How is this possible?
Tao Ying is by his side in two paces. The flat of her hand lands heavily on the little boy’s head, making a sound
as crisp as a ping-pong ball popping underfoot.
Xiao Ye stares at his mother. He is not crying. He is shocked by the pain. He has never been hit before. The
crowd draws its breath.
“Punishing a child is one thing, hitting him on the head is totally unacceptable!”
“What a way for a mother to behave! So what if you have to buy another ticket? This is a disgrace, hitting a
child to cover up your own mistake!”
“She can’t be his natural mother.”
Everybody has an opinion.
Tao Ying is feeling a little agitated now. She had not meant to hit Xiao Ye. She meant to smooth down his hair.
But she realizes that even if Xiao Ye were bald at this instant, he would still be towering above the worm on the
wall.
“Xiao Ye, don’t stand on tip-toe!” Tao Ying’s voice is severe.
“Mama, I’m not …”
Tao Ye begins to cry.
It’s true. He isn’t. The worm crawls somewhere next to his brow.
The guard stretches himself lazily. His vision is sharp, he has caught quite a few people who had tried to get
through without paying.
“Go get a ticket!” he screams at Tao Ying. All pretense of courtesy has by now been eaten up by the worm.
“But my son is less than one meter ten!” Tao Ying insists even though she realizes she stands alone.
“Everyone who tries to escape paying always says the same thing. Do you think these people are going to
believe you, or are they going to believe me? This is a universally accepted measurement. The International
Standard Ruler is in Paris, made of pure platinum. Did you know that?”
Tao is flummoxed. All she knows is that to make a dress she needs two meters eighty centimeters, she does not
know where the International Ruler is kept. She is only astonished at the power of the Buddha which can make
her son grow several centimeters within minutes!
“But we were on the bus just now and he wasn’t as tall—”
“No doubt when he was born he wasn’t as tall either!” the youth sneers, chilling the air.
Standing in the middle of the jeering crowd, Tao Ying’s face has turned as white as her ticket.
“Mama, what is happening?” Xiao Ye comes away from the earthworm to hold his mother’s frozen hand with
his own little warm one.
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“It’s nothing. Mama has forgotten to buy a ticket for you.” Tao Ying can barely speak.
“Forgotten? That’s a nice way of putting it! Why don’t you forget you have a son as well?” The youth will not
forgive her calm confidence of a moment ago.
“What more do you want?” Tao Ying’s temper rises. In front of her child, she must preserve her dignity.
“You have a nerve! This is not to do with what I want, clearly you must apologize! God knows how you had
managed to get hold of a complimentary ticket in the first place. To get in free is not enough, now you want to
sneak in an extra person. Have you no shame? Don’t think you can get away with this, go get yourself a valid
ticket!”
The youth is now leaning on the wall, facing the crowd as if he is pronouncing an edict from on high.
Tao Ying’s hands are trembling like the strings on a pei-pa. What should she do? Should she argue with him?
She is not afraid of a good fight but she doesn’t want her child to be witness to such a scene. For the sake of Xiao
Ye, she will swallow her pride.
“Mama is going to buy a ticket. You wait here, don’t run off.”
Tao Ying tries to smile. This outing is such a rare occasion, whatever happens she mustn’t spoil the mood. She
is determined to make everything all right.
“Mama, did you really not buy a ticket?”
Xiao Ye looks at her, full of surprise and bewilderment. The expression on her child’s face frightens her. She
cannot buy this ticket today! If she went ahead, she would never be able to explain herself to her son.
“Let’s go.”
She gives Xiao Ye a yank. Thankfully the child has strong bones, or his arm might have fallen off.
“Let’s go and play in the park.”
Tao Ying wants her son to be happy, but the little boy has fallen silent, sullen. Xiao Ye has suddenly grown up.
As they walk past an ice-cream seller, Xiao Ye says,
“Mama, give me money!” Taking the money, Xiao Ye runs towards an old woman behind the stall and says to
her:
“Please measure me!”
It is only then that Tao Ying notices the old lady sitting next to a pair of scales for measuring weight and
height. The old woman extends with difficulty the measuring pole, pulling it out centimeter by centimeter. She
strains to make out the numbers:
“One meter eleven.”
Tao Ying begins to wonder if she has encountered a ghost or is her son beginning to resemble a shoot of
bamboo, growing every time you look at him?
Something moist begins to glisten in Xiao Ye’s eyes. Leaving his mother behind and without a backward
glance, he starts to run away.
He trips. One moment he is in the air, taking flight like a bird, another and he has dropped to the ground with a
heavy thud. Tao Ying rushes over to lend a hand but just as she is about to reach him Xiao Ye has picked himself
up and is off again. Tao Ying stops in her tracks. If she gives chase Xiao Ye will only keep falling. Watching her
son’s vanishing silhouette, her heart beings to break: Xiao Ye, aren’t you going to look back at your mother?
Xiao Ye runs for a long time and eventually comes to a halt. He throws a quick glance backwards to find his
mother, but the moment he can see her, he takes off once more.
Tao Ying finds the whole incident incomprehensible. She wanders back to the old woman and asks politely:
“Excuse me, these scales you have—”
“My scales are here to make you happy! Don’t you want your son to grow tall? Every mother wants her sons to
shoot up, but don’t forget when he is tall, that means you’ll be old! Mine are flattering scales,” the old woman
explains kindly, but Tao Ying remains baffled.
“You see my scales are old and not very accurate and they make people seem lighter than they really are. I
have also adjusted it to make them seem taller. These days it is fashionable to be long and lean—mine are fitness
scales!” The old woman might be kind, but she is not without cunning.
So that is the reason! Xiao Ye should have heard this speech! But he is a long way away, and in any case would
he have understood the convoluted logic?
Xiao Ye still looks suspicious, as if Mother has turned into a big bad wolf, ready to eat him up. Later when
they are back at home, Tao Ying takes out her own tape measure and insists on measuring him again.
“I don’t want to! Everybody says I am tall enough except you. It’s because you don’t want to buy me a ticket,
don’t think I don’t know! If you measure me I am bound to get shorter again. I don’t trust you! I don’t trust you!”
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The yellow tape in Tao Ying’s hands has turned into a poisonous viper.
*
“Chef! Your cakes look as if they are wearing camouflage uniforms, all black and brown!” a customer queuing
in front of her counter shouts out.
The cakes are ruined. They are full of burnt marks, and look like tiny terrapins.
Sorry, sorry, sorry. Tao Ying feels very guilty. She is usually very conscientious in her work, but these couple of
days she often finds herself distracted. She must rescue the situation! At night, after Xiao Ye has gone to sleep,
Tao Ying straightens his little legs so that he is lying as flat as a piece of newly shrunken fabric. Tao Ying then
stretches her tape from the soles of his feet to the top of his head—one meter nine centimeters.
She decides to write a letter to the administrators at the temple. She picks up her brush but suddenly realizes
that this is harder than she thinks! Seeing her deep in thought with knitted brows, her husband says,
“So what do you imagine might happen even if you wrote to them?”
He is right, she doesn’t know if anything would come of it. But in order to melt the ice in her son’s eyes, she
must do something. At last the letter is done.. There is a man in the factory nicknamed “the Writer.” People say he
has had some small articles published at the back of a news rag once. Tao Ying finds him and respectfully offers
up her literary work.
“This sounds like an official communication. Not lively enough, not moving.”
The Writer traces the letter with his nicotine-stained fingers. Tao Ying doesn’t know what an official
communication is but she detects a tone of dissatisfaction in the scholar’s voice. She looks at the lines he is
pointing to, and nods in agreement.
“What you need to do is this. You must open with a strong and righteous claim, followed by a passage of
stunning originality so that your work stands out and grabs the attention of the editor. This would make him pick
it out of a large pile on his desk. It has to catch his eyes like a blinding light, an apple in a mound of potatoes. But
most important of all, your letter must touch his heart. Have you heard of the saying, grieving soldiers always
win?”
Tao Ying keeps nodding. The Writer is encouraged to continue:
“Let us look at the opening paragraph—it should go something like this: ‘The power of the Buddha is surely
infinite! The foot of a five-year-old boy has scarcely touched the threshold of the temple and he has grown two
centimeters; but alas, the power of the Buddha is finite after all—on his return home the boy shrinks back to his
original size.’ I know this is not yet perfect, but have a think about it along these lines.”
Tao Ying tries to memorize the words of the Writer, but she finds it hard to recall all of it. Back home she
makes a few corrections as best she can, and sends out the letter.
The Writer comes by her stall at lunch-time. Tao Ying’s face is framed in a small window where she is
collecting vouchers. She looks like a photograph, staring out at the camera with a somber expression.
“Please wait a moment,” and she disappears behind the frame.
The Writer suspects the cakes are burnt again. Perhaps Tao Ying has gone to find a few which are less burnt
than others, to thank him for pointing her in the right direction.
“This is for you, with extra sugar and sesame,” Tao Ying says shyly.
This is the greatest gift a baker could offer a friend as a token of gratitude.
*
Then comes the long wait. Tao Ying looks through the newspapers every day, reading everything from cover to
cover including small classified advertisements for videos. In the meantime she would listen to the radio,
imagining that one morning she will hear her own letter read out by one of those announcers with a beautiful
voice. Afterwards she would go down to the post office, in case the administrative department of the temple has
replied to her letter, apologizing for their misdeed. . .
She has imagined a hundred different scenarios, but not what actually happens.
The days have been like the white flour she works with, one very much like another. Xiao Ye appears to have
recovered from the ordeal but Tao Ying firmly believes that he has not really forgotten. Finally, one day, she hears
a question,
“Which way is it to comrade Tao’s home?”
“I know, I’ll take you.” Xiao Ye excitedly shows two elderly gentlemen in uniform through the front door.
“Mama, we have visitors!” Tao Ying is doing the laundry, immersed in soap up to her armpits.
“We are from the administrative office at the temple. The local newspaper has forwarded your letter to us and
we have come to ascertain the truth.”
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Tao Ying is very nervous, and somewhat depressed. Chiefly because her house is very messy, and she has not
had the time to tidy up. If they think that she is prone to laziness they might not believe her.
“Xiao Ye, why don’t you go out to play?”
In Tao Ying’s fantasies, Xiao Ye would be in the room to witness the revelation of the truth. Now that the
moment has finally arrived, she feels uncomfortable having him there. She cannot predict what will happen.
These are after all the people who employed the youth in red, so how reasonable can they be? The younger of the
two speaks.
“We have investigated the matter with the party concerned, and he insisted he was in the right. Don’t tell the
boy to leave, we want to measure him.”
Xiao Ye obeys and stands next to the wall. The white of the wall looks like a virgin canvas and Xiao Ye a
painting filling up the space. He leans tightly against the wall as if the act of measuring his height has once again
stirred up some terrifying memory in the recesses of his mind. The men are very serious. First of all they draw a
bold line across the wall from the top of Xiao Ye’s head. Then they take out a metallic tape and take the
measurement from the line to the floor. The metal of the tape glistens like a flowing stream in sunlight. Tao Ying
regains her calm.
“What does it say?”
“One meter ten, just so,” the younger man answers.
“This is not just so. There was a delay of one month and nine days before you came. A month ago he wasn’t
this tall.”
The two officials look at each other. This is a statement they cannot refute. They produce a five-dollar bill from
a pocket. The note pokes out of an envelope. They have evidently come prepared. Before they left the temple,
they must have checked the height of the earthworm, and realized it was not drawn accurately.
“The other day you and your son were unable to enter. This is a small token to redress the situation.”
This time it is the elder of the two gentlemen who speaks. His demeanor is kind, so he must be the more senior
of the two.
Tao Ying remains still. That day’s happiness can never be bought again.
“If you don’t want the money, here are two tickets. You and your son are welcome to visit the temple any
time.” The younger man is even more polite.
This is a tempting proposition indeed, but Tao Ying shakes her head. To her, to her son, that place will always
be associated with unhappy memories now.
“So which would you prefer?” both men ask in unison.
In fact Tao Ying is asking herself the same question. She is gracious by nature—if the youth in red had come in
person to apologize today, she would not have made him feel awkward. So what is it that she wants? She shoves
Xiao Ye in front of the two elderly officials.
“Say Grandpa,” she tells him.
“Grandpa.” Xiao Ye sounds infinitely sweet.
“Dear Leaders, please take back the money, and the tickets. Kindly do not punish the guard on duty, he was
only doing his job.”
The two officials are puzzled. Tao Ying nudges Xiao Ye closer:
“Gentlemen, would you be so kind as to explain to my son exactly what happened on that day. Please tell him
that his mother has not done anything wrong.”
2
“Mum, let’s go. I don’t want a Transformer,” said my ten-year-old son.
We were standing in a newly opened department store. As mother of a low-income family I was used to
steering my son firmly away from toy counters; but this store had taken my by surprise; its manager had shrewdly
filled the entrance hall with brightly colored playthings instead of the usual dull array of cosmetics.
I stood in the doorway, debating whether or not to leave. There had been a sign outside saying the store sold
wool, and I desperately needed to knit myself a new hat and scarf. Still, wool could be bought elsewhere.
I gripped my son’s hand and drew him towards me intending to make up some excuse to get him out of the
store, and thus out of temptation’s way. Ten was an age, after all, at which innocence gradually begins to give way
to questioning, and I didn’t want him to become conscious too early of the power of money and thus of our
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limited supply. At the same time I hated the thought of his disappointment at not being able to have the toy he so
adored. I felt like covering his eyes with my palm!
The last thing I expected him to say was, “Mum, let’s leave. I don’t want a Transformer.” I was at a loss to
know how to express my gratitude.
I hated the monstrous cartoon family which had my son glued to the TV set every Saturday and Sunday night;
not only did it prevent me watching the news, but it had so captured the imagination of thousands of children that
the toy replicas now pouring into the stores were sucking money from parents like locusts devouring crops.
If we hadn’t been in the crowded store I would have bent down and kissed his smooth brow, now covered with
beads of salty sweet sweat. But it immediately became clear to me that my sense of relief was premature, for his
feet were as though rooted to the spot. His neck twisted towards the counter and he stared, through long dark
eyelashes, at the colorful range of robots which stared back at him in disdain.
My heart bled as I looked admiringly at his lithe young neck which, like the branch of a willow tree, seemed
able to twist back endlessly without incurring discomfort. Was it only a matter of a hat and a scarf?
A perfect example of the trend towards “late marriage and late birth” characteristic of the time, I had now
passed the age of forty while my son was only ten. I had been through all the turmoil and confusion, whereas his
was still to come. My troubles tended to be physical, like the fact that the first northern winter winds had nearly
frozen my head off and, worse, I had discovered i was beginning to lose my hair which was, moreover, turning
gray. This was not only thoroughly unattractive, but meant I was even less well insulated than before. I considered
myself pretty good with my hands; as well as lathing machine parts I could also knit and sew. For some time now
I had been planning to knit myself a really good hat and scarf and had even told my husband about it. He had, as a
gesture towards financing the project, stubbed out his cigarette. I knew he wouldn’t give up permanently, of that I
had been convinced from the very first day I met him, no matter what other money-saving hobbies he might
dispense with. We also saved by eating less meat at dinner, concentrating our chopsticks on vegetables and hoping
our son wouldn’t notice the decline.
Despite the fact that since the boy’s birth cold winds tended to cause a painful throbbing in my head, I could
still do without a hat; my old square scarf would suffice, though no doubt I would look odd, like a solemn Arab
woman or Mother Hen from the children’s cartoon series. But so what? As long as my son could get his beloved
robot.
I glanced at the Transformers. They were so expensive that the price of a hat and scarf would be enough to
cover maybe the leg of one of the larger models.
And what would my husband say? He had always maintained that I spoiled the child and warned me that ours
was just an ordinary “blue-collar family” which shouldn’t aspire to the same heights of those better-off.
But was it to be the case that no “blue-collar” worker should ever own a Transformer?
I had enough money with me for one of the smallest models available, and knew I could make up a story about
the hat and scarf which would satisfy my husband and indicate that I didn’t need them.
I t was at this point, just as I had made up my mind to buy it, that my son suddenly turned towards the exit,
saying resolutely, “Mum, let’s go. The paper says Transformers are only foreign kids’ cast-offs. They move them
into China to get our money.”
He tugged my hand with his little damp one and glanced back at the toys as though taking a last look at a
corpse. Then he quickened his short legs and made for the door as if fearful the Transformers might otherwise
snatch him back.
He sounded like an adult, the logic of his argument certainly exceeded anything I might have come up with
and it occurred to me that in comparison with our boy, who was, moreover, a model student at school, my
husband and I were selfish.
Spurred by this revelation I strode back t the counter and, without giving a second’s thought as to who profited
by my action, whether foreigners or Hong Kong Chinese, I impulsively took possession of the smallest
Transformer money could buy. Suddenly I no longer cared about the pains I would get in my head and neck. This
purchase was a token of appreciation for my son’s understanding and an expression of our mutual love.
That evening he skipped dinner in order to play with his robot. He put a black toy pistol into his hand and the
creature, with a twist and a turn, obligingly turned into an exquisite streamlined bomber. The thermocolored
American trademark turned from red to blue and back to red in his warm little hands.
“Convertible Transformer fights for justice and freedom with an iron will …” he sang sweetly. It was the
theme song from the TV series.
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Although my husband had grumbled, I felt the purchase had been a wise one. true, Transformers were
expensive, but the moments of happiness they gave were priceless. In the event of my son growing up to be an
important public figure, I didn’t want to have to read in his autobiography: I liked toys when I was little but my
family was too poor to afford them, so I could only watch the other children playing with theirs …
Of course he might also simply turn out to be a blue-collar worker, either way I was loath to leave him with
any regrets about his childhood. Children are, after all, easy to satisfy: the smallest Transformer intoxicates them.
“Don’t neglect your homework how,” I cautioned in an unusually serious, perhaps overcompensatory, tone of
voice. He earnestly promised not to.
Over the next few days I carried out spot checks on his homework and was satisfied to find that he had lost
none of his willpower; he allowed himself to play with his toy only after finishing his work.
Winter finally arrived with a vengeance.
My husband prolonged his prohibition on cigarettes, and though I tried to reassure him that my old scarf was
perfectly adequate, his response was gloomy. “You should have a pair of warm boots,” he said.
I gave him a grateful smile and made a face indicating that it was indeed cold down there.
One evening I suddenly found my son playing with a different transformer: this one was yellow, and much
larger and fiercer than his own.
“What’s this?” I asked, almost severely. All the guidebooks on “parenting” warned us not to ignore any new
tangents a child went off on.
“Transformer Giant,” he answered calmly, as though discussing a close relative.
Thanks to the protracted TV series, I was equipped with basic knowledge of the Transformer family and I
knew that the giant was one of the principal characters.
Be that as it may, its name was not important to me—its owner was. Without softening my voice I demanded
to know whose it was. His reply was matter-of-fact: “One of my classmates’,” he said, without registering my
suspicion. “Almost everybody has one and they’re all different, so we trade to play.”
Although I felt a slight twinge of guilt about my tone of voice, I couldn’t guarantee I wouldn’t react in the
same way in the future. Dishonesty was above all others the thing I feared most in children and I was constantly
on the look-out for it.
The kids were clever. They traded like primitive tribes. It was a new phenomenon, and I wasn’t sure whether to
oppose or support it. “Giant or not,” I said to my elated son, “don’t let it ruin your school work, and be careful
with other people’s toys.”
He nodded his assent. I could always rely on him to listen.
Somebody was tapping at the door.
My son ran over and hospitably pulled it wide open. But the visitor slowly closed it again as if he wished to
remain outside. Presently a round head hesitantly pushed its way through the crack. It was my son’s classmate,
one who seemed to go by the name of Fatty and who regularly dropped by to get my son to help him with his
homework. Only this time Fatty hadn’t come for help. He neither entered nor retreated but remained hovering on
the threshold facing my son and glancing up at me with a miserable expression on his face. Finally he stammered
out in embarrassment, “I’m so sorry … I broke your toy …”
The blood drained from my son’s cheeks. I had never seen such an agonized look pass across his face. He took
the dismantled toy from Fatty, held it before his eyes and blew on it softly, as though it were a wounded pigeon.
After the initial shock had subsided, my son looked at me to rescue him. For one bitter moment the sacrificed
hat and scarf flashed across my mind, but there was nothing we could do except face it. Trying to avoid my son’s
eye, I said, “It’s up to you. It’s your toy, what do you think we should do?”
Perhaps inhibited by my presence, he remained silent. I therefore discreetly moved into the inner room and
listened intently. I could hear Fatty wheezing in the silence and longed to put an end to his misery by running out
and saying, “Fatty, you may leave now.” But the verdict, whatever it was, had to come from my son.
“How did you smash it?” I heard him ask, with anger in his voice.
“I just … then, flop …” Fatty must have been gesticulating. An exasperated gurgle appeared to be my son’s
stifled response.
What was I to do? Maybe I should to out and intervene. Transformers cost money, but magnanimity is
something that no amount of money can buy; and although I believed my son had absorbed the moral principles I
had instilled in him over the years, I nevertheless recognized that to him a small Transformer was the equivalent
of a color TV set or a deluxe camera to an adult. The prolonged silence was agony, for him and for Fatty as well
as for me.
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Finally he spoke. He seemed to have covered a great deal of mental ground and his voice, though weak, was
none the less clear; “Don’t worry …”
Fatty grasped the opportunity and fled, as though afraid that my son might otherwise change his mind.
I heaved a long sigh of relief, as if I too had just returned from a long journey. Emerging, I kissed my son’s
sweaty forehead.
“It’s dead,” he said as his eyes filled with tears.
“I’ll try and glue it together,” I said comfortingly, though with little hope of success.
I duly went flat out to fix it, drawing on all my resources of skill and ingenuity. After spending a great deal
more time and effort on it than I would have spent knitting a hat, it finally became recognizable again as a toy. But
though it looked all right, it was too delicate to touch and it could no longer change shapes.
My son, meanwhile, devoted himself to the giant. A Transformer should change shape, he said, otherwise it
was just a trinket. So saying, he deftly changed the shape of the toy he had in his hand. One has to admire the
Americans. Who else would come up with the idea of turning the belly of a fighter into a robot’s head and then
proceed to create a machine that executes the transition so flawlessly?
A good toy attracts both children and grown-ups, but no sooner had I begun to move closer to watch him play
than I heard an ominous crash and saw the toy collapse in pieces.
What had happened? We looked at each other in horror.
Unfortunately, though we could hardly believe it, the truth was all too painfully clear; he had broken the Giant.
For a while my son tried to fix it, but only ended up with more pieces than he had started with. Realizing the
situation was hopeless, he gathered the pieces together, wrapped them in a sheet of paper and prepared to leave
the house.
“Where are you going?” I asked, still in a state of shock.
“To return the toy and apologize,” he said, looking calm and prepared.
“Is it Fatty’s?” I asked, with a glimmer of hope.
“No.” He then mentioned a name.
Hers! My heart plunged, then leapt into my throat.
The only impression I had ever been able to gain of this girl was that she was like a delicate flower and had a
very arrogant mother. The family was well heeled—my husband would call them “wealthy”—and it was entirely
natural that they should have bought such a large and ferocious-looking toy for their daughter.
“You’re going … like this?” I stammered.
“Should I take something with me?” he asked, confused.
I looked at his limpid eyes and refrained from further comment.
“OK, mum, I’m off.’ He disappeared out the door.
“Come home soon,” I called after him apprehensively.
I knew he wouldn’t dawdle, but he didn’t return soon, and when he hadn’t returned later either my hard began
to flutter like fish on a hook.
I should have warned him that people were all different, that he might not be pardoned, even though he himself
had forgiven a similar accident. I should have prepared him better for the possibility of an unpleasant scene,
otherwise he might cry.
On the other hand things might turn out OK. His classmate might have asked him hospitably to stay a little,
while her mother peeled him an orange, which my son would naturally push back politely. He is a lovable boy
they would surely forgive him in the same manner in which we had forgiven little Fatty.
The more I thought about it the more I convinced myself that that could be the only possible outcome.
Moreover I congratulated myself now on not having filled his heart with my own cynical suspicions.
But as time passed no matter how I tried to reassure myself, I grew increasingly concerned.
At last he returned, his footstep so light that, deep in thought as I was, I didn’t even notice he was there until he
was standing right in front of me.
One look at him was enough to convince me that he had undergone a profound inner trauma. I could also tell
that he had been crying and that he had already dried his tears in the cold wind so that I wouldn’t notice. A child
often reveals more when he is hiding something.
I did not have the heart to get him to go into details; it would have been too painful.
“Mum, they want us … to compensate …” He said finally, as large, cold teardrops rolled down his cheeks and
on to my hand.
I now had to deal not only with a broken toy but with a broken heart.
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“It’s only natural,” I said, wiping away his tears, “that they’d want to be compensated for their loss.”
“Then let me go and find Fatty and ask him to compensate me for mine. All he said was ‘I’m sorry.’ Next time
I go shopping I won’t take my money, I’ll just say, ‘I’m sorry.’ Will that do?” he asked, jumping up to leave.
“Don’t go!” I pulled him back. He struggled wildly, suddenly seeming to have acquired the strength of a calf.
“Why, mum? Tell me!” he demanded , lifting his head.
I didn’t know how to respond. Sometimes principles are all very well and, like beautiful clothes can be very
attractive, but they are not the stuff from which clothes are actually made.
I had to give him an answer. It is a cat’s responsibility to teach her kitten how to catch mice. I had to provide
my son with an explanation, no matter how impractical it might be.
“The words ‘I’m sorry’ mean you are being courteous. Their value ought not to be counted in terms of money.”
He nodded quietly. I probably sounded like one of his teachers, so he forced himself to listen.
“You forgave Fatty when he broke your Transformer,” I continued, patiently trying to explain things in terms
he would understand. “He was relieved. That was a nice thing to do.”
“But, mum, I haven’t been forgiven for a similar mistake!” he protested. His sense of shame seemed to
override my reasoned arguments.
“Well, son, thee are many ways of solving a problem. Problems are like Transformers: they can either be a
robot, a plane or a car … Understand?”
“Yeah.” He nodded reluctantly. I knew he as unconvinced, and just wanted to placate me.
I let go of his hand, exhausted.
He relaxed and stood aside.
The large broken toy was going to involve a hideous amount of money, and though we hadn’t yet reached the
stage where we needed to go to the pawn shop—which our street didn’t have anyway—we were still pretty broke.
Sitting on the bad news, we waited for my husband to come home. My son looked at me pitifully. Was he
hoping I would not tell him about the incident at all, or hoping I would do it quickly?
I dreaded the prospect, but knew it had to be done, and despite my inclination to postpone the reckoning I
knew it would be better in the long run to get it over and done with immediately.
On hearing the news, my husband managed temporarily to retain his composure.
“Tell me,” he said calmly, “how did you come to break the thing?” He couldn’t bring himself to give it a name.
“I just twisted it, and “flop,” it broke …” stammered my son, looking at me appealingly for support. I’d seen it
happen, certainly, but I couldn’t have said how.
But describing how it broke was in any event unimportant. The consequence was that our son would never
again be able to play with such a costly toy.
My husband’s eyebrows locked and the ferocity of is expression sent my son scurrying behind me for
protection. Suddenly he exploded.
“Tell me,” he said, his voice rising in a crescendo, “did you break it on purpose or deliberately?” I frankly
couldn’t see what the difference was between “on purpose” and “deliberately,” but didn’t dare interfere.
“I did it … on purpose. No, dad, I did it deliberately …” Desperately searching for whichever seemed the less
incriminating, he lurched from one to the other, shrinking beneath his father’s glare.
“You little wretch! A whole month’s salary won’t pay for this thing, yet you think you can go around lording it
like the master of some grand mansion. I’ll give you a hiding you’ll never forget.”
With that he raised his arm, and as it came crashing down I lifted my own to intercept the blow. A blinding
pain instantly spread from my side down to my fingers. He was a strong man, a laborer, and it was fortunate I had
blocked him.
For a few moments my son was stunned, then he let out a sharp cry, as if it had been he who had bee hit.
“You’ve got a nerve to blubber like that!” shouted my husband, breathing heavily. “That damn thing your
mother bought you already cost her her wool hat, and now that! That’s our fuel and cabbage for a whole winter
gone!” Then he turned to me and added, “It’s your fault for spoiling him.”
I let him rant. As long as he didn’t resort to violence again I could cope. My son had never been beaten before.
*
That winter, on one particularly freezing day when the sun seemed to be emanating blasts of cold air instead of
warmth, I arrived home to find that the stove was barely alight. My son was waiting for me, his face burning red
and his eyes glittering like stars reflected in a pool. I was afraid he had a fever.
“Close your eyes, mum,” he said. That sweet tone of his voice reassured me that he was not ill.
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I closed my eyes quietly. I thought he must have a little surprise for me: a perfect exam paper perhaps, or a toy
he might have made out of paper and bottles.
“You can open your eyes now, mum.”
I kept my eyes closed, savoring the happy moment that only a mother can experience.
“Quick, mum!” he urged.
I opened my eyes on to what seemed at first like a meadow in springtime. It took me a moment to register that
what my son was, in fact, holding in front of me was a bundle of green knitting wool.
“Do you like the color, mum” he asked, looking at me expectantly.
Green was my favorite.
“Yes, very much! How did you know I like it?”
“You must have forgotten. You’ve always knitted me green clothes ever since I was little. I would be able to
pick out the color among a thousand others.” He must have wondered how I could even ask such a question.
“Did dad take you there?”
“No, I went by myself,” he said proudly.
“Where did you get the money?” I asked in surprise.
He didn’t answer, but stared at me motionlessly.
He could not have stolen it. The very thought of stealing was anathema to my young son. He must have got the
money by recycling used paper or toothpaste tubes, but I hadn’t noticed him returning home late with blackened
fingers. Well, I’d have to ask him again.
“Tell me, where did you get the money?” I persisted, almost pleading with him to give me a satisfactory
answer.
“I asked Fatty for it,” he answered clearly.
“You asked who?” I couldn’t believe my ears. It was impossible that he could have done something like that.
He had always been so obedient.
“Fatty!” he repeated, staring at me resolutely.
A loud buzzing sounded in my head. His bold expression seemed to come from a boy I didn’t know.
“How did you get it from him?” I asked in a weak voice.
“The way those other people asked us for it,” he said dismissively, as though I was being persnickety.
He saw my hand rise and, thinking I was about to stroke his head, moved in closer. But I slapped him.
remembering, in the split second before my arm descended, an article I had read somewhere warning parents
never to hit their children on the head. But it was too late. My hand slanted at an angle and landed on his neck.
He didn’t flinch, but merely looked at me in astonishment.
I had never really hit him before, but now I felt certain that this would not be the last time.
Since then, every time a gust of wind pushes open the front door, I expect to see a little fellow with a round
head appear. But Fatty has never been back. He paid for our Transformer and left it with us.
I fixed the big one with glue. Its bold appearance added a sense of wealth to our house.
Now we have two Transformers that do not transform.
My son has never touched them again.
76.87 The Seven Tined Stag\fn{by Wure’ ertu (1952- )} Ulanhot, Hingan League, Inner Mongolia Autonomous
Region, China (M) 5
This is a story from my boyhood.
*
With one hand covering a swollen cheek, I scrambled up from the elk-skin mattress, gazing at him, tears
trickling from my eyes.
“What have you got to blubber about, you brat? Just staying in the tent all day long waiting to be fed like a
cat!” As he growled these words, he raised his bear-like paw again.
“I’ll go, I’ll go tomorrow,” I cried, clenching my teeth.
“What for?”
“To hunt. Give me the gun my father left me.”
He stared bleary-eyed at me for a moment, as if regarding a stranger.
I stopped crying. I never wanted to cry again. Squaring my shoulders, I stood facing him, feeling I’d suddenly
matured. No longer a thirteen-year-old, I never wanted again to cower before him.
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My father had died some years earlier. To stay alive, my mother had married this man, but after a few years,
she died of illness, leaving me an orphan to eke out an existence with him. How I longed to grow up quickly into
a tall, strong man whom nobody would dare bully! Each time he got drunk he treated me like this, beating me till
I was black and blue. I’d had enough of it.
Sensing my resistance, his anger mounted, but he hesitated to bring down the threatening fist suspended over
my head, and merely stared at me silently. Suddenly he turned round to wrench a gun from a tent pole and thrust it
at me.
“Take it, brat, and go into the mountains tomorrow and hunt squirrels and deer or whatever you come across.
I’d like to see you do it!”
The gun was almost as big as I and nearly knocked me over. But I grasped the barrel and said defiantly:
“I’m not afraid and I can hunt as many animals as you!”
“Shut your big mouth! Hunting isn’t as easy as drinking wine,” he declared, grabbing the wine bottle and
gulping it down with a gurgling noise.
That night, lying under a torn bear-skin quilt and hugging the gun, I fell asleep despite my hot painful cheek.
At midnight I woke with the cold. Curling up like a hedgehog, I clasped the gun still tighter. The tent vibrated
with his loud drunken snores. I really hated him and had never honored him by calling him father. To my mind he
was just Teji—the name he was known by. Because of my painful right cheek I could not go to sleep again, so I
thought of my mother and fancied I saw her mournful eyes resting on me and, with a warm hand caressing my
cheeks, she seemed to be speaking to me. Tears filled my eyes and I hurriedly hid my face.
After a while I was tired and fell asleep again. In my dreams I came to a lake—the one I’d visited often in the
spring—where I saw a flock of snow-white swans, big and small, sporting on the lake, clinging to each other.
They were free. If only I could be a swan!
*
The next morning found me up earlier than usual. I lit a fire and as it blazed it drove away the cold. I put some
elk meat into a pot and buried two wheat buns in the hot charcoal embers. Soon the meat was done and the buns
baked. Sitting cross-legged beside the fire like an adult, for the first time I ate till I nearly burst.
I knew that hunting in winter was no joke. So I carefully examined the soft elk-skin boots left me by my
mother. Though not new they were still solid. I stripped them off, took out the damp grass lining, separated into
two parts the feathers and soft grass I’d stolen from a squirrel’s nest, wrapped them around my feet and put the
boots on again. My elk-skin trousers and deer-skin jacket were full of holes, but I liked to wear them all the same,
because they had been sewn by my mother and gave me some comfort. The cartridge belt and hunting knife had
been left by my father. Now with these plus my courage, I would become a real hunter recognized by everyone.
Stepping out of the tent, the snow crunched under my feet, making me wonder whether it was laughing at me
or just groaning in the icy cold. The bitter north wind went through my fur jacket, cutting my chest and back like a
knife. But with my back straight, I strode on in high spirits towards the slumbering, dim, snow-covered forests.
I’d been out hunting several times, so the forests were not strange to me. Walking in them, I felt an incredible
personal happiness, which made me momentarily forget that I was an orphan. This indescribable feeling would
help to dispel hunger and fatigue, especially when I was on my way home after a day’s climbing and hunting with
sable and squirrel on my back. I became aware of my own strength.
But what would I encounter today? The forest looked lovely, with the blue sky hanging above, white snow on
the slopes and no mist or wind in the woods. Silence reigned and the pines and birch trees seemed to be dreaming
sweet dreams, perhaps waiting for me to awake them.
Carefully I climbed up a mountain where a huge peak loomed large. A lush growth of brown pines and white
birch trees grew on the back face, and the front was covered with smooth snow. One side presented a sunken slope
facing the sun, forming a haven from wind and cold. On its shoulder was a majestic overhanging cliff looking like
a man holding up his head in pride. There must be some animals there. I walked softly with the faint crunching
sound of snow under my feet. I was not disappointed, and soon discerned the vague form of an animal moving in
the woods. My heart began beating fast, my body trembled and all the strength drained from my legs. This was
the first time I’d encountered a wild animal alone.
Pressing forward a few steps, I was able to locate it. I leaned against a tree trunk, lifted my rifle and gritted my
teeth. The gun went off with a crack. The animal staggered a bit but quickly began to run unsteadily towards the
edge of the forest. Now I could see clearly it was a wild stag, sturdy and stately-looking with his pale seven-tined
antlers shining from much rubbing. He gave a shiver at the sight of me and turned to cry, whereupon five other
terrified deer—the doe and fawns—appeared and raced along with him in a flurry. The stag remained behind

191

them. From time to time he turned his head to give me hostile and suspicious glances. I knew he was protecting
the herd. Quickly they crossed the hill and vanished into another dense forest.
Dazed for a moment, I pulled myself together and felt a sense of elation. Picking up my rifle, I set off in
pursuit. I knew I’d hit the stag. The snow was dotted with drops of red blood like flowers.
By that time, however, the sun was already behind the mountain top and the sky became gloomy, the forests
dark. It was too late to follow the stag today. Anxious and annoyed, I had to drag myself home. That evening,
seated by the fire, I felt in my heart a flame dancing too.
“I hit a stag today,” I told Teji, who, when sober, was not so sinister-looking, but always surly.
“Did you?” He didn’t bother to raise his head.
“It’s a big stag with seven-tined antlers. I hit him with my first shot.”
“Really?” This time, he squinted at me.
“He bled so much. I would have chased him but it was getting dark.”
“Humm, you fool! So, you wounded him and made him shed a little blood, and you call that hunting a stag! A
real hunter, to start with, should skin the stag, cut out the kidneys and bring them back for everyone to have a taste
The stag is a real man, not like you blubbering for the slightest reason. He would rather die than give in. Do you
understand?”
It was as if some snow had been thrust down my collar. I was both annoyed and piqued.
“I’ll bring you the stag’s kidneys tomorrow then.”
“Fine. Tomorrow morning I’ll go to meet the furrier. In the evening I’ll be waiting for you with an open mouth
—to eat venison.”
*
The day had just broken when I reached the slope where I’d hit the stag the previous day. Following the hoofprints in the snow, I felt sure I could catch up with him, because he was wounded and could not possibly get too
far away. Maybe he was lying in the nearby woods. I crossed the mountain and the valley when my eye caught
another trail of spoors, strange, fresh and petal-like, which appeared to be following those of the stag’s too. It was
some time before I recognized it as the hateful tracks of a wolf. What did it mean to do? Was it after my stag too?
But when I reached the mountain top and looked down I was surprised to see I’d circled back to the slope from
where I’d set off. There was the cliff high before me and the vertical precipice like a dagger thrusting sheer into
the valley, at the bottom of which lay a peaceful big river.
Suddenly a clatter sounded in the birch forest to the left at the foot of the mountain. Running into view came
six deer including my wounded stag at the rear, and a wolf chasing them three hundred meters behind. By the time
the herd had reached the poplar forest the stag’s steps grew increasingly slow and unsteady. Worried, I saw the
wolf was shortening the distance between them. Just then, with a backward glance, the stag left the herd abruptly
and started hobbling up the slope, while the wolf chased close behind.
Having reached the top, the stag cut straight towards the cliff, below which he slowed down his pace and started
ascending step by step. His wounded leg hurting him, he looked in agony.
“Be quick! The wolf’s coming up!”
My whole attention was so absorbed by the peril of the wounded stag that I completely forgot my own situation and the hunt.
The wolf suddenly rushed forward and snapped at the stag’s hind leg. But almost at the same time the stag
kicked it and sent it rolling down with a harsh shriek. I saw a bloody mass torn from the stag’s leg. To beat the
wolf the brave stag would rather lose a piece of his own flesh. What a pity his kick had missed the wolf’s forehead.
The wolf rolled on the ground, its tongue licking its wound. After a while it crawled up and rushed towards the
cliff again, its claws gripping the rocks to support the climb. As it was drawing near the stag turned round to block
the path, resting his dauntless gaze on his opponent. When the wolf charged forward again, the stag lifted his hoof
to strike a hard blow, which sent the wolf rolling down the slope howling once more. This time its neck was
injured. Crazed with pain, it writhed on the ground, twisting its mouth in an attempt to reach the wound.
At last the wolf struggled to stand up, humping its back, baring its fangs, its eyes bloodshot, its hair standing
on end. Stepping backwards, it then made its third attack. Meanwhile the stag calmly lowered his head, propping
his thick pointed tines against a rock by his hooves in readiness.
The wolf took several running steps, which provided it with the momentum needed to leap up and swoop down on
the stag. My heart missed a beat. But just in time, the stag threw up his antlers, which caught the wolf, then hurled
it over his head like a stone. The next moment the wolf fell down the cliff and vanished.
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Well done, my seven-tined stag! Just like an experienced hunter, I thought. The stag held up his head in
triumph, his large antlers spread beautifully and his sturdy body silhouetted against the sky. He was a magnificent
sight. Watching him I could not help feeling an urge to cry out:
“My stag, you’re the victor! You’ve proved you’re not afraid of the wolf.”
Standing on the cliff, the stag gave a short cry—he was calling his herd. The echoes filled the valley. Descending, the stag passed in front of me leisurely. I sheltered, in the direction of the wind, so he couldn’t scent me.
Fascinated, I watched his sturdy antlers, his shining eyes showing both love and hatred, courage and intelligence,
his slim upright neck suggesting unyieldingness, his curved body with its yellowish coat and his straight legs
concentrating all his strength. He was so very beautiful that I recalled Teji’s words:
“The stag is a real man He would rather die than give in.”
Exhausted but still maintaining his dignity, he went past me. I could not resist giving a long sigh, which caused
him to halt on the alert. I felt something jog my memory and recalled I was the hunter here. Automatically my
eyes shifted to the wounds on his legs. The bullet had left a wound but missed the bone, but the wolf's bite was a
dreadful sight, pouring blood. There was no doubt that I could kill him easily. Unconsciously my hand moved to
my rifle and rested there, as I watched him limp away till he faded in the distance …
“Farewell,” I said to myself, “my seven-tined friend!”
As I looked at the distant ranges, I experienced a lonely feeling for the first time.
It was dark when I finally arrived home after countless tumbles. Never had I felt so exhausted. before. Ducking
into the dark tent, I lit a fire with a trembling hand, then slumped down as if nothing could make me rise again.
Soon I was racked with hunger pangs, so reaching a hand into a birch hamper, I grabbed a piece of meat and
stuffed it into my mouth. Suddenly the tent flap was flung open and Teji appeared.
“Well, tbe stag hunter’s back at last?” His harsh voice sounded intimidating. I tried to sit up, but failed after
much effort. My waist and legs felt like stiff wooden clubs which were not in my control.
“What have you brought me?” he asked in a low yet threatening voice,. thrusting his face close to mine. I
smelled the strong odor of wine. “Didn’t get him, eh? Like a bird with two empty claws.”
All I could do was nod my head at him.
“He walked past you, step by step. If you had wanted you could have ridden him.”
I was astonished. How had he seen all this?
“You fool! I went out to see off the furrier and found the stag’s tracks and yours which I traced downhill. To
me prints can speak for themselves. I need none of your explanations.”
I had no mind to explain. The furrier had indeed come, which could be proved by the absence of over a dozen
bundles of squirrel, sable and lynx pelts. Even my elk-skin mattress was missing. In place of them was a small
pile of things including a few bottles of wine, a packet of salt and two cakes of tea. That was all the skins were
worth.
“What are you looking for? Your mattress? Didn’t you promise to get me a stag? Now out with it, why didn’t
you shoot?”
Not willing to utter a word, I bit my lips, aware that I would not be able to make myself understood. But I’d no
regrets.
“You were scared of him? Afraid of his large antlers?”
“I didn’t want to kill him.”
“‘I didn’t want to kill him.’ How nice it sounds! Aren’t you an Ewenki? You idiot!” He took up a stick and beat
me hard.
Calmly I suffered the pain with dry eyes. In my mind was the image of the unyielding stag. That night, sleeping on a straw mattress, I dreamed of the stag and the sporting swans on the lake.
*
Spring set in at last, the season for collecting antlers. However, this year Teji was not in luck. He hadn’t got a
single one, and he had placed his last hope on waiting at the salty ground in the marsh.
He took me to the hunting ground, and after supper, when the campfire was out, we followed the path to the
marsh, our guns over our shoulders and an animal-skin mattress in our hands. It was a patch of salty ground in a
grassy swamp, so messy from the hoofs of the deer, it was like a muddy cattle pen. There was a sparse growth of
green grass on the darkish alkaline soil.
We selected a spot, separated the grass, spread the mattress and sat down to hide ourselves waiting for the wild
deer to come to lick the salty soil. An experienced hunter, Teji told me that the evening breeze was blowing ftom
the valley, the same direction the deer would leave the dense forests, so even those with the keenest noses would
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not be able to scent us.
Gradually the forest grew quiet, the dew could be heard dripping on the ground. Clumps of bushes nearby
became less distinct and blurred. The whining mosquitoes commenced their assaults, getting on my nerves. They
were in my ears and hair and stung my face and neck. There were so many of them that with a sweep of your arm
you could catch a handful.
Teji was seated beside me, watching the marshy ground like an eagle. But I soon became sleepy and dozed off
with my hands supporting my head. When it was almost dawn, he woke me up.
“Damn it!” he cursed. “No luck. During the night, some deer did come but they wouldn’t approach the ground
and just wandered about. I could hear them but couldn’t see them.”
His face, full of mosquito bites, indicated he had kept watch the whole night.
“Before the sun rises, the deer will come again. Just wake me up then and do it gently. Or you shoot, picking
out those with large antlers.” Saying this, he lay down to sleep, clutching his gun.
Little by little the forest grew light and the outlines of trees could be seen clearly, but silence still reigned as
the birds had not yet woken up.
After a while I heard some noises like hooves. I ducked my head down in the grass and peeped out from
between the blades. A dark form with an erect neck stepped out of the bushes. It paused, then headed gently for
the patch of ground. My hand moved to the gun and clutched it so that it would not make any noise. Only twenty
or so paces in front of me, the form turned out to be a stout stag with reddish hair and shining dark four-tined
antlers. While his ears twitched, he lifted one of his front legs carefully, put it down tentatively, then picked up the
other. Wasn’t he my stag? I was startled by the recognition, but his particular limping tread told me I was right.
Also I knew that his four tines would grow into seven in autumn. When he came nearer I could even see the old
scars on his leg. Oh, my friend, my hero, did you come here intentionally to meet me? I could feel my heart
beating fast and my hands trembling: I’d sworn that I would never shoot him, nor allow anyone else to injure him.
While I stared fascinated, he calmed down and bent to lick the alkaline soil, chewing leisurely. His antlers, his
neck, his body, even his wounded leg were so beautiful that I recalled the magnificent sight on the cliff, an
indelible memory.
Just then Teji turned over, talking in his sleep. I gave a start: what if he woke now and found my stag? Scenes
flashed before my eyes: the stag, shot in the chest, falls to the ground, blood streaming from his wound No, it was
too dangerous! He must escape! Thinking of this, I stood up abruptly amidst the grass.
The stag was shocked. Leaping, he fled, but in the swamp, however, he stopped to glance at me, gave a cry and
ran on towards the bushes.
Teji woke up with a start. Jumping up he grasped the gun, looking round. But it was too late. He only caught a
glimpse of a form flashing past. His face suddenly changed. It became ugly and menacing as he stared at me, his
facial muscles twitching.
“You … you brat! Why didn’t you shoot?”
I didn’t reply.
“You let it go deliberately, you brat! What will you eat and wear without antlers?”
He raised his gun and beat me with it.
I lost consciousness and fell to the ground.
*
That was how my brief second meeting with my seven-tined stag ended. The third one took place in the
autumn of the same year.
That morning, Teji and I left the camp together and headed for our respective hunting grounds. As soon as I set
foot in the pine forest, my eyes caught some animal spoors. A closer look told me that those were made by wolves
and were fresh. Since my acquaintance with the stag, I hated wolves more and whenever an opportunity presented
itself, I never failed to shoot them.
Following the tracks took me into dense undergrowth where I discovered even more prints. What was strange
was that there was a stag’s spoor mixed up with them. This showed that a fight had occurred here. A certain
ominous presentiment made me hurry.
Soon I came to a birch forest, charmning in the autumn, with its white tree trunks, golden leaves and bars of
red rays shooting through the tree tops like transparent silk ribbons. Just then some horrible sounds came from the
forest. Quickly removing my gun from my shoulder, I groped my way forward. An amazing spectacle greeted my
eyes after I had parted some branches: four wolves were attacking a stag by rushing, swooping, tearing and
snapping. The latter was none other than my friend—the seven-tined stag who was engaged in a life-and-death
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struggle around a birch tree. His antlers were lifted high and every muscle taut to display strength, which
demonstrated his indignation and unyielding spirit. When two wolves dived at him, he reared up, his hooves
beating them alternately in mid-air. One of the wolves was hit and dropped to the ground, the other shrank back
fearfully, while the two behind sprang up and snapped at his rump from both sides. Mad with fury, he jumped to
run around the birch trees with the wolves hanging upon him like a honeycomb dangling on a branch.
There was no time to delay. I raised my gun and when it fired, one of the hanging wolves dropped dead, the
other three gave up and fled.
Now that the stag was out of danger, I propped my gun against a tree and walked up to him. This time he did
not run away from me, but stood there panting, looking at me, his eyes full of pride and courage. Like an old
friend I approached him, only to be shocked: his body was covered with wounds, running with streams of blood
and perspiration. My heart was broken. It was unthinkable what agony he was suffering. Besides, I felt ashamed
that I could do nothing to help him.
After a short rest the stag recovered his energy. He tried to run away only to be tugged to a halt. Something had
caught his antlers so that he threw them back and his body reared up. In desperation, he started tumbling around a
birch tree, as his hooves thudded and churned up dirt and grass. His antlers had become entangled in an iron wire
screwed on the tree.
My heart contracted with pain: he could die this way. Without a second thought I unsheathed my hunting knife
and moved over. When he paused to gather breath, I rushed up to cut the wire. Before it was done, however, I felt
a hard bump, and the next moment I was sent flying and lost consciousness.
After some time, how long I don’t know, I got to my feet, though I felt searing pains in my chest. Trembling
and soaked with perspiration, I knew the blow had been severe, but I felt no resentment towards the stag. With
much effort, I dragged myself to where the gun stood. Leaning against a tree, I raised the gun to aim at the thin
wire.
The first shot missed, so did the second. Although my hands were shaking and I felt dizzy from the pain in my
chest, I fired one shot after another till the wire snapped.
Like an untamed horse breaking free, the stag darted forward. As if riding the wind, he was out of sight in a
moment.
Heaving a sigh of relief, I suddenly felt weak and collapsed on the ground. There I lay quietly. The sky looked
unusually blue and clear, which made me relax, so I closed my eyes. Then the stag appeared in my mind in his
final lightning dash out of the forest. What force he had displayed! His irresistible desire for freedom again
touched me and brought happy tears to my closed eyes.
It was time to go home. I gave up the attempt to skin the dead wolf because I felt too weak. Leaning on my
gun, I struggled to stand up but had to bend my head because of dizziness.
Two huge feet unexpectedly appeared under my gaze. Slowly I raised my head—there was Teji.
We looked at each other. There were a few leaves on his shoulders. He must have waited a long time without
letting me know, and taken in all that had passed between the stag and me. He looked at me as if he understood
me for the first time, and had found something he had failed to find before. Then his stare moved to my chest. I
glanced too. My jacket was ripped to pieces in front, revealing, some bleeding flesh. The sight at once made me
feel sick and dizzy, but with the gun’s support I stood firm, clenching my teeth and holding my head up to face
him. My defiant look was saying:
“Now I’ve let him go again, and I did it deliberately because I regard him as my friend.”
Instead of looking angry, however, he gazed at me strangely. Then reaching out the hand he used to beat me
with, he gently stroked my hair. After that he turned round, squatted down in front of me, put his arms behind and
carried me on his broad back.
A shaft of sunlight penetrating through a dark cloud shone down upon us, while I pressed my face against
Teji’s shoulder.
From afar came the cries of deer.
180.80 Excerpt from Wild Swans: Three Daughters Of China\fn{by Jung Chang (1952- )} Sichuan Province,
China (F) 11
At the age of fifteen my grandmother became the concubine of a warlord general, the police chief of a tenuous
national government of China. The year was 1924 and China was in chaos. Much of it, including Manchuria,
where my grandmother lived, was ruled by warlords. The liaison was arranged by her father, a police official in
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the provincial town of Yixian in southwest Manchuria, about a hundred miles north of the Great Wall and 250
miles northeast of Peking.
Like most towns in China, Yixian was built like a fortress. It was encircled by walls thirty feet high and twelve
feet thick dating from the Tang dynasty (A.D. 618-907), surmounted by battlements, dotted with sixteen forts at
regular intervals, and wide enough to ride a horse quite easily along the top. There were four gates into the city,
one at each point of the compass, with outer protecting gates, and the fortifications were surrounded by a deep
moat:
The town’s most conspicuous feature was a tall, richly decorated bell tower of dark brown stone, which had
originally been built in the sixth century when Buddhism had been introduced to the area. Every night the bell
was rung to signal the time, and the tower also functioned as a fire and flood alarm. Yixian was a prosperous
market town. The plains around produced cotton, maize, sorghum, soybeans, sesame, pears, apples, and grapes. In
the grassland areas and in the hills to the west, farmers grazed sheep and cattle.
My great-grandfather, Yang Ru-shan, was born in 1894, when the whole of China was ruled by an emperor
who resided in Peking. The imperial family were Manchus who had conquered China in 1644 from Manchuria,
which was their base. The Yangs were Han, ethnic Chinese, and had ventured north of the Great Wall in search of
opportunity.
My great-grandfather was the only son, which made him of supreme importance to his family. Only a son
could perpetuate the family name—without him, the family line would stop, which, to the Chinese, amounted to
the greatest possible betrayal of one’s ancestors. He was sent to a good school. The goal was for him to pass the
examinations to become a mandarin, an official, which was the aspiration of most Chinese males at the time.
Being an official brought power, and power brought money.
Without power or money, no Chinese could feel safe from the depredations of officialdom or random violence.
There had never been a proper legal system. Justice was arbitrary, and cruelty was both institutionalized and
capricious. An official with power was the law. Becoming a mandarin was the only way the child of a non-noble
family could escape this cycle of injustice and fear.
Yang’s father had decided that his son should not follow him into the family business of felt-making, and
sacrificed himself and his family to pay for his son’s education. The women took in sewing for local tailors and
dressmakers, toiling late into the night. To save money, they turned their oil lamps down to the absolute minimum,
causing lasting damage to their eyes. The joints in their fingers became swollen from the long hours.
*
Following the custom, my great-grandfather was married young, at fourteen, to a woman six years his senior. It
was considered one of the duties of a wife to help bring up her husband.
The story of his wife, my great-grandmother, was typical of millions of Chinese women of her time. She came
from a family of tanners called Wu. Because her family was not an intellectual one and did not hold any official
post, and because she was a girl, she was not given a name at all. Being the second daughter, she was simply
called “Number Two Girl” (Er-ya-tou).
Her father died when she was an infant, and she was brought up by an uncle. One day, when she was six years
old, the uncle was dining with a friend whose wife was pregnant. Over dinner the two men agreed that if the baby
was a boy he would be married to the six-year-old niece. The two young people never met before their wedding.
In fact, falling in love was considered almost shameful, a family disgrace. Not because it was taboo—there was,
after all, a venerable tradition of romantic love in China—but because young people were not supposed to be
exposed to situations where such a thing could happen, partly because it was immoral for them to meet, and partly
because marriage was seen above all as a duty, an arrangement between two families.
With luck, one could fall in love after getting married.
At fourteen, and having lived a very sheltered life, my great-grand-father was little more than a boy at the time
of his marriage. On the first night, he did not want to go into the wedding chamber. He went to bed in his mother’s
room and had to be carried in to his bride after he fell asleep.
But, although he was a spoiled child and still needed help to get dressed, he knew how to “plant children,”
according to his wife. My grandmother was born within a year of the wedding, on the fifth day of the fifth moon,
in early summer 1909. She was in a better position than her mother, for she was actually given a name: Yu-fang.
Yu, meaning “jade,” was her generation name, given to all the offspring of the same generation, while fang means
“fragrant flowers.”
The world she was born into was one of total unpredictability. The Manchu empire, which had ruled China for
over 260 years, was tottering. In 1894-95 Japan attacked China in Manchuria, with China suffering devastating
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defeats and loss of territory. In 1900 the nationalist Boxer Rebellion was put down by eight foreign armies,
contingents of which had stayed on, some in Manchuria and some along the Great Wall. Then in 1904-5 Japan and
Russia fought a major war on the plains of Manchuria. Japan's victory made it the dominant outside force in
Manchuria. In 1911 the five-year-old emperor of China, Pu Yi, was overthrown and a republic was set up with the
charismatic figure of Sun Yat-sen briefly at its head.
The new republican government soon collapsed and the country broke up into fiefs. Manchuria was
particularly disaffected from the republic, since the Manchu dynasty had originated there. Foreign powers,
especially Japan, intensified their attempts to encroach on the area. Under all these pressures, the old institutions
collapsed, resulting in a vacuum of power, morality, and authority. Many people sought to get to the top by
bribing local potentates with expensive gifts like gold, silver, and jewelry. My great-grandfather was not rich
enough to buy himself a lucrative position in a big city, and by the time he was thirty he had risen no higher than
an official in the police station of his native Yixian, a provincial backwater. But he had plans. And he had one
valuable asset—his daughter.
*
My grandmother was a beauty. She had an oval face, with rosy cheeks and lustrous skin. Her long, shiny black
hair was woven into a thick plait reaching down to her waist. She could be demure when the occasion demanded,
which was most of the time, but underneath her composed exterior she was bursting with suppressed energy. She
was petite, about five feet three inches, with a slender figure and sloping shoulders, which were considered the
ideal.
But her greatest assets were her bound feet, called in Chinese “three-inch golden lilies” ( san-tsun-gin-lian).
This meant she walked “like a tender young willow shoot in a spring breeze,” as Chinese connoisseurs of women
traditionally put it. The sight of a woman teetering on bound feet was supposed to have an erotic effect on men,
partly because her vulnerability induced a feeling of protectiveness in the onlooker.
My grandmother’s feet had been bound when she was two years old. Her mother, who herself had bound feet,
first wound a piece of white cloth about twenty feet long round her feet, bending all the toes except the big toe
inward and under the sole. Then she placed a large stone on top to crush the arch. My grandmother screamed in
agony and begged her to stop. Her mother had to stick a cloth into her mouth to gag her. My grandmother passed
out repeatedly from the pain.
The process lasted several years. Even after the bones had been broken, the feet had to be bound day and night
in thick cloth because the moment they were released they would try to recover. For years my grandmother lived
in relentless, excruciating pain. When she pleaded with her mother to untie the bindings, her mother would weep
and tell her that unbound feet would ruin her entire life, and that she was doing it for her own future happiness.
In those days, when a woman was married, the first thing the bridegroom’s family did was to examine her feet.
Large feet, meaning normal feet, were considered to bring shame on the husband’s household. The mother-in-law
would lift the hem of the bride’s long skirt, and if the feet were more than about four inches long, she would
throw down the skirt in a demonstrative gesture of contempt and stalk off, leaving the bride to the critical gaze of
the wedding guests, who would stare at her feet and insultingly mutter their disdain. Sometimes a mother would
take pity on her daughter and remove the binding cloth; but when the child grew up and had to endure the
contempt of her husband’s family and the disapproval of society, she would blame her mother for having been too
weak.
The practice of binding feet was originally introduced about a thousand years ago, allegedly by a concubine of
the emperor. Not only was the sight of women hobbling on tiny feet considered erotic, men would also get excited
playing with bound feet, which were always hidden in embroidered silk shoes. Women could not remove the
binding cloths even when they were adults, as their feet would start growing again. The binding could only be
loosened temporarily at night in bed, when they would put on soft-soled shoes. Men rarely saw naked bound feet,
which were usually covered in rotting flesh and stank when the bindings were removed.
As a child, I can remember my grandmother being in constant pain. When we came home from shopping, the
first thing she would do was soak her feet in a bowl of hot water, sighing with relief as she did so. Then she would
set about cutting off pieces of dead skin. The pain came not only from the broken bones, but also from her
toenails, which grew into the balls of her feet.
In fact, my grandmother’s feet were bound just at the moment when foot-binding was disappearing for good.
By the time her sister was born in 1917, the practice had virtually been abandoned, so she escaped the torment.
However, when my grandmother was growing up, the prevailing attitude in a small town like Yixian was still that
bound feet were essential for a good marriage—but they were only a start. Her father’s plans were for her to be
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trained as either a perfect lady or a high-class courtesan. Scorning the received wisdom of the time—that it was
virtuous for a lower class woman to be illiterate—he sent her to a girl’s school that had been set up in the town in
1905. She also learned to play Chinese chess, mah-jongg, and go. She studied drawing and embroidery. Her
favorite design was mandarin ducks (which symbolize love, because they always swim in pairs), and she used to
embroider them onto the tiny shoes she made for herself. To crown her list of accomplishments, a tutor was hired
to teach her to play the qin, a musical instrument like a zither.
My grandmother was considered the belle of the town. The locals said she stood out “like a crane among
chickens.” In 1924 she was fifteen, and her father was growing worried that time might be running out on his only
real asset—and his only chance for a life of ease. In that year General Xue Zhi-heng, the inspector general of the
Metropolitan Police of the warlord government in Peking, came to pay a visit.
*
Xue Zhi-heng was born in 1876 in the county of Lulong, about a hundred miles east of Peking, and just south
of the Great Wall, where the vast North China plain runs up against the mountains. He was the eldest of four sons
of a country schoolteacher.
He was handsome and had a powerful presence, which struck all who met him. Several blind fortune-tellers
who felt his face predicted he would rise to a powerful position. He was a gifted calligrapher, a talent held in high
esteem, and in 1908 a warlord named Wang Huai-qing, who was visiting Lulong, noticed the fine calligraphy on a
plaque over the gate of the main temple and asked to meet the man who had done it. General Wang took to the
thirty-two-year-old Xue and invited him to become his aide-de-camp.
He proved extremely efficient, and was soon promoted to quartermaster. This involved extensive traveling, and
he started to acquire food shops of his own around Lulong and on the other side of the Great Wall, in Manchuria.
His rapid rise was boosted when he helped General Wang to suppress an uprising in Inner Mongolia. In almost no
time he had amassed a fortune, and he designed and built for himself an eighty-one-room mansion at Lulong.
In the decade after the end of the empire, no government established authority over the bulk of the country.
Powerful warlords were soon fighting for control of the central government in Peking. Xue’s faction, headed by a
warlord called Wu Pei-fu, dominated the nominal government in Peking in the early 1920s. In 1922 Xue became
inspector general of the Metropolitan Police and joint head of the Public Works Department in Peking. He
commanded twenty regions on both sides of the Great Wall, and more than 10,000 mounted police and infantry.
The police job gave him power; the public works post gave him patronage.
Allegiances were fickle. In May 1923 General Xue’s faction decided to get rid of the president, Li Yuan-hong,
whom it had installed in office only a year earlier. In league with a general called Feng Yu-xiang, a Christian
warlord, who entered legend by baptizing his troops en masse with a firehose, Xue mobilized his 10,000 men and
surrounded the main government buildings in Peking, demanding the back pay which the bankrupt government
owed his men. His real aim was to humiliate President Li and force him out of office.
Li refused to resign, so Xue ordered his men to cut off the water and electricity to the presidential palace. After
a few days, conditions inside the building became unbearable, and on the night of 13 June President Li abandoned
his malodorous residence and fled the capital for the port city of Tianjin, seventy miles to the southeast.
In China the authority of an office lay not only in its holder but in the official seals. No document was valid,
even if it had the president’s signature on it, unless it carried his seal. Knowing that no one could take over the
presidency without them, President Li left the seals with one of his concubines, who was convalescing in a
hospital in Peking run by French missionaries.
As President Li was nearing Tianjin his train was stopped by armed police, who told him to hand over the
seals. At first he refused to say where he had hidden them, but after several hours he relented. At three in the
morning General Xue went to the French hospital to collect the seals from the concubine. When he appeared by
her bedside, the concubine at first refused even to look at him:
“How can I hand over the president’s seals to a mere policeman?” she said haughtily.
But General Xue, resplendent in his full uniform, looked so intimidating that she soon meekly placed the seals
in his hands.
Over the next four months Xue used his police to make sure that the man his faction wanted to see as
president, Tsao Kun, would win what was billed as one of China’s first elections. The 804 members of parliament
had to be bribed. Xue and General Feng stationed guards on the parliament building and let it be known that there
would be a handsome consideration for anyone who voted the right way, which brought many deputies scurrying
back from the provinces. By the time everything was ready for the election there were 555 members of parliament
in Peking. Four days before the election, after much bargaining, they were each given 5,000 silver yuan, a rather
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substantial sum.
On 5 October 1923, Tsao Kun was elected president of China with 480 votes. Xue was rewarded with
promotion to full general. Also promoted were seventeen “special advisers”—all favorite mistresses or
concubines of various warlords and generals.
This episode has entered Chinese history as a notorious example of how an election can be manipulated.
People still cite it to argue that democracy will not work in China.
*
In early summer the following year General Xue visited Yixian. Though it was not a large town, it was
strategically important. It was about here that the writ of the Peking government began to run out. Beyond, power
was in the hands of the great warlord of the northeast, Chang Tso-lin, known as the Old Marshal. Officially,
General Xue was on an inspection trip, but he also had some personal interests in the area. In Yixian he owned the
main grain stores and the biggest shops, including a pawnshop which doubled as the bank and issued its own
money, which circulated in the town and the surrounding area.
For my great-grandfather, this was a once-in-a-lifetime chance, the closest he was ever going to get to a real
VIP. He schemed to get himself the job of escorting General Xue, and told his wife he was going to try to marry
their daughter off to him. He did not ask his wife for her agreement; he merely informed her. Quite apart from this
being the custom of the day, my great-grandfather despised his wife.
She wept, but said nothing. He told her she must not breathe a word to their daughter. There was no question of
consulting his daughter. Marriage was a transaction, not a matter of feelings. She would be informed when the
wedding was arranged.
My great-grandfather knew that his approach to General Xue had to be indirect. An explicit offer of his
daughter’s hand would lower her price, and there was also the possibility that he might be turned down. General
Xue had to have a chance to see what he was being offered. In those days respectable women could not be
introduced to strange men, so Yang had to create an opportunity for General Xue to see his daughter. The
encounter had to seem accidental.
In Yixian there was a magnificent 900-year-old Buddhist temple made of precious wood and standing about a
hundred feet high. It was set within an elegant precinct, with rows of cypress trees, which covered an area of
almost a square mile. Inside was a brightly painted wooden statue of the Buddha, thirty feet high, and the interior
of the temple was covered with delicate murals depicting his life. It was an obvious place for Yang to take the
visiting VIP. And temples were among the few places women of good families could go on their own.
My grandmother was told to go to the temple on a certain day. To show her reverence for the Buddba, she took
perfumed baths and spent long hours meditating in front of burning incense at a little shrine. To pray in the temple
she was supposed to be in a state of maximum tranquillity, and to be free of all unsettling emotions.
She set off in a rented horse-drawn carriage, accompanied by a maid. She wore a duck-egg-blue jacket, its
edges embroidered in gold thread to show off its simple lines, with butterfly buttons up the left-hand side. With
this she wore a pleated pink skirt, embroidered all over with tiny flowers. Her long black hair was woven into a
single plait. Peeping out at the top was a silk black-green peony, the rarest kind. She wore no makeup, but was
richly scented, as was considered appropriate for a visit to a temple.
Once inside, she knelt before the giant statue of the Buddha. She kowtowed several times to the wooden image
and then remained kneeling before it, her hands clasped in prayer.
As she was praying, her father arrived with General Xue. The two men watched from the dark aisle. My greatgrandfather had planned well. The position in which my grandmother was kneeling revealed not only her silk
trousers, which were edged in gold like her jacket, but also her tiny feet in their embroidered satin shoes.
When she finished praying, my grandmother kowtowed three times to the Buddha. As she stood up she slightly
lost her balance, which was easy to do with bound feet. She reached out to steady herself on her maid’s arm.
General Xue and her father had just begun to move forward. She blushed and bent her head, then turned and
started to walk away, which was the right thing to do. Her father stepped forward and introduced her to the
general. She curtsied, keeping her head lowered all the time.
As was fitting for a man in his position, the general did not say much about the meeting to Yang, who was a
rather lowly subordinate, but my great-grandfather could see he was fascinated.
*
The next step was to engineer a more direct encounter. A couple of days later Yang, risking bankruptcy, rented
the best theater in town and put on a local opera, inviting General Xue as the guest of honor. Like most Chinese
theaters, it was built around a rectangular space open to the sky, with timber structures on three sides; the fourth
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side formed the stage, which was completely bare: it had no curtain and no sets. The seating area was more like a
café than a theater in the West. The men sat at tables in the open square, eating, drinking, and talking loudly
throughout the performance. To the side, higher up, was the dress circle, where the ladies sat more demurely at
smaller tables, with their maids standing behind them. My great-grandfather had arranged things so that his
daughter was in a place where General Xue could see her easily.
This time she was much more dressed up than in the temple. She wore a heavily embroidered satin dress and
jewelry in her hair. She was also displaying her natural vivacity and energy, laughing and chatting with her
women friends. General Xue hardly looked at the stage.
After the show there was a traditional Chinese game called lantern-riddles. This took place in two separate
halls, one for the men and one for the women. In each room were dozens of elaborate paper lanterns, stuck on
which were a number of riddles in verse. The person who guessed the most answers won a prize. Among the men
General Xue was the winner, naturally. Among the women, it was my grandmother.
*
Yang had now given General Xue a chance to appreciate his daughter’s beauty and her intelligence. The final
qualification was artistic talent. Two nights later he invited the general to his house for dinner. It was a clear,
warm night, with a full moon—aa classic setting for listening to the qin. After dinner, the men sat on the verandah
and my grandmother was summoned to play in the courtyard. Sitting under a trellis, with the scent of syringa in
the air, her performance enchanted General Xue. Later he was to tell her that her playing that evening in the
moonlight had captured his heart. When my mother was born, he gave her the name Bao Qin, which means
“Precious Zither.”
*
Before the evening was over he had proposed—not to my grandmother, of course, but to her father. He did not
offer marriage, only that my grandmother should become his concubine. But Yang had not expected anything else.
The Xue family would have arranged a marriage for the general long before on the basis of social positions. In
any case, the Yangs were too humble to provide a wife. But it was expected that a man like General. Xue should
take concubines. Wives were not for pleasure—that was what concubines were for. Concubines might acquire
considerable power, but their social status was quite different from that of a wife. A concubine was a kind of
institutionalized mistress, acquired and discarded at will.
The first my grandmother knew of her impending liaison was when her mother broke the news to her a few
days before the event. My grandmother bent her head and wept. She hated the idea of being a concubine, but her
father had already made the decision, and it was unthinkable to oppose one’s parents. To question a parental
decision was considered “unfilial”—and to be unfilial was tantamount to treason.
Even if she refused to consent to her father’s wishes, she would not be taken seriously; her action would be
interpreted as indicating that she wanted to stay with her parents. The only way to say no and be taken seriously
was to commit suicide.
My grandmother bit her lip and said nothing. In fact, there was nothing she could say. Even to say yes would
be considered unladylike, as it would be taken to imply that she was eager to leave her parents.
Seeing how unhappy she was, her mother started telling her that this was the best match possible. Her husband
had told her about General Xue’s power:
“In Peking they say, ‘When General Xue stamps his foot, the whole city shakes.’”
In fact, my grandmother had been rather taken with the general’s handsome, martial demeanor. And she had
been flattered by all the admiring words he had said about her to her father, which were now elaborated and
embroidered upon. None of the men in Yixian were as impressive as the warlord general. At fifteen, she had no
idea what being a concubine really meant, and thought she could win General Xue’s love and lead a happy life.
General Xue had said that she could stay in Yixian, in a house which he was going to buy especially for her.
This meant she could be close to her own family, but, even more important, she would not have to live in his
residence, where she would have to submit to the authority of his wife and the other concubines, who would all
have precedence over her. In the house of a potentate like General Xue, the women were virtual prisoners, living
in a state of permanent squabbling and bickering, largely induced by insecurity. The only security they had was
their husband’s favor. General Xue’s offer of a house of her own meant a lot to my grandmother, as did his
promise to solemnize the liaison with a full wedding ceremony. This meant that she and her family would have
gained a considerable amount of face.
And there was one final consideration which was very important to her: now that her father was satisfied, she
hoped he would treat her mother better. Mrs. Yang suffered from epilepsy, which made her feel undeserving
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towards her husband. She was always submissive to him, and he treated her like dirt, showing no concern for her
health. For years, he found fault with her for not producing a son. My great-grandmother had a string of
miscarriages after my grandmother was born, until a second child came along in 1917—but again, it was a girl.
My great-grandfather was obsessed with having enough money to be able to acquire concubines. The
“wedding” allowed him to fulfill this wish, as General Xue lavished betrothal gifts on the family, and the chief
beneficiary was my great-grandfather. The gifts were magnificent, in keeping with the general’s station.
*
On the day of the wedding, a sedan chair draped with heavy, bright red embroidered silk and satin appeared at
the Yangs’ house. In front came a procession carrying banners, plaques, and silk lanterns painted with images of a
golden phoenix, the grandest symbol for a woman. The wedding ceremony took place in the evening, as was the
tradition, with red lanterns glowing in the dusk. There was an orchestra with drums, cymbals, and piercing wind
instruments playing joyful music. Making a lot of noise was considered essential for a good wedding, as keeping
quiet would have been seen as suggesting that there was something shameful about the event.
My grandmother was splendidly dressed in bright embroidery, with a red silk veil covering her head and face.
She was carried in the-sedan chair to her new home by eight men. Inside the sedan chair it was stuffy and boiling
hot, and she discreetly pulled the curtain back a few inches. Peeping out from. under her veil, she was delighted to
see people in the streets watching her procession. This was very different from what a mere concubine would get
—a small sedan chair draped in plain cotton of the unglamorous color of indigo, borne by two or at the most four
people, and no procession or music.
She was taken right around the town, visiting all four gates, as a full ritual demanded, with her expensive
wedding gifts displayed on carts and in large wicker baskets carried behind her. After she had been shown off to
the town, she reached her new home, a large, stylish residence.
My grandmother was satisfied. The pomp and ceremony made her feel she had gained prestige and esteem.
There had been nothing like this in Yixian in living memory.
When she reached the house General Xue, in full military dress, was waiting, surrounded by the local
dignitaries. Red candles and dazzling gas lamps lit up the center of the house, the sitting room, where they
performed a ceremonial kowtow to the tablets of Heaven and Earth. After this, they kowtowed to each other, then
my grandmother went into the wedding chamber alone, in accordance with the custom, while General Xue went
off to a lavish banquet with the men.
General Xue did not leave the house for three days. My grandmother was happy. She thought she loved him,
and he showed her a kind of gruff affection. But he hardly spoke to her about serious matters, in keeping with the
traditional saying:
“Women have long hair and short intelligence.”
A Chinese man was supposed to remain reticent and grand, even within his family. So she kept quiet, just
massaging his toes before they got up in the morning and playing the qin to him in the evening. After a week, he
suddenly told her he was leaving. He did not say where he was going—and she knew it was not a good idea to
ask. Her duty was to wait for him until he came back.
*
She had to wait six years.
In September 1924, fighting erupted between the two main warlord factions in North China. General Xue was
promoted to deputy commander of the Peking garrison, but within weeks his old ally General Feng, the Christian
warlord, changed sides. On 3 November, Tsao Kun, whom General Xue and General Feng had helped install as
president the previous year, was forced to resign. The same day the Peking garrison was dismissed, and two days
later the Peking police office was disbanded.
General Xue had to leave the capital in a hurry. He retired to a house he owned in Tianjin, in the French
concession, which had extraterritorial immunity. This was the very place to which President Li had fled the year
before when Xue had forced him out of the presidential palace. .
In the meantime, my grandmother was caught up in the renewed fighting. Control of the northeast was vital in
the struggle between the warlord armies, and towns on the railway, especially junctions like Yixian, were
particular targets. Shortly after General Xue left, the fighting came right up to the walls of the town, with pitched
battles just outside the gates. Looting was widespread. One Italian arms company appealed to the cash-strapped
warlords by advertising that it would accept “lootable villages” as collateral. Rape was just as commonplace. Like
many other women, my grandmother had to blacken her face with soot to make herself look filthy and ugly.
Fortunately, this time Yixian emerged virtually unscathed. The fighting eventually moved south and life
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returned to normal.
*
For my grandmother, “normal” meant finding ways to kill time in her large house. The house was built in the
typical North Chinese style, around three sides of a quadrangle, the south side of the courtyard being a wall about
seven feet high, with a moon gate which opened onto an outer courtyard, which in turn was guarded by a double
gate with a round brass knocker.
These houses were built to cope with the extremes of a brutally harsh climate, which lurched from freezing
winters to scorching summers, with virtually no spring or autumn in between. In summer, the temperature could
rise above 95°F, but in winter it fell to minus 20°F, with howling winds which roared down from Siberia across
the plains. Dust tore into the eyes and bit into the skin for much of the year, and people often had to wear masks
which covered their entire faces and heads.
In the inner courtyard of the houses, all the windows in the main rooms opened to the south to let in as much
sunshine as possible, while the walls on the north side took the brunt of the wind and the dust. The north side of
the house contained a sitting room and my grandmother’s chamber; the wings on the two sides were for the
servants and for all other activities. The floors of the main rooms were tiled, while the wooden windows were
covered with paper. The pitched roof was made of smooth black tiles.
The house was luxurious by local standards—and far superior to her parents’ home—but my grandmother was
lonely and miserable. There were several servants, including a doorkeeper, a cook, and two maids. Their task was
not only to serve, but also to act as guards and spies. The doorkeeper was under instructions not to let my
grandmother out alone under any circumstances.
Before he left, General Xue told my grandmother a cautionary tale about one of his other concubines. He had
found out that she had been having an affair with a male servant, so he had her tied to a bed and stuffed a gag into
her mouth. Then raw alcohol was dripped onto the cloth, slowly choking her to death.
“Of course, I could not give her the pleasure of dying speedily. For a woman to betray her husband is the vilest
thing possible,” he said. Where infidelity was involved, a man like General Xue would hate the woman far more
than the man.
“All I did with the lover was have him shot,” he added casually.
My grandmother never knew whether or not all this had really happened, but at the age of fifteen she was
suitably petrified. From that moment she lived in constant fear. Because she could hardly ever go out, she had to
create a world for herself within the four walls. But even there she was not the real mistress of her home, and she
had to spend a great deal of time buttering up the servants in case they invented stories against her—which was so
common it was considered almost inevitable. She gave them plenty of presents, and also organized mah-jongg
parties, because the winners would always have to tip the servants generously.
She was never short of money. General Xue sent her a regular allowance, which was delivered every month by
the manager of his pawnshop, who also picked up the bills for her losses at the mahjong parties.
Throwing mahjong parties was a normal part of life for concubines all over China. So was smoking opium,
which was widely available and was seen as a means of keeping people like her contented—by being doped and
dependent. Many concubines became addicted in their attempts to cope with their loneliness. General Xue
encouraged my grandmother to take up the habit, but she ignored him.
Almost the only time she was allowed out of the house was to go to the opera. Otherwise, she had to sit at
home all day, every day. She read a lot, mainly plays and novels, and tended her favorite flowers, garden balsam,
hibiscus, common four-o’clock, and rose-of-Sharon in pots in the courtyard, where she also cultivated dwarf trees.
Her other consolation in her gilded cage was a cat.
She was allowed to visit her parents, but even this was frowned upon, and she was not permitted to stay the
night with them. Although they were the only people she could talk to, she found visiting them a trial. Her father
had been promoted to deputy chief of the local police because of his connection to General Xue, and had acquired
land and property. Every time she opened her mouth about how miserable she was, her father would start
lecturing her, telling her that a virtuous woman should suppress her emotions and not desire anything beyond her
duty to her husband. It was all right to miss her husband, that was virtuous, but a woman was not supposed to
complain. In fact, a good woman was not supposed to have a point of view at all, and if she did, she certainly
should not be so brazen as to talk about it. He would quote the Chinese saying,
“If you are married to a chicken, obey the chicken; if you are married to a dog, obey the dog.”
*
Six years passed.
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To begin with, there were a few letters, then total silence. Unable to burn off her nervous energy and sexual
frustration, unable even to pace the floor with a full stride because of her bound feet, my grandmother was
reduced to mincing around the house. At first, she hoped for some message, going over and over again in her
mind her brief life with the general. Even her physical and psychological submission was mulled over
nostalgically. She missed him very much, though she knew that she was only one of his many concubines,
probably dotted around China, and she had never imagined that she would spend the rest of her life with him. Still
she longed for him, as he represented her only chance to live a sort of life.
But as the weeks turned into months, and the months into years, her longing became dulled. She came to
realize that for him she was a mere plaything, to be picked up again only when it was convenient for him. Her
restlessness now had no object on which to focus. It became forced into a straitjacket. When occasionally it
stretched its limbs she felt so agitated she did not know what to do with herself. Sometimes, she would fall to the
floor unconscious. She was to have blackouts like these for the rest of her life.
Then one day, six years after he had walked casually out of the door, her “husband” reappeared. The meeting
was very unlike what she had dreamed of at the beginning of their separation. Then she had fantasized that she
would give herself totally and passionately to him, but now all she could find in herself was restrained dutifulness.
She was also racked with anxiety in case she might have offended one of the servants, or that they might invent
stories to ingratiate themselves with the general and ruin her life.
But everything went smoothly. The general, now past fifty, seemed to have mellowed, and did not look nearly
as majestic as before. As she expected, he did not say a word about where he had been, why he had left so
suddenly, or why he was back, and she did not ask. Quite apart from not wanting to be scolded for being
inquisitive, she did not care.
In fact, all this time the general had not been far away at all. He had been leading the quiet life of a wealthy
retired dignitary, dividing his time between his house in Tianjin and his country mansion near Lulong. The world
in which he had flourished was becoming a thing of the past. The warlords and their fief system had collapsed and
most of China was now controlled by a single force, the Kuomintang, or Nationalists, headed by Chiang Kaishek.\fn{The original Nationalist leader, Dr. Sun Yat-sen, had died unexpectedly in 1925:H } To mark the break with the chaotic
past, and to try to give the appearance of a new start and of stability, the Kuomintang moved the capital from
Peking (“Northern Capital”) to Nanking (“Southern Capital”).
In 1928, the ruler of Manchuria, Chang Tso-lin, the Old Marshal, was assassinated by the Japanese, who were
becoming increasingly active in the area. The Old Marshal’s son, Chang Hsueh-liang (known as the Young
Marshal), joined up with the Kuomintang and formally integrated Manchuria with the rest of China—though
Kuomintang rule was never effectively established in Manchuria.
*
General Xue’s visit to my grandmother did not last long. Just like the first time, after a few days he suddenly
announced he was leaving.
The night before he was due to leave, he asked my grandmother to go and live with him at Lulong. Her heart
missed a beat. If he ordered her to go, it would amount to a life sentence under the same roof as his wife and his
other concubines. She was invaded by a wave of panic. As she massaged his feet, she quietly pleaded with him to
let her stay in Yixian. She told him how kind he was to have promised her parents he would not take her away
from them, and gently reminded him that her mother was not in good health: she had just had a third child, the
longed-for son. She said that she would like to observe filial piety, while, of course, serving him, her husband and
master, whenever he graced Yixian with his presence.
The next day she packed his things and he left, alone. On his departure, as on his arrival, he showered jewels
on my grandmother—gold, silver, jade, pearls, and emeralds. Like many men of his kind, he believed this was the
way to a woman’s heart. For women like my grandmother, jewelry was their only insurance.
A short time later, my grandmother realized she was pregnant. On the seventeenth day of the third moon, in
spring 1931, she gave birth to a baby girl—my mother. She wrote to General Xue to let him know, and he wrote
back telling her to call the girl Bao Qin and to bring her to Lulong as soon as they were strong enough to travel.
My grandmother was ecstatic at having a child. Now, she felt, her life had a purpose, and she poured all her
love and energy into my mother. A happy year passed. General Xue wrote many times asking her to come to
Lulong, but each time she managed to stall him.
Then, one day in the middle of summer 1932, a telegram arrived saying that General Xue was seriously ill and
ordering her to bring their daughter to see him at once. The tone made it clear that this time she should not refuse.
*
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Lulong was about 200 miles away, and for my grandmother, who had never traveled, the journey was a major
undertaking. It was also extremely difficult to travel with bound feet; it was almost impossible to carry luggage,
especially with a young child in one’s arms. My grandmother decided to take her fourteen-year-old sister, Yu-lan,
whom she called “Lan,” with her.
The journey was an adventure. The area had been convulsed yet again. In September 1931 Japan, which had
been steadily expanding its power in the area, had launched a full-scale invasion of Manchuria, and Japanese
troops had occupied Yixian on 6 January 1932. Two months later the Japanese proclaimed the founding of a new
state, which they named Manchukuo (“Manchu Country”), covering most of northeast China (an area the size of
France and Germany combined). The Japanese claimed that Manchukuo was independent, but in fact it was a
puppet of Tokyo. As its head they installed Pu Yi, who as a child had been the last emperor of China. At first he
was called Chief Executive; later, in 1934, he was made emperor of Manchukuo.
All this meant little to my grandmother, who had had very little contact with the outside world. The general
population were fatalistic about who their rulers were, since they had no choice in the matter. For many, Pu Yi was
the natural ruler, a Manchu emperor and proper Son of Heaven. Twenty years after the republican revolution there
was still no unified nation to replace the rule of the emperor, nor, in Manchuria, did the people have much concept
of being citizens of something called “China.”
One hot summer’s day in 1932 my grandmother, her sister, and my mother took the train south from Yixian,
passing out of Manchuria at the town of Shanhaiguan, where the Great Wall sweeps down from the mountains to
the sea. As the train chugged along the coastal plain, they could see the landscape changing: instead of the bare,
brown-yellow soil of the plains of Manchuria, here the earth was darker and the vegetation denser, almost lush
compared with the northeast. Soon after it passed the Great Wall, the train turned inland, and about an hour later it
stopped at a town called Changli where they disembarked at a green-roofed building which looked like a railway
station in Siberia.
My grandmother hired a horse-drawn cart and drove north along a bumpy, dusty road to General Xue’s
mansion, which lay about twenty miles away, just outside the wall of a small town called Yanheying, which had
once been a major military camp frequently visited by the Manchu emperors and their court. Hence the road had
acquired the grand name of “The Imperial Way.” It was lined with poplars, their light-green leaves shimmering in
the sunlight. Beyond them were orchards of peach trees, which flourished in the sandy soil.
But my grandmother scarcely enjoyed the scenery, as she was covered in dust and jolted badly by the rough
road. Above all, she was worrying about what would greet her at the other end.
When she first saw the mansion, she was overwhelmed by its grandeur. The immense front gate was guarded
by armed men, who stood stiffly at attention beside enormous statues of reclining lions. There was a row of eight
stone statues for tying up horses: four were of elephants, and four of monkeys. These two animals were chosen for
their lucky sounds: in Chinese the words “elephant” and “high office” have the same sound (xiang), as do
“monkey” and “aristocracy” (hou).
As the cart passed through the outer gate into an inner yard my grandmother could see only a huge blank wall
facing her; then, off to one side, she saw a second gate. This was a classic Chinese structure, a concealing wall so
that strangers could not see into one’s property, also making it impossible for assailants to shoot or charge directly
through the front gate.
The moment they passed through the inner gate, a servant materialized at my grandmother’s side and
peremptorily took her child away. Another servant led my grandmother up the steps of the house and showed her
into the sitting room of General Xue’s wife.
As soon as she entered the room, my grandmother went down on her knees and kowtowed, saying, “I greet
you, my mistress,” as etiquette demanded. My grandmother’s sister was not allowed into the room, but had to
stand outside like a servant. This was nothing personal: the relatives of a concubine were not treated as part of the
family.
After my grandmother had kowtowed for a suitable length of time, the general’s wife told her she could get up,
using a form of address which immediately established my grandmother’s place in the hierarchy of the household
as a mere submistress, closer to a higher form of servant than to a wife. The general’s wife told her to sit down.
My grandmother had to make a split-second decision. In a traditional Chinese household, where one sits
automatically reflects one’s status. General Xue’s wife was sitting at the north end of the room, as befitted a
person in her position. Next to her, separated by a side table, was another chair, also facing south: this was the
general’s seat. Down each side of the room was a row of chairs for people of different status.
My grandmother shuffled backwards and sat on one of the chairs nearest the door, to show humility. The wife
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then asked her to come forward—just a little. She had to show some generosity.
When my grandmother was seated, the wife told her that from now on her daughter would be brought up as her
(the wife’s) own daughter and would call her, not my grandmother, “Mama;” my grandmother was to treat the
child as the young mistress of the house, and was to behave accordingly.
A maid was summoned to lead my grandmother away. She felt her heart was breaking, but she forced back her
sobs, only letting herself go when she reached her room. Her eyes were still red when she was taken to meet
General Xue’s number-two concubine, his favorite, who ran the household. She was pretty, with a delicate face,
and to my grandmother’s surprise she was quite sympathetic, but my grandmother restrained herself from having
a good cry with her. In this strange new environment, she felt intuitively that the best policy was caution.
*
Later that day she was taken to see her “husband.” She was allowed to take my mother with her. The general
was lying on a kang, the type of bed used all over North China, a large, flat, rectangular surface about two and a
half feet high heated from underneath by a brick stove. A pair of concubines or maids were kneeling round the
prostrate general, massaging his legs and stomach. General Xue’s eyes were closed, and he looked terribly sallow.
My grandmother leaned over the edge of the bed, calling to him softly. He opened his eyes and managed a kind of
a half-smile. My grandmother put my mother on the bed and said:
“This is Bao Qin.” With what seemed a great effort, General Xue feebly stroked my mother’s head and said,
“Bao Qin takes after you; she is very pretty.”
Then he closed his eyes. My grandmother called out to him, but his eyes remained shut. She could see that he
was gravely ill, perhaps dying. She picked my mother off the bed and hugged her tight. But she had only a second
to cuddle her before the general’s wife, who had been hovering alongside, tugged impatiently at her sleeve. Once
outside, the wife warned my grandmother not to disturb the master too often, or indeed at all. In fact, she should
stay in her room unless she was summoned.
My grandmother was terrified. As a concubine, her whole future and that of her daughter were in jeopardy,
possibly even in mortal peril. She had no rights. If the general died, she would be at the mercy of the wife, who
had the power of life and death over her. She could do anything she wanted—sell her to a rich man, or even into a
brothel, which was quite common. Then my grandmother would never see her daughter again. She knew she and
her daughter had to get away as fast as possible.
When she got back to her room, she made a tremendous effort to calm herself and begin planning her escape.
But when she tried to think, she felt as though her head were flooding with blood. Her legs were so weak she
could not walk without holding on to the furniture. She broke down and wept again—partly with rage, because
she could see no way out. Worst of all was the thought that the general might die at any moment, leaving her
trapped forever.
*
Gradually she managed to bring her nerves under control and force herself to think clearly. She started to look
around the mansion systematically. It was divided into many different courtyards, set within a large compound,
surrounded by high walls. Even the garden was designed with security rather than aesthetics in mind. There were
a few cypress trees, some birches and winter plums, but none near the walls. To make doubly sure that any
potential assassin would have no cover, there were not even any large shrubs. The two gates leading out from the
garden were padlocked, and the front gate was guarded around the clock by armed retainers.
My grandmother was never allowed to leave the walled precincts. She was permitted to visit the general each
day, but only on a sort of organized tour with some of the other women, when she would file past his bed and
murmur,
“I greet you, my lord.”
Meanwhile, she began to get a clearer idea of the other personalities in the household. Apart from the general’s
wife, the woman who seemed to count most was the number-two concubine. My grandmother discovered that she
had instructed the servants to treat her well, which made her situation much easier. In a household like this, the
attitude of the servants was determined by the status of those they had to serve. They fawned on those in favor,
and bullied those who had fallen from grace.
The number-two concubine had a daughter a little older than my mother. This was a further bond between the
two women, as well as being a reason for the concubine’s favor with General Xue, who had no other children
apart from my mother.
After a month, during which the two concubines became quite friendly, my grandmother went to see the
general’s wife and told her she needed to go home to fetch some clothes. The wife gave permission, but when my
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grandmother asked if she could take her daughter to say goodbye to her grandparents, she refused. The Xue
bloodline could not be taken out of the house.
And so my grandmother set off alone down the dusty road to Changli. After the coachman had dropped her off
at the railway station, she started asking around among the people hanging about there. She found two horsemen
who were prepared to provide her with the transportation she needed. She waited for nightfall, and then raced
back to Lulong with them and their two horses by a shortcut. One of the men seated her on a saddle and ran in
front, holding the horse by the rein.
When she reached the mansion, she made her way to a back gate and gave a prearranged signal. After a wait
that felt like hours but was in fact only a few minutes, the door in the gate swung open and her sister emerged in
the moonlight, holding my mother in her arms. The door had been unlocked by the friendly number-two
concubine, who had then hit it with an axe to make it look as though it had been forced open.
There was hardly time for my grandmother to give my mother a quick hug—besides, she did not want to wake
her, in case she made a noise and alerted the guards. She and her sister mounted the two horses while my mother
was tied onto the back of one of the horsemen, and they headed off into the night. The horsemen had been paid
well, and ran fast. By dawn they were at Changli, and before the alarm could be given, they had caught the train
north. When the train finally drew into Yixian toward nightfall, my grandmother fell to the ground and lay there
for a long time, unable to move.
*
She was comparatively safe, 200 miles from Lulong and effectively out of reach of the Xue household. She
could not take my mother to her house, for fear of the servants, so she asked an old school friend if she could hide
my mother. The friend lived in the house of her father-in-law, a Manchu doctor called Dr. Xia, who was well
known as a kindly man who would never turn anyone away or betray a friend.
The Xue household would not care enough about my grandmother, a mere concubine, to pursue her. It was my
mother, the blood descendant, who mattered. My grandmother sent a telegram to Lulong saying my mother had
fallen ill on the train and had died.
There followed an agonizing wait, during which my grandmother’s moods oscillated wildly. Sometimes she
felt that the family must have believed her story. But then she would torment herself with the thought that this
might not be the case, and that they were sending thugs to drag her, or her daughter, back. Finally she consoled
herself with the thought that the Xue family was far too preoccupied with the impending death of the patriarch to
expend energy worrying about her, and that it was probably to the women’s advantage not to have her daughter
around.
Once she realized the Xue family was going to leave her alone, my grandmother settled back quietly into her
house in Yixian with my mother. She did not even worry about the servants, since she knew that her “husband”
would not be coming.
*
The silence from Lulong lasted over a year, until one autumn day in 1933, when a telegram arrived informing
her that General Xue had died, and that she was expected at Lulong immediately for the funeral.
The general had died in Tianjin in September. His body was brought back to Lulong in a lacquered coffin
covered with red embroidered silk. Accompanying him were two other coffins, one similarly lacquered and
draped in the same red silk as his own, the other of plain wood with no covering. The first coffin contained the
body of one of his concubines, who had swallowed opium to accompany him in death. This was considered the
height of conjugal loyalty. Later a plaque inscribed by the famous warlord Wu Pei-fu was put up in her honor in
General Xue’s mansion. The second coffin contained the remains of another concubine, who had died of typhoid
two years before. Her corpse had been exhumed for reburial alongside General Xue, as was the custom. Her
coffin was of bare wood because, having died of a horrible illness, she was considered ill-fortune. Mercury and
charcoal had been placed inside each of the coffins to prevent the corpses rotting, and the bodies had pearls in
their mouths.
General Xue and the two concubines were buried together in the same tomb; his wife and the other concubines
would eventually be interred alongside them. At a funeral, the essential duty of holding a special flag for calling
the spirit of the deceased had to be performed by the dead man’s son. As the general had no son, his wife adopted
his ten-year-old nephew so he could carry out the task. The boy also enacted another ritual—kneeling by the side
of the coffin and calling out:
“Avoid the nails!”
Tradition held that if this was not done, the dead person would be hurt by the nails.
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The tomb site had been chosen by General Xue himself according to the principles of geomancy. It was in a
beautiful, tranquil spot, backing onto distant mountains to the north, while the front faced a stream set among
eucalyptus trees to the south. This location expressed the desire to have solid things behind on which to lean—
mountains—and the reflection of the glorious sun, symbolizing rising prosperity, in front.
But my grandmother never saw the site: she had ignored her summons, and was not at the funeral.
The next thing that happened was that the manager of the pawnshop failed to turn up with her allowance.
About a week later, her parents received a letter from General Xue’s wife. My grandfather’s last words had been
to give my grandmother her freedom. This, for its time, was exceptionally enlightened, and she could hardly
believe her good fortune.
At the age of twenty-four, she was free. …
180.171Three Monks, No Water\fn{by Ting-xing Ye (1952- )} Shanghai, China (F) 2
Once upon a time, there was a mountain; on that mountain, there stood a temple; and in that temple, all alone,
lived a young monk.
Besides sweeping the temple, dusting the Buddha statues and replacing the burned incense sticks every day,
the young monk would pray, meditate and recite the scripture while beating rhythmically on a wooden block. It
was a simple and peaceful life as he followed his vows in the service of Buddhism.
There was no water up in the temple, but there was a clear, cold stream at the foot of the mountain. Each
morning, the young monk had to make his way down a narrow, winding trail to fetch water, carrying a shoulder
pole with a wooden bucket dangling from each end. On the way down the mountain, the empty buckets danced
left and right, right and left, in rhythm with his steps. But on the way back, the pole was bowed by the heavy
buckets and it dug painfully into his shoulders.
Rain or shine, hot or cold, dry or damp, the young monk never missed a day lugging his burden up to the
temple. With two buckets of water for drinking, cooking and washing, he even had enough left over to start a
vegetable garden. But how he wished someone else could help him someday!
*
One day the temple had a visitor. He was a middle-aged, tall and skinny monk, and his robe was sweaty and
dusty from travelling. The young monk offered his tired guest fresh spring water and carefully cooked vegetables
from the garden. After the meal, the young monk invited the skinny monk to stay in the temple and be company
forhim. His new companion accepted gracefully.
The next morning, when it was time to fetch water, they agreed that both of them should go down the mountain
together.
“That’s only fair,” they thought to themselves, “since we both will use the water.”
But they soon discovered that the carying-pole was too short to have two buckets placed in the middle while
one of them shoudered each end, so they left one bucket behind. Nevertheless, on the way back to the temple they
had to stop twice to adjust the bucket. It didn’t matter whether the skinny monk was at the front or the back, the
bucket would always slide down to the young monk’s end and bang painfully against his legs.
*
Long rainless days descended on the mountain; everything grew as dry as a bone. The two monks peered into
the hot blue sky, licking their parched lips, wondering where the clouds had gone. In the garden the beans became
scrawny and wrinkled. The green leaves of the cabbages turned yellow, and the tomato plants shrank into dry
vines, hanging down helplessly along the wood sticks. With one bucket of water a day, there were only a few
drops left for the vegetables when the day ended.
“How could he be so unreasonable?” the skinny monk peeped at the young one, shaking his head.
“He invited me to be his companion and I accepted without hesitation. He doesn’t seem to know how to show
his gratitude to a person who is willing to sacrifice, especially his senior. He ought to be at the stream now,
bringing fresh water up to the temple to show his respect and appreciation.”
While passing the half-empty bucket on the way to their afternoon meditation, each threw an angry glance at
the other.
But not one word was said.
*
One afternoon, the temple had another visitor, a big fat monk, carying a case full of books. When he was
offered a drink, he helped himself to two full bowls. After the meal, he asked his two new friends if he could be of
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help in the temple and be company for them.
The young and the skinny monks stared at each other for a moment, then silently nodded their heads.
While they were beating wooden blocks and chanting scriptures that night, all three of them were thinking to
themselves.
“I don’t need to carry water any more,” the young monk thought with full certainty. “I am younger than both of
them, not to mention the fact that they are newcomers. They’d better not forget that taking care of a youngster is
one of their commitments. Now, finally, my wish comes true.” He almost burst into a smile.
“I bet my water-fetching days are over,” the skinny monk thought confidently, with a grin on his face. “Clearly
I am not as strong as they are because I am the eldest. Besides, since both of them are almost the same height, no
one has to grab the bucket to keep it from sliding along the pole.”
“Why should I break their daily routine?” the fat monk assured himself. “They know the path and are very
skilled in carrying water. But most importantly, I am a scholar and full of knowledge. Everyone knows a scholar
is not expected to do any physical labour.” He confirmed his thought with a firm nod.
*
The next day, the sun rose and set, but the buckets remained empty. All three monks sat in the hall for the
whole day, chanting and reciting and waiting for the others to make a move. But no one did. They shared the last
gourd of water—saved from the previous day—before they went to bed. Each of them was saying the same thing
to himself:
“Tomorrow, those two must go down the mountain to get water!”
A day passed.
No water.
A second day went by.
No water.
Nobody was out of bed when the fourth day arrived. The hall was deadly quiet, and so was the temple. No
chanting, no beating rhythms on the wooden blocks.
*
In the silent temple, a little mouse popped his head from under the drapery that covered the incense table,
looking around for food. With his tiny head tilted first to one side and then the other, he listened, and then he
crawled up the drapery.
As he pulled himself up to the tabletop, he bumped into a dish holding burning incense sticks, scattering them
across the table and on to the floor. As the firghtened mouse leapt from the table and scampered away, the
draperies burst into flame, and soon the hall was full of smoke.
“Fire! Fire! Fire!” clamoured the young monk, running this way and that in panic.
“Help! Help! Help!” cried the skinny monk at the top of his lungs.
“The buckets! The buckets! Quick!” shouted the fat monk, pointing with both hands.
“Water!” yelled all three of them in unison.
But all the buckets were upside down, empty and dry.
*
The young monk grabbed the shoulder pole and two buckets and dashed to the mountain path.
The skinny and the fat monks rushed into the hall. Choking and coughing, they peered through a sea of black
smoke and saw the table blazing. Frantically, they stamped out the fire and dragged the smoking draperies out of
the temple. As they hauled out the last one, a stubborn flame came to life again under the table.
At that moment the young monk appeared, totally out of breath, his shoulder pole bowed by two buckets of
water. Quickly, he poured the water onto the flame and rushed back to the stream. When he returned a second
time, the skinny monk took over the shoulder pole, adjusted the buckets and disappeared down the trail. At the
end of the day the exhausted monks couldn’t remember how many buckets of water they had hauled up the
mountain.
That night, in the smoke-damaged hall, together, they made a decision.
*
Early next morning, the three monks went down the mountainside and brought back a water vat. They installed
it outside the temple. Carrying two buckets on his shoulder pole, the skinny monk scooted down and up the
mountain to fill the vat with fresh water.
The fat monk worked in the hall, moving out the smoke-damaged furniture, cleaning and fixing it.
And the young monk was totally absorbed in attending to the garden, straightening up the vegetables that had
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survived his neglect and planting some new ones. He made sure that each of them had more than enough to drink.
“It’s a treat from us,” he said loudly to the vegetables, “not just for today, but every day from now on.”
*
A week later, when the three monks gathered at the brimming vat and drank fresh water, they looked at the
garden, where the weeds had poked their green leaves out between the rows of vegetables.
The young monk slowly stood up and headed towards the garden.
His two friends were close behind.
181.37 Working In The Garment Industry\fn{by Fu Lee (1952- )} Hong Kong, China (F) 1
Hello, my name is Fu Lee. I am forty-one years old, married, and I have a nine-year old daughter. I have been
living in Oakland Chinatown since I left Hong Kong twelve years ago.
I want to tell you about the kind of exploitative working conditions I have had to endure in the sweatshops. I
also want to tell you why me and my co-workers felt we had to stand up against the manufacturers to take
responsibility for our loss of jobs and pay.
*
I worked as a seamstress at Lucky Sewing Company for two years. Before that, I worked as a seamstress at
other similar sweatshops. All of the workers worked long hours, ten to twelve hours a day and six to seven days a
week.
We were paid by the piece, which sometimes was below the minimum wage. Overtime pay was unheard of.
You may think sewing is an easy job. But it requires a lot of skill. For fancy dresses with laces, tiny buttons, and
tricky fabric patterns, you really have to concentrate so you do not make any mistakes.
My wage was never enough money for our family to live on. We always worried about our daughter getting
sick because we had no health insurance. My eyes hurt from straining under poor lighting; my throat hurt because
of the chemical fumes from the fabric dye. Sometimes, I wore surgical masks so I would not have to breathe in all
the dust from the fabric. My back never stopped hurting from bending over the sewing machine all day.
Our boss was like a dictator. He was always pushing us to work faster. There was a sign in the shop that said,
“No loud talking. You cannot go to the bathroom.”
When we did talk loudly or laugh during work, he would throw empty boxes at us and tell us to go back to
work. When there was a rush order, we had to eat lunch at our work station.
Last year, my employer closed his shop and left us holding bad paychecks. We found out that he had filed for
bankruptcy and had no intention of paying us our meager wages. The twelve Chinese seamstresses including
myself were so mad. After working so hard under such horrendous working conditions, we should at least get our
pay.
With the help of Asian Immigrant Women Advocates, we began searching for ways to get our pay. We were
shocked to find out that the dresses we sewed were selling for $175 at an exclusive Jessica McClintock boutique
in San Francisco. Our boss would receive only $10 for these dresses from Jessica McClintock, the manufacturer,
and we seamstresses would be paid less than $5 for each of these dresses.
And in our case, we got nothing! We also discovered that the main reason why our employer went out of
business was because Jessica McClintock, Inc. had terminated its contract with my employer, after ten years of
exclusive dealings.
We felt that since Jessica McClintock made the most profit from the dresses we sewed, she should pay us for
our work when our boss cannot. So we asked Jessica McClintock, Inc. to pay us our back wages.
When Jessica McClintock said no, we held public rallies in front of her stores. We had gone out to rallies
wearing masks because we were still afraid of being blacklisted in our community. We would be called
troublemakers and have a difficult time finding a job. You see, because we do not speak English and the American
society does not recognize our skills, we have no choice but to go back to these dead-end jobs.
But instead of listening to our demands, Jessica McClintock called our public rallies “a blatant shakedown”
and “intimidation.”
*
Our story is not unique. The San Francisco Bay Area’s garment industry is the third largest in this country.
There are over twenty-five thousand garment workers in the Bay Area. Eighty percent are women, most of whom
are immigrant women like myself.
For over a century, immigrant women have been the backbone of America’s garment industry. Manufacturers
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use immigrant women’s labor because it is cheap and no one speaks against the awful working conditions. To me
this is terrible discrimination against immigrant women like me and my friends. Why else do you think the
working conditions of sweatshops have been tolerated over a century? I also heard that attempts to pass reform
legislation have been killed by powerful corporate lobbyists and unsympathetic politicians.
These are some realities, violations of immigrant women, which exist in the garment industry that sells fantasy
to the public. I never dreamed I would be living this kind of life when I came to America. I hope you can help
women like me so the next generation of immigrant women do not have to experience the things that me and my
friends do now. Thank you.
257.79 1. Interview 2. Goodbye In The Rain 3. When You Walk Beneath My Window 4. To An Oak 5. Two,
Maybe Three Different memories 6. Perhaps 7. Fallen Leaf: Six Prose-Poems\fn{by Shu Ting (1952- )} Jinjiang,
Fujian Province, China (F) 3
1
I am an ordinary woman.\fn{She was asked the question: “To your mind, what is the difference between an ordinary woman and
I don’t think there is any difference between the two, but of course society looks at them
differently. Women poets are often expected to sacrifice many aspects of themselves as ordinary women.
Yet because of the woman poet’s social relationships, she has to play other roles. For example my husband
wants me to be a good mother, a good wife, and a good daughter-in-law. And yet at the same time because he is a
literary critic he wants me to write.
It is rather contradictory sometimes. I find it impossible to prepare a meal and write poetry simultaneously.
I normally write at night, after my son has gone to bed. Every time I write, the emotions are so intense I cannot
sleep for the rest of the night. And yet I have to get up the next day at 6:30 to make breakfast and get my son
ready for school. So there are conflicts.
Yet I realize that if I were just a working woman with fixed office hours—a nurse, a driver, or a teacher—I’d
still be taking care of the family after work. In that sense there is little difference between me and any other
working woman in China.
The real difference is that they can forget about their work once they leave their work place, but because my
work involves the emotions, it is not possible for me to say “Now I’m off duty”; you cannot just draw the line.
When I was a factory worker I could refuse to work overtime. After I came off the assembly line I was my own
woman.
Now my thoughts and emotions are inextricably linked with my family, which is why writing poetry has
become very difficult for me. But I’m always telling myself that my problems are not unique—I am just an
ordinary woman.
There is of course a basic difference between an ordinary woman and a woman poet; it is the latter’s sensitivity
to language. It is the same kind of difference which distinguishes an ordinary man from a male writer.
It is my firm belief that what makes a poet is her command of the language. For me, writing poetry is not a
matter of expressing my feelings, it is having the words to express them.\fn{ Your husband seems to like your earlier works
the best. Do you agree with him?}
I don't really like them. Last year\fn{1992} in New York I had to give a public reading of some of my poems, and
almost all the poems which had been translated into English were pre-1985 ones, with some going back to the early
70s. After reading some of them aloud, I simply could not go on. It was too embarrassing. I felt like a mature
woman made to wear little girls’ clothes.
However, I think there is a difference between me and male authors. Men tend to plan ahead when they write,
and they literally glow when they reread their more successful works; while I just write and then forget about my
poems—I have yet to reread anything in my poetry collections. I simply dare not look back at my own career, so I
can’t talk about likes and dislikes.
I never plan before I write, and can never be forced to write. There was a time when my husband kept urging
me to “look for inspiration”, and I ended up not writing anything for a year. I can never write on assignment
either, not even prose pieces.\fn{ Can you tell me why you feel so indifferent towards your early poems when they clearly have a
strong appeal to readers?}
Well, I have always been true to myself in my writing, so that may account for reader appeal. The fact is I never
write for the sake of publication. It’s always the publishers and editors who come and ask for my work. My early
a woman poet?”}
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poems—such as To an Oak, written in a personal letter to a friend—were not written with publication in mind; at
that time\fn{During the Cultural Revolution} publication was impossible. The feelings behind the poems were simple
and personal. And then when they were published, people talked incessantly about them, so much so that I became
rather annoyed.
There was also intense criticism of me and my work. I was accused of free love, of using people emotionally—
that was before I got married and society still subscribed to feudal values. I had a terrible time because I was
entirely unprepared for any of this.
I was still working at the factory and I couldn’t bear the way my co-workers looked at me. Imagine you have
something which you hold precious, and a lot of people come and touch it with their dirty hands—that is how I feel
about my early poems; I can’t bear to reread them because of this.\fn{ Talking about early poetry, what do you think of the
works of the earlier generations of Chinese poets—those writing between the twenties and the forties?” }
I can see that I’m falling into my own trap. I prefer the early poetry of writers of the twenties and thirties—
the early works of poets such as Wen Yiduo, He Qifang and Ai Qing. This is also true of the works of poets of
my generation. The only exception is Cai Qijiao, my mentor. I feel that his recent poems are far superior to his
early works, both in terms of simplicity of language and of feeling. However, the poets may feel differently—I
think that Bei Dao, like me, would in all likelihood say that his preference is not for his early poems.\fn{I
understand that you are now writing more prose pieces than poetry. What is the difference between the two?}
To me—and I do not know whether it is the same for other people—prose is easier than poetry in the sense that
it is emotionally less demanding. In the few days from the building-up to a poem until after it is finished, I am in a
feverish state, losing interest in everything around me. That is why sometimes I avoid poetry out of fear of this
feverish feeling.
As soon as I feel that a poem might be in the making, I pick up a book, or go and see a film, hoping the
inspiration will go away. But there comes a point when poetry catches up with me, and I have to write because
there is no escaping it. Writing prose for me is much more relaxing emotionally. I have a feeling that I will
concentrate on poetry again sometime in the future, but at the moment I am taking a break.\fn{ It seems that you have
always avoided talking about your own poetry. Why?}
A poet cannot really talk about her own poetry. I think that if she can talk clearly and systematically about the
ideas and feelings she tries to express in her poems, than those poems would never have been written. I do not
think I am unique in this—it must be true of poets like Gu Cheng and Bei Dao as well.
2

I really wanted to wrench open the door and rush towards you, and cry my heart out on your ample shoulders.
“I cannot bear it, I really cannot bear it.”
I really wanted to take your hand, and run away to the freshly cleared sky and open fields, without shrinking or
looking back.
I really wanted to gather all my tenderness, in my eyes that have no power of speech, and make you at last
realize.
I really wanted to, really wanted to, my pain changes to grief, never-ending in thought, inexpressible in words.
3
When you walk beneath my window bless me, please, because the light is burning.
The light is burning—against the darkness of night, like the weaving light of a fishing-boat.
Imagine my little house like a little boat pushed ahead of a storm, not yet sunk because you can still see a light.
The light is burning—and the curtain presents my shadow as if I were instead an aged man without strong and
open gestures, ever more hunched over, though my heart is not at all senile.
See, my light is still burning.
The light is burning—possessed by a love like fire and ready to give back greetings to each and all.
The light is burning—its fuel is a kind of dignified arrogance, indeed, surveying any and all oppressions, open
or hidden.
And when does this light burn most brightly?
When you begin to understand me.
Because my light is burning still now, bless me, please, you, walking beneath my window.
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4
If I love you—I won’t be like the trumpet creeper flaunting itself on your tall branches.
If I love you—I won’t be like the lovesick bird, repeating to the green shade its monotonous song; nor like a
brook, bringing cool solace the year round; nor like a perilous peak, adding to your height, complementing your
grandeur; nor even sunlight, nor even spring rain.
No, these are not enough!
I must be a kapok tree by your side; standing by you as a tree, our roots clasped underground, our leaves
touching in the clouds.
With every breeze we salute each other, but no one will understand our language.
You have your trunk of steel and iron branches, like knives, like swords, like spears.
I have my huge, red flowers, like heavy sighs, like valiant torches.
We share the burdens of cold, storms, lightning; we share the joys of mists, vapors, rainbows.
We may seem forever severed, but are lifelong companions.
This is the greatest love; this is constancy: Love—
I love not just your robust form, I love the ground you hold, the earth you stand on.
5
The wine cup fallen, a stone path floats in the moonlight; where grasses were beaten down an azalea has been
dropped and abandoned.
Eucalyptus trees begin to turn, stars turning together—a kaleidoscope; beyond a rusted iron anchor, the spinning
sky is caught in my eyes.
I place my book to block the candle-light, I touch my finger lightly to my teeth; in a fragile peace the evening
finds me alive dreaming, half in shadows, half awake.
6
Perhaps what we can think to say will never have readers.
Perhaps our journey was already wrong in the beginning, and therefore ends wrong, too.
Perhaps the lamps we light one by one are blown out by the winds one by one.
Perhaps we shall have exerted ourselves to the utmost to light the darkness and have no fire extra to keep
ourselves warm.
Perhaps the tears we wept till we couldn’t did make the land more fertile.
Perhaps the sun we sang into being also sings us to life.
Perhaps the more weight on our shoulders, the grander the faith we had.
Perhaps we cried out vigorously on the sufferings of others but had to be still on our own misfortunes.
Perhaps ours was a call that wouldn’t be resisted; we had (and have) no other choice.
7
A sliver of a moon, like a piece of thin ice, floats on the cool light of evening.
You send me home, and on the way we find ourselves sighing quietly, not because we are sad.
We can’t say why: the leaves falling in the pull of the wind pass on to us a kind of mood.
Only after our goodbye do I heap your footsteps mingled with the fallen leaves.
When Spring is everywhere whispering in our ears, but the fallen leaves underfoot suggest the last of the winter
guilt and darkened memories, shaking us deeply and making our eyes avoid meeting, all the more our thoughts
are one once again.
Seasons are only for trees, leaving annual rings.
Poems about fallen leaves and buds come out by the thousands of lines.
But a tree can have only one eternal theme:
“The free extension of oneself into sky, never leaving the earth.”
Outside the windows and door, the wind brings me news of you, tells me you are walking beneath a kapok tree

212

shaking down a rain of flowers, tells me it is chilly on a Spring evening but there is no chill in your heart.
Suddenly I feel I am a fallen leaf, too, lying on the dark earth.
The wind might be a dirge for me.
I wait peacefully for the green dream to gleam once again in my body.
1953

39.66 How Did I Miss You?\fn{by Zhang Xin-xin (1953- )} Nanking, Kiansu Province, China (F) 16
Saturday evening had come round once again. As usual the trolley-bus raced past the stops along the familiar,
bustling street.
As usual she was busy issuing and checking tickets, and as usual she squeezed back and forth through the
tightly packed passengers. If it hadn’t been for the constant sound of that flat, monotonous tone all the
conductresses used to call the names of the stops, which disguised her own pleasant, mellow voice, and for the
shapeless blue cotton padded jacket with an artificial fur collar that she was wearing, it could have been hard to
pick her out in that sea of blue and gray. She stood at the door, jumping on and off as the bus started and stopped,
wearing a pair of high, tight-fitting pigskin boots coated in mud. Brusquely she hustled the passengers on and off,
or even simply gave them a shove. When she accidentally knocked against the group of youths, they immediately
broke into their usual shouts.
“Hey you! Stupid idiot!”
“Ooh! you're pressing right in the small of my back, missus!”
Like puppy dogs whose tails have been trodden on, some of the lads were loath to pass up the opportunity of
expressing their delicate sensibilities. Only as the words left their lips would it dawn upon them—it’s her! She
never lets you get away with anything!
Once provoked she can let fly with some really cutting remarks which are even harder to counter than the
stream of curses some girls come out with!
But this time she walked off down the bus as if she hadn’t heard! There was no understanding her.
In that brief lull in the hustle and bustle no one could have noticed her silently staring out of the bus window—
everything was much the same as usual, except for an extra layer of snow, falling in a fine flurry and quietly
melting. But to her eyes everything had a sameness about it.
“Don’t hang about! Put them here!”
Someone she knew had got on the bus. It was Huang Yun, a worker, telling her husband to toss the big frozen
fish he was carrying on to the conductor’s platform.
Instantly the fresh, briny smell of fish wafted allover the bus.
“Oh! You’re still here?! Isn’t it you who’s written a play? I saw the playbill on a wall next to the Xidan
Vegetable Market. Lots of the young people at our factory saw it too, and they’ve been asking me all about you—
what was your name, and so on. Hey, how did that private little matter of yours turn out in the end? When you
have so many to choose from it’s sometimes hard to pick a good one! Li Ke is so straightforward and simple,
don’t you think? He’ll do just fine! Is he at Peiking University? Or was it the Normal University? A four-year
course? That’s too long! We don’t have a free evening tomorrow either, we’ve got people coming round for a
meal! The extension to our apartment is finished—some friends in the maintenance corps came round and did it
for us—I’m hopeless at getting these sorts of things done, I leave it all to him. Oh!” Huang Yun abruptly stopped
in mid-flow as if she’d had a shock.
Recollecting herself, the conductress stared in surprise at Huang Yun.
“Have you lost something? You look so blank and far-away. What’s come over you?”
“I was just wondering if we’d reached the next stop.”
She gave a faint smile, but inwardly couldn’t help hoping, “Oh do shut up for a minute, please! I beg you!”
Her gaze flickered between the passengers in the bus and the activity outside, and her hands still kept busy at
intervals while at her ear Huang Yun’s crisp, quick voice rattled on and on without stopping. However her mind
was off on another track, unknown to others, doggedly searching for something …
Where are you now? Even if I tell you my true thoughts it’s too late!
I arrange predestined encounters for lovers in the world of my imagination, but in real life I find it so hard to
find the right one for myself. I know that this may offend a lot of men, wound the feelings of some or attract
masculine scorn, but it’s an irrepressible sigh which wells up from the bottom of my heart: there really are too few
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men worthy of being loved!
People say that among today’s youth there is an imbalance in the numbers of men and women, but the
disappointment I frequently feel is of another kind.
I don’t have any admiration for those supermen who manage to squeeze on to the most crowded buses; they
are the boys who assume a meditative air when you call on them to give up their seats for others. Nor do I pay any
attention to the flashy youths strolling in the streets, the stickers on their teardrop sunglasses proclaiming their upto-date trendiness, while their faces contain not a trace of inner breeding. We belong to the same generation but I
feel we’re poles apart. Of course, they wouldn’t fall for me either!
As for solid, capable men, the sort like Huang Yun’s husband, we can exchange polite nods of greeting, but
neither of us thinks anything more than that necessary.
So it’s doubly puzzling to me why I have chosen Li Ke, the perfect man. We were at school together right from
when we were little, and our fathers both taught at the same middle school for years. Our personal histories in our
respective dossiers are alike as two peas in a pod. But we are quite different in temperament. Whenever I get
excited about something talking to him, often making no attempt to conceal my laughter, he pulls a long face and
sighs:
“You haven’t changed a bit! You’ll never solve the problems of the party with that attitude.”
From his expression it seems as if something terrible has happened. Actually, worry lines scarcely ever furrow
his innocent, unsullied face; everything comes easily to him. And this university student from the biology
department, who stumbled across Darwinism at some point along the way, gets straight A’s for every class, adding
yet another “Three Goods Student” award to those he won a dozen years before in primary school and junior
middle school. The pity of it is that he has never expressed a whisker of interest in insects, birds, fish or flowers
neither then nor now. He has never been mad about or feverishly pursued any special interest, and it has certainly
never occurred to him to aim for any kind of recognition. But he leads an agreeable life, and everyone has a good
opinion of him. He’s like an obedient rabbit: in order to get the diploma society demands he happily races
between the designated white lines. I, on the other hand, am a stubborn tortoise. Sticking tenaciously to my own
feelings and opinions, I slowly crawl forward from the starting line of quite another track.
Circumstances and habit have naturally brought us very close together. Our friends and elders all think that he
couldn’t be better as far as I’m concerned. Yes, he is, he really is a fine boy. We get along well with each other,
and if you asked me to tell you what his faults are, I couldn’t say for sure. I have reflected that life with him
would be smooth; I wouldn’t have to worry about him running off with anybody, neither need I be frightened he
might take a big fall. But love should contain an element of the chase or else it falls short. I know, I was in love
once, and so even though that first love, which aroused all my passion, was a mistake, I have tasted love, and it
certainly wasn’t like this! When I’m together with him, I often find half my attention wandering.
He tells me sincerely that I have a driving disposition which pushes him on to make unremitting efforts. Huh!
I’m not his supervisor, urging him on; it’s me I’m whipping on, forcing myself to crawl further ahead.
Nevertheless, it does make me feel as if I’ve grown up too fast. To me he gives the impression of utterly helpless
strength; it’s as if we weren’t lovers but big sister and little brother! Every time I find myself under his respectful
and totally trusting gaze, I experience a faint sensation of being helpless and alone, and feel sad that it is
impossible for us to share any kind of tacit understanding of life’s manifold experiences.
I looked out on the milling crowd through the window. Occasionally this thought will flash across my mind—
supposing there is a potential close companion among the crowd of people passing me by, but we miss each other
and go our separate ways. Would we never know of each other? You I came across quite by chance! But even then
I missed you. Why? And if it hadn’t been for that script I wrote! If I hadn’t first of all dragged you off the bus?
Then perhaps—oh! Perhaps the fact that we only got to know each other by coincidence presaged that in the end I
would lose you.
It was a Saturday evening then, too, and just as crowded. Something was wrong with the middle door so I
jumped out to fix it. At long last I managed to get it shut, but when I got to the front doors I discovered that there
really were too many people, and I would have a hard time trying to squeeze back on.
Straightaway the boys on the bus set up a cry:
“Wait for the next bus! There’s another one coming. Ticket sellers, show your tickets before you get on.”
I had to ignore them! Were I to give them a withering look, they would think they had impressed me and shout
even more. Without a word I pushed aside the crowd of people pressing on to the bus, and grabbing hold of the
last person to have got a foothold, his body still hanging out of the door, I pulled him off. I didn’t so much as cast
a glance at him, but merely heard him shout:

214

“I’m in a hurry! It’s urgent!”
“Huh! Who isn’t in a hurry to get home?”
I threw back at him in a fit of annoyance brought on by anxiety and exhaustion. As I spoke, I had already taken
his place and stood with my feet planted on either side of the door. Shouting, “Move along! Move along!” I put all
my strength into getting on to the bus. It looked as if I would do it, but suddenly a much greater counterforce
pushed me back off.
In that split second I caught sight of the person I had shoved off the bus. Thirty-odd and quite ordinarylooking, he glanced at me as he lit his cigarette. What did he think he was looking at! As I tried to squeeze back
on to the bus for the second time, I heard his voice behind me saying:
“Here, let me help you push. Honestly, I do have some urgent business!”
“There’s trouble enough without you adding to it!”
Gathering all my strength I made another assault on the door, using my arms, legs, hands, feet and my whole
body … but that wretched woman in a woollen scarf turned herself around, blocking the way forward as if she
was guarding the entrance. Her hair was in my eyes, but I couldn’t free my hand to brush it away. The boys were
still kicking up a merry racket while most of the passengers, sunk into an indifferent silence, seemed to be
completely deaf.
I couldn’t move an inch! I felt a sudden rush of self-pity—I was only a girl after all—but, grunting with the
effort, I kept up my desperate pushing and shoving with a grim determination, had no time to weigh up the
relative strengths of the crowd and myself, but did know this much: one way or another, had to squeeze on to that
bus as it couldn’t wait around much longer!
All of a sudden someone started to shove on to the bus behind me. A violent force that brooked no opposition
lifted me bodily up and forward.
It was him! What stubborn determination! I literally had no time to open my mouth, and was aware of nothing
but a quick succession of battering ram-like assaults of tremendous strength. The folding doors quivered and then
with a long, painful groan they finally closed.
The bus started up. I craned my neck a few times, but I couldn't catch a clear glimpse of his face. All I could
see was a hand still clutching a lighted cigarette. I felt quite grateful towards him, as well as a little bit annoyed,
but as usual simply issued the curt order, “Extinguish your cigarettes!”
And it was you! How could I have thought I might succeed?! Well, what do you think I ought to have done
then? Pleaded in gentle tones? Sat down in the road and cried? How I would love to come before you now with
shrinking gentleness, even if , were just to gaze silently at you without uttering a word or moving a muscle! Were
anything like that ever to happen again, however, I couldn’t guarantee that my instincts would lead me to react in
a more appropriate way.
That Saturday evening was both quite ordinary and very special. I remember every moment of it …
That evening I arrived late for the play reading. We were working overtime putting on more buses and so I
didn’t even have time to make a phone call. I could have asked for time off, but not many of my workmates knew
I was studying creative writing, and I didn't want to make a big fuss about something that was still in the embryo
stage. Even if I was to talk in only the vaguest terms, who knew what vivid details those sanctimonious wits
might cook up in their heads, so there was no need to help them with embellishments.
Just as I got to the top of the creaky narrow wooden staircase, I heard a man’s voice. I realized in an instant
that he was reading my playscript, and was almost at the end.
I didn’t go in immediately but stood alone by the door listening. The deep, vigorous voice was full of kindness,
and immediately stirred me to the core. Maybe it was because I had fought by myself against failure, carefully
mapping out my play only to cast it all awry, writing word after word only to tear up sheet after sheet. This thing
which had troubled me for so many nights, issuing now from the lips of a stranger, suddenly gave me a whole
new feeling and a satisfying sense of peace! I’d had a day of crowded buses which had left me sweaty and
exhausted, I’d had nothing to eat, but everything was momentarily forgotten in the sound of that voice.
The voice stopped and I opened the door. It was a large rehearsal room. Facing me was a row of huge peeling
mirrors. There was a big circle of people sitting in the center of the room. Judging by the sound of his voice, the
man who had just been reading the script was sitting with his back to me, talking about something.
“I’ll say it again, people must not arrive late for rehearsals! If you want to come and go as you please, then
please leave now. This is art, not acting for your own private entertainment.”
I was taken aback by such a serious, peremptory tone. Quickly and quietly I tiptoed in from the edge of the
room, busily putting together some apologetic words of explanation in my mind … when all of a sudden I halted,
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feeling the urge to turn round and rush out—just as I got to the mirrors I suddenly recognized him—how on earth
was it possible?!
But he had already risen to his feet. Turning slightly, he put out his hand.
It was you! How could it have been you? The director? Oh no! We shook hands and you introduced yourself. I
most likely uttered some small politenesses, but I was in a complete daze and just stared blankly at you!
Strong and sturdy, broad-shouldered with a short, flat-top haircut and a full, round face. Capable men, good
eaters who sleep well at night are often like that. Not at all surprisingly, you weren’t a bit that kind! Sitting in the
circle of graceful young ladies and handsome young men, you looked like a casual laborer or navvy. There was an
earthenware pot in this collection of delicate, gold-edged painted porcelain! That was the comparison that struck
me straight away.
People who have nothing special about them are bound to get to know each other! As a rule I generally deal
with any awkwardness by means of the weapon Ah Q\fn{ Perhaps “I.Q.”, as in “Intelligence Quotient”, is meant.} types use
to boost their courage, and so I simply would not bow my head, and instead carried on staring at you … and met
your eyes. I don’t know why, but all at once I was strongly drawn towards them. Your eyes certainly weren’t
particularly beautiful, but your level gaze had a quality of self-confidence and deterrent force about it. As you
spoke, your eyes sparkled as if with amazement, while you sized me up with scepticism, and then you quickly
gave a slight smile. The people around us hadn’t discerned anything, or perhaps they thought it was just a sign of
friendliness. But I felt the expression in your eyes contained a hint of humor and amusement, as if you had
suddenly remembered some joke! To tell the truth, at the time I really didn’t like that look you gave me, it was too
cocky!
Whenever I was together with ordinary people, I always had to put on a tough front to conceal and protect my
weakness, but quite by chance you had caught me in a tight corner the first time you saw me! I never should have
minded what kind of figure I cut before you. I’m not a lifeless dummy standing exquisitely turned out, both hands
raised, in some shop window arrangement! But I nevertheless felt a little annoyed.
Perhaps this feeling lasted only a fleeting moment, and then I felt we had been standing face to face for too
long. I hastily withdrew my hand from your firm grasp and reached up to touch my face. I don’t know whether I
thought it was dirty or if I felt feverish, but straight afterwards all that came out of my mouth were the frank
words:
“Please forget about it, next time I won’t make things so difficult for you!”
“Thanks. But what if I don’t buy a ticket next time?” he replied with a smile.
You and I looked at each other and laughed. The actors laughed too, but in fact they had no idea what about!
On first sight I had quite a good impression of Liu Jie who was to play the lead. She was shy and quiet, or
might it not have been shallowness? My main character was shrewish, but she did have inner depth. And that was
how I wanted her played. With total enthusiasm I pinned my hopes on Liu Jie. But when we started to analyze her
role, she still just flashed her big, beautiful eyes and murmured a few inconsequential remarks. After hearing a
few of her lines, I gave up hope! So that’s what kind of young lady she was—hiding her inner pallidness behind a
quiet and gentle reticence. The charm expressed by beautiful eyes outweighed the entire content of her inner self.
But for the moment I kept quiet.
While you busied yourself establishing the roles, explaining the play to the actors and discussing the costumes
and scenery with the art designers, I sat silently on one side, casually looking over the objects around me. Bits of
scenery, doors and windows and all sorts of props lay at the side, an old-fashioned country oil lamp next to a
duelling rapier, tables and chairs of all different styles but all equally out-dated … my initial excitement had
passed, and little by little I calmed down, and moreover doubts began to creep into my mind. I had envisioned this
play about the lives of young people today as a kind of tableau brimming with deep emotion.
But to be performed by this amateur spare-time district theatre group, with these mediocre actors and under
these conditions … perhaps when it was actually staged, the play would just be a pretentious, loud-mouthed little
skit striking an attitude?! … there was a world of difference between what I wanted and the reality of what could
be achieved. It’s all too easy to set painstaking standards and a high asceticism for yourself, but you ought not to
have even the slightest illusions about, or the least expectations of, the audience. Sometimes you are simply left
helpless …
Just as this disturbing train of thought was set off in my mind, it seemed as if I had been given a tranquillizer
as I quite unconsciously became aware of your strong, amiable voice.
Oh, so you were right in the middle of expounding the director’s conception of the play! I turned my head and
furtively observed you with keen attention. Soon, I felt an indescribable shock! How queer, just at that moment
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your unexceptional, ordinary face had undergone a change! A steadfast self-confidence, invisible yet tangible, and
an upsurge of enthusiasm created an almost indiscernible change in the lines in your face, which projected a
unique fascination. I caught the enthusiastic reaction in the eyes of the actors, and I too gradually became infected
with it … was this the director’s power?
I have to admit your analysis of the play was correct, and in some places you had delved even deeper than I,
the writer, and what you conveyed was even more stirring. But it wasn’t only that. I dimly felt that for so long, so
long I had been searching for, waiting for just such a person—absurd! What could I have been thinking of?! I
knew next to nothing about you apart from your appearance, your job, your temperament. But judging from my
intuition I seemed to know so much about you …
At last you turned and said to me:
“I really like this script, I’ve found it very moving. But there are just one or two places that need a few
changes. It often happens that scripts don’t quite tally with the demands of staging.”
Of course I wanted pointers, but I wanted even more to hear your opinion. But after a few words, I impatiently
burst out with my ideas of what I had intended.
“What are you being so impatient for? Listen to what I have to say first, OK?”
I kept quiet for a while, but then I couldn’t hold back the pressing differences in my thinking any longer …
then I suddenly noticed that in your eyes clouded with deep thought there was a curious gleam of laughter. Only
then did I realize how loud my voice sounded. The rehearsal room had already emptied, leaving just the two of us,
but I was shouting as if addressing a busload of passengers.
We walked down the stairs one behind the other. You stopped under the light on a landing, and once again
looked me over from top to toe.
“I never would have thought it! Your playscript is so fresh, so pleasing, and yet you’re not like that at all!”
“What am I like then?”
I thought you had finally come round to the way I was on the trolleybus, rough, coarse and incompetent.
“Ambitious. Not many people like that!”
These words far exceeded my expectations. I thought I should feel embarrassed, or take exception to such
praise, but I simply couldn’t keep back a desire to laugh.
“Just from looking at your script I would have imagined you to be quite a gentle, deep young lady, but in
actual fact you’ve got a little bit of a man about you!”
He was a true director! And now he’d turned his character analysis on to me! I can recite a whole list of accepted feminine qualities: virtue, yieldingness, forbearance, gentleness, quietness, reserve … but your evaluation
didn’t upset me in the least, because in fact I would much rather be like I am. Your words coupled with all the
new, stimulating events of that evening stirred me into an argumentative mood. I quickened my pace down several
steps and came to a halt beside you, trying to marshal my woolly ideas into some semblance of order.
“In my view, society today makes much higher demands on women. What with family duties and work in
society, we shoulder the same amount of the burden as men, or perhaps even more, which leaves us no option but
to be as strong as men. Yet I’ve often felt it’s a pity there are so many men lacking the manliness they ought by
rights to possess.”
“Yes, It’s not easy …”
You didn’t say what you thought of my ideas straight off, but dropped your head and began to rub your wrist
which seemed to be swollen. I was going to ask you where you had banged it, but then you raised your head and
leaning forward as if you were looking for something, you looked me up and down and said:
“Have you always been so self-confident and ambitious?”
Did I really appear so “arrogant” in your eyes? Was I too open and direct? Or perhaps it was because of my
habit of straight speaking and laughing with no attempt at concealment?
In actual fact, though, inwardly I was often full of hesitations and self-doubts, both before and when I met you.
But when I meet with failure, when I feel there is no more hope, I still keep calm.
I walked on slowly and aimlessly, and then on impulse found a bench in Ditan Park, where I sat wrapped in
deep thought … that playscript had started off as a filmscript. I had failed, and it wasn’t the first time. I really
didn’t understand, and there was no one to give me pointers, so I had to grope forward by myself, relying on my
feelings. I hadn’t counted on a victory … but the characters who had peopled my mind day and night were
suddenly buried by defeat. My rich, colorful, passionate fantasy world that I had lived in body and soul suddenly
shut its door, and for a while my heart felt bleak and empty.
The warm sunshine caressed my face and hands. It was a rare fine winter’s day with a clear brightness and
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blueness to the sky, but I was oblivious to it all.
A young couple approached, the boy with his arm around the girl’s waist, and sat down on the bench opposite
me. They were a few years younger than me, yet so bright and cheerful, and without a thought for who might be
watching them. The girl laid her head against the boy’s shoulder, and for a while he kept still, savoring this
pleasure, but then he grew restive and raised his shoulder to shake her. As the rays of sunshine fell on her face, she
languidly narrowed her eyes, and her lips moved almost imperceptibly as if she was saying something. The boy
patted her smooth, pink cheeks, while the girl reached up to pinch his nose. Laughing and teasing, the pair jumped
up to leave. Hand in hand, they ran off down a path leading off through the woods …
Watching their receding figures, I felt so envious! How could there have been joy and excitement in my pure
and innocent first love, which had hardly begun before it was over? Even before I had a chance to mess around
happily on the lawns, or let myself go and play chase in the sunshine, love vanished. And now, I have again let
slip chances to enjoy so many brief, small pleasures, and wasted so much time when I could have been doing
something real. It’s as if I have a kind of semi-obscure sense of mission, towards all those of my generation, living
or dead, walking, crawling, standing still, lying down. Life has provided me with so many impressions, but what I
am able to express is so shallow, so little. Maybe my complete helplessness and talent for writing have laid a yoke
too heavy for me upon my shoulders. But if I were just to throw down my pen here and now, and become an
uncomplicated simpleton, would I really be any happier? To tell the truth, whenever a sense of my own weakness
and incompetence in everyday life or in my work comes over me, I long to shed a few tears on a trusted shoulder
and release some of my pent-up bitterness.
But who can I rely on? A big boy once threw a stone at me when I was little. Frightened, I ran for my life, but
then Daddy came! I immediately scrabbled up on to his shoulders and his broad back seemed to me the safest,
most solid shield in the world. Daddy is dead now, but even if he were still alive he wouldn’t be able to help me
out, nor understand the bitter loneliness deep within my heart. The reason is, he isn’t of my generation! Li Ke is a
good chap, but not for an instant someone I can depend on, he’s far too frail!
So I have to count on my own strength in everything. That's right, self-reliance!
This time it’s just the same again. I couldn’t remain seated quietly on the bench any longer, and allow myself
to get sentimental, or to go over it again and again. I know myself only too well. Whether I give up hope for three
seconds, ten days, a fortnight, it’s all the same: I still have to stand on my own two feet and carry on. Every day
the buses have to keep on running, and I on the bus have to keep on shoving and pushing, have to keep on
shouting. There’s no choice in my job either. So that’s why I have returned to my failed writings, and picked up
where I left off, just like a mule returning to the whetstone to plod round and round again.
You valued my struggle, but still required me to fit in with feminine standards. But if it hadn’t been for my
arrogant, masculine spirit, how would I have got to know you, how would we have trodden the same path?
Perhaps in your eyes I remained the same from when we first met right up to our final parting. Yet you can never
know how much was awakened in me during that brief time we were together. My memories of it are still so
distinct.
At your desk in your little room, the desk where I sat only once, we went over my playscript, correcting and
revising by the light of the table lamp.
Apart from our upbringing and personal histories, which couldn’t have been more unalike, there must have
been some areas within ourselves where we were identical, otherwise why were we always at loggerheads when
we worked on anything together? You had your director’s way of thinking, and I had my original ideas. Even
though I wasn’t familiar with the theatre, I didn’t totally agree with your judgments. Once we reached a complete
deadlock, when I flung down my pen and sat blankly at the desk while you paced up and down, silently smoking a
cigarette.
Once, I’m not sure quite when, you acted out the script, declaiming and gesticulating, taking on all the parts
yourself. As you acted, you made some changes in the characters’ moves, while at the same time staying in control as the director. I both admired and was frightened by your agile mind. During your impromptu performance,
your tiny little room, scene of conflict, was transformed into a magical place where one’s imagination could run
riot.
I was entranced. Little by little new ideas sprang up in my mind, and seizing my pen I noted them down on the
script.
But however hard I tried I could not change anything in the female lead’s several long soliloquies. They might
have been rather long, but they would not have put across my ideas sufficiently had they been any shorter. They
formed the core, the essence of the play, even you had to admit that. But you still kept telling me that when I
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wrote like that, the action was weak and only part of the artistic conception could be given expression.
Each of us stuck to our guns. Your elderly mother came in to see what the noise was about, and it seemed from
her anxious expression that she thought we were about to start a war!
“I see that you’re extremely stubborn.”
“Take a closer look—I’m your mirror!”
You and I stared solemnly at each other for a moment, but couldn’t restrain our smiles.
“Where did you study directing?”
To tell the truth, I inwardly admired you.
“A spare-time hobby! When I was at university. I never thought I would be doing what I am now!”
You suddenly let your fluttering hands fall, and stood stiffly, your eyes fixed on an oil painting on the wall. It
was The Ninth Wave by Aivozowski, who focused on the ocean for his themes.
I didn’t know what you were thinking. I went up to the bookcase. The moment I had entered the room I had
noticed how many books you had, and I made up my mind to pick out a few worth leafing through. On closer
examination they all turned out to be books like Guide to the Oceans, Motive Power in Vessels, Nautical
Astronomy, English; or the Ocean-going Seaman. Of course, there were also a few Shipping Knowledge
magazines lying on the desk!
“So you like the sea, do you?”
“That was my major at college!”
I was flabbergasted! You went out to get some hot water while I tidied up the papers on the desk. Exactly what
else was there in this confident, enthusiastic man? I was dying to know.
On the table was a copy of that week’s broadcasting schedule. The top page was covered in red biro
underlinings, all marking musical items. I would never have thought it. Just like me, you had found the same way
to appreciate the classical music that one very rarely got the opportunity of hearing at a concert! As I pushed the
newspaper to one side—perhaps it was feminine intuition—I caught sight of a girl’s photo among the photographs
and pictures under the desk’s protective glass cover!
She was terribly pretty! Large dark eyes, and a quiet, gentle appearance. The only thing was that the photo was
a very old one, and hadn’t come out very clearly, which made her face lack depth and appear slightly pallid, while
her eyes lacked lustre which gave her a faintly sympathetic look. Who was she? I knew you didn’t have any
sisters.
All of a sudden I felt extremely ill at ease as if I had rashly stumbled upon someone’s private place … when I
heard the sound of your footsteps outside the door, I hurriedly stuffed the photograph back under the glass and
scattered over it the papers I had just tidied away, subconsciously hiding my “crime,” which in fact was no crime
at all.
You sat down and picked up the playscript to set to work again, and then suddenly your face darkened. I stole a
look—damn it! In my haste I had somehow slipped the photograph into the script.
“It’s Mother’s doing again!”
You frowned, turned the photograph over and put it back in the right place.
Rather unsteadily, I quickly stuttered out an admission.
“It was me. Where … where does she work?”
“She’s dead. She died a long time ago, during the Cultural Revolution. I tore this photo out of her student
card.”
I’m sorry, really I am! It never occurred to me that I would unthinkingly bump against an old wound of yours
that had never healed. And I never thought that you, the casual labourer or “navvy,” should have been a sailor!
Originally you were a graduate in navigation, but in the Cultural Revolution you were put in prison for
political reasons. You made your living in all kinds of ways, but you could never go to sea. The policies changed,
but the verdict continued to affect your chances and you still couldn’t get proper work, so now you were rushing
about here and there trying to find a solution. Not long ago you had read my script on a friend’s recommendation.
While you had been at university you had picked up skills in directing, and so had got this temporary job. You put
it as simply as that.
“For someone who ought to be out pitting his strength against the sea to be directing a crowd of kids, while
dreaming every evening of the sea in books and magazines—it’s really rather laughable, don’t you think?”
No, no! Not funny at all! I was silent for a long while. You sat in a dark corner behind the lamp so that all I
could see of you was a stocky body, completely motionless as if carved out of stone. Yet I completely and utterly
understood you. Even though we hadn’t known each other for long. When the paths of two distantly separated
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people cross, that moment of chance has a certain inevitability about it. I understood you even though you had
such a self-denigrating way of talking. I, too, never talked much about my problems to others, but rather made a
light joke of them. Oh, but how could I compare myself with you! Now, in my spare time I could still gradually
temper myself through my writing; but you, you yearned to practice your profession, but did not even get the
chance to stand on a ship’s deck!
I wanted so much to heave long, long sighs over your past, but I restrained myself. It was too shallow, I
thought, to sympathize solely with sighs.
“Is there anything I can do to help? Even if it’s only something very small!”
All of a sudden I had this hope.
It was precisely during those two days that all the talk was of how Seiji Ozawa\fn{ (1935- ), Japanese conductor,
born in China.} was coming on another trip to China. The boys were looking forward to getting another look at the
unique way he carried himself, and quite by chance you came out with the remark that you would like to hear him
conduct Beethoven’s Ninth.
My day off happened to fall on the day they were selling tickets. I went out very early to queue up but came
away empty-handed. I wasn’t going to give up the idea so easily, and suddenly I remembered Li Ke, perhaps he
could help—his uncle was in the philharmonic orchestra. I tried to call him up all day, and in the end I went round
to find him. I rarely asked a favo’r of him, but whenever I did he always did everything he could to help out. But
when he produced a ticket for the second performance he seemed to have more of an air of astonishment about
him than usual. It suddenly dawned on me why: I wasn’t behaving normally. I was like a young girl awakening to
love for the first time who, spurred on by some nameless enthusiasm, is read to expend an ever-increasing amount
of energy just to satisfy one simple desire.
But Li Ke had only given me one ticket! Naturally he felt duty-bound to accompany me, even if he didn’t care
much for music.
I pedaled furiously over to your house. As I took out the ticket, I said casually, suppressing my panting breath:
“Oh, I’ve been already.”
But inwardly I felt a slight twinge of regret.
A surprised smile came over your face, and I felt extremely pleased. But turning the ticket over to look at the
date, you wrinkled your brow in regret—that evening you had a rehearsal. Then up came your mother and
snatched the ticket out of your hands.
And so the well-intentioned Li Ke sat next to an unknown elderly lady. It might have been comical, but that
ticket was really a sore point to me, although of course I couldn’t say so!
So, to get a ticket for the final performance I had no alternative but to go and queue up.
At the door of the Red Pagoda Concert Hall I ran into you! You stared fixedly at the one yuan note protruding
from my fist and wordlessly looked me up and down. Under your scrutiny I, for the first time, tried to avoid your
gaze as I feared your acute eyes would detect something I myself wasn’t clear about which had just put forth its
first shoot in my heart.
We wandered up and down the wide flight of steps amidst the stream of people going in one behind the other.
Every time we bumped into each other we exchanged silent smiles. In your hand there was a two yuan note!
I smiled slightly to myself, not so as to attract the attention of the people trying to exchange tickets, but
because of the secret you had just given away—each of us covering up and trying to explain things away.
An emaciated young woman with rimless glasses furtively tugged at me and took out two tickets. My luck was
in after all!
When the theater emptied we found the bus stop was very crowded.
“Let’s walk to the next stop,” you suggested.
I was obviously quite inured to crowded buses, but I nodded in agreement.
We walked along, exchanging comments about the concert, and then the conversation turned to the play we
were rehearsing. As usual I talked non-stop, but my heart wasn’t really in it.
“Could we walk a little slower?” you asked.
Oh, it hadn’t occurred to me. I had ended up walking as fast as I usually did! In fact, I very much wanted to
spend longer with you, and even secretly wished that the bus stops would be far apart. Actually, walking fast was
just a habit! It wasn’t just rushing to get to work on time, but because I was kept busy doing things here and there.
Even my posture had changed. What hasty steps, I rushed busily towards the appointed place, with no thought as
to how I looked, my chest and shoulders thrust forward. Were you laughing at me again for being like a man? I
consciously slowed my pace and quietly kept my lips together. But this careful attention made me feel rather
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strained.
“So quiet—what’s up with you?”
“Nothing—I’m fine!”
“If I ever get to go to sea I’ll be able to think back over this evening.”
'Why don’t you just drop it all and go in for the arts? You really have the understanding it takes. Among all
your complex qualities the main one perhaps is that you’re practical. People like you, whose very appearance
gives people that feeling—hey, don’t get angry!”
Once again I was talking too much in my impatience.
“I see! You’ve been observing me!—You’re quite right, I do very much like the arts. The strength of feeling in
art is itself a kind of happiness which encourages an enthusiasm and yearning for people, life and nature, even
under the most extreme hardships. When I was escaping from the detention center, all alone, covered in wounds
from beatings, and running pell-mell through the inky night, penetrating the gloom came the faint yellow glimmer
of a lantern from a rustic hut in the wilderness. It seemed so soft and seductive, leading me, someone who had
been cast out of normal life, to appreciate and understand that eminently ordinary little household’s deeply
moving qualities. Lying stretched out among the hills and valleys, completely exhausted after the most onerous
hard labor, the wind blowing, floating clouds, the gently swaying grass at your side, the rolling swathes of forest,
like ocean waves, could make you forget all your sorrows, blend in with the silence of nature, and let your spirit
be at peace.”
We had passed the next stop, and neither of us had stopped. You stop on the clean, freshly sprayed street.
“But I want to do a practical kind of job, especially now.”
“You should be leading a comfortable, easy life at last, but you still want to go wandering on the seas?”
“Yes, I know. I’m at the age where I should settle down, but I still have a restless heart!”
“Maybe you’re relying on your sixth sense. Have you heard the tolling of the bell beneath the sea?”\fn{ Perhaps
a reference to the legend of the sunken cathedral .} I had developed an interest in Shipping Knowledge in the reading room.
“To be honest, whenever I go round to see any of my old classmates and look at their homes I’m full of
admiration. In the street I caught sight of a dear little lad toddling along. I could have stood and watched him for a
long time, but I know myself too well. While I was chasing a job I might have had a flash of regret that I had
missed out on the joys of life, but in the face of life’s selectiveness there lurks another constant deep discontent. I
always think of those years of effort which still have brought me no closer to my ideal. China is just starting to
develop ocean-going enterprises, and there is a real chance that …”
I became absorbed in listening to you speak, drinking in your every word about the sea in the same way as the
sea sucks in water to itself. I longed to know everything about you! But it seemed as if there was always more to
hear, and that all I was left with was a vague impression. After a moment it was as if my thoughts escaped and
quite irrationally turned to the perfect Li Ke … it was his disposition which had naturally set him on the smooth
path through life; he would never be sucked into the whirlpools of disaster and difficulty. Birds have wings to fly
high, but they cannot make any further progress along the evolutionary road from amphibians to primates …
You on the other hand would always be able to scramble to your feet wherever fate dumped you, and continue
on your way. Just like an eel passing through streams and valleys which despite all the setbacks and detours,
guided solely by its genetic programming, in the end reaches the ocean, sooner or later you too would be able to
go to sea …
As I listened to you, I was yet not listening. I turned my head to steal a look at you. As I studied each fine line
on your face, hoping in this way to be able to grasp more of your temperament and qualities, my powers of rational analysis vanished from my mind, leaving me in a blurred, dream-like state where I never wanted to take my
eyes off your face, nor to think any longer, but just wanted to hear your voice, to lean just a little against your
shoulder like this, and silently follow you onwards … sometimes I think how strange it was, yet also how
annoying, for in my heart of hearts I longed simply to touch those firm, strong … could this all be really true?
“We won’t be home before dawn if we keep on walking like this. Tired?”
I so much wanted to keep on walking like this, but suddenly I was tongue-tied.
As we crossed an intersection, a night truck tore past and I instinctively grabbed your arm, unintentionally
touching your sore wrist on which you had stuck a plaster.
“Whats this?”
“A souvenir of our first meeting. But it’s nothing much!”
So you had banged it helping me to squeeze on to the bus! I carefully lifted your wrist to inspect the wound
when suddenly I felt your concentrated gaze upon me.
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“Why are you staring at me?”
“You’re just like her in every way …”
“Her? What was she like?”
“Quiet and gentle, yet ambitious. She studied turbine design, and during our practical we were on the same
ship … we never had the time to talk about anything much, but we did make a pact to devote our lives to the development of ocean-going shipping. One day on the college campus, she happened to cross my path. I very much
wanted to hail her, perhaps I already had a premonition of disaster, but I was just too embarrassed at the time! She
quietly walked by, right into a battle which had broken out between two rival factions, and a stray bullet went
straight through her …”
“She was really ambitious, and yet quiet and gentle,” I repeated softly, taking all the sadness you felt as my
personal sorrow.
“You’re like her, but different too. I hope that your personality will change; there’s absolutely no reason why
you can’t be strong, relying on your innate feminine qualities …”
In that instant a look of deep tenderness appeared in your eyes, a look quite out of keeping with your temperament, and then it was quietly concealed along with something else. This was not merely sincere advice directed at
me, I thought, but also regretfulness towards her.
My head was suddenly awhirl with thoughts, and I couldn’t think of anything appropriate to say. The very last
bus arrived, and I gave a shout:
“Quick! Run! See you at Wednesday’s rehearsal!”
I deliberately chose this discordant manner of leave-taking to conceal emotions I would reveal in the future. It
was a habitual defence, yet it also turned out to be a pity; I hadn’t had time to say anything to you!
After work I walked along the alley under the dim streetlamps on my way home. A cyclist came past me. In
that instant I thought I recognized the profile.
“Have you come to see me then? Unfortunately I’m not in!”
No, it wasn’t a bit the same! In a flash my intuition suppressed all the conjectures which had sprung up in my
mind. Even if the time we spent together was no more than one sweep of the clock’s face, everything about you,
inside and out, was fused within my heart. Even if it was the very image of your profile, if even an artist would be
hard put to paint in the tiny differences, temperament alone would still be able to show a tremendous difference!
“What’s the matter!” I scoffed at myself. “He’s tied up with rehearsals. What’s more, he doesn’t know where I
live, much less what I’m thinking!”
But I couldn’t help thinking in spite of myself, “If there really was such a thing as telepathy, it would be so
much better!”
You couldn’t have known that after the concert I had the constant hope that I would be able to see your
thoughts, a hope that your eyes and my gaze would contain the same idea. One day, this shallow desire would
linger no more …
Whenever I sit myself down in front of my desk, I find I cannot face pen and paper in peace. I still have a
section of the novel to finish, but I can’t write a word and my heart is ill at ease.
Without the sustenance of emotion life is dull and lonely; whenever I am suddenly swept by a perplexing
feeling, it can lead to yet another different uneasiness! It really is so difficult to satisfy both parties. In front of Li
Ke I am conscious of my own great strength, while my emotions will never be satisfied. I couldn’t help being led
along by him, I’m always thinking of him, and I want to improve myself as he hoped, to bring out that natural
feeling of dependency that I myself have firmly suppressed.
But what about that feeling of not wanting to pour out my woes to just anybody, what about my self-confident
inner self, dragging itself forward step by step with such effort? It seemed I wasn’t quite so tough at this moment.
Nevertheless, when it came down to it I only had myself to rely on! This was the verdict on my life, which I was
quite helpless to do anything about.
I turned on the radio, thinking to calm myself in the music. It was Beethoven again, the Concerto in F Major.
Even without knowing the title it gives you the taste of spring, and at that moment this came over very arrestingly.
I am no longer able to immerse myself in any of the concerto’s superb movements. My mind is always elsewhere,
always thinking of you, wishing that you could be there listening too …
It is as if I am walking along by the side of a clear stream with the upside-down reflections of a line of newly
green poplars. At every step, caught in the fork of each tree there appears a dazzling sun, following me! You are
constantly before my eyes, and you never go away! Oh, wherever I go, there you are!
“You shouldn’t make useless sacrifices out of emotion! Perhaps my feelings have got out of hand. And what is
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it really? A soap bubble of emotion blown up by myselft A soap bubble reflecting all the colors of the rainbow
from a little bit of sunshine.”
I was analyzing myself with cold reason, striving to ridicule myself. But it was no use whatsoever! People are
queer; a single idea can mysteriously change the whole tenor of their lives …
Here I was, worried about you, and you had not an inkling of my concern but were rehearsing other people for
the play! Liu Lie, the female lead, and the other girls—how jealous I was of them, how I envied their position!
They were listening to you speak, watching you attentively, being inspired by you—good heavens! What was I
thinking oft?
These thoughts that I had no way of explaining by kept nagging at me! In my heart I dared to confess it: I had
fallen in love with you!
How did you actually feel about me? Did you like me or not? I had no way of knowing. Despite the fact that
men have their separate outlooks on the world, I know that generally speaking they all have more or less the same
evaluations and requirements as to what a woman should be like. And that includes you. As for me, someone who
led you to say that I had a bit of a man about me, there was no way I was what people liked! How strange! I used
to understand this, but on the contrary felt proud of my abruptness and ability to stand on my own two feet. But
now, I just have a slight feeling of despair. How did I come to give you that impression?! I was lost in deep
thought. I have to admit that some elements of my personality were involved. I have to cope with the pressure of
society and protect myself against people spying on my private affairs out of curiosity or jealousy, and so I am
obliged to put on a mask, even a masculine one. But putting this aside, would I be able to change into someone a
little more lovable? Yes, I would. I wasn’t born like that.
It appears I really have changed in some ways. But when? My memory pours forth numerous trivial and
unrelated incidents …
Carrying water along the steep, rugged mountain path, a little would splash out on to the yellow earth where it
would soak in, leaving not a trace behind.
Shouldering a huge pile of gunnysacks weighing over a hundred catties, I had to gather all my strength, grit
my teeth and move upwards step by step.
What should have been the most enjoyable ten years of my life were spent in blue clothes coming and going in
constant displacement, quietly worrying about my brain which was gradually filling of its own accord, and
deliberately shrugging my shoulders.
The first time I overcame a timid feeling at the bottom of my heart and used the phrase “your mother’s,”’fn{ A
profane expression in Chinese.} it was in imitation of the authentic sound. Afterwards I could swear like a trooper when
I got annoyed, and even when I was cheerful curses would come rolling off my tongue.
When Daddy was sent down to the countryside all Mum could do was cry. I had to comfort her, do something
about Daddy and carry on my life at the same time! Where could I find a job then? I pleaded, sent gifts, negotiated … frailty and bashfulness are necessary weaknesses in the perfect feminine nature, but I resolutely stripped
them away and went out to deal with all comers! He went back to the city first, and our love was over. Should I
have cursed him? Should I have longed to die? That would have been idiotic! Alone, I struggled to bury my
emotions, and coolly considered what to do next.
That’s how it was. On the emotional side, I dared not whole-heartedly throw myself into love any more; it
could vanish in an instant, which would be too tragic for words! At work on the buses, I had to put in as much
effort as the men; and in everything I undertook there was no one at all I could rely on. All I had was my failure
staring me in the face as I started over again. As for politics, as for the path I have taken through life, with all the
choices open to me I relied solely on my own decisions. Is this totally my own fault?! God, if there is one, made
me a woman, but this society has demanded that I be like a man! So often I preferred to deliberately conceal my
feminine traits just to survive, just to keep on going. And so, quite unconsciously, I’ve become like this! Isn’t it
possible that I’m not the only one? If she was still alive, if she had been through those years, what would she have
turned out like? Even if she still remained quiet and gentle, what about her thoughts, her inner self?
I have thought about it a lot. If I came out with these ideas nobody would believe I was just a twenty-sevenyear-old girl. Life had forced us to wake up to ourselves, to look deep into ourselves. It’s not that I’ve grown up
too quickly, more as though I’m old for my years. This kind of wisdom is in itself also a kind of grief.
But now I had you in my life, and everything was different. I wanted to change myself completely for you, and
be a proper woman!
*
Just before falling asleep, I glanced once again at the calendar on the wall; Wednesday: I mustn’t ever be a
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single minute late again!
*
It seemed as if every passenger taking a ticket from my hand, every passenger getting on and off the bus beside
me was looking at the pale green nylon gauze scarf I was wearing at my throat! I hadn’t put it on too early in the
season had I? I constantly glanced at the people around with uncertainty, hoping to find others wearing the same
thing. Being dressed differently and attracting the stares of others is quite the most embarrassing thing, even if it
was only a gauze scarf!1 Before leaving home I had looked over myself in the mirror, but then it hadn’t seemed
overdone …
Oh, these little, trivial, unspoken thoughts!
When we handed over to the next shift, I went to the clinic at the central bus station.
“Turpentine oil? Where does it hurt?”
As Wang, the doctor who also acted as nurse, stared closely at me, she kept a watchful eye on her entire property, a little medical chest with the lacquer peeling off. I actually had to take off my stocking to show her before
she would unlock the chest. She took out a clean, empty bottle, and carefully half-filled it with turpentine oil.
“Here you are, careful! Your foot …”
I’d already disappeared!
I skipped up the creaking stairs two at a time. As I reached the last few steps, I heard laughter and voices
issuing from the rehearsal room, and I immediately slowed my pace to one step at a time. The actors were already
all present, and the room was buzzing animatedly. Some were practicing their dialogues, others sat, their chins on
their hands, in silent concentration as they went over their lines in their heads, while to the side a few more were
chatting about something with lots of laughter. I didn’t so much see as rather intuitively feel that you hadn’t
arrived!
I went over to the desk in the corner and gently placed the medicine in the drawer before sitting down to wait.
Some of the cast came over and told me excitedly that they were going to hold a dance after the performance on
the first night.
“I’ll trample all over everybody’s feet! I really can’t dance!” I hastily explained.
“I’ll teach you!” said an actor enthusiastically, swaying his body from side to side as he half-sat on the edge of
the desk.
Smiling, I thanked him, all the while worried that the bottle of turpentine oil would topple over, and I could
feel my face taking on a most peculiar expression!
“You’re not likely to get a turn!” said Liu Jie with a quiet smile. “It ought to be the director who invites the
writer! You both argued and fought so much to put on this play; it really wasn’t worth it.”
“Were we really that terrible?” I heaved a sigh, not without some regret. I put on an even more bashful air, and
bobbing my head and holding out the corners of an imaginary long skirt, I said to the actor in a delicate voice:
“I beg your pardon, sir!”
At this unexpected performance, the actors were all highly amused. Unable to keep up the façade, I too broke
into laughter.
Through our laughter I suddenly heard the sound of footsteps coming up the stairs! The sound was virtually
indiscernible, but I did hear it. Nearer and nearer it came, that measure, that weight- I could tell it was you!
Instinctively I stopped laughing straightaway and fixed both eyes on the door. To take a phrase you used when
talking to the cast about stagecraft, it was as if I too had taken note of my own behavior, consciously or
unconsciously, to make sure it wasn’t too exaggerated.
You walked in rapidly, taking off your padded coat as you apologized to everybody. I had the feeling that your
apology seemed imbued with a barely concealed happiness. I carefully noted your every movement, but in fact
you hadn’t even seen me, which might have been because I was sitting in the corner. You gave the whole cast
some brief instructions, and then sat down on a chair in the centre of the room. The spotlights came up.
I sat back in the shadows and watched the performance, but all the time I was aware of your slightest movement. There were still a few small changes to be made, but the adjustments all went very smoothly. My own feelings followed the leading lady’s passion as it moved on and changed, while at the same time one question went
round and round in my head: what had made you late?
When the play got to the part with my favorite lines, there was a bang from the table and Liu Jie stopped. You
pointed out that she wasn’t putting enough feeling into it, and that she had got the rhythm wrong.
Liu Jie’s big eyes took on a sparkle of pathos, and she pouted aggrievedly:
“That’s what’s down in the script, I honestly …”
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You thought deeply for a moment and then said:
“Right, we’ll change it then.” You called all the on-stage actors together and conferred for a while, then the
play carried on from where it had left off.
What? You really had changed it! The characters’ moves and positions had all altered, and lots of lines had
been cut. The play had become totally different in this section; this wasn’t at all what I had intended. Here I was,
sitting in the room, and no one had even bothered to consult me! I couldn’t help being annoyed. I had it all
thought out: this time I would keep my temper and sit politely at the side, and I would speak slowly, moderately
and with reserve, even if it was my feelings that were being discussed. But the words were on the tip of my
tongue, and however hard I tried to hold them back I simply couldn’t restrain myself, and let out a loud sigh.
You turned your head and glanced at me, and then jumped out of your chair and came over.
“Oh, so you’re here. I’m so sorry, I didn’t have time to compare notes with you. Anyway, what do you think of
the changes?”
I just wanted to make a few points and then stop, but you argued for your views, so I had no alternative but to
keep on talking. Actually I had no intention of arguing non-stop with you, but I had no choice in the matter, my
characters just had to stay as they were! Once I got started, I became excited, I talked faster and faster, and my
voice grew gradually louder. I talked and talked and then suddenly it occurred to me that if I carried on arguing,
you would again think me stubborn and pushy—your opinion of me could never change! I suddenly stopped
talking. After a while I sat down wordlessly and looked at you. You were saying something, but I didn’t catch a
word of it as I was too busy controlling my temper.
“ … is that all right then?” I suddenly heard you say.
“What?”
“To make these changes!”
“I … no, it’s not!” I burst out, thumping the table. The actors all stopped and turned to look at me, whispering
among themselves.
“You’re being unreasonably stubborn!” you said hurriedly in a low voice, while at the same time patting my
hand which lay on the table in a soothing manner. Then you turned to the cast and said:
“Who told you to stop? Carry on, carry on!”
Damn it! Was even the tacit understanding and trust between us to be regarded as unconditional surrender on
my part?
“Don’t you give me that crap!”
Instantly you stopped and withdrew your hand. Turning as if to leave, you said:
“Cool down a bit. In a while we’ll have another little chat about it.” Then you left me on one side to simmer
down.
As soon as the rehearsal was over, you tore off down the stairs to take a phone call which had been awaiting
you for some time. The actors left one after the other, and I remained sitting motionless. You came back upstairs,
grabbed your coat and walked over to me.
“Still angry?” you asked gently.
I thought of explaining the ideas inside me, but I still felt annoyed and upset, and suddenly came out with,
“Why the hell do you always mess things up for me?”
You misunderstood me! You looked at me for a while, probably feeling that I was stubbornly rejecting other
people’s opinions, and thought I was always right. You sighed.
“I’m sorry but I’ve got something urgent to do. When I have time, I’ll go over this with you in detail.”
You finished speaking, turned and left!
Leaving me all alone. It was then that I got really furious—with myself. What the hell did I think I was doing!
For a fantasy world such as this, for a few lines, a few details of a character who didn’t even exist, I had damaged
my own image. At that moment I really envied girls like Liu Jie who were so quiet and gentle, whether by instinct
or design! If all along I had been gentle, refined, and soft-spoken, and hadn’t stubbornly clung on to such a trifle,
but instead had smiled at you and let it drop … but I could never get to be like that.
Oh God, I never meant to quarrel with you! I believed that my tough masculine stance was just a cover; I had
no idea it had gone so deep into my character that even if I wanted to I couldn’t shake it offl I really gave up hope
for myself!
Suddenly I discovered that I was standing in front of the row of slightly distorting mirrors. I looked absolutely
furious! With my hands thrust into my pockets, boots speckled with dust, and the top button undone on my cotton
padded jacket, my pale green gauze scarf hardly merited a second glance. As if to mock me, this careful attention
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to detail just looked pitiful against my ridiculous, coarse actions! Suddenly snatching the gauze scarf, I pulled it
off and stuffed it into my coat pocket.
Opening the drawer, I took out my gloves to get ready to leave, when I caught sight of the little bottle of
turpentine oil! I felt like throwing it out of the window but instead I put it in my pocket.
*
Of course, I knew very well that most of the changes you had proposed were quite right! This was on the first
night just after the curtains had swept open. I was standing by the exit with one eye on the living action unfolding
on stage, and one eye on the audience reaction. In the blending of the emotions running between those on stage
and in the audience, I was deeply moved by strengths in my play that I hadn’t even known existed. I wanted
straightaway to admit to you that some of my original ideas had been wrong, but you were kept constantly busy
backstage … I would make sure I talked to you at the dance afterwards, I secretly resolved. I had even quietly
tried out the waltz a few times, so as to be able to dance with you.
The response to the play far exceeded my wildest expectations. I was kept busy accepting everybody’s
congratulations while at the same time anxiously waiting for you to hurry up and come, yet hoping that we would
have a little time together in quietness! Liu Jie was completely surrounded; her performance had turned out much,
much better than I had ever expected. People called on her to talk about her characterization of the role, but she
put on a bashful air and simply smiled without saying anything. When she saw she really could not get out of it,
she collared me and pushed me forward, saying:
“The credit for my performance should go to the director. He filled me with inspiration so often, and told me to
study the writer. He said that she was just this kind of woman with an overly masculine temperament.”
As I stood in front of the crowd, in an instant I was struck dumb by this comment! I would never have thought
it; so that’s how you regarded me! You used me as a demonstration model, with not the slightest inkling of my
inner self. Everyone gave me friendly smiles of approval, and so all I could do was smile back although my heart
was in misery!
*
The music struck up. Several people came up one after the other to ask me to dance, but I politely declined. I
sat alone behind a pillar, and it was as if I was far removed from the happiness of this trivial achievement. I was
bored, and I suddenly felt very tired and wanted only to close my eyes and listen to the music.
“Would you like to dance?” somebody asked me in a low voice.
“I have a headache,” I excused myself automatically.
But straightaway I knew it was you who had sat down next to me. Even though I was deeply hurt, I instinctively started to feel jittery and couldn’t help seizing on the topic I had earlier thought out while watching the play.
“The play—”
I stopped. Originally I had intended to admit my defeat but now I didn’t want to. All right, let you think I was
stubborn and unreasonable, for that’s just what I was in your eyes.
“Why is it that every time we meet we talk about the play! Let’s talk about something else for a change! We
still haven’t had any time to talk about anything!”
How come your voice was so different? I lifted my head. You were smiling slightly, but the smile seemed to
contain a touch of melancholy. For a moment I was left speechless, and could only gaze at you in acquiescence.
Then I met your eyes. They didn’t seem as acute, as confident as usual, but were clouded and abstracted, and in
the middle of this entire hall brimming with joy, in the midst of so many exuberant, smiling faces flashing past,
for an instant I suddenly felt that there was something holding our gazes together … I felt it must go beyond the
limits of my control, and I would soon have to admit defeat and hastily shift my gaze.
“Shall we have a dance?” you asked again.
I stood up automatically and placed my hand on your shoulder. But just at that moment, the music stopped.
Suddenly your comment came back to me, and that courageous streak in my nature which makes me unwilling to
bow my head lightly, came rushing to the fore. Deliberately cynical, I said:
“It looks as if we’re not destined for each other.”
I was smiling but my heart was quivering.
Quite by chance, Li Ke came rushing over to me, dodging between the dancers.
“This is my boyfriend!” I said vindictively by way of introduction.
The music started up again, with a Cuban number, La Paloma. I hastily grabbed Li Ke’s shoulder as if to
escape, and said of my own accord:
“Let’s dance.”
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Not caring whether or not he’d heard me, and keeping to the beat, I literally dragged him into the center of the
dance floor.
“I’m the one supposed to be doing the leading,” Li Ke couldn’t help reminding me.
At every turn I looked across his shoulder and through the dancing couples to see you standing next to the
pillar … at every turn I saw you …
Li Ke looked at me with that limpid, devoted gaze of his, and suddenly blushed and muttered:
“You’re really fine … I’m … I’m very fond of you!”
Oh, it’s quite awful! None of the people I like are fond of me, and those who are I can’t stand! Liu Jie and her
partner went by, and still dancing she twisted her head to ask me:
“Will you be seeing him off then?”
“Seeing who off?” I asked, mystified.
“Our director!”
She kept on dancing, now drawing closer, now moving away.
“He’s going to sea … taking the 5.30 train to Guangzhou tomorrow morning … don’t play the innocent, as if
you didn’t know!”
Instantaneously I relaxed my hold on Li Ke’s shoulder, and stood in the middle of the dance hall. You had
already vanished from beside the pillar!
Pushing and shoving my way through the happy crowd, I tore over to the pillar, colliding with people, stepping
on toes and having mine stepped on, desperately searching in every corner, but you were nowhere to be found!
The dancing couples were like shadows as they noiselessly swept by in slow motion. There was just the sound
of a lone voice, deep and melancholy, very close by and yet seemingly far away, singing:
The day I left the home I love
My heart was filled with sorrow.
Oh let me follow you like a dove,
Soaring free across the sea.

I don’t know how it was I got to your house. The small room was darkly lit, and I could just make out your
parents. They said there were a lot of people you wanted to say goodbye to, and they were afraid you wouldn’t be
home until very late.
“Is there anything I can do for you? Or is there something you’d like me to give to him?” inquired your mother
kindly. She looked at me expectantly. I couldn’t stand there for ever, but what did I have to give him? I hadn’t
brought anything with me, I hadn’t had time to think of anything! My hand unwittingly went to my jacket pocket
and closed on a small medicine bottle. I hastily pulled it out.
The bottle was empty! At some point the turpentine oil had leaked out all over my pocket and soaked away …
I had reached that stop again! There you were, standing quite still under the blue and yellow checked bus stop
sign! Your broad and stocky body, that dull red flicker of light at the side of your mouth as you dragged on your
cigarette; that view of you under the street lamp … for a split second the illusion was so clear, so intense! …
Under the sign there was a mass of people surging down the pavement, crowding their way along, but you were
never among them!
I jumped down from the bus, and was the last to get back on after everyone else.
What part of the wide, wide world were you drifting through at that very moment? On that undulating, restless
ocean, leaping with myriad golden points of light, what were you doing now? As you stood by the side, looking
up at the twinkling night sky, what were you thinking of?
The shadows and bright lights, the tide of people and the stream of cars rushed forward to meet me and then
passed. The bursts of ringing from the bicycle bells sounded like a sprightly nocturne suddenly breaking out from
the continuous deep trumpeting of the traffic, and then fading into the distance. All around me was bustle and
hubbub, but I felt lonely.
The snow was melting. Everyone’s shoulders and hair glittered with fine pearly drops. The bus was filled with
a fresh, clear dampness, and the breath of spring silently permeated everything. A sudden gush of emotion rose
and filled my heart.
How I longed to see you again. To see your eyes, your instantly unforgettable gaze. I wished that memory
could be suspended so that I would always retain that comfort and strength achieved for a fleeting moment … but
it seemed forever separated off by a mist, and the harder I tried to hold on to it, the more indistinct it became.
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Your eyes, your gaze; it seemed that just as I was about to see them clearly, they suddenly receded into the
distance, far far away …
I bumped into you, and then lost you! Where did I miss you? I’ve racked my brains and searched every inch of
my memory, I’ve looked back over every scene in our brief period of contact: … the noise and excitement of the
dance … the conflict at the rehearsal … the long slow walk after the concert … your desk, that I only sat at once
… the creaking stairs … the side of the folding doors of the bus which wouldn’t close because of the press …
Oh, what has kept us apart is not endless high mountains and deep rivers, not the boundless ocean, but myself!
The bus came to a halt. I went forward again.
The same as ever, she forcefully pushed her way forward through the passengers, her lips mechanically
repeating:
“Passengers boarding the bus, buy tickets! Give up your seats to mothers with children. The next stop will be
…”
But at the bottom of her heart, she is crying out in quite a different tone out o f lonely repentance:
“ … Forgive me …”
40.43 Intermediate Zone\fn{by Zhong Ming (1953- )} Chengdu, Sichuan Province, China (M) 2
To understand Hai-zi’s suicide, or his life, requires a sense of his crossing back and forth between two different milieux. On the one hand, the tedium of small-town monotony, a tedium arising when the joys of collective
life degenerate into whispering campaigns about private or family matters and personal idiosyncrasies of no wider
significance. Hai-zi was weighed down by the drudgery, vacuity, literalism, obscurantism, ponderousness of it all.
You felt that he was endlessly sinking.
By contrast, up at the capital, and at Peking University, where he took a law degree, he made a wide circle of
intimate friends—nor did he lack opportunities when it came to developing and cultivating his vitality at that
center of cultural abundance. The city, a hotbed of architectural absurdities and conflicts, seethed with political
fantasies, intricate and complex family lineages, celebrities whose shrewdness paraded as politesse. In the temperate mainland climate, where feminine beauty degenerates, caught between sand-blown aridity and overwhelming
monsoon, the city was fIlled with busy and exhausted faces—successful tax dodgers, the ambiguous middle
classes, plummy conservatives sounding off, newcomers with awkward manners and motives, endless socializing,
banqueting, ceremonies, glory-seeking, pipedrearns, frivolity, impetuosity …
Hai-zi had to present a separate persona in each of these two milieux.
In one place he seemed to have a keen nose—even after long disuse—for sniffing out whatever the town found
acceptable and, indeed, whatever it rejected. The cosmopolitan city offered him the ancient portals of the vanished
state of Yan alongside Hilton-style modern edifices, but it somehow lacked the ability to bring them together.
Here, he could find scenes from Paris, New York, London, a hybrid of Salem and Borobudur, or the sacred Shinto
mysteries of Japan—a bizarre miscellany. It was both radical and conservative, arrogant but lacking in selfconfidence, bossy and short-sighted, loudly promoting the ideals of justice and equality, but keeping strictly to the
official line.
At the same time, in the other place, Hai-zi could set that overburdened nose of his to perplexedly sniffing out
the particular charms of unbearable small-town isolation. Every Chinese city has several satellite towns of this
kind—dormitory suburbs, servants at the beck and call of their geographical location. In the case of Peking they
are a sort of sacrifice to rationality; and as for how these satellites dotted everywhere see the capital—they look
up to it as something high and mighty and frivolous.
Hai-zi never lingered long in either haunt; both conferred on him a kind of residential status with particular
responsibilities and points of view—each of them was, in turn, where he set out from and where he’d end up next.
Thus, if ever it came to court proceedings, Hai-zi, a protagonist for both sides, could face searching, confrontational interrogation from either—seeking out weak points with which to put down the other, or any oversights
with which to catch the them out.
You can imagine that soon he found himself an unwelcome stranger in both places. Hai-zi was like a village
postman who through personally, constantly, exploring the features, habits and behavior of his localities, through
observing how the people passed their time, picked up every little detail or scrap that fell to the ground, and so
became a thorn in the flesh of both places. He made use of both varieties of local patois to visit them with weekly
ridicule. When he did this kind of thing both sides found themselves abashed, speechless, and it was easy to
abandon or disown him as it suited them, for the sake of a quiet life in whichever place. His nonconformity was
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eventually a threat to such brazen hypocrisy and bullying. Only if he was absolutely in the right and could make
these two openly conniving parties see that he was also some use to them or, further, could convey something
tacitly—during times when it was nearly all bad news—in a form that was understood by everyone. Otherwise he
was ostracized by both parties.
This kind of situation naturally lent itself to writing—of course that meant the ordinary man’s idea of writing.
It had nothing to do with the city’s decorated columns, arched doorways and pergolas. However, in Hai-zi’s
hands, writing became a quite different matter. He would throw himself into a moral conflict, beyond his competence, with a sort of simultaneous physical and literary bi-directional exertion. Writing enabled him to peel off the
shell of the material world and investigate the inner beauty of essences; it helped him transcend common convention, relying on his acute sense of the eccentric. When writing rapidly, he resembled a large bird adorned with
bronze pendants, hanging high in the air, surveying the wide world’s mutual violence, and municipal rivalries.
The more impartial he was, the more he isolated himself; his judgements and concerns preventing the least shred
of compromise. His emotions were always split: one half weeping, one half laughing; one half condemning, one
half respectful; one part bestride the cyclone, one part plumbing the depths of hell.
He fervently wished to throw off this condition, so much at variance with his physical and mental state, wished
to raise still higher the exertion that would enable him to reconcile and unite the two areas of his existence. This
yearning to occupy a position of vantage intensified his conscious urge toward an intermediate zone whence he
would be able to view a hitherto untrammeled expanse. His life’s dual compartmentalization, or rather, his two
types of life-style, was like a twilit countryside, gathered among bloodstains. This kind of thing he found shocking
and he would suddenly feel that he had not captured the need for trust between the two sides: the manysplendored worlds were debased and polluted as they flowed together, when all he had sought was a kind of
spiritual harmony, to draw people towards some less joyless political set-up in the municipality.
Now what he sought was the height and neutrality which his soul achieved after a small amount of effort, a
new kind of viewpoint, a pitiable bodily abandonment, but something useful to him. Of course that perch had to
be somewhere he selected, it had to be an intermediate zone at the level of, but beyond, the two areas in which he
had made his life, and at no distance away. There would be an oblivion to extinguish all differences, a prospect of
imaginative beauty, encompassing moon, sea, lemons, trees, traditions, cherished memories of living and departed
men and women, the muddled atmosphere of medieval emotions.
Where he took leave of the flesh, he could hear the sound of the sea. A stretch of railway—when you think
about it, it’s laughable—the dumb, cold rail crossed here, between the two worlds that made up the fabric of his
existence. This stretch of the line had taken him to the scenes of his conflicts, but now completed his abandonment of them, smashing all his instruments as well; it was a pivot on which his body regained a necessary balance, and it was the heavenly terminus towards which he walked. Climbing up a slope, the train approached very
slowly. Hai-zi selected the middle portion of the train, exactly between two of the wheels, at a point of separation
that left vanishingly little time, adequate but not long enough for fear or suffering.
After his death on the tracks, others merely busied themselves with the identification of the body, the postmortem report and inquiry, mourning, bringing out the “Posthumous Works,” collecting donations. There was no
one, however, who dwelt on the implications of the lengths to which Hai-zi had gone in order to divide himself so
precisely in two. Nor was anyone struck by the orange he had on him at the end—was it according to or at
variance with the rules of a game he played with death—sliced clean in two, without spraying blood around or
leaving behind any great untidiness.
40.110 Embers\fn{by Han Shao-gong (1953- )} Changsha, Hunan Province, China (M) 7
Fu-sheng went into the mountains to haul bamboo. The government had banned logging while they reforested,
and there were roadblocks everywhere. If you wanted bamboo, you had to smuggle it. You went into the mountains during the day, found the village you were looking for, and made arrangements with whomever was selling.
Then you waited for the sun to set and sneaked out with your bamboo like a thief. It was always pitch black when
you did this. You had to travel at night, and you had to travel fast. If you got caught at a roadblock, they would
bang gongs, set dogs on you, and maybe even start shooting, so you had to leave the main road and use out-ofthe-way trails. Sometimes violence could not be avoided; the injured went home and treated themselves with
herbal medicines.
Fu-sheng went with Qing-zi. Qing-zi’s real name was Yuan-qing, but according to custom he was called by his
nickname, just like the other men.
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Qing-zi did not think much of Fu-sheng’s flabby muscles, which made Fu-sheng angry.
“Qing-zi, if I carry one ounce less than you, you can send me to live with the pigs!”
To seal his vow, Fu-sheng hacked at a section of bamboo. The local people took oaths seriously, and when
Qing-zi saw Fu-sheng chop the bamboo in half, he shut up.
After a long silence, Kong-zi said:
“Well, maybe it’s a good thing we brought a scholar along. He can write our self-criticism if we get caught.”
There were five of them altogether. They had a bag of brown rice, and everybody had thirty cents for meals.
Fu-sheng also pitched in a bottle of hot peppers in soy sauce. This was their food for two days and two nights on
the road. Back then, soy sauce was scarce; only city people and a few village cadres ever got to eat it. To country
folks, it was some sort of a myth. Qing-zi tried some peppers. As sweat beaded up on his forehead, he wiped his
mouth and said happily:
“I bet Chairman Mao gets two catties of this stuff every month.”
When they finished eating, the sun had gone behind the mountain. They were in a narrow valley, and it got
dark in a hurry. A stream murmured, a mist drifted in, and the cold ran through their bones. A crow cawed. It was
time for them to head down out of the mountains. Fu-sheng did not want Qingzi’s beady eyes staring at him in
condescension, and so when they were choosing their loads, he ignored Qing-zi’s advice and picked out two thick
lengths of bamboo and tied them into a V: Despite their thickness, they only weighed out at eighty some catties.
Fu-sheng tried to look relaxed as he strode off in the lead. He felt energetic and lifted the bamboo over his head
like a barbell.
“One, two, one, two.”
Fu-sheng thought about gym class back in school. He felt so good he started singing:
“We will liberate the people of Asia, Africa, and South America!”
Kong-zi could hear Fu-sheng singing up ahead. He said:
“I don’t like foreign songs. No melody.” Qingzi said:
“He’s braying like a donkey. You wait. In a while, he’ll be moaning like a cow.”
By the time they climbed over the first ridge, Fu-sheng was not singing any more, and the others had lost sight
of him. He was way behind, and the others had to take turns waiting for him to catch up. They stood in the pale
moonlight, waiting for Fu-sheng to come staggering along. He was doubled over; the moonlight shone off the
sweat that glued his shirt to his back. He strained to keep the carrying pole wedged under his chin. The others
could not help laughing at him.
“Well, my boy, why did you stop singing?” Qing-zi mocked him.
Fu-sheng tried to catch his breath. He could not get an answer out.
“Do you have bound feet or what? At the rate you’re moving, you’ll still be here at New Year’s.”
“I … I think my asshole’s bleeding.”
“Hah. Is it that time of the month?”
“You’re a bastard, Qingzi. These shorts are too tight. They’re digging into my crotch.”
“You call those shorts? Looks like a sanitary belt to me. Why do you wear them anyway?” Yuan-qing finally
had his chance to get in a dig at the school boy’s basketball shorts.
Given the circumstances, Fu-sheng could not talk back. He was embarrassed. Plus his thighs were fat, and they
were chafed and bleeding where his shorts rubbed them. His thighs stung so painfully that he decided he would
have to take off his shorts. Luckily, there were not many people in the mountains, and even if he did run into some
girls, it was dark and they would not be able to see anything.
With his pants off, his legs were cooler and more comfortable, but the bamboo was getting heavier and heavier.
As he walked, the soft sound of his companions’ footsteps moved out of earshot. Eventually, he came upon a
vegetable plot. Next to it was a well. The road had disappeared, and Fu-sheng panicked. With a sinking feeling, he
remembered a cross- roads he had passed. He must have made a wrong turn. He cursed Qing-zi and the others for
not waiting for him. They had not even bothered to leave a sign for him to follow.
“Hey!”
Fu-sheng’s voice echoed lonesomely in the unfamiliar mountains.
“Where are you?!”
A dog barked in the distance. Soon Fu-sheng could hear Qing-zi’s familiar footsteps coming down the road.
Qingzi’s left foot always hit the ground a little more lightly than his right.
“What are you yelling for? Are you trying to wake up the guys at the roadblocks?”
“I was lost.”
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“I told you to stick closer.”
“Where are we?”
“We’ve only gone seven miles. This is only Battle Cry Field.”
Fu-sheng collapsed.
“Get up! Get up!”
Qingzi looked at Fusheng lying prone on the ground and kicked him hard in the ass.
“You useless piece of garbage. I’ll cut your damn balls off.”
“I’ve got to catch my breath. Just let me catch my breath. Come on, please?”
“You think we want to wait for you?”
Fu-sheng pulled himself off the ground and tried to get his wobbly legs underneath him. He was covered in
sweat and mud. He felt something on his face and reached up with his hand, which came away covered by ants.
Fortunately for Fu-sheng, it started to rain, and they had to stop. Qingzi knew the area, and he led them to a
thatched shack next to a brick kiln. The place was deserted. Inside the shack there was a wok over a fire pit. They
assumed that the man who worked the kiln had gone home to celebrate the Double Nine Festival, which was
coming up. They dragged over two bundles of firewood that had been readied for the kiln and started a fire. They
were soaked through, and they stripped and draped their steaming clothing near the fire to dry. They could see
their dicks flopping around in the firelight.
Kongzi laughed and said to Qingzi:
“I hear that thing of yours is so strong you can lift two bricks with it. True?”
Qing-zi grunted and said:
“When I was younger I could handle more than two! But I’m old now. And I’ve been under the knife.”
Qingzi meant he’d had a vasectomy during a government birth control campaign.
Kong-zi looked down at himself and then over at Fu-sheng in amazement.
“Why is yours so small? Your dick looks like a little red pepper! You mean to tell me that the reason you wear
those jockey shorts is to keep that little thing under wraps?”
Fu-sheng tried to defend himself:
“Hey, it’s cold out.”
Once they cooled down from their hike, they felt chilly. They gathered straw and pulled it around them to keep
warm. Qing-zi wasted no time falling asleep. He snored a few times, and then all of a sudden he was jumping up
and down and shouting. His feet were too close to the fire, and one of his straw sandals had started to smolder.
Qing-zi kicked the others and woke them up. He said if they fell asleep they would get sick from the cold.
Qing-zi said it looked like the rain was not going to stop and they would decide what to do after finding something to eat. Qingzi looked around and found a beat-up old basket in which there were a few earthenware bowls.
There was some salt in one of the bowls but nothing else. He told the others to fill the wok with water and boil it;
then he went out. He soon came back carrying a few heads of cabbage. There was mud on the cabbage. The others
guessed that Qingzi had stolen it from the vegetable plot.
It was still raining. They could hear the rain falling across the entire mountain. The sound came from the distance in waves on the wind. They heard each rain drop falling on each leaf and each rock on the side of the mountain they faced. They heard the rain fall on the straw hats of scarecrows. The quiet night made their hearing acute.
They could make out even the faintest sound. Thousands of sounds filtered through the night, each separating
from the others, becoming clear and distinct.
Qing-zi said he could hear deer. Two of them. One bigger than the other. He could hear them on the other side
of the ridge.
Fu-sheng listened. He thought he could hear the soft sound of hooves from the mountain. He could even hear
the breathing of the smaller deer. He heard it walking through leaves; he heard its hoof slip on a rock. He also
heard something else. He heard the entire huge mystery of the mountains, but there was no way to express this.
Fu-sheng knew that if he spoke, he would not be able to hear a thing.
Qing-zi decided that the larger deer weighed at least twenty catties. It was big.
Kong-zi said it would be great if they could shoot it.
Qing-zi said they should wait until it got a little fatter. They would get it next time.
“You think you’ll find it next time?” Fus-heng was surprised.
Qing-zi laughed, licked his lips, and took a drag on his cigarette. His laugh was confident, as if he believed
every animal on the mountain was his. As if he had the venison on his plate and it was just a matter of deciding if
he wanted it and when.
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Steam rose from the wok. The smell of cabbage soup rose to their noses. They rubbed their hands in anticipation. They did not have chopsticks, and so each of them broke off a stick to eat with. They wanted to eat some of
their brown rice, but Qingzi insisted on saving it until they reached Cao’s Hollow.
Qing-zi blew across the hot soup. He lifted his hand suddenly and looked up.
“Somebody’s coming.”
Kong-zi heard something too.
“Somebody is coming.” He looked out into the night and cried out, “It’s a woman.”
When they heard this, the men who had taken their pants off to dry ducked into the shadows.
A lantern light swayed in the doorway, and a woman’s voice spoke from outside.
“Excuse me, sirs. Is there a Mr. Li Fu-sheng here?”
“Li Fu-sheng? I, uh …” Fusheng was surprised that somebody had come looking for him.
“I’ve finally found you.”
The woman’s shadow came tumbling in from the outside and bowed down before Fu-sheng. He was so startled
he jumped back. It was a middle-aged woman. Her hair was dripping wet, and she was wearing a copper earring.
“Mr. Li, you can save a life, and that will earn you more merit than building a pagoda. You have to have mercy
on us. Do us a good turn. You have to help us. We will set off firecrackers for you. We will burn incense in your
honor and make sacrifices to you. We’ll remember you for the rest of our lives.”
“Slow down. Slow down. You must have the wrong person.”
“Are you Li Fu-sheng?”
“Yes.”
“They said you had a car we could use.”
“What car?” Fu-sheng was more and more confused.
“They said the driver would take us only if you gave your permission.”
Fu-sheng laughed out loud. In the first place, he did not know anyone around, and in the second place, he had
never even dreamed of having a car. He did not even own an ox cart.
“I’m from the city. I was sent here. I live at the new camp. Do I look like someone who gets to ride around in a
car? Hey, I wish I could get the chance.”
Desperation appeared in the woman’s eyes. She took a tight grip on Fu-sheng’s shorts.
“Do a good deed. Do a good deed. The doctor says if we don’t get Ju-hua to the hospital tonight, neither she
nor her baby is going to survive. This is life and death. You have to do something.”
She began to cry.
Fu-sheng put his bowl down.
“Look, ma’am, what do you really want? Just tell us. It’s the middle of the night. We’re too tired for your
jokes.”
Qing-zi waved his hand in annoyance.
“Beat it, you nut. These guys are all criminals. They’ll give you a sound beating.”
“Go ahead. If you don’t let me use the car, I don’t want to go on living anyway.”
Qing-zi lost his patience.
“Sheng-zi, she wants your approval. Just give it to her.”
Fu-sheng turned to the woman.
“Okay, okay, okay. You can use the car.”
The woman looked up joyfully.
“Thank you. But it won’t do me any good unless I have it in writing. Write me a note.”
“You want a note?”
The woman insisted that Fusheng write a note giving her permission to use his car. Fusheng had to laugh.
Fortunately, he had a pen with him. It was hanging around his neck on a sweaty piece of string. He had brought it
in case he had to write a self-criticism. After looking around, he came up with an empty pack of cigarettes, which
he ripped open and spread flat on his knee. He wrote a few lines and handed it to the woman. This did the trick.
She tucked the paper inside her blouse, thanked Fu-sheng profusely, bowed to each of the men, picked up her
lantern and ran off.
They all laughed and ran to the door, but she had already disappeared.
“Come back, come back. We’ll get an airplane for you,” Qing-zi yelled, but there was no response. They heard
her footsteps move down the slope, across a bridge, and then slowly fade away. A dog started barking again in the
village below.
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Fu-sheng went back to his cabbage soup. As he drank, he could not know that he would never forget this bowl
of soup. Nor could he imagine that years later he would come back to this very spot.
*
In the blink of an eye, it was once again mid-autumn. A company found a promising spring in the mountains
and decided to go into the bottled water business. They needed to borrow money right away. Fu-sheng was now
vice president in charge of loans at a bank; he accepted an invitation to come evaluate the enterprise as a potential
investment. As his car left the provincial capital behind and crossed the county border, Fu-sheng grew wide awake
with excitement. An expanse of pale yellow poured through his window from the deserted harvested fields and
countless haystacks. On both sides, grassy hillsides sped by and slipped out of sight. Fu-sheng looked for familiar
houses and faces but saw none. New buildings appeared along the route faster than he could count and got in the
way of his memories. Young women he did not recognize stood alongside the road and greeted him with practiced
smiles and gestures as they touted inns and restaurants.
“Flat Tires Fixed”
“Food”
“Flat Tires Fixed”
“Food”
“Food”
“Flat Tires Fixed”
These signs, painted on brick walls, wooden fences, and bamboo matting, assaulted Fu-sheng’s eyes. These
were the only words of greeting and welcome to mark Fu-sheng’s homecoming.
The spring water bottling plant was located in Battle Cry Field, only now the name of the place had been
changed to something less colorful. The plant was nothing more than a few dilapidated buildings and a few
country girls filling bottles at a pipe that ran down from the mountains. The plant director, Mr. Zhang, was elated
to find out that Fu-sheng had lived in the area during the Cultural Revolution, and he kept calling him Sheng-zi.
“You’re not kin, but you have ties to this place. It’s pretty here, isn’t it? We’ve got spring water. It just
wouldn’t be right if you didn't give us the loan.”
Fu-sheng kept his mouth shut. He was concerned that spring water would have a market only in the summer.
He was hoping Zhang would have a plan for the slack season, such as canning asparagus or making rice wine.
The factory director insisted his guests stay over. He fed them frog and civet, offered to take them fishing and
hunting, and promised them a tour of a famous temple. He grew animated as he encouraged his guests to enjoy
themselves.
“Heaven is high and the emperor is far away.\fn{ Ha! I first came across this phrase in a Pearl Buck novel: I think it was The
Good Earth.} Once you get a few miles away from the county capital, anything goes. Just think of yourselves as
Japanese troops on a rampage. Do anything you feel like! Would you like me to get some women for a little
dancing?”
Mr. Zhou, one of the bank’s section chiefs, was with Fu-sheng on the trip, and he loved to dance. As soon as he
heard Zhang’s remark, he said he felt lightheaded from the drive and his feet were bothering him. He suggested to
Fu-sheng that they spend the night.
After nightfall, Zhou waited around still dressed in his suit and tie but Zhang did not appear. No women
showed up either. A procession of men on bicycles brought oranges and peaches, which they said were gifts from
Mr. Zhang. He could not say that Zhang was a bad host, but Fu-sheng was not entirely pleased with the ex-school
principal turned factory director, and he was exasperated with the hotel that Zhang had put them in. The place was
run as a sideline by the county’s financial bureau, and they had done everything they could to make it fancy. There
was an imported water heater, but it did not work properly on the local electrical current, and therefore there was
no hot water. The bathroom was equipped with a modern toilet, but it was stopped up, and filthy water seeped
steadily from the bathroom. The carpet was marked with a stain like a coastline on a map and it gave off a
mildewy odor. The wallpaper was blistered and sagging. These urban flourishes did not survive transplanting to
the countryside, and their ruins surrounded the hotel’s guests. Everything felt strange and uncomfortable to Fusheng. He realized his past was eluding him. Even the oranges did not taste like they used to.
There was a phone in the room. Fu-sheng thought about calling his wife, but he was afraid that if he managed
to get through, it would be a letdown. He was not sure if his wife would listen to him talk about oranges. She
might start shouting and cursing at him.
Two misdirected calls reached his room.
“Listen, Cao, do you want me to leave a scar on your left leg or your right leg?”
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“What? What? There’s nobody named Cao here.”
“Don’t play dumb with me. My knife knows who it’s after.”
The phone on the other end slammed down.
Fu-sheng wondered who this might have been and who he might have been feuding with. He decided that it
was fitting to get such calls in a room with a stopped up toilet and a fetid carpet.
Worse were the bedbugs. The itching kept Fu-sheng awake. He kept sitting up to scratch until he finally
decided to get out of bed. He knocked on the door of Mr. Wang, the chauffeur. Fu-sheng had decided to make an
immediate retreat to the provincial capital. There was no answer. He knocked on another door.
“Where did Wang go?”
“He drove to town.”
“What for?”
“You’re the one who told him to go.” Mr. Zhou, who was drunk, stood in the doorway.
“When did I tell him to go there? The stuff he gets up to. I bet he’s doing a little gypsy delivery service with
our car.”
Fu-sheng was aware that wood and tea-seed oil were inexpensive in the mountains, which is why drivers liked
making this trip. They bought cheap and drove to the city to sell. He was also worried that Wang might have gone
looking for women. During the day he overhead Zhang boasting to Wang that the village was so poor that
prostitutes were very cheap. You could sleep with them for two yuan. They would even take an IOU. But Fusheng did not mention this to Zhou.
Zhou stared at Fusheng.
“Did you forget? Wang had a note that you wrote yourself.”
Zhou went into his room and came back with a piece of paper. He said that just before he turned in, a woman
came to the hotel with a note. She said that Fu-sheng had given his permission for Wang to drive a pregnant
woman who was having a difficult labor to the hospital in the county town. That was why Wang had left. He
handed Fu-sheng a flattened cigarette pack.
“Impossible. This is a forgery!”
Fu-sheng had written nothing that day, he knew nothing about a pregnancy, and he had not met the woman
with the note, whoever she was.
“Look carefully. The handwriting does look a little like yours.”
Fu-sheng was surprised to find his signature on the cigarette pack.
The writing was definitely his, but it was smudged and looked like his old handwriting. It looked like his
handwriting back when he was imitating the calligraphy on old stone inscriptions.
“Bizarre!”
“That’s your handwriting, no?”
“Yeah, it is. But when did I write it?”
Fu-sheng felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck as he recalled a night long ago. He could not believe
that a note he wrote that long ago was still around. Even more incredibly, it was right there in his hand.
Zhou listened to Fu-sheng explain the history of the note and then laughed.
“You sure are babbling on for someone who didn’t have much to drink. I had two bottles of the hard stuff and I
could still play that pinball machine.”
“You can believe me or not, but everything I said is the truth. I think it’s weird myself. Who would have a note
I wrote twenty years ago? Look here. This is a pack of Tangerine cigarettes. Where are you going to find that
brand today?”
“The woman was a ghost. She has to be a ghost!”
“I’m being serious.”
“Has to be a ghost. Twenty years ago, one look at you and she knew you were going to be a big shot one day.
And she knew that you’d be driving around in an Audi. If she’s not a ghost, what other explanation is there?”
Zhou started laughing again. He patted Fusheng on the back.
“I’ll give you some of my tea. Go make yourself a strong cup. It will sober you up.”
The moon came out from behind the clouds. It had just rained, and the creeks were high and running fast. From
the window, the moonlight made the mountain slope across the way look as if it had grown in size and moved
closer. It pressed down on Fusheng and made him feel short of breath. The black silhouette of the mountain was
familiar to Fusheng. After all the years, the same ridge rose up to meet the same sky. The skyline came down and
mirrored the mountain in the same startling fashion. As the mountain came into clearer focus, Fusheng found the
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thread that could draw his memories back and untangle his confusion. This thread of memory brought back the
smell of cow dung and the stinging of his chafed, bloody thighs. It brought back the sound of footsteps padding
down the path. Fusheng thought he could even see the lantern light at the foot of the mountain. He did not know
why, but there was always a light burning in that house.
“There’s a kiln shack around here,” Fusheng said with confidence. There was no response. Fusheng turned
around, but Zhou had gone back to bed, leaving his box of tea on the table for Fusheng.
Fu-sheng was positive there was a kiln shack near by. He was sure of it. He distinctly remembered stopping
there to get out of the rain. It was his first time in the mountains. The round-trip was thirty miles and it had almost
killed him. He remembered he used a fishing line to steal a chicken. You stuck an insect on a hook and cast it out
on a length of line. Then you waited for an unlucky chicken to take the bait. With a hook in its throat, the chicken
had to follow along silently. Because the fishing line was invisible from a distance, nobody would suspect anything. Even if they did, they would think you knew some magic spell to make the chicken follow you like that. On
his first trip to the mountains, Fu-sheng used this trick to steal a chicken. He broke its neck as soon as he got it out
of sight. Qing-zi was afraid that they were going to bring bad luck on themselves; otherwise Fu-sheng would have
stolen a few more. Fu-sheng also remembered that the road back never seemed to end. He walked and walked and
finally fell asleep on his feet. When he woke up, he was lying in water in a ditch. There was a funny taste in his
mouth. He reached up and a tooth dropped into his hand.
Bad luck indeed. His companions were practiced at sleeping while they walked, and they did not notice when
Fu-sheng fell into the ditch. They were long out of sight by the time Fu-sheng came to, and it took him a long
time to catch up. Just before dawn, they reached a village. It was early, and the inns were not open yet. They
pulled their collars tight and settled down on the street under the shop eaves to sleep. At sunrise, the cold woke
them. Frost coated their tattered padded jackets and crackled when they moved. The villagers were observing a
holiday, and everybody on the street carried meat and wine. Fu-sheng and the others had to make do with bowls
of rice that they paid for by swapping some of their dry grain at an inn. They had nothing to go with the rice, but
they wolfed it down as they squatted outside on the street.
Fu-sheng walked out of the hotel, and a large bird flapped up in alarm from the roof and disappeared in the
dark sky.
There was a broken-down outdoor theater by the side of the road. The wooden pillars were covered with insect
holes, a crosshatching of knife marks, and a patina of green moss, which made it look as if the wood were
growing new bark. The hewn columns of wood seemed not to be dead; they were trying to come back to life. A
similar thing could be said of the bricks strewn on the ground near the stage; they were crumbling into pieces,
trying to return to the clay.
Fu-sheng walked down the road. He could hear footsteps ahead. Most likely four or five people. He wondered
who would be traveling this late at night. He had just had a cup of strong tea and was not going to be able to get
back to sleep anyway, and so he continued to walk. He found a stone bridge that he remembered well. The third
stone on the decking was still loose. It had not changed. On the other side, grass still grew up and brushed his
shoulders. This had not changed either. He crossed a muddy expanse littered with pieces of broken bricks. He
walked on and found the kiln. The shack was still there. It loomed larger and larger as he approached. He turned
his flashlight on and looked into the shack. There was still no one there. Bundles of dry grass had been spread
open as bedding. People had slept there. There was a wok in the middle of the floor. Steam rose from a puddle of
soup in the bottom of the wok, and a cabbage leaf was stuck to its side. The wok was on bricks above the remains
of a smoldering fire. When the breeze came up, the embers glowed red.
It was obvious that someone had just left. Men who had come to the mountains to buy bamboo had just left.
Five of them. Now he remembered. As he crossed the bridge, Fu-sheng had looked down and seen their
reflections in the moonlit water as they walked away in single file along the bank. Five of them altogether. They
carried bamboo lashed together in Vs that bounced as they walked. The last in line walked in an awkward,
bowlegged fashion, keeping his thighs apart as if protecting his sore crotch.
“Hey!”
His voice sounded lonesome in the familiar mountains.
“Stop. Wait.”
A dog barked in the distance. Fu-sheng hoped to hear the sound of footsteps coming back toward him on the
road. Qing-zi’s footsteps. The left foot a little softer than the right. Then he would hear Qing-zi cursing him. But
the sound of the footsteps did not materialize. It never did. There was only a bright, moonlit mist. The footsteps
had long disappeared into the mist. They were gone, and Fu-sheng had no way to bring them back. He did not
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know the way. He did not know how he was going to catch up.
“Thief!”
Someone was yelling at him from up ahead. A shadow appeared on the road. Fu-sheng could not tell who it
was until he came closer. It was not Qing-zi. It was an old man in a ragged padded jacket. He had a stout stick in
his hand.
“Coming in here to steal firewood. Fucking assholes. You people have stolen all the firewood from this kiln.
As soon as I hear that dog bark, I know what’s up.”
“I just came to look around.”
“Do you have any idea what firewood costs these days?”
“I didn’t steal anything. Really.”
“If you didn’t steal anything, then who were you just yelling at? Ghosts? You’re all in it together.”
“I’m with the bank. We are here to look at your spring water bottling plant.”
“Spring water?”
The old man pointed his flashlight at Fu-sheng and looked him over.
“There’s nothing good about that either. Ordinary water that our pigs and cows drink. You put it in bottles and
sell it for what meat costs. Is that something any decent person would do? No wonder they call it spring water.
Spring another fast one on the people. Are you going to live the rest of your life on water?”
The old man went into the shack and looked around with his flashlight. When he came out he was even
angrier.
"Fucking assholes. Fucking assholes. They broke my bowl. Why didn’t they just smash the wok while they
were at it?”
Fu-sheng remembered that Qing-zi had broken a bowl by accident. It happened when he was arguing with
Kong-zi. He remembered that Kong-zi put a curse on Qing-zi. Kong-zi vowed that Qing-zi would die from a
snake bite, which turned out to be true. Yuan-qing had been catching snakes his whole life. He learned his
methods froin an old master. Qing-zi never got bitten. Even if he did, the wound would not swell or fester, and all
Qing-zi had to do was spit on it to make it better. Fu-sheng heard that as time went on Qing-zi got overconfident.
His master told him to swear off dog meat, but Qing-zi loved dog meat and figured it would be okay if he ate it
just once in awhile. Not long afterwards, a snake no bigger around than a chopstick bit him and he died right in
his own yard, leaving four little children behind.
“I’ll pay for the bowl.”
Fusheng took his wallet out, but discovered he had no cash; and he had left his watch by his bed in the hotel.
“You can have these shoes as payment. They’re leather.”
“Leather shoes give you blisters. I don’t want them.”
“Well, come back to the hotel with me and I’ll give you money.”
“Two bundles of firewood and one bowl. All I want is what they cost. Eight yuan.”
The two of them walked down toward the hotel together. It was darker. Clouds covered the moon. Halfway
there it started to rain. They ducked under the eaves of a house by the road. The rain came down fast and the wind
bent the trees and broke branches. Falling leaves danced all around and the rain splashed and surged. Thunder
boomed and rolled across the mountain. It sounded as if the trees were howling and rocks splitting and tumbling
away. The sky seemed ready to fall. They could also hear a loud shouting sound, but they could not tell what it
was or where it was coming from.
“That’s a scary sound. Sounds like people yelling.”
“That’s nothing.”
The old man was hidden in the darkness. All Fu-sheng could see of him was the glowing tip of his cigarette.
The old man said that in April, in this kind of weather, you could hear very clearly the sound of cannon, gongs, ox
horns, and the clanking of swords and armor. You could hear the battle cries of thousands of men. He said this was
the absolute truth, and if it was not, he asked, then why did they call this place Battle Cry Field? It was only in the
last couple of years that the name had been changed.
Fu-sheng handed the old man another cigarette and lit it for him. The old man continued his story. He said that
a long time ago a boy blessed by heaven and destined to rule had been born in Battle Cry Field. The boy was
conceived by a blacksmith’s wife who lay with an immortal who came to her in the form of a dog. The boy could
talk as soon as he was born. As a child he could compose poetry at the drop of a hat. He became an official. He
made ink with his urine, wrote petitions to the court with it, and won every case he argued. The emperor was
afraid the boy would usurp his throne and he sent one hundred thousand troops to kill him. When the troops
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entered the mountains, the bamboo and rocks came to the defense of the boy and attacked the emperor’s soldiers.
Bamboo exploded and rocks rained down. The slaughter was such that blood ran in rivers. But in the end, the
sheer number of the emperor’s troops was overwhelming, and the boy was caught and taken back to the capital
where he was boiled in oil. The old man said that ever since that day, you could hear battle cries in Battle Cry
Field.
The old man said the emperor was a corrupt, fatuous, self-indulgent man with a jealous fear of people of
ability. He said that had this not been the case, and had the miraculous boy from Battle Cry Field ascended to the
throne, then China would not be in the awful state it was in today. Clear-cutting would not have destroyed the
bamboo, and at the very least, you would be able to get all the fertilizer you needed without having to use shady
backdoor connections. And China would have wiped out the U.S. a long time ago, of course.
Fu-sheng smiled.
At daybreak, Zhou came out of his room and saw Fu-sheng in the hallway cleaning his shoes. He asked Fusheng where he had been at night and why he had mud on his shoes. Fu-sheng lit a cigarette and did not say
anything.
Their car was parked in front of the hotel. There was a glaze of ice on the windshield and hood. After Fu-sheng
ate breakfast, he went to driver Wang’s room, pushed his door open, and shook him awake.
“Did you get her there last night okay?”
“Yes.” Wang rubbed his eyes.
“The baby okay?”
“Yes.”
“Boy or girl?”
“Girl.”
“What was the family’s name?”
“I forget. Lin maybe? Or maybe …”
Fu-sheng was not really interested in the name, and if the driver had remembered, Fu-sheng would have
forgotten.
“Get up and have something to eat. We’re leaving. We’ll get an early start while the weather holds.”
All Fu-sheng knew for sure was that another child had been born. He knew that all babies are covered in blood
at birth. He knew that baby boys were usually ugly. Their faces were wrinkled, and they looked just like shriveled
old men.
40.142 The Man Who Jumped Off Connaught Center\fn{by Song Mu aka Choi Chun Hing (1953- )} Hong Kong
Special Administrative Region, China (M) 3
In the viewfinder, he looked gaunt and shabby, and, for all his attempts to stand straight, his body stooped. I
was going to ask him to smile, but I realized that he was already straining himself to do just that.
“Look this way at the camera!”
I couldn’t see his eyes behind his thick glasses, but his knitted brow showed that he was making an effort.
Click! I asked him to move around so I could take a few more photographs of him in the last rays of dusk.
He took a step sideways and stood there, with the Connaught Center in the background. He said the Connaught
Centre was a symbol of modernization, and he wanted a photo of it for a souvenir.
I squatted down and tilted my camera upwards to catch the whole building in the frame. I couldn’t fit in the top
of the building, so I took some ten paces back and squatted down again.
In the viewfinder, he was leaning on the railing of the pedestrian footbridge, a diminished figure. The massiveness of the Connaught Center dwarfed his sombre presence. There was no tension in the composition of the
picture, only a helpless sense of desolation. It was the same sense of desolation that had struck me that morning
when he had taken off his glasses and revealed his deep sunken eyes.
“Hold it!”
A shadow flitted across the viewfinder. I moved the camera away and caught a glimpse of a figure in blue.
Then I held it up again and took a photograph.
“That’s all the film I have. Let’s go home!”
I put the camera back in its leather case.
He stooped to pick up his shoulder-bag, but he could not straighten up again. He tried to thrust his body
backwards, but his knees buckled and he fell forward. I caught hold of him before he fell to the ground, and
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helped him up. He cleared his throat and said something in a thick gruff voice which I heard very distinctly. He
said:
“I gave you a hand too, way back. Do you remember?”
Of course I remembered. Thirty years ago, when the Communists rallied overseas Chinese to return to the
homeland to serve their country, he—a fresh doctoral graduate—sneaked off without telling his parents, and took
a train to China. I was helping him with his bags, and I slipped on the steps of the carriage. He caught hold of me
and pulled me up, almost as if he wanted to pull me on to the train with him. I thought of my parents, the woman I
was in love with, and my religious faith. I jerked my hand free of his grip. His eyes were bright with passion, his
lips set in a confident and resolute smile. I did not wave goodbye as the train pulled away like a long snake and
wailed in the distance. I thought of it as a dragon flying to the north. I was left standing at a loss, staring at the
Union Jack fluttering over the railway station.
“Back and forth. Why take that trip in the first place?”
I came out with the question that had long troubled my mind.
“It was a journey a Chinese had to make!”
There was no glitter in his eyes, but there was still composure in his face.
I could understand that, vaguely. He had gone through the Anti-Rightist Struggle and the Cultural Revolution;
he had been locked in a cowshed,\fn{ A note reads: A popular term for any of the confinement areas established for errant cadres
and intellectuals (“cow ghosts and snake spirits,” in Mao Tse-tung’s phrase) during the Cultural Revolution. Generally, each work unit
fashioned its own cow shed in a makeshift manner.} had had one of his ribs broken, and all his teeth knocked out. He was

here now in Hong Kong and was going to America the next day. He had no regrets, and I was silent in my approval of all that he did. Thinking about him, I felt as if I had stayed on the edge of a turbulence and preoccupied
myself with trivialities, I felt almost ashamed that I had remained unscathed. He took a deep breath and said:
“I had to come out of there in order to think, to work out what went wrong these thirty years.”
He watched the entrance to the General Post Office where hordes of people went in and out.
“We rushed in then. Now young people want to rush out of there.”
He bowed his head and sighed.
“That young man just now/”
“Who?”
“The one who crossed in front of the camera. Dressed in blue. Had a blank face. I wanted to call out to him.”
“Why?”
“That was what I asked myself. What could I say? His dreams broken before he even grew up.”
I watched the crowd, looking for the young man. I saw only office workers on their way home. Had they too
stayed out of the turbulence?
I held his arm as we walked away, leaving this hubbub of the commercial center. Thirty years! And now, I was
seeing him off on another long march. And I? My wife was waiting dinner for me. A cradle for workers to clean
the glass-wall of the building was being lowered down the outside of the Connaught Center. Could they cleanse
me of these clinging thoughts of parting? There it went, down … fiftieth floor … forty-nine … down …
Shit! Where were we? Hurry down. Forty! Damn it! Six o’clock already, and not off work. How could I make
it to the first race in Happy Valley?
Ah Sing, be quick about it. Just give it the once-over and move on. Hurry! Good job Ah Sing did what he was
told. Gave me a breather.
Those bums down there had it easy. Eight hours in air-con and then it was bye-de-bye. And those country
cousins with nothing better to do than come here and take pictures. What was so great about the Connaught
Center anyway for taking pictures? Real country bumpkins! Not like me! Last weekend I went to Shenzhen, to
Lake Xili. I had Ah Chun in my arms, and we went horse riding and took pictures. That’s what I call a grand time.
Ah Sing gawked at the pictures with such envy and jealousy. Told him to take Ah Kuen with him to Shenzhen and
lord it there, but the damned fool just grinned and said:
“Ah Kuen is very proper, not like you and Ah Chun. She wouldn’t go for a fling in Shenzhen.”
I was stymied. Sure! I could take Ah Chun in my arms, kiss her and grope her all I liked, but she wouldn’t go
the whole hog. She always said she would if we got married. Said her mother had told her never to let me take
advantage. What eighteenth-century feudal ideas! You could see it all in the movies—what couples nowadays
didn’t do it? Wait till you’d tied the knot? That was kind of chancy. Would I have to force it?
“Ah Keung, big brother, give us a hand. I can’t rush this job by myself!”
“All right. This job is no big deal, but you want help. You’re useless.”
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If I had to do the job, it would be done in no time.
Ah Chun wanted to get married, I knew. So did I. But Mum said we’d have to give a wedding banquet. Where
would I get the money? Lots of people just lived together nowadays in Hong Kong, but Mum wouldn’t hear of
that. Kept saying that my Dad died when I was a kid, that I didn’t do well at school, that she worked her fingers to
the bone to bring up us monkeys, that she’d never had a grand day in her life, that she had to have on a proper
banquet when she took on a daughter-in-law—she wasn’t going to lose face …
Well, I’d never done a single thing she wanted me to do, and now I couldn’t very well let the old woman rant
and rave that she’d rather die, can I? But then what about me? My wages were a pittance, and the boss wouldn’t
give me a raise. That arsehole Biu had said that lots of guys from across the border were queuing up for my job,
and the shop would be all too pleased if I quit, then they could get lots more work done for half the money.
I got really annoyed at the thought and spat out the chewing-gum in my mouth. Wow! It flew at least twelve
feet, then dropped all the way down. Ah Sing said:
“You rubbish-lout! A fat lot of good that’s going to do the people down there!”
“The people down there are layabouts. Fat tubs-of-guts! I have a good mind to pee on them from here and
sprinkle them with waters of benediction.”
“Don’t joke about such things. You’ll lose your job if you’re not careful!”
I made as if to unzip my fly, and Ah Sing turned green with fright. I spat. My spit flew about thirteen feet. I felt
great.
Ah Sing pulled up his collar and said:
“Hey, someone’s looking at you!”
I was alarmed. Was it someone from the shop checking up on us? To find an excuse to give us the sack?
I turned around. There, inside the round window facing us, a man was staring at us.
Rotten luck! It was the sack for sure this time. I looked again. The man looked odd. Crew cut. Not with it.
Dressed in blue. Every inch a country bumpkin.
“Huh! You idiot! He’s a country cousin from the other side. You think he can fire me? Look at his face. Does
he look as though he would snitch on me?”
The man from the Mainland looked blank. He seemed to see us and yet he seemed not to see us. It was weird. I
made a face, took a wet towel and wiped the window, as if to wipe away his strange face. Through the wet glass
his face looked as if it was melting. I felt great. He turned and went away.
“Why did that country cousin come up the Connaught Center?” Ah Sing asked.
“What do I care? Hurry up. I’m going to Happy Valley for the big chance tonight. Win some lolly to get me a
wife!”
I heaved a gob of phlegm into my throat, aimed at the imagined face of the country bumpkin in the air and
spat! Great! It flew way ahead and then down, down, down …
*
“Look, Mum, something’s falling down!” Kong Sang shouted.
I glanced at him but didn't bother with what it was. It was almost six, and Heung Sai still hadn’t arrived. How
annoying! We would be late for sure! I had said I wasn’t going, but he’d said people would talk if I didn’t turn up.
Well, if we turned up late, that would really give people something to talk about! But then people could say what
they liked. As far as I was concerned, they had done me an injustice.
“Why isn’t Daddy here yet, Mummy? I’m hungry!”
“Daddy is talking business with those people from the Mainland. He may be a bit late. Don’t worry. He’ll be
here soon. Go over to the pier and get me an evening paper, all right?” Just to keep the kid busy.
As I watched Kong Sang thread his way through the rush-hour crowd, I became lost in thought: the boy had
just turned ten, but he was nimble on his feet and brilliant at school (no wonder old Mrs. Yu next door was always
saying what a nice boy he was) and if it hadn’t been for that new boy from the Mainland, Kong Sang might well
have been the top boy in the class. Hmm, those people were such a pain.
I’d been with the choir for over ten years, had always sung the lead, and sung at the finale, but in this concert
Highlights from Opera: East and West, she was going to sing the “Barbarella” from Carmen (and she’d only
joined the choir six months ago—couldn’t even manage Cantonese, let alone French, awful!—and what was
worse was the Chinese folk-song style she used—twisting and turning her voice—how could you sing soprano in
a Western opera with that?; and I had to sing the wretched selections from The Hundred Brides! Heung Sai had
said that my not going to the rehearsal was bad form, but if I were to go on stage tonight, I would really lose face.
Besides, Heung Sai himself complained too about how difficult it was to deal with this China trade.

239

I noticed a middle-aged man standing nearby, looking this way and that. Not the smart type; a bewildered
expression on his face. He came and said something to me in Putonghua. I couldn’t figure out whether he was
asking the way to the City Hall, so I said in English:
“I don’t know.”
Huh! Was he going to the concert too? Did he know anything about music? When was it that this place came to
be full of people from all the provinces, bombarding you with all kinds of dialects and accents? What was the
world coming to? We wouldn’t be able to stay here in Hong Kong much longer!
I’d long urged Heung Sai to find some way of getting us to the States, but he had kept putting it off. He said
that away from Hong Kong the only way he could make a living was to run a restaurant, but he’d find it too
difficult to adapt. Well, I found it difficult to adapt now.
“Mum, your paper!” Kong Sang had come back.
I told him to hang on to the paper, I wasn’t in the mood to read it. When Heung Sai got here, I’d give him what
for: forcing us to come to the concert. He said to meet here at six for dinner first but it was six-thirty already and
not a sign of him. Why did he leave me standing here at the door of the Connaught Center—was I to pose like a
model? Or like some miserable exhibit? What would the choir people say if they saw me standing here! How
wretched!
“Mum, Daddy’s here!”
Yes. Heung Sai was carrying his black briefcase and coming down the footbridge. He was tall, and always
walked with a stoop; I’d told him many times not to walk like that but there was no way to change him—he was
that stubborn!
He looked tired, looked so much older than this morning—must have had a tough time negotiating his deal,
poor thing; but I couldn’t be soft: he had kept me waiting the whole time, I couldn’t forgive him that. He was
looking up. What was it? Why was he looking so stunned? What …?
“Get away! Step back … falling …”
I heard Heung Sai shouting. He was waving his hand. I looked up. Something was falling down … fast …
falling down …
*
The crowd surged towards the Connaught Center. Someone shouted:
“A country cousin’s jumped off the building!”
“Jumped off the Connaught Center?”
“How could that be?”
“Don’t know. He hit that metal ring in the middle of the fountain.”
“The metal sculpture?”
People ran around and spread the word. Some stopped to look, some rushed to the scene, and some looked on
and registered nothing. Now, it was a scene full of action: first, a long shot, then fast-cut into a few close-ups,
voice-over some interesting dialogue. Not bad. Could use this scene for the last scene of End of the Affair where
the male lead abducts the female lead and they go up to the roof. Hordes of policemen arrive. Crowds gather
round the building. The Connaught Center would make a good location, but it wasn’t easy to get permission.
And as he moves with the crowd towards the Connaught Centre, still uneasy at heart, the frustrated lover
becomes violent, is arrested and taken to the police station. Released on bail, he goes berserk, kills the girl’s
family … Mixed up in all this would be psychosis, complexes, bruised ego and other things from the dark side of
human nature. Plenty of drama and substance. Besides, cases like this had got into the paper more than once. No
problems with credibility. But the last box-office flop was still worrying. Could it have been that the ruthless
audience had tired of me? What did they really want anyway?
A wall of people closing off the building. Noise and hubbub. A loudspeaker barking orders for the crowd to
back away and disperse. Someone squeezing in through a break. The policemen holding back the crowd. A few of
them standing in the shallow fountain, as if waiting for the ambulance and some senior officer.
In the middle of the fountain, a body dressed in blue lying face down, trickles of blood seeping into the water.
The water still clear, the sculpture still intact. A solemn, desolate ending. The cast list rolls up from the bottom of
the screen, and the house lights go up, curtains—a classic ending. Very good!
They said the guy was from the Mainland. My male lead would be psychotic. But then psychopaths were no
longer in. Nor was Freud. But if the main character was a new immigrant … That was it! A new immigrant. A
one-time leader of the Red Guards, wielding power and glory. Now at a dead end, as it were. Nobody to turn to
and becomes a villain. Right. A lone gunman. In a brazen armed robbery in a bank in Central. Surrounded by the
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police. He abducts a hostage and breaks out: rushes into the Connaught Center and starts a series of gun-fights in
the maze of passages and corridors inside. Blasts into offices, wrecks some executive suite, is riddled with bullets,
and falls through the glass window out of the building. Then cut to this scene.
Ha! This was going to work. Plenty of entertainment, lots of violence, and a theme too—the Connaught Center
was a symbol of modernization in Hong Kong. A Mainlander enters, destroys the established order, and is himself
trapped, and later destroyed in a tragedy. Lots of subtext there. Very good! I would change the script. A
Mainlander. The audience would love it.
A middle-aged woman was covering her face, sobbing. Who could that be? A man and a kid beside her
comforting her. Was she a relative of the dead man? The man was blocking the sight from her view. That was
good. What you don’t see doesn’t exist. Behind me people were saying all sorts of things. A good time to gather
material. Interview some of them perhaps. Lead off with a topic and watch their reaction. Add those to the film.
That should add a touch of authenticity. Good for the box-office.
The two old men standing apart were silent, sad. Who were they? The one in thick specs and wide lapels had a
mournful face; the other had a deep frown and was saying:
“Did you see those thick dark-rimmed glasses? An intellectual perhaps?”
Ah! An intellectual turned villain. Good. Lots of conflicts, paradoxes, and therefore good drama!
Thick specs was saying:
“He has big, rough hands. He must have worked in the fields!”
Worked in the fields? How could that be?
“Is that so?” said the other.
“I have seen so many.” Thick specs sighed.
“There were so many of them then. And now, even the Hong Kong dream has fallen apart.” He sighed.
What was he going on about? Were they a couple of lunatics? And now an ambulance arrived. An inspector
parted the crowd, signaling the policemen to keep order. The sergeant went up to meet him, pointed upwards, and
the inspector looked up. A cradle such as window cleaners use was rising slowly. If … aha! If I put the camera in
the cradle, pointing down for a wide shot … That would be a classic scene. Then pull back slowly, in the dusk,
slowly, slowly pull back, until you could see the whole of Hong Kong island, in a blur …
41.173 Excerpt from Stick Out Your Furry Tongue, or It’s All A Void: “The Initiation”\fn{by Ma Jian (1953- )}
Quingdao, Shandong Province, China (M) 5
… The hills stretched for endless miles. In the sun they stood out brazen, nude, silent and unmoving. At dusk
when the setting sun had transfused blood into this vast barren range of hills, they seemed to undulate like flesh.
And then in an instant the sun sank behind a peak, and I started to climb, as the last glow lit up all between heaven
and earth. Later it pulled me inside out, bleached me, leaving me nothing but a filthy, empty carcass. Cursing, I
scratched myself allover. Then I smiled, stood up and went back to the road.
It was the day after I left Kaga.\fn{ A note reads: All Tibetan names of people and places in this story are approximations based
on the Chinese.} I hadn’t been following the road. I wanted to find a path over the desolate hills, see what this
motherfucker called life is all about. What else was there for me to do? I wandered around for a day, nowhere to
go, defeated, like a kid in trouble. I cried.
Typical artist, everything always done in a crazy rush. Spirituality suffuses every inch of the earth up here on
the high plains; all is enveloped in myth and legend. Modern civilization has robbed us of sexual wisdom, it
causes us so much suffering. Today I suppose I’m writing down this story as a prelude to forgetfulness.
*
They found her the ninth day after the Tulku\fn{A note reads: Living Buddha.} Tenzin Wangje died. She was nine
days old. Her staring eyes kept scanning the people and objects around her. She was born in a hut made from
bricks of mud and straw. The light from a butter lamp illuminated her mother’s breasts and the colorful strips of
cloth on the cushions. It was a poor family. When the mother heard a noise outside she hid the baby inside her
sheepskin robe. The door was blocked by the strangers, who stood there like a dark pack of animals. She stood up
to ask them in. They were all prominent people, lamas from the Dompa Monastery. The group was led by Tsrong
Ripa. He said:
We believe your child was born nine days ago.
She replied in the affirmative. The other lamas joined their palms and started chanting sutras. Tsrong Ripa sent
a messenger back to announce that the Tulku’s reincarnation had been found. Then he asked:
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Is it male or female? What’s her name? Sangsang Drolma? From now on she will be called Sangsang Tashi.
Later they performed a solemn ceremony to celebrate the reincarnation, and Sangsang Tashi was removed to
the Dompa Monastery.
*
By the age of fifteen Sangsang had read the Five Major Treatises, and she was studying medicine at Manrempa. The first time she left Dompa Monastery was to walk for an hour to Manrempa. For several months now she
hadn’t allowed anyone to accompany her; she liked to use the walk as an opportunity for reflection.
Of late she had been unsettled by a strange, inexpressible feeling. For fifteen years she had spent all her time
learning to read, memorizing the scriptures, practicing yoga; this road she walked, a road which would wake her
from her sleep, was one she’d often walked halfway down before. Opening the door of her meditation cell she
saw the flagged stone path leading downhill, flanked on both sides by the courtyards of the provincial wards
belonging to the theological colleges. At the bend in the path was a tall ochre wall behind which lay the heart of
the monastery, a temple to Sakyamuni and the Sixteen Bodhisattvas.
At the foot of the wall was a track for circumambulation, and an old woman who was constantly spinning a
mani wheel; she’d been making her rounds for over twenty years. Tashi often bumped into her. When they met,
the old woman prostrated herself on the ground.
Opposite the wall was the entrance to the provost marshal’s dwelling. There was usually a pack of dogs in
there chasing after each other and humping. On the right a little further on, you could see the street outside the
entrance of the Dompa Monastery. It was crowded with people during the festival of the Sunning of the Buddha,
although normally it was full of merchants’ tents. Stone-masons and beggars lived between the tents and the
houses, in small hovels made of piled stones. Sangsang Tashi often bought bracelets and earrings from the Indian
merchants here.
To reach Manrempa she took the left fork. It was little more than a path that led away from the monastery,
running between fields of buckwheat and peas. By the path horse-bell grew wildly among clumps of short
willows, and the fragrance of flowers was blown along on the early morning breeze. She would often stand here
and look back at the monastery. The platform for sunning the tapestry of Buddha was on the highest point behind
the monastery, halfway up the hill. It was large, clean, pure. When the wind blew she could even hear the prayer
flags flapping on the roofs. It sounded as though the fabric was tearing.
Hundreds of piles of mani stones lined the ridge of the hill. Further on was a stream that flowed down the hill
and joined the Nechuk River, sparkling in the distance. Manrempa was on the other side of the Nechuk.
Every time she walked along this path she forgot entirely that she was a Living Buddha, the reincarnation of
Tenzin Wangje, that she was not an ordinary mortal. She was mesmerised by the fragrance of the fields. She just
wanted to stand on the plank bridge looking at the grasses waving in the flowing river. Beyond the Nechuk was a
barren mountain.
Tomorrow was to be the day of her final initiation, the ceremony of empowerment. Amitabha of the West
would subjugate her covetousness and envy; she would be anointed for the last time, she would reveal her Buddha
nature. It was autumn, and the devotees were flocking over the mountains to be here in time for her appearance as
the Living Buddha, and for the alms giving.
Tashi was not interested in any of this, she only wanted to be alone to think.
She went as usual straight to the main hall of the Master of Manrempa. It was a cavernous room with a corpse
laid out in the centre. Today the Master would be lecturing on the positions of the psychic pulse in the human
body. This was the very thing she was so anxious to know.
The Master waited until an acolyte had laid out the altar before commencing his dissection. He cut open the
chest, pulled out all of the vital organs one by one and placed them on a table. From these he picked out the heart
and indicated the position of the heart’s eye. The stench made Tashi feel nauseous. She was the only woman
present, although, like the others, she was shaved bald. Gere Panche was standing next to her. He was looking on
with undivided attention like the other ten or so disciples. He was a Geshe from the Parang Monastery, here for
advanced spiritual training. He’d already completed instruction in the Diamond Wheel of Time. She liked standing
next to him during the classes.
The Master instructed them all to close their eyes and to concentrate, to see if they could read his mind. After a
time, four lamas spoke up and told what they had seen. The Master called on Sangsang Tashi. She was the
youngest present, and a Living Buddha. She immediately entered a samadhic trance, but with only six years of
training in yoga behind her, her mind’s eye was still cloudy. She chanted a mantra to stabilize her tutelary deity,
regulating her heart beat, but still she could not attain absolute concentration. Then suddenly she felt a burning
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heat in her toes, which gradually developed into a ball of fire, rose through her legs and entered her mind’s eye.
She hurriedly recited a mantra to herself to purify body, speech and mind, and before her there emerged a clear
vision of what was in the Master’s mind: it was a frozen river. Between the time she left her trance and perceived
a brilliant light she saw herself standing in the frozen river without a shred of clothing on.
She brought the vision to an end and told the Master what she had seen. He said that this was indeed what he
had been seeing in his mind. The eye that sees into the future is not the mind’s eye, he said.
The Master started to bore into the head of the corpse, through the temple. Sangsang was completely flustered.
The Master hadn’t told her what she was doing in the river. Was that her future? She was surprised how she
looked in the nude, just like a Yidam in a religious painting. At that moment, the Master removed a piece of
cartilage from just below the pituitary gland and said:
“This is the eye for looking into the future. With practice you will be able to use this third eye to see the
illnesses in other beings and the various malign spirits that surround them. When I saw Sangsang Tashi in the
river a moment ago, I was looking into her future, for the astrologers have already selected a time in a few days
for her to undertake this first part of the Austerities of Awakening. Listen to me, Sangsang Tashi: your present
yogic abilities will enable you to endure the three days in the frozen river unharmed.”
Tashi was utterly confused. She’d only ever seen that river in the distance, from the mountains. Although she
could stay in the snow for a few days without feeling the cold, what would the river feel like? Then she thought of
the warm current that had entered her body from her toes. It was not a result of her own yogic power. She looked
to her side and saw an aura floating around the head of Panche. She smiled at him. She realized that his yogic
powers were even stronger than the Master’s, though he had never given any hint of this before now.
The Master held the piece of cartilage in his hand and explained that it was discolored because the dead man
had spent his life in ignorance and worldly confusion. If, however, one worked towards the birth of selfknowledge it would become translucent. The Zen, Orthodox and Tantric schools of Buddhism were, in the end, all
concerned with this piece of cartilage. For only with this could one see the Buddha Land clearly, and perceive the
spiritual substance of all things. Then he used his knife to cut open one of the corpse's eyes, and looking at the
stream of dark liquid that came out of it, he said:
“This is what the worldly use to see with. Because it is clouded over, worldly men are forever hampered by the
Five Poisons and are unable to achieve enlightenment.”
Tashi was staring at the remains of the corpse. It had been a middle-aged man, his teeth were large and white;
flies were now swarming around his exposed innards.
*
Tashi spent the afternoon sitting in meditation in her cell. She had been to see her mother, who was very ill.
She used the medical knowledge she’d learnt over the past months at Manrempa to do what she could for her, but
it didn’t help much.
A month before she had transferred part of the spirit of her mother’s illness to a dog, which had died immediately. Lobsang Gyamtso had said that all things had souls, so one should not move an illness to another body so
lightly. Her mother was wasting away in front of her very eyes, and it weighed heavily on her. Tomorrow was the
ceremony, and it would be the most solemn ceremony performed for her in the monastery since the passing of the
Tulku Tenzin Wangje. But her mind was somehow distracted. She had seen how all the hamlets had put out new
prayer flags, how the monastery had sent people, to repair the prayer-horns that hadn’t been used for decades, and
lamas were now practicing on them daily. The lamps in all of the halls had been refilled with rancid butter and
were burning day and night. But her mind was ill-at-ease, and she sat there staring at a lamp.
A ceremonial mandala had been constructed in the centre of the meditation hall and a Buddha image and
various offerings had been put in place. The innards from the dissected corpse were included in the offerings, the
intestines having been washed clean and heaped in a golden bowl; below the bowl a number of large cushions had
been placed on the spot where she would perform the mystical union of Yab and Yum, and four burners had been
filled with incense. The wall paintings in the hall had been decorated with strips of russet cloth and butter lamps
burned in front of them.
*
The lama who would officiate at the ceremony was, as in the past, Lobsang Gyamtso, the brother of the late
Tulku. The thought of having to perform the mystic union with him was suffocating. She could sense that he
detested her, that he was displeased that his brother had reincarnated in her body. But he was an expert in the
Tantras. He had instructed her in the study of the Five Major Treatises and had officiated at her initiation. Then
she thought of his face: his forehead was heavily wrinkled, and when he looked at people the wrinkles moved
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around. His small eyes seemed to fill her own. He was extraordinarily large.
She thought of the wall painting in the meditation hall. There was a Diamond Copulating Bodhisattva sitting in
the middle performing coitus with his female aspect. Tomorrow she would have to imitate the posture, climbing
onto the Bodhisattva and putting her legs around his waist in the same way.
She suddenly felt herself excited by a hot clammy sensation. Lobsang Gyamtso’s face flashed before her; it
wasn’t smiling. She immediately forced herself to stop thinking of this and began meditating, repeating the Sakyamuni dharani to herself until she regained quietude.
In her trance she saw three Yidam approaching her. They told her that tomorrow the Diamond Copulating
Bodhisattva himself would preside, and the one dressed in red turned to her and smiled. Then her tutelary deity,
the Bodhisattva Manjusri, manifested himself and sat in a mandala opposite her. She felt her body suffuse with
heat and her cakras shine in her heart with a bright light—her buttocks, the sides of her thighs, her knees, soles
and insteps all light as a feather.
Just at this moment Panche appeared, and she was so embarrassed by her naked state that she came out of her
trance. Again she felt flustered; she dissolved the Bodhisattvas of the four directions into her tutelary, but she was
in a state of non-self and her mind echoed emptily with every sound outside her cell. She had no choice but to
break off her trance again, thinking as she did so of what the three Yidam had said to her.
The fragrance of fried kapsai offerings entered the cell from outside. She felt hungry and beat her wooden fish.
An attendant entered, and she asked her to bring a cup of butter tea, after which she locked the door. It was late at
night. She looked at the black wick of the butter lamp, thinking to herself that she would look like that the next
day. The very thought of herself lying there in the nude made her heart beat; for a moment she felt positively
terrified. She did her utmost to banish such sacrilegious thoughts from her mind, and continued meditating. But
no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t enter a trance again. She felt deeply unsettled. In all her years, this was
the first time she had experienced such a feeling. She knew that she was contravening her vows, and this made her
all the more nervous. Reciting a mantra under her breath, she relit the two lamps that had gone out. Gradually she
entered samadhi.
She woke early next morning and, before it grew light outside, she sensed her own femininity in every inch of
her body. The feeling began before dawn. It started in her blood; it coursed through every part of her body. Her
breasts pressed against her inner garments, her thighs, her pelvis and the tender part of her stomach felt light and
clammy. She sat up and her breasts quivered ever so slightly. She felt a tingling sense of delight as her nipples
brushed against her clothes. The sensation was immediately transmitted to the area around her vagina. She
unconsciously pressed her hand to her genitals. A powerful sensation went shooting down her legs, like a ball of
fire, causing them to shudder with pleasure. Ever so quietly she had awoken to her womanhood. Suddenly she
realized that in a short time she would be exposed in public and she hugged her shoulders tightly in fright, her
teeth chattering. She could see the sky outside turning gradually from purple-red to the bright blue of morning.
The meditation hall was filled with hundreds of lamas. All the fires had been lit, and the conch-shells, drums,
tambourines and cymbals sounded in unison. Sangsang Tashi, dressed in a monk’s patched robe with bright red
rosary around her neck, walked to the centre of the cushion, and sat down cross-legged opposite Lobsang
Gyamtso, hands on knees and palms turned upward, reciting the dharani of the Five Tantric Bodhisattvas.
Her mind was unsettled and her hands trembled; at times she pushed her knees down on her feet out of shame.
When the conches sounded up again she realized she had still not entered a trance. In her agitated state she
clutched at her mantra and tried immediately to become one with her tutelary deity. But her syntax was back to
front. There was not time. She opened her eyes only to see Lobsang Gyamtso parting his robes as he walked
towards her. Her eyes looked up at him beseechingly and in terror, while she let herself be pressed down onto the
cushions by him. The pain on the inside of her swollen thighs and the weight of the lama on her torso made her
dizzy. She felt as though the woman who had been injected into her that morning had, in an instant, been torn to
shreds by Lobsang Gyamtso.
*
The first thing she felt upon regaining consciousness was the perspiration on her back and neck. The lower half
of her body no longer felt tender, she was moving in harmony with the motion of the body above her. She seemed
to be falling into a black hole. Occasional waves of discomfort welled up from her legs. She was the only one in
that hole, she could relax for an instant. Then in a panic she remembered that this was supposed to be a union of
the Yab and Yum; she had to use her vital force, her psychic channels and concentration to find the prajnawisdom in Lobsang Gyamtso’s body. Only then could she unite wisdom and its application in herself. But now he
pulled her into a standing position and lifted one of her legs around his waist. The jerking movements made her
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forget the meditational cycle. It was then that she began to feel that her body was withering, Lobsang Gyamtso
like a magnet drawing out all of her marrow and vitality.
She collapsed, and let Lobsang Gyamtso do with her as he wished. When he sat down cross-legged once more,
having positioned her on top of himself, she was like the Wisdom Yidam in the wall paintings, crouching over
him and entwining her legs proficiently around him. The breasts that had filled to maturity that very morning
seemed withered like an old woman’s. The area below her stomach was strained and painful, so much so that her
breath became short and the feeling moved from her pubis to her pelvis, from her coccyx, along her vertebrae and
up her spine. Her eyes popped open and she saw that the hall was full of bright sunlight, the gray-blue of the
incense swirling around her. She saw only the golden smile on the lips of the Sakyamuni Buddha floating on the
clouds of incense. She moved her face away from Lobsang Gyamtso’s stinking chin and caught sight of Panche’s
face in the midst of the shiny pates of the assembled lamas.
She closed her eyes immediately and buried her face in Lobsang Gyamtso’s chest, gritting her teeth. The
ceremony did not end until midday.
When she came to her senses again she was stretched out on the cushions like a dog, her whole. body racked
with spasms, her breasts dry and depleted. She was lying m a pool of sweat. Suddenly she thought of her dymg
mother. Two nuns came over to help her up and cleansed the bloody sweat from her lower body with water from a
golden bowl. She couldn’t move, her legs were numb. When she stood the conch-horns sounded, and the sound of
gathas drifted across, mingling with the incense and the tones of a Turkish flute. The golden bowl containing the
intestines was now offered to the mandala. Lobsang Gyamtso was dressed in his robes again, and was sitting on a
cushion, beaming. She stood there waiting for the grand ceremony to come to an end, her legs quivering. That
morning, she knew full well, the yoga she had practiced all those years had abandoned her. But the realization of
her womanhood, the completion of her sexuality, no longer surprised her.
*
The second night after she was placed in the frozen river, Sangsang Tashi died. According to the rules
governing the ritual she was to remain in the river in a state of nirvana for three days, after which time the Womb
of All Things would manifest itself. Three lamas had been taking turns to watch over her, breaking the ice that
solidified around her neck. The spell for fostering fire that she was most practiced in had failed her. As light was
about to break, Tsrong Ripa left the bonfire and trod his way carefully over the snow to see Sangsang Tashi, just
as her head began to sink gradually into the water. They pulled her onto the ice and discovered that she’d become
as transparent as the ice itself. There was not a hint of blood where the fish had bitten at her breasts and knees.
Her eyes were slightly open as if in meditation, consuming the light.
The procession that was coming to greet the Tulku arrived at dawn. They were all dressed in their festival
finery and the horses were decorated with colored satins. For the monks it was the same if the Tulku was dead or
alive. Nonetheless, they gathered around Sangsang’s body for a while in shocked silence. She was lying there
frozen on the ice, the sun shining down on her dispassionately. They could see every organ of her body, as
transparent as ice. A fish that had somehow got inside her was swimming around her intestines.
I have Sangsang Tashi’s skull here with me now. I remember the man who sold it to me saying that he’d
inherited it from his great-grandfather, who had studied sorcery as a young man at Manrempa. Her skull had
become a holy ritual implement in Dompa Monastery and was placed for obeisance in the main temple. It was
only ever used when the anointment ritual was performed. Now the skull cup has turned a yellowish-brown, and
there is a crack in it on the left side, as a result of being dropped, heaven knows when. The crack is full of oil and
filth. The lines on the outside of the skull look just like the wavy patterns of an encephalogram. According to a
friend in medicine, this is a sign that the girl had not reached puberty. The edges of the cup are decorated in
engraved brass, and the inside is lined in metal.
The fellow who sold it to me wanted five hundred yuan for it, but I beat him down to a hundred. If anyone’s
got any spare American dollars they don’t know what to do with, just get in touch with me. I can use the money to
pay for my trip up to the North-East. …
103.101 A Ballad Of The Himalayas\fn{by Ma Yuan (1953- )} Jinzhou, Liaoning Province, China (M) 7
To ride from Menling to Lingda took us most of the day. My black horse was glistening with sweat. We
followed the south bank of the Yarlung Tsangpo River along an earthen flood bank that gradually sloped down
into an emerald-green field of grain. The mountains and valleys blazed green in the June sun, and the morning air
was fresh, with a cool breeze.
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I reined in my horse from a trot to a walk, and looked back. My Tibetan guide caught up from behind on his
white horse. He’d told me he knew this country like the back of his hand, though he hadn’t been back here in forty
years.
“I still haven't asked your name,” I said.
He said, “Norbu.”
“Norbu,” I repeated mechanically.
“I’m fifty-four,” he said.
The path was just wide enough for our two horses. Up on the left was a tortuous hillside, with an eagle
lingering in the air above the trees. I asked,
“Will we be there soon?” Norbu said,
“It’s up ahead now, not far. First, there’s a river.”
When we reached the riverbank I suggested we stop and rest. There was a primitive, sturdy-looking bridge
made of logs lashed together. Where our path reached the river a track forked off up into a deep, silent green
canyon, both slopes covered in fir trees.
The river flowed northward into the Yarlung Tsangpo River. Above it, the white mountain peaks glistening in
the sun dazzled my eyes. We sat on the grass by the side of the path. I opened up a can of peaches. The horses
grazed nearby, tin cans dragging on the ground from their hooves.
“They’re good horses,” Norbu said. “They won’t run away.”
“When was the last time you went to Lingda?” I asked.
“Forty years ago. I was a boy. Dad and I used to go up that canyon hunting.”
“What’s to hunt up there?”
“There’s everything—tigers, leopards—”
“Snow leopards?”
“Snow leopards, gold-spotted leopards. Bears too.”
“All gone now,” I said.
“All still there,” Norbu said. “Straight up that canyon, four days, cross the mountains—India.” I said,
“It’s farther than that to India.” I found my map and showed him. “Look, India begins all the way down here.
It’s still a couple of hundred kilometers.”
“Four days,” Norbu said. “My dad was in India.”
“Where did your family live then?” I asked.
Norbu stared at the horses, grazing indolently.
Suddenly from nearby came the crack of a rifle. The black horse shied, his hide twitching. Norbu jumped up
and grabbed the single-barrel fire lock he’d laid beside him.
A little hunter suddenly emerged from the canyon, blowing into the barrel-mouth of his gun. A tiny puff of gun
smoke gushed out the loading chamber. He didn’t glance at us. He was no more than thirty meters away from us
now.
Norbu stood stock-still. The little hunter walked past us as if we weren’t even there. Norbu sat back down. The
hunter turned up the path the way we’d come. Another moment and he was out of sight. He wore a fur hat, a sheet
of heavy Tibetan wool cloth with a hole cut out for his head thrown over his shoulders, a wide leather belt
decorated with white shells pulled tight around his waist, and two knives, one long, one short, slung over his
shoulder in wooden sheaths looped with brightly polished copper bands.
“That’s them,” Norbu said. “You saw his face. Lopa men all look like that.” I said,
“All I saw was his knives.”
“They’re all that way. You meet them and they don’t say anything. They don’t even say hello to people they
know.” I said,
“I hear every Lopa man is a master hunter.”
Norbu didn’t reply. He rose, untied the horses, and we started off into the canyon. Soon we were going uphill.
A rapid torrent flowed down past us on our right, shallow and clear. On the stream bed beneath the current lay
pebbles of all colors.
The way was steep. The horses walked slowly. Norbu rode in front, silently, head down, as if he had something on his mind. We entered a forest of red pine. To my surprise, the road widened out. I urged my horse up
beside Norbu’s. He started talking again.
“My dad was tough,” he said suddenly. “All the hunters this side of Sela Mountain still remember him. He was
seventeen years older than me.”
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I reckoned it up silently. The last time he’d come to the mountains, his father couldn’t have been more than
thirty.
“Dad often went up into the mountains alone,” he went on in a low voice. “Just left me at home with some
meat and curdled milk.” After a while he added,
“From what Dad said, Mother was beautiful. Dad stole her from the pasture lands. She screamed and fought
and bit his trigger finger off. After that Dad had to pull the trigger with his middle finger."” Norbu pointed to the
road ahead and said,
“This is the way Dad always took, through this canyon. This is how we came the last time.” I said,
“Could he speak their language?”
“Who? Dad?”
I nodded. Norbu’s voice seemed to hesitate.
“Some of them speak Tibetan. Dad probably spoke a little of their language. I think he could.”
I noticed he never called them Lopa people, just “them.”
It was noon when we got to Lingda, just a little village, a few scattered houses here and there, surrounded by
lots of tree stumps, a dirt path twisting among them. I couldn’t see anybody around. I couldn’t figure out if we
were going into one of the Lopa houses or not.
“The men are all up in the mountains,” Norbu said, “hunting and farming.”
“They farm too?”
“They grow barley and red peppers. Can’t do without red peppers.” He didn’t mention them by name, but he
seemed to know a lot about them.
We passed through the village. The cabins were small and primitive—four walls, just logs fastened together.
They made me think of forts. The logs were thick, hardly even trimmed with an ax. The sunlight was glorious. At
the end of the village we reached a wide clearing, as big as five or six soccer fields, and down below was the
river. Next to the clearing was what used to be a stand of tall trees. Some of the remaining trunks were five meters
high. Others had fallen almost to the ground, charred black. You could see there had been a big fire. A little path
had been worn out through the spaces between the trunks. It was obvious this was the way the village people went
up into the mountains. We found a place to sit down.
“Norbu, did this fire start by itself?”
“A fire that starts by itself burns more than this. It burns a whole hillside.”
“Did they start it then?”
“They always burn the ground around their villages. That way bears can’t sneak up and start trouble. Those big
fellows won’t go through a burn-off.”
Norbu froze.
“Someone’s coming,” he whispered.
As we watched a man gradually approached. His clothes were just like the hunter’s back on the trail. The only
difference was he didn’t have a gun. Hanging over his shoulder was a bow and a quiver of arrows tipped with
eagle feathers. The quiver was half empty. He was old and tiny but his step was vigorous. We sat by the side of the
road. He gazed our way but appeared not to have seen us. As he walked by I noticed three snow cocks slung over
his back.
As he passed, Norbu never raised his eyes from the ground. Now he started talking. . . .
*
Little Norbu’s heart was full of bitterness toward Dad. Months ago, Dad had promised to give him a gun. Of
course this was a big event for Norbu. But if Dad really meant to give him a gun, why didn’t he give it? Weren’t
they going together into the mountains to hunt? But Norbu didn’t dare complain. Tall Dad galloped ahead eagerly.
Listless and cranky, Little Norbu followed him into Lingda. Dad dismounted, tossed Norbu the reins, told him to
wait outside, and hurried into one of the low wooden doorways. There was a delighted scream inside the house.
Little Norbu could tell it was a woman’s scream. Norbu couldn’t understand what she said, but he knew she was
happy. At first she just went on talking, then she started to laugh like a duck quacking, and for some reason it gave
Norbu a strange feeling. Then she began to groan in a funny way, went on and on, but it didn’t sound like
anything was hurting her.
Norbu felt his heart jump. He didn’t wait there to figure out why the woman was moaning. He led the horses
away from the cabin. Now he heard the woman cry out, “Ah! Ah!” in a voice of full of pleasure. He walked away
quickly, his heart in turmoil.
Half an hour later Dad came out of the doorway. The woman followed him. She was beautiful. When Dad

247

turned back, she threw her arms around his neck, stood on her tiptoes, and bit him on the chin. Dad wrapped both
hands around her bottom and squeezed it to him. Norbu heard someone coming. It was a little man, in hunter’s
dress. Norbu saw the face of the woman hanging on Dad’s neck change color. She hurriedly dropped her hand that
held Dad’s waist. Dad looked around, his two hands still on the woman’s rear. Then he let her go and walked off,
almost brushing against the hunter, without glancing at him, a proud look on his face, almost like he wanted to
pick a fight, head up, looking off at the mountains.
Norbu followed him with the horses, looking back over his shoulder. The hunter didn’t look back any more
than Dad did, just went straight into the cabin without a glance at the woman, who stood dazed at the door, staring
at Dad as he walked farther and farther away. Norbu didn’t peek back again. He caught up to Dad in a trot. They
passed over the open ground behind the village and into the dense forest.
Two days later Dad’s firelock shot a red deer. Dad had tracked the deer half a day. At last it was unable to leap
out of Dad’s sights. The dying deer’s chest puffed out spurts of foamy blood as it madly crashed its enormous
antlers against the surrounding trees until the antlers lay shattered on the ground. Then it lay down, blinking,
perfectly content, and elegantly closed its beautiful eyes, noble and solemn.
Watching, Norbu was filled with fear. He discovered he didn’t like Dad at all. He couldn’t forget the
expression in the deer’s eyes before it died, full of tenderness and contentment.
His right eyelid began to twitch, and it got him all worked up. He felt something dangerous was coming. There
wasn’t a sound. Why was he so nervous?
Dad skinned the deer with a practiced hand, spread the hide out on a frame of cut branches, and lashed it high
up in a pine tree to dry. Norbu stood under the tree, picked up Dad’s hunting knife, wiped off the traces of blood,
and carved a woman’s head in the tree bark. Dad climbed down. from the tree, noticed the cut bark on the ground,
saw the woman carved in the tree, and laughed oddly at little Norbu.
Dad and Norbu picked up some dried tree branches, preparing to light a fire and roast some deer meat. Little
Norbu hesitated and hesitated, and finally told Dad something was going to happen.
“What do you mean? With me around what are you afraid of?”
Norbu didn’t know what he was afraid of. A single phrase from Dad shut it all back up, inside him.
Another day passed. Again, night fell. They were still camped in the same place. It started to snow, and soon
the snow was piled deep.
With Dad there, he didn’t need to be afraid of anything.
Next morning the sky was clear, extraordinarily blue. When he woke up Dad was still snoring. He didn’t want
to disturb him. He sat up quietly.
Now he knew his premonition hadn’t been wrong. He saw it.
It was the spots like black pennies that caught Norbu’s eye. Against the pure white background of the snow, its
white fur looked a dirty, messy gray. It was like a big cat, calm, peaceful, with a cunning look too. It stood thirty
paces away, looking without malice at Norbu and Dad.
Maybe its expression confused him. Little Norbu wasn’t afraid. He felt unusually calm. He poked Dad lightly
with his toe. The snoring stopped. Dad mumbled something in a dream. Norbu went on bumping him until he
finally woke up. Norbu didn’t dare say anything, just signaled with a glance. Dad understood too. He rolled over
and saw the snow leopard.
Its prints were all around them, some just a foot from where they’d slept. The deer meat hadn’t been touched.
Dad didn’t move either. He and the leopard stared at each other. Norbu saw the gun hanging from the tree,
slung from the knife stuck in the trunk, three paces away. How could Dad get to the gun? Norbu couldn’t think of
a way out. Any sound, any movement, and the leopard might spring.
Only now could Norbu turn his eyes elsewhere. Since Dad saw the leopard, it wasn’t Norbu’s any more.
His eyes drifted. He wasn’t the least surprised to see the little hunter behind the tree, drawing his bow. The
leopard was exactly halfway between them and the hunter. The difference was that the leopard only saw them.
Dad was only looking at the leopard, and the little hunter was only looking at the leopard, and little Norbu was
looking at the hunter. Dad hadn’t seen him. The leopard hadn’t seen the hunter, nor the arrow on his bow that was
about to pierce its body.
A delicate moment. The hunter had obviously followed them here. Now Norbu finally realized for the first time
what had really frightened him … damned premonition!
Norbu saw everything clearly: the hunter’s right forefinger and middle finger clenched, released, the arrow
quivering lightly, floating with a whistle from the arc of the bow, a tremendous roar, the leopard struck between
the eyebrows, shooting like another arrow at the little hunter with his bow still in his hand.
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Dad leaped up, dashed to the hunter, and drove his clenched fist straight into the leopard’s eye just as its paws
seized the hunter’s shoulders. Blood splashed out, mixed with clear jelly. The leopard fell on its right side and
died without a twitch.
*
Norbu said, “I’ve never told anyone before.”
But he told this story of forty years ago so vividly that I knew he’d repeated it hundreds of times—to himself,
at least.
I suggested we walk back to the village. We led the horses behind us. The houses were all log cabins, with the
same low, narrow doorway that looked like a square hole gouged out of the logs. Each cabin had a yard in front,
fenced with thin poles like a stockade.
Norbu stopped in front of one of the yards. Tied inside were three pian oxen, including a silky-haired calf. The
oxen had trodden the yard into a quagmire. At one side of the cabin door lay a black dog that rose when it spotted
us, big and powerful, built like a small donkey. It didn’t bark, it didn’t jump, but it had a dark, ferocious look.
Glistening black fur made it look all the more quick. I was afraid if it hadn’t been tied with a rope of twisted cow
tendons, it would have pounced on us.
We’d been munching some dried fruit and bread, and our mouths were parched. I asked Norbu if we could go
inside this house and ask for some yak-butter tea.
He fell silent, disconcerted. After a moment, still speechless, he tied our horses outside the yard. I saw the cowtendon rope was short enough so the dog couldn’t get to the door. That clever dog didn’t try to intimidate us,
didn’t snap at us, didn’t even bare his teeth. It just stood stock-still and watched us.
Norbu still hesitated. It wasn’t the dog that was bothering him—he hardly noticed it. He had something else on
his mind. After a minute, still mute, he led me inside.
Coming suddenly out of the piercing sunlight, I couldn’t see anything. It was like walking into pitch dark. This
lasted about half a minute. Then I could make out the shape of the room in the light from the door behind me. I
saw there was another source of light, a vent at the peak of the ceiling. Directly under the vent was a fireplace,
four rocks on the floor. The vent served as a chimney. In the middle of the rocks were a few chunks of charcoal
burning with a dim red glow. A wisp of blue smoke rose continuously up through the vent. Cut by the rays of light
coming in the door, the blue smoke gave the whole room a bizarre, disorienting atmosphere.
I walked over and squatted down next to the old man who’d brought back the snow cock. He was absorbed in
what he was doing—smearing a beautiful snow cock all over with mud. It looked to me like he was concentrating
more than he really needed to. All the time I was there, he never glanced up at me. He had a flat nose and hollow
cheeks. The features of his face seemed all wrinkled together. His hair was just about all white. I saw that his right
index finger was entirely missing, but the four remaining fingers were incredibly nimble.
I must have stayed there squatting at the old man’s side for half an hour. Finally he finished coating the three
birds with mud, stood up, carried them over and put them into a black corner, turned, and walked out the door. I
looked around. Norbu had disappeared.
Only now I noticed there was someone else in the room, an old woman, emaciated, her wrinkled face all shiny
black, her clothes worn and tattered. As she looked over at the snow cock, the whites of her eyes flashed. My
heart jumped.
Rising to her feet, the old woman tottered. Still trembling, she walked over to the fireplace. She was tall and
skinny, and looked almost ready to collapse. She took a few sticks of firewood and laid them on the embers, bent
over, and started to blow. I stood across from her. After every puff, a red glow flared, lighting her shocking face—
two great scars running from the corners of her mouth to her ears. She seemed to be sobbing and smiling at the
same time. Her apathetic eyes showed no sign of life. I pulled a lighter out of my pocket, lit some of her dry pine
twigs, and put them under her firewood. The fire caught with a crackle.
I shifted my eyes—I couldn’t bear to see that face any more. She didn’t pay me any attention, and I could look
around all I wanted. I noticed a stone mortar in the corner where she’d been sitting, with a pestle in it as thick as
your wrist. She’d been grinding peppers, and she’d already ground a lot—I reckoned twenty pounds or more—but
she hadn’t ground any since I’d come in, or I’d have noticed her.
And I saw all the hot peppers in the wooden bowl she ate from, more than half a bowl-full, bright red, with a
wooden spoon on top. They must eat them just like that. Of course there was the usual roast barley and dried meat
too. In another corner I noticed a broken old wooden pot for making yak-butter tea. I recalled I’d wanted to ask
for tea, and then realized I wasn’t thirsty anymore.
She was roasting the snow cock on the fire. The mud was hissing out white steam that mixed with blue smoke
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floating up in the air. My mouth watered.
With an effort, I brought my eyes back to her face. She must have been about sixty. How had her face have
gotten ripped apart like that? I could see that once it must have been beautiful. Then it all struck me and I rushed
out.
The powerful sunlight made me shut my eyes. If I figured it right, Norbu and the old man had gone off
somewhere together. I followed the road back southward through the forest, the way we came, to a sloping field
surrounded with thick reeds. Most of the trees had been cut down here. All that was left was a few tall trunks
rising at least four or five meters above the ground, sawed off at the tops. The field was surrounded by a fence of
sticks and reeds, and divided into separate plots with reed fences. As I entered the field, I saw that the plots had
been ploughed and planted with barley and peppers. I spotted Norbu.
He was leaning on the fence, staring straight in front of him with a dazed expression. His right hand gripped
the fence post. If I’d guessed right, this field must belong to the old man who’d killed the snow cock. And there he
was—not far from Norbu on the other side of the fence, cultivating the pepper sprouts in one of the plots. Had he
and Norbu been talking?
The old man never looked up when I arrived, completely absorbed in his work, just like in the house.
Neither Norbu or I spoke. He turned and began to walk down the edge of the field. As I followed him along the
fence to a gap, I could see he was trembling. He went through it and headed up the mountain. We climbed a long
way. Far below us now, we could see the old man working in the field. Norbu sat down.
*
The leopard was dead.
Dad and the little hunter didn’t say a word, didn’t even look at each other. It was a delicate matter from start to
finish. First the hunter had risked his neck to save Dad by shooting the leopard, now as it turned out Dad had
saved the hunter.
The hunter had followed Dad all the way here. It wasn’t hard to guess what for.
Still Dad and the hunter paid each other no attention. Dad gathered up the deer meat and packed it on the
horse, took the rifle off the tree and slung it over his shoulder, pulled out the knife and thrust it in the sheath on his
belt. He didn’t glance at the dead leopard, didn’t even call Norbu. He just led his horse away from the site of the
showdown.
Norbu knew this wasn’t over. His heart was heavy. He knew he had to follow. As Dad finished packing, the
Lopa hunter stood to one side, arms limp, head down. Now, unhurriedly, he took an arrow from the quiver and
laid it on his bow. Norbu cried out:
“Dad!”
Dad didn’t turn his head. It was if he hadn’t heard the cry bursting from his son’s throat. The bow was drawn,
then it was empty. Norbu didn’t look at Dad. He rushed like a mad dog, seizing the hunter’s hand in his teeth.
With one swing of his arm the hunter shook Norbu off, turned, and started down the mountain.
Little Norbu didn’t need to go up to Dad to know he was done for. He had pitched forward in the snow, his
face twisted to one side, his spirit proud even in death. The snow beneath his mouth was stained with frothy
blood, dark red, like a flower.
At that moment, Norbu remembered, his mind was empty. He couldn’t think. He was too little to bring Dad
back home by himself. He just held on to Dad’s leg and dragged him backward up the mountain.
Now he had reached the edge of the forest. Up above it was just brush. A little beyond that was the snow line.
He was taking his dad above the snow line. Dad’s other leg was splayed out, dragging along the ground. It kept
getting caught in clumps of brush. The two arms were just as bad. It took all of twelve-year-old Norbu’s strength.
If he’d dragged his dad by the head, it would have been better, the legs and arms wouldn’t have got caught, but
Norbu didn’t dare. He couldn’t forget the red flower that Dad’s mouth spat out.
Dad’s bulk was so great that Norbu had to rest, going up the hill, more times than he could count. But all the
times he had to stop to free Dad’s leg from the brush, he didn’t dare look into that face.
It took Norbu a whole day to drag his dad’s corpse the few hundred meters uphill. He stopped at dusk. It was
still a long way to the top, but already here the snow never melted. From down below they’d noticed that the
frozen peak was a permanent glacier. Now he and his dad were on the glacier.
Norbu didn’t have any idea where the rifle had slipped off. The knife was still there. That was enough. He only
needed the knife. He knelt down on the ice, took the knife in both hands, blade facing downward as if he were
scraping the earth, and sliced away the surface of the ice. He vaguely remembered the Lopa hunter standing there
all the time, not far below. He had no time to pay attention to this man who’d killed his dad. He just scraped away
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with all his strength at the solid ice. All night his arms moved mechanically back and forth. The man stood there
all night too.
With the first light of dawn, he finished. He couldn’t stand. The heat from his knees had melted him a foot
down into the glacier. He’d cut out a grave of ice, just big enough for his tall brawny dad to sleep in. Still
kneeling, he scooped up handfuls of ice chips and scattered them on Dad’s face, his shoulders, his body.
A white grave jutted out of the glacier.
*
Norbu stopped there. I said nothing to urge him to continue, waiting, though I didn’t know myself what I was
waiting for. He stared down at the field below.
“They make those fences to keep out bears and wild boars,” he said. “There are lots of wild boars here, black
bears too.” Finally I said,
“He’s the Lopa hunter.”
Norbu said nothing. I reckoned that his silence acknowledged what I said was true. I’d guessed right!
I thought and thought. At last I made up my mind.
“You didn’t tell the truth.”
Norbu turned his face to me, bewildered.
“Your father didn’t die.”
He looked at me, shocked. I thought he was playing dumb.
“He’s your father.”
His reaction was beyond anything I expected. He gave a bitter laugh.
“He’s missing the index finger on his right hand,” I said. “You said your mother bit it off. After that your father
pulled the trigger with his middle finger.”
He just lowered his head and stared at the ground.
“I don’t know why, but you hate your dad. So you say he’s dead. Your mother isn’t dead either. That woman
back in the house—is she your mother? Maybe it’s on account of her you hate your father, because she betrayed
your father with another man, and your father killed him, and then ripped her face with his bare hands—or with
his knife? But you hate your father, so you say your mother’s dead lover was your father—is that it? I don’t know.
I only know you didn’t tell me the truth.”
He opened his mouth, ready to say something, then shut it again. The old man worked on: the tableau below us
was frozen in time. I had to think of something.
“Look,” I said, “it doesn’t matter. You don’t have to stay here. I have friends in Lhasa—they’ll find you
something to do. We’ll go back there and …”
Norbu went on staring at the ground. Finally he smiled again, and gently shook his head.
*
You say you’re the one who bit off his finger. When he swung his arm to throw you off, his finger was left
there in your mouth.
You got the elder of your clan and he got a gun and seven days later you came back here to Lingda. You went
to his cabin. He wasn’t there. The tall woman couldn’t talk. Her mouth was ripped apart, top and bottom of her
lips torn apart as far as her ears. With one hand over her mouth she pointed the way—up the mountain, right
where you’d buried your dad. Her mouth—who’d torn it? Why had they torn it? You didn’t understand.
Most important, you had to take your dad back and bury him in the river, so the Fish-god would bear his soul
out to the sea. Your dad grew up with the Yarlung Tsangpo River. You wanted to give him back to Yarlung
Tsangpo. Yarlung Tsangpo is Mother of All.
You tied the horses in the trees, and kept going on foot with your clan elder until you reached the place where
you’d buried Dad. You stopped, horrified.
The grave of ice was empty, nothing left but a clean hole in the glacier. It was your clan elder who spotted the
vultures over the mountaintop, but your eyes were keener—you saw the Lopa hunter kneeling on the peak doing
something with his head bent to the ground. Like a madman you rushed to the summit. Your chest was heaving
like a bellows. You could hardly keep going. The vultures swirled wildly over a single spot.
Your dad’s clothes were already off. His sturdy body lay on the white ice, facing the sky. Unabashed, you saw
that even dead, his strong male sex pointed powerfully to the sky. The Lopa hunter cut off a lock of your dad’s jetblack hair with his knife and pressed it into the snow with a chunk of ice. Then with one slash of his knife he cut
off your dad’s penis, calling out to the vultures, raising it up to them in his left hand. Three of them shot down,
then rushed back into the sky, snatching it from one another’s beaks. Your eyes were full of tears, but you weren’t
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really crying. The day your dad died, the whole night you buried him, you never cried once.
The knife slashed nimbly back and forth. The vultures snatched up your dad until soon there was nothing left
but white bones. The Lopa hunter didn’t smash the bones. Maybe he hadn’t brought anything heavy enough to
smash them with, or maybe this was how he planned it.
For many years afterward you’d wanted to come back to the mountain. You dreamed of coming back. The bare
white bones one color with the ice, the bones and the never-melting glacier frozen together into the tip of the
mountain.
At that moment you’d forgotten the elder of your clan. You went up to the Lopa hunter, face to face. You knelt.
He hung his head.
You remained on your knees, waiting for him to raise his head. The instant he raised his head, you were going
to call him … “Dad.”
But he didn’t raise it. He just knelt there.
You never came back for forty years, because when he raised his head you didn’t cry out … “Dad.”
It wasn’t that you changed your mind. It wasn’t your clan elder standing at your side. In fact the elder was
gone and you hadn’t even seen him depart.
There was no other reason: he raised his head and you were terrified. Blood dripped from his eyes.
*
Norbu asked me, “You mean you didn’t notice he’s blind?”
40.145 Watching The Sea\fn{by Chan Po Chun (1953- )} Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, China (F) 6
Huge rectangular blocks line the seaward road like the trooping of the color, their tinted glass walls of varying
shades glittering under the sun. Rising from the middle of the road, the flyover makes a beautiful turn before descending and joining another road. On one side stands a solid row of high-rise commercial blocks and residential
buildings, while on the other the great wall of tower blocks is broken by several old, four-storey buildings. The
old buildings face the busy main street, proudly displaying their outer walls that have been darkened by time;
green paint is peeling from the window sills while the glass windows are bandaged with crosses of adhesive tape,
put there as a precaution against storms. This makes the old buildings look like particularly bad dentures in a row
of healthy teeth, or sloppily dressed midgets standing beside a group of tall and immaculately attired gentlemen.
The top of a wardrobe slowly emerges from a narrow and dark stairway. Then, with a yell, the man carrying
the wardrobe unloads his chestnut-colored, waist-high load in the middle of a jumble of furniture and household
items on the pavement. He pulls a towel from his waist, but accidentally knocks down a yellowing rattan chair by
his side. Picking it up with one hand and wiping away his sweat with the other, he yells to his workmate who is
lifting on to the truck a tall, marble-topped rosewood side table that looks as if it is going to fall apart.
“Bloody hell! These stairs! If the wardrobe wasn’t made of such good timber and might fetch a few bucks, I
really would have chopped it up before moving it.”
*
His wife was about to go downstairs for her mahjong game when the door-bell rang.
Slowly, he got out of his easy chair and craned to look into the dark corridor. He saw his wife opening the door
for her and heard them murmuring something to each other. Then he saw her slim shape passing through the
gloomy corridor, becoming larger and clearer, and finally stopping before him with a smile. He smiled happily
back at her.
He was truly happy. The days are long when you are waiting for the rare visitor. His wife was either at the back
of the house chanting the sutras\fn{Holy scriptures.} or downstairs playing mahjong after finishing her chores.
When she came for a visit, however, even if she just sat there, somehow the house did not seem so empty. From
the happy note in her voice over the phone just then, he could feel she was not as unhappy as he had thought she
had been these past months. He felt relieved.
She seemed to be in good spirits. Her newly trimmed hair and pink cotton dress also gave her a fresh look. He
motioned her to take the old, yellowing rattan chair beside him, then grabbed the arm of his easy chair and slowly
lowered himself into it. She reached out to support him, but he sternly refused her help with a wave of his hand.
She could only watch him closely in case he needed a hand. He seated himself and reclined comfortably against
the back of the chair. She also took a seat.
“How are you feeling these days?” she asked.
“Fine. I’m all right. It’s been several months now, and I haven’t had another attack since then,” he said rather
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proudly, gently patting himself on the chest.
As his speech was still slurred, she had to use her imagination to try to work out what he meant from his
expression, lip movements, and some intermittent and poorly articulated words. She found that it was not really
all that difficult once she got used to it. Besides, she did not even have to guess the meaning of this oft-repeated
utterance. Every time he finished saying this he would say with a sigh of relief:
“I’ve been so fortunate!”
He had indeed been fortunate.
The long corridor seemed endless. She had run in small, quick steps, resenting a little that she was wearing a
cheongsam which prevented her from taking bigger strides. Her mind was totally blank.
There he was, lying all curled up under layers of white, his eyes closed.
“Two packs of cigarettes a day? No wonder your lungs end up like this!”
The doctor on duty was giving a dressing-down to the skinny old man who was coughing continuously on the
next bed. When he finished, he turned to her and said:
“At his age, sudden fainting usually means a stroke. You must be prepared for him to go at any time. He’s quite
elderly, you know!”
But he had regained consciousness. His eyes had looked slowly around the room and finally rested on her face.
With swollen eyes, she smiled and greeted him.
“I’ve seen the CT scan from St. Paul’s … He will be hemiplegic and dysphasic,” said the same doctor matterof-factly.
Staring at the white wall and the face which seemed to have shrunk and turned yellow against the white sheets,
she could hardly fight back tears as she thought about how this energetic old man would have to spend the rest of
his life imprisoned in a body that had lost half its mobility. And yet a calm, almost indifferent look slowly appeared on his face. He even extended his still mobile but shaking right hand and lightly patted the back of her
hand.
He had had a long, long dream. He felt that he was drifting in a vast sea, all he could hear was the rumbling
waves around him. The innumerable tentacles of the huge waves were clutching at him, shoving him towards the
shore and then suddenly snatching him back. He felt very, very tired, so tired that he could not move his limbs.
For a while, he just wanted to close his eyes and take a deep sleep, letting the waves toss him up and down. He
had a feeling that there was an even vaster stretch of ocean, carefree and tranquil, beyond these huge waves. He
could hear the call of the ocean. He relaxed his body and, slowly, sleep closed in on him like a fog. His senses
were numbed and he was almost asleep.
But when the huge waves had tossed him forward and were about to pull him back, he suddenly had a glimpse
of a glittering white beach. He saw his second wife—her step-grandmother, that quiet woman who kept
everything to herself—walking alone on the sand. He also saw her. She seemed still very small and was happily
collecting shells on the beach by herself. Suddenly she raised her head, looked around the desolate beach, and
began sobbing and crying out for her grandpapa. In his anxiety, the heavy fog of drowsiness enshrouding him
dispersed. With great difficulty, he summoned his last bit of strength and started crawling towards the beach. Why
did his limbs feel so leaden? A big wave came crushing down and he was swept to the bottom of the sea before
being pushed up with a gush of black sand.
Suddenly he had a feeling that he had flown into a dark tunnel. There was a spot of light ahead and he could
hear the faint but clear sound of bells. He had no idea how long he had been flying, but at long last he had slowly
opened his eyes. He distinctly heard what the doctor had said.
“That would be more terrible than death itself,” a voice inside him said.
Almost at once, he heard another small voice inside saying:
“That can’t be true! Don’t you believe him! You’ve always been in good health.”
But almost at the same time the first voice retorted:
“He’s the doctor. If you can’t trust him, who can you trust? After all, you’re well over eighty now. Didn’t that
“northerner” you used to bump into when you went for your morning exercise often say that you’d go at the age
of seventy-three or eighty-four even if Yama\fn{ The god of death.} didn’t summon you? You’ve managed to cheat
death this time. Do you think you can be the same person as before?”
“You didn’t die, that shows you are still quite fit,” the second small voice broke in. “Take your medicine, and
start learning afresh how to stand and how to walk. You have to do what’s necessary.”
Even when he was making painstaking efforts to practice standing up and sitting down and dragging his stiff
leg forward, teeth clenched, these two voices still often alternated in his ear.
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Now, at long last, he was able to throw away the crutches. Although he could only move forward inch by inch,
and had to hold on to the door-frame with both hands before he could pull his leg up to cross the threshold, it was
still so much better than just lying in bed all day.
“What’s that?” he asked, pointing at the box which she had brought and put on the table in front of him.
“Vegetable dumplings. Eat them while they’re hot.” She stood up to open the box, but he had already put one
hand on it and was pulling the nylon string with his other hand.
“Let’s share them,” he said, but after a few fumbling attempts he was still unable to undo the knot. She reached
over, trying to give a hand, but again he brushed her aside. He pulled hard a couple more times and the knot came
undone. She went to the cupboard to fetch two pairs of chopsticks and two plates, and poured two cups of tea
from the thermos on the tall marble-topped rosewood side table. They started eating.
She enjoyed watching him. She never seemed to have noticed before how nice his face looked, with the short
silvery hair sitting neatly on the crown, and the deep grooves on his forehead running sideways down his cheeks.
Around the eyes, these strong symmetrical lines branched out like two open fans towards the temples. Below
these fans, strong lines again, which ran straight down his face to join the deep folds around the neck. His small
grayish eyes looked like two small half-moons set between his puffy eyelids and his drooping eye bags. Deep
furrows also ran down the sides of his nose and around the mouth. All these lines moved rhythmically as he
chewed his food, and when he smiled, they all tilted upwards.
All of a sudden the lines stopped moving, and they settled slowly to reveal a serious and somewhat worried
expression.
“Is it settled?” he asked.
Her chopsticks, a dumpling suspended between them, stopped in mid-air; but without hesitation and in as
bland a voice as possible, she managed to reply candidly that it was.
“Good for you! That son of a bitch!” he said angrily, the last few syllables sounding unexpectedly distinct.
She lowered her head, then looked up at him again and mumbled:
“Don’t be angry with him, Grandpa. It’s not his fault!” She had really wanted to say that this was not a
question of who was right and who was wrong, but it had come out differently.
He quietly put down his chopsticks. The lines on his face stayed motionless, but a strangely complicated
expression slowly surfaced in the eyes-a mixture of surprise, disbelief, reproach, and tender affection—as if
saying: even now, you’re still on his side. Not his fault indeed! Was it your fault then? You silly girl! But he kept
the words to himself.
In fact he had disapproved of Ngai from the start. Right after that first meeting with his future grandson-in-law
he had said to her parents:
“Teaching’s not a bad profession, but his personality and looks leave a lot to be desired: you just can’t trust
someone with such a protruding jawbone. He’s also a bore. Speaks only when spoken to. Doesn’t even pour tea
for others. What’s more, he looks so preoccupied. Doesn’t seem to be someone who can take care of others.”
But he didn’t dare say anything to her face. He knew she was stubborn like him, and if he didn’t handle it well,
she might just marry Ngai at once to spite him. They did get married shortly afterwards, and not much later he
learnt that Ngai had lost his job. When asked, she said that he hadn’t lost his job, but had left it in order to prepare
for an exhibition of his works. He was not all convinced, but asked no more, and felt more certain than ever that
she had made a bad choice marrying Ngai. The fact that Ngai could leave her behind and go to the States on his
own was good enough proof.
She also knew that he didn’t approve of Ngai, and she’d even been secretly annoyed with him. Even now she
still thought that he didn’t understand Ngai.
“Ngai is dedicated to art and almost incapable of looking after himself in trivial everyday matters, while you
are such a motherly figure, Deb. Perhaps you two are made for each other. Congratulations!”
Ngai’s best friend Yuen had written this on the wedding card she had sent.
What followed then was a long road that stretched from the city to the suburbs, and at the end of it was an old
house in a village in Yuen Long. She taught in a local primary school during the day, and went home in the
afternoon to do her housework.
What she remembered most clearly about that village house were the bats that invaded in the evening. As a
child she had seen these auspicious little creatures on some of the embroidery at home, and when she grew up, she
had read poems with lines like “Dusk is an embroidery of bats’ wings,” but she had never once imagined that bats
in real life could be so frightening. When she first saw one, she was so scared she screamed. But by and by, she
was able to do as Ngai did and bash them with a plank. What else could she have done? Bats would come in
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whether or not Ngai was there, and Ngai didn’t spend much time at home. In fact, life in those years was spent
waiting.
Waiting for Ngai to come home from town. Waiting for Ngai to emerge from his studio, with paint all over
himself or with hands covered in clay. Then she would at once put down whatever she was doing to heat up some
food for him.
After that it was waiting for news from the Consulate, then waiting for Ngai’s letter, or waiting in her dark and
lonesome bedroom for a long-distance call which might or might not come.
The sun was particularly warm that autumn. Ngai’s hands and lips were like sunshine.
“I’ll go over first. You must apply to come as soon as you can.”
“Do we have to? Didn’t they say that things will remain unchanged for fifty years after 1997?” But Ngai said:
“How can you believe the Communists? Haven’t you heard what happened to artists during the Cultural
Revolution?”
“But there’s not going to be another Cultural Revolution!”
“Whether or not there’ll be one or not is another matter. For people like us, it’s always a good thing to go out
and see what it’s like out there.” After a moment’s silence, Ngai continued:
“I’m not as stupid as Lau and the others who can think of nothing else but democracy and returning to the
embrace of the motherland. Going home with concepts of democracy as presents? I’d say they’ve booked a place
for themselves in prison, where they’ll have a permanent home!”
Ngai had the habit of rolling his eyes skyward when he laughed, as if he couldn’t care less what the rest of the
world thought, but the shallow dimple on his left cheek gave his smile an innocent and mischievous touch.
Darkness. She had just woken up from a dark dream and that vast and boundless ocean was still churning in
her mind when the phone rang.
“Deb? Just got your letter. There’s really nothing we can do now that your application has been turned down
by the Consulate. Let’s be patient. We’ll just have to wait until I get my green card, then I’ll apply for you to come
and join me … Look, just apply for a tourist visa to visit my sister in Canada. I’ll meet you there, and we can
work out what we’re going to do …”
Ngai’s voice seemed so unreal coming half way across the world. Still she made the arrangements and went.
She didn’t dare tell anyone at home about her plans—not even the old man who had pampered her since she was a
little girl and had always listened to her. I’ll write to them and explain everything when it’s all settled, she had
thought.
But when she arrived in Canada Ngai was not there. He telephoned:
“Look, I can’t come over and meet you because my visa’s expired. Besides, I’ve a lecture to go to, and after
that I have to interview the speaker. Why don’t you ask my brother-in-law to bring you over to the States? Just
flash my sister’s papers at the border. I’m sure you’ll get by. You and sis look so much alike they won’t notice the
difference. Ask him to bring you here, have a bath and take a nap. There’s food in the fridge. If you’re hungry,
cook yourself something. Wait for me. I’ll see you tonight …”
She suddenly felt so miserable she wanted to cry. When would this waiting end? In Hong Kong she still had
her job, her family and friends …
Naturally she was unable to see the expression on his face. She had put the phone down after saying to him:
“I’m not coming. Let’s get a divorce.”
But she couldn’t help imagining his reaction at the other end of the line. He would be a little taken aback and
say, “Hello? Hello?” before realizing that she had already hung up. He would stand motionless for a while, then
shrug and go off to his damn lecture …
How was she to explain the reason for the divorce? Just say that she could wait no longer? She had heard,
indirectly, that Ngai had apparently said to someone:
“Deb really has had a tough time these past years. I can’t let her go on waiting any longer. I’ll make it up to her
when I finally make it big, but I just can’t keep her waiting forever.”
Was that why he had been so brutally indifferent? She had voiced the word “divorce” in a fit of anger, and he
hadn’t even bothered to ring her back and discuss it. Many times she had really wanted to call him up and demand
an explanation:
“It was really you who wanted a divorce, wasn’t it? I said the word, and you jumped at it.”
But on second thoughts, she doubted what good such bickering would do. Besides, she herself had mentioned
the word first. Her wrath would turn into tears every time she thought about this. Gratitude she never wanted.
What could he have done to make it up to her anyway? In Chinese folklore, Wang Baochuan spent eighteen long

255

years waiting for her man to return to their shabby cave dwelling, naïvely believing the reward of a bridal gown
would be worth all those years of suffering.
Sometimes she really had no idea how she managed to pull herself through those early months after coming
home. Worse still, her grandpa had fallen ill not long after her return. But then out of that jumble of memories and
reality a new way of life emerged which she had never ever imagined.
Shakily, a pair of chopsticks holding a vegetable dumpling slowly reached towards her, and the dumpling
dropped with a flop on to her plate.
She looked at him. The surprise, disbelief and reproach she had seen a few moments ago had vanished from
those small gray eyes, and all that remained was infinite love and a trace of remorse.
“She has suffered enough. I really shouldn’t make it any harder on her,” he thought. With this in mind, he
pointed at the box and said, “Come, eat a few more, eat a few more …”
*
The furniture in his bedroom had been rearranged many times before, just like his life had been. That chestnutcolored waist-high wardrobe was only bought two years ago. Now it stood next to the old wardrobe which he had
been using for decades.
She helped him sit on the edge of his bed and asked:
“Are you tired? Do you want to take a nap?”
“No, I’m not tired.”
He pointed at the folding chair by his side and asked her to sit down. With clumsy hands, he slowly pulled
open the drawers and dug out some old banknotes, jade buttons, letters, and other things to show her—like a child
showing off his toys. Although he had been living in retirement for more than twenty years, he still retained the
habit of filing things away as he had done with documents at work. Everything was arranged in impeccable order
in the drawers, and he knew exactly where each item was placed. A dark-green folder was holding the Students’
Paper she had edited when she was studying at the teachers’ college. She leafed through those yellowing pages
and read what she had once written. The life and thoughts of those bygone years seemed distant and unfamiliar.
She had almost forgotten that she was once so sensitive and cared so much about things happening around her.
The book reviews had all been written after several careful readings, but she could not remember anything of
some of the books she had reviewed. Life really seemed to be a narrowing path for her. Teaching primary school
required no research, managing that home, however, had taken up all her time and energies. She had learnt
cooking from scratch, and she specially prepared Ngai’s favourite dishes. Not long after getting married, all their
friends said Ngai had put on weight. Ngai had pointed at her and said jokingly:
“Don’t you understand? This is Deb’s secret for keeping her husband on a leash. She feeds him so well he
begins to look like a stout middleaged man so no other women would look at him!”
She had laughed and hit him then. But had Ngai been discontented because she had never really learnt how to
appreciate his creative works? Why had she never thought of that before?
He looked at her as she sat there lost in thought, but said nothing. He put away the Students’ Paper, patted her
hand, and shakily handed her a photo album. In it she saw him and herself from the distant past, as well as this
house and the people living in it in those bygone years. The furniture had seemed so much cleaner and brighter
and so much more orderly then. Decked out in a Western suit and tie, he was standing smartly in front of the
street-side windows, with the vast harbor and all kinds of ships in the background. She remembered how, when
she was still small, he used to lift her up to see the “motor boats,” and how, when typhoons came, the waves were
swept sky-high. She also saw a picture of him sitting at an oblong dining-table, with his first wife—her grandmother—in a cheongsam by his side. In the foreground was a Western-style tea set, and in the background a
rosewood cupboard and two tall marble-topped side tables. There were large vases on top of the side tables. Her
mother, also wearing her cheongsam, was sitting on the edge of a Western-style double bed. And she, who had
just celebrated her one-month birthday, was sitting in her mother’s lap. Next to them was a pillow, with the words
Good Morning embroidered in dark threads on the soft-colored and frilled pillow case.
“See, you looked like a little kitten then,” he laughed.
She smiled and turned the page. A little girl in a short frock was sitting on the bed and holding up a big apple.
Looks like an advertisement, she thought. The little girl then jumped off the bed and ran all over the house, picked
up a big yellow-and-white cat and grabbed its paws, trying to teach it to write. Hurt by the pencil and her hands,
the cat gave out a sharp cry and struggled to free itself. She went after it. In its anxiety, the cat leapt on to the tall
side table. “Crash!” The large vase fell from the side table and was smashed into pieces.
She was so frightened she burst out crying. He woke up with a start from his afternoon nap, and rushed over to
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pick her up and comfort her:
“Oh, my baby, don’t cry, it’s all right, it’s all right as long as you’re not hurt. No need to cry.”
Grandmother grumbled as she swept away the broken pieces:
“Such a lovely pair of vases, and now one of them is broken. The brat! She doesn’t behave like a girl at all.
She really needs a good spanking.”
He whispered into her ear:
“We won’t spank Deb. We’ll spank the cat instead, all right?”
Sometimes he would tell his grandchildren stories-tales about Bandit Cheung, about the pirate queen and so
on. But his favorite were stories about those “three years and eight months.”
“The Japs were really nasty. They often pushed people off buildings and rounded them up for beating and
water torture. In those days we had to bow to them every time we walked past their sentry posts. When you
bowed, they bowed back, but if you didn’t, they would slap you so hard it made your head spin. Okay, if we had
to bow we had to bow. Every time I walked past them, I’d tell myself: I’ll see if my shoes are clean! I just bent my
body, but those devils really bowed back.”
Most of his stories were about hair-raising and bitter experiences. The little ones often opened their mouths
wide in amazement as they listened, but the stories were really too distant for children born and bred in peace and
stability. For them, the only things concrete about the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong were the military
banknotes which the adults had given them to play with from some tucked-away corners. Long before she was
born, he had wound up the family business and become a legal clerk in the government.
“What’s a legal clerk? Is it the same as those personal assistants to mandarins in movies? Does he wear a twotuft moustache and a box-shaped hat with tassels hanging down from its corners?” she once asked.
He couldn’t help laughing out loud:
“Yes, that’s what Grandpa wears to work.”
He was always such a kind person—in her memories and in real life. Yet she seemed to recall a time when she
had simplemindedly and impulsively resented him for his lack of “national sentiments!”
If she had said yes when she received Ngai’s call and had let his brother-in-law take her over to meet him, life
might have been different, but she also would have lost afternoons like this when she could sit with him and relive
together scenes from the past. If he had not suddenly fallen ill, it would never have crossed her mind that he
would leave her one day. Neither would she be keeping him company as she did now. She did not know why she
had not thought of him when she was making plans about joining Ngai. She felt as ashamed about this as she did
when she thought about how simple-minded and impulsive she had been.
Come to think of it, he had already lost a lot. It seemed that the further he moved on, the more he was deprived
of what really mattered in life—the family business was lost overnight during the war, and then those near and
dear to him also left him one after another. Upon retirement, he lost a career which kept him interested and
occupied. And now, he had lost even his health. Why was he still so happy? How could he talk about the past so
calmly and so unperturbed?
Did it mean that one day she, too, would be able to talk about everything she had lost, about those years she
spent with Ngai, with equal detachment and calmness?
“What’s happened to your leg?”
“I’ve broken it.”
“What? How did it happen?”
“Come on! Can’t you manage a smile? See how you overreacted, my dear! If, like you, I only saw my bad leg,
I don’t think I could live another day.”
That scene from a movie suddenly popped into her mind. Although she clearly remembered that it was a
conversation between two girls, she had a sudden vision that the last sentence was uttered by him.
Obviously he had said nothing. When she raised her head to look at him, he was swinging his more nimble leg
contentedly, taking a leisurely stroll into the past.
After making tea in the kitchen, she went along the long and gloomy corridor and back to the lounge room. He
was now seated by the street-front windows. Today, he seemed to have thought of many more things and of a
much more distant past. He was a little tired, but he was fortunate to have so many memories to enrich an
otherwise monotonous life. One by one, things which occurred when she was a little girl flashed before his eyes.
She had always been a fun-loving, inquisitive girl, and she loved to watch the scenes on the street. Every time she
heard that kind of music, she would drop what she was doing, pull a chair over and kneel on it to watch. He would
rush over to hold her, and watch with her as the long procession approached from afar and then slowly
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disappeared into the distance.
“Grandpa, who are those people in white with things tied around their heads? Why are they crying?”
“What’s that car there for? Why are these people walking and not riding in that car? Who’s the person in that
picture on the front of the car?”
She would keep asking these questions. Once she even put a white pillow case over her head and played
funeral, and got a good whacking from her grandmother. When Grandmother died, the funeral procession was
also very, very long, stretching from the Hong Kong Funeral Parlour in North Point all the way to the Catholic
Cemetery in Happy Valley. She was about eight then …
“Grandpa, here’s your tea.”
He took the cup and had a sip before putting it down on the table in front of him and, with a smile, pointed
outside the window.
Just as she had done so many times in the past, she leaned over the window sill, the green paint of which was
now peeling off. Outside was the harbor, which had moved further away and been reduced in size. Their fourstorey building, at one time right on the waterfront, was now shoved way behind tower blocks thirty or forty
storeys high. From where they now sat, they could only get a view of the mountains and the sea framed like a
television screen between two buildings. A ship had just emerged from behind one building, but no sooner had it
shown itself than it disappeared behind the other building.
The street scene was just as ordinary-nothing but buildings, roads and cars. But when you looked at them long
enough you would see a colorful picture. Below the brick-red imitation marble facades of the buildings was a motorway with three rows of “green islands.” On the green islands, oleanders were interspersed with oriental plane
trees; fragrant thoroughworts blossoming white stood next to some unfamiliar purplish-red plants; there were
even small patches of grass. Cars of all hues were speeding along the gray asphalt road …
She turned to look at him. He seemed tired today, but a while ago he was still full of zest as he asked if she was
going out with anyone, and urged her to find a good man and tie the knot again.
“Get married again? Perhaps. But that’s not the only road for me,” she said to herself. All the same, she just
smiled at him and nodded. He was still swinging his feet and thinking, and from time to time he picked up his cup
for a sip. What was he thinking? She had no idea.
Outside, it was the same small greyish patch of mountains and sea. No ship was in sight, but she knew that
behind those tower blocks the sea was still rolling and that there were numerous ships out there—ships setting sail
or about to berth, yachts joyfully basking, sampans filled with sorrow, huge warships, agile speedboats—each
occupying its own corner of the sea, creating a rich and ever-changing picture …
*
The last of the folding chairs is loaded on to the truck. The rear- board of the truck is secured into position,
and, within seconds, the truck becomes part of the colorful stream of traffic.
The pavement lies in quiet solitude in the shade of the brown building across the street.
Wind is blowing across the small patches of grass on the road dividers.
The old four-storey building stands silently under the sun. The window sill with peeling green paint darkened
by time and the adhesive tape on the windows have disappeared behind blue nylon sheets and bamboo
scaffolding. The pneumatic drills start blasting away, sending the loosened bricks and dirt shooting in all
directions.
183.166 Iron Grandma\fn{by Zhanmei (1953- )} Peking, China (F) 3
My family was different from most in China in the 1960s. I was raised in a nu yen guo.\fn{Empire of women} By
the time the Cultural Revolu- tion began, my father and my grandfather had both been dead for a long time. Our
family consisted of my wai zu,\fn{Maternal grandmother} my da yi,\fn{Mother’s older sister} my mother and
five children: four girls and one boy, my younger brother.
I was extremely close to our wai zu when I was little. I was her pet. She was in her eighties, graceful and
elegant. Her waist was straight, her hair shiny, her mind clear and sharp. She read the Peoples Daily every day. In
classical terms she was still a sipin furen.\fn{There were nine levels of officialdom in the imperial Chinese court. My
grandmother was a sipin furen, the wife of a fourth-level official }
I remembered she never called Mao, Chairman Mao. Instead, she called him by his full name, Mao Tsetung.
Mao was such a god at that time. The whole country called him our beloved Chairman Mao. Whenever I heard
her saying, Mao Tsetung, I would correct her.
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“Wai Zu, how can you call him by name? You shouldn’t. You should call him Chairman Mao.” She always
gave a curious smile in response. One day as I was about to correct her again, she stopped me by saying,
“Everyone has a name. His is Mao Tsetung. His is like yours, given to identify him. Why should I not call him
by name? I am older than he is. Why should I call him by his position?”
There was no way to argue with her. She was a great woman. She had experienced the chaos of two wars and
the changes from the feudalism of the Qing dynasty through to the “socialism” of the CCP. She was afraid of
nothing.
I was a teenager in a high school in Peking in 1966 when the Cultural Revolution began. I now wish I had been
much older. Maybe then I would not have been so timid and would not have hurt my family the way I did.
*
In Beijing autumn is the best season of the year. The weather is warm without being hot or sticky; the sky is
usually clear. One afternoon the sunshine sky filled with black clouds. They did not seem to promise rain,
however. They looked odd. They reminded me of a story told by my wai zu. She told me that the last emperor was
brought down from his throne on a day when bizarre clouds floated in the sky. I almost always believed what Wai
Zu told me, even though sometimes her sayings sounded superstitious.
On this day what my wai zu said about odd clouds came true. The Red Guards in my class forced me to go
with them to search a classmate’s house. Her father was a practitioner of traditional Chinese medicine. Her family
lived in a one-story house in the eastern part of city.
The house was dark, ;md I could barely see when I walked in from the outside, but I could see enough to be
shocked. You could tell by looking at the interior of the house that her family was extremely poor. In my mind
they were so impoverished that nothing in her family could possibly fall into any of the four forbidden
categories?\fn{Feudalism, Capitalism, Revisionism, Counterrevolution } In the search the only thing the Red Guards did
take from her family was a package of binpian.\fn{Borneo camphor, a traditional Chinese medicine}
The activities of that afternoon frightened me. If her poor family was unable to escape the attention of the Red
Guards, mine was definitely on their list. The more I witnessed the Red Guards’ actions, the more scared I
became. If such innocent Chinese medicines were contraband against the Revolution, then a lot of things in my
family could put us in danger.
I became afraid that the Red Guards would search my family’s house. Every day when I went home after
school, I would stand trembling at the entrance of the street leading to my home, watching to see if anyone was
there before I ran the rest of the way home.
My maternal grandfather had been a member of the Imperial Academy in the Qing dynasty. We had inherited
some ancient things from him, things that held great sentimental value for our family. In some other settings of the
city, these things had been labeled as elements of feudalism. I knew that we had a dianshi\fn{The final Imperial
Examination, written by members of the Imperial Academy and presided over by the emperor. It was written on accordion-fold paper }
written by my grandfather at home. I was afraid that if the Red Guards had found it, they would see it as bïantian
zhang.\fn{Documents from the past that the Red Guards accused people of keeping in secret as reminders of their former glory,
preserved in the event of their return to power } I was so frightened by the Red Guards that I begged my wai zu and my
mother to destroy it. But my wai zu said,
“Baby, this is not bïantian zhang. I promise. It’s just a dianshi. Everyone likes to keep one or two things from
their parents. We keep this for its sentimental value.”
My wai zu’s eyes welled up with tears. But I was crazy and would not listen to her. Almost daily I continued to
insist that they burn it. One afternoon when I came home from school, my wai zu held a family meeting. She said,
“Your mother, aunt, and I have made a decision for the dianshi—burn it!” She paused for a moment, looking
into my eyes.
“I know you are frightened. We are going to destroy the dianshi for your sake, not because it is bïantian
zhang.” All of us were crying.
My mother started a fire in the brazier. As the fire burned brighter and brighter, the flames were reflected in our
faces, making them as red as the burning charcoal. My mother held the dianshi in her hands. But none of us had
the courage to throw it into the fire. My mother looked at my aunt for help, but in vain. Finally my wai zu asked
my mother to give her the dianshi. Before giving it to her, my mother tore a corner off the dianshi. The corner
carried the Chinese characters for huangshang\fn{Emperor} and zaixia.\fn{Your subject} My wai zu took the
dianshi and immediately dropped it into the brazier. It turned to ashes in an instant. My wai zu, my aunt, and my
mother were crying as though someone had died.
Logically, I know I was supposed to feel better or safer. But I didn’t. I felt even more scared. My subconscious
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told me that I had done something terribly wrong. I began to apologize to my wai zu. She forgave me by saying,
“You are so little and so scared. That’s not your fault.”
My mother comforted me with the same words. Their forgiveness never eased the guilt I still carry in my heart.
*
In 1969, at the age of sixteen, I was sent to the Shengchan Jianshe Bintuan \fn{Production and Construction Corps.
Under the control of the military, workers in these corps worked in the fields with peasants and were paid, though poorly, for the labor } in
Heilongjiang Province, northeast China.6 In the corps I was chosen to be a member of the Mao Zedong Sixiang
Xuanchuan Dui.\fn{Propaganda Team for Mao Tsetung Thought}These teams toured various corps camps to perform
revolutionary songs and dances.
There was one benefit to my being sent to the corps. I was able to make life a little easier for my family by
sending them ten yuan on the first of each month from my monthly salary of thirty yuan.\fn{ At that time the exchange
rate was about $1 = Y3 } One month I did not get my salary in time because we were touring so far from the
headquarters of the corps. This meant a delay in the regular money I sent to my family. The next month I sent
twenty yuan home to compensate. When she received the money, my mother wrote to me,
“We are grateful for the money you send us each month, but it is still difficult when the money does not arrive
on time. We hope you can continue to send it to us. We really appreciate your help.”
The letter made me feel so guilty I began sending twenty yuan to them each month. I wrote to my mother,
“Please spend the extra ten yuan to buy some additional food for Wai Zu.” My mother replied,
“You only need send us ten yuan. When it arrives on time, we are able to manage a daily meal. You should not
have given us twenty yuan because life for you over there is much tougher.”
Every member of the Propaganda Team was required to keep Chairman Mao’s thoughts in mind every minute
of the day. Such work kept me physically and spiritually exhausted all the time.
In our performance the shorter members of the team would stand in the front rows holding portraits of Mao.
The taller of us stood in the rear and carried drill rifles. I was the tallest member of the team.
*
One day my luck ran out. I do not remember why, but I was asked to hold Mao’s portrait while carrying a rifle
on my shoulder. That was my first time holding the portrait. It was a frightening experience. I felt like I was being
assigned as a bodyguard for Mao.
After the team leader told me about my new position and I left his office, Chinese characters started coming
unbidden into my head. I could see them, one by one: qiang,\fn{Gun} bi.\fn{Kill} Qiang bi. And then a sentence:
Qiang bi Mao zhu xi.\fn{Assassinate Chairman Mao}
I was terrified by these thoughts. I was afraid they would get me in the same trouble experienced by my high
school Chinese teacher who was sentenced for thought crime. Her hair was cut in the yin yang tau style—half her
head was shaved clean and the hair on the other half cut short like a man’s.
I knew that if anyone learned what I was thinking, the Red Guards would shave my head like my teacher’s.
Everyone would know I was a thought criminal. I tried to hide my thoughts by forcing myself to think of the line
“Mao Tsetung’s thought is great.” But the harder I tried to think the “proper” thoughts, the more the other words
returned.
I was too scared to perform. I could not control my mind or the shaking of my body. I was afraid that everyone
already knew what I was thinking. I decided to confess to my team leader, a veteran of the Korean War. He was a
kind man. He told me,
“If this is the first time, it doesn’t matter. You are just under too much stress. But if this happens again, I will
have to report you.”
As afraid as I was, the thoughts would not stay away. At the same time I could picture my hair cut yin yang
tau. I knew that I could not bear the shame. I couldn’t stand it at all. I told myself that no one would ever know if
I didn’t speak my thoughts out loud.
But how could I hold them inside? They were too powerful. I decided that the only way out was suicide. The
pressure of hiding my thoughts caused me to become sick, and I was granted special permission to go and see my
doctor. I went home instead and spent the entire day cleaning up the house. I planned to kill myself by touching a
bare electrical wire. I imagined that when my family found my body, they would think I was killed accidentally
while cleaning house for them.
When everything was ready, I hesitated. I wanted to hear the voices of my family as they returned home. I
especially wanted to hear the voice of my wai zu one last time. At the same time I was also afraid that if I heard
them, I would change my mind.
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I went into the living room and opened the electrical panel there. There were so many wires. I was confused.
Which wire or wires should I touch? If I picked the wrong ones, maybe it would not kill me, just cripple me. Life
was so unfair. It wouldn’t let me live properly, and it wouldn’t let me die easily either.
Suddenly I heard my wai zu coughing. I got even more nervous. I imagined that she wouldn’t be able to live
any longer if I died before her. I knew that I had to go on living for her sake. I ran out of the house to greet her,
but there was no one there.
I never told anyone in my family this story.
Before I attempted suicide, I burned all the letters from my family and my friends. One of the letters was from
my wai zu. It was her only letter to me because her stroke in the park damaged her eyes and she could no longer
hold a pen or brush. The letter, which was short, read:
My baby, I’m still alive. Don’t you worry about me. Drink lots of water. Drinking a cup of water with a bit of salt
every morning will help you. I need to see you again as pretty as you were.

I was eaten up by my sin: I forced my wai zu to burn the dianshi inherited from my grandfather, and then I
burned my only letter from my wai zu. Maybe a few characters of the dianshi written by my grandfather still
remained, but nothing remained of the letter from my wai zu.
*
Two days later I returned to my corps unit. A week or so later I received a letter from my mother that informed
me that my wai zu was ill, but not in critical condition. In the letter my mother asked me to come home if
possible. She was afraid that my wai zus health might get worse. I was afraid to ask for leave again. I knew that
the leader of the corps would criticize me as being bourgeois if I asked for another leave just because my wai zu
was ill.
Two weeks later I received another telegram. It said,
Your mother is terminally ill. Come home immediately.

I did not believe what this telegram said. I remembered a friend of mine was allowed to go home for a few
days when her family sent her a telegram with a fake message saying that her mother was dying. I thought it must
be that my wai zu was missing me and that my family was trying to get me to come home again. In those days the
corps granted leaves of absence only to people whose immediate family members were terminally ill. This policy
only covered parents and siblings. Visiting sick grandparents and other relatives was not allowed.
Nevertheless, I tried to go home. I went to our headquarters with the telegram in my hand. The team leader
said that our Propaganda Team was about to stage a new performance, timed with a new political movement
called Liang Yi Yi Pi.\fn{Figuratively this means: “recall-the-people’s-suffering-in-the-old-society,-voice-the- people’s-happiness-inthe-new-society,-and-criticize-capitalism”} His words made me feel ashamed of myself I shouldn’t even think about
leaving when such important work was to be done.
And the telegram wasn’t even true. A person’s political attitude was very important. I knew that if I wasn’t
careful and let my personal life get in the way of my political obligations, I might ruin my whole life. I decided to
stay and concentrate on the new performance.
Another week passed and I went to the post office in town. Going there was the most pleasant part of life in the
corps, especially when you got a letter or parcel from your family. As usual there was a letter waiting for me. I ran
from the post office and opened the letter. The first line knocked me senseless. It said,
Your wai zu passed away last week. On her deathbed she constantly called your name. She tried to hold on until you
could come home, but she wasn’t strong enough.

I wanted to cry and scream. I did not dare to do so in public, however. Tears were considered an expression of
bourgeois feelings.
I felt my head swimming. I ran all the way down to the dormitory room that I shared with three other girls.
Luckily for me, my roommates were not there. I cried myself to sleep.
When I awoke I felt that something must have been wrong with the telegram I received a week ago. I went
down to the post office and asked them for the original copy of the telegram. When I read it I saw that they had
misread it as “mother dying.” What it said was, “grandmother dying.”
My wai zu was cremated, and her ashes were sprinkled in the river. All her life she liked to walk its banks.
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Whenever I miss her, I go to the river and talk to her. It was there that I told her how guilty I felt about burning
her letter and bringing about the destruction of my grandfather’s dianshi.
188.178 Dialogue In Heaven\fn{by Can Xue (1953- )} Changxue, Hunan Province, China (F) 2
Last night I went out again. You warned me not to wander about at night for fear of an accident. And I
remembered your warning, but still I slipped out like a wraith, rising in the air to flit downstairs. Before my eyes
was a vast expanse of white. I crossed tower-blocks, soughing woods and old cliffs from which emanated a cold,
colourless light, as if these were forgotten places, hoary and illusory. Beside me flew a pale gray night-bird, but I
knew this was no bird, it was a paper crane I had made long ago in the kitchen, which would accompany me till
the end of my life.
I have been a good flier since childhood, a secret known only by me, because no one can see me flying. If I’m
chased by something scary, I have only to rise lightly on my toes and I’m up on a telegraph pole. I kiss the
rooftops, afraid yet pleased, and if I want to change course that’s very easy. I have only to raise or lower an arm
and it’s done. I am so nimble that I’ve never been caught, not once!
Last night something went slightly wrong; I hadn’t been gone long when it started to drizzle, and though the
sky was still white my view was blurred, no doubt because of my tiresome cold. I grabbed hold of the branch of
an old tree and perched there for a while to catch my breath. I thought of you. Lying in your arms that day I’d
sighed as I stroked your hair and face, till I suddenly saw you hide in a distant wood.
Actually what I saw was simply a coloured photograph, very big and stereoscopic, in which you appeared,
disappeared and moved about, hiding behind first one tree then another. Your face kept changing too, first into
that of my uncle, then my cousin, then into what seemed—yet wasn’t—your real self. I’ve heard that nowadays
there is a kind of photograph that’s like a video cassette. I heard that one day in an imaginary empty room, and it
made an unforgettable impression.
Maybe this was a photograph like that. I was meaning to tell you what I’d seen as you held me in your arms,
but as I opened my lips I found you’d gone and I was lying on the grass playing make-believe with myself! But
that colored photograph really exists. When the fallen leaves rustle in autumn, you sit on that high pile of logs,
your chin in your hands, and your whole body enclosed in a bell-shaped glass globe.
Once I butted my head against the wall, which sounded like a bomb exploding. Another time I made up my
mind to find my uncle and ask him to tell me the truth: Does this type of photograph actually exist? Why had I
been seeing it as far back as I could remember? I’d tell him:
This is an extraordinary riddle; each time I see it I find the correct answer, but as soon as it disappears it
becomes a riddle again, and the answer I’d found has completely slipped my mind. The problem is: it won’t come
when called; only when completely forgotten will it appear imposingly before you. And the people in the
photograph are definitely not the ones you’d choose. It may be him or someone you hadn’t been thinking of, with
whom you’d long lost touch. Whoever appears it has nothing to do with my longing. He comes without being
called. I asked my uncle, but I had no proof, speaking incoherently with endless irrelevant comparisons, so that he
was astounded—that was all.
This tiresome drizzle is freezing. I dare not go back like this, because wet weather throws me off balance .
Each time you impulsively kissed my lips, I said,
“Darling.”
And then I promptly turned pale and icy cold, looking right and left to avoid imaginary wasps. So later I took
care not to say “darling” again. I swallowed it back, silently smoothing your hair with my fingers. But you could
sense it all the same, you knew what I had in mind, and you still turned pale and trembled, your expression frozen
like a mask. And wordlessly you said:
“My left leg is atrophied, yet you’ve mistaken me for a man crouching by the river at dusk to play ducks and
drakes. You’ve made this mistake more than twice.”
You implied that I shouldn’t imagine that by flying I could penetrate through anything—I couldn’t. Take
yourself for instance. Because you were a much bigger riddle than the photograph, and as even your existence
was in question I shouldn’t be so sure that you existed; for one morning you might vanish into the crowd,
becoming one of countless strange faces; and I might not go away, just realizing that you weren’t the man playing
ducks and drakes at dusk. Then I’d go, well aware of my own flightiness and laughing foolishly.
This rain wouldn’t be stopping yet awhile; I remembered a stone tower outside the wood where I could go and
rest.
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“An orange pleasure-boat cruises over the sea, trailing a thin red thread, and an old man coughs. Your
conviction is really strange.”
Sitting in a bell-shaped glass globe you spoke impassively. After leaving the wood I realized that there was no
tower; it wasn’t by the wood but in the sea, with a green light on top. I had seen it when I was ten and found it as
hard to forget as that coloured photograph. The first photograph had appeared on the cabinet by my bed when I
was eight; in its background was a green meadow; in the middle a boy in sky-blue embroidered shorts was
playing football. When I flicked the picture he winked and kicked out mischievously. I couldn’t take my eyes off
him. I circled round and round the open ground because many little creatures were moving to and fro there,
among them boars and panthers, and I didn’t dare alight rashly. Gliding hastily up and down, I recognized the cliff
where the two of us had lain. Seen from above it was a round black splodge, like gangrene on a pale gray body.
As I lay on the cliff I felt your palms, soft and warm. The sunlight had turned your moustache a reddish brown.
Tossing heavily about, you made cracks in the cliff, and countless sparrows soared up in fright to the clouds.
When I told you my feelings you were so startled you snatched up a pebble and crushed it into pieces.
“Nothing exists.”
You raised one arm and swung it in an enormous arc, while transparent butterflies, one after another, fluttered
lazily, slantingly, from behind your back.
“I can fly.” I aroused myself again to debate with you.
“Your hands are really beautiful. When I made paper cranes I cried.” You winked cryptically and said,
“It’s the same .Many man-made things confirm that we don’t exist, we’re simply butterflies flitting about at
random. When you feel the palms of my hands, they may actually belong to someone else who has long since
disappeared into the crowd. That feeling stays for a long time on your fare, but this has nothing to do with that
man. You may search for him but can never be sure you’ve found him. Sometimes he plays ducks and drakes by
the river at dusk, sometimes appears on a tower, sometimes casts his net from the prow of a boat—each time it’s
someone different. You have to attach the image which captivates you to one person after another, and each time it
is realistic and moving. Those men give their flesh, blood and spirit to this model, so that it is soul-stirring,
forever young. But you …”
“Why kiss me?”
You didn’t answer; your delicate fingers on the palms of my hands gripped them like rubber bands till an
angrily pulsing blood-vessel broke, and blood trickled out to crawl slowly like a bright red leech over the back of
my hand.
The year that I was fifteen I fell and injured my leg. While in bed I folded several thousand paper cranes. One
morning I stuck my thin, greenish neck out of the window. The frosty wind pierced me to the bone, but the noisy
bustling crowds outside kept me watching until dark, and ice and frost riveted me to the window sill. I nearly had
to have my arms amputated. I remembered those paper cranes were of various lovely colors (my imaginary
colors), dainty and stylish. Finally one day a young man looking like you came into my room, saw the paper
cranes tossed on the floor and after a long silence bent down as if he wanted to pick them all up. I hastily trod on
the one he was reaching for. Our glances, clashing sparked off a row of stars, and I saw a scar at the corner of his
temple. He was me: how well I knew that scarred face. All I’ve said is your past history; we’ve met many times; I
was the girl who made the paper cranes; of course this isn’t in the least apparent.
The rain has stopped; I must fly back. I shall meet you again by chance in an imaginary empty room or on the
gangrenous cliff. You will impulsively kiss my lips, and next time I shall certainly say:
“You are he, I am that girl, on the river bank, the light-house, the prow of a boat, on the beach under the fierce
midday sun, or in the grove of fragrant osmanthus at dusk. In the warm drizzle of the south red rosebuds will
open, a snow-white figure will stand in the smoke-colored mist.”
188.180 Hopes Worn Away\fn{by Peng Xiaolian (1953- )} Shanghai, China (F) 12
I tuck the quilt tightly around my shoulders again, but 1 can still feel a cold draft snaking its way from my
neck downwards. I curl up into a ball, hardly daring to move. 1 can't hear the wind outside the window, but the
window is rattling as though it’s muffled by something, There’s an oppressive buzzing noise all around which is
only broken when a firework soars skywards, its shriek still as ear-rending as ever. A moment later, the
windowpane flashes white, leaving me dazzled. As 1 stare into the darkness of my room, black and white shapes
lock together like on the face of a ringworm patient, and creep towards me trembling, 1 shut my eyes and turn
over, but the sound of laughter and voices comes through the wall, together with the noise of spitting oil in the
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pan. Everyone in the house is rushing around, busy with something or other. “Bride” is yelling to my younger
brother:
“Help me turn the light on in the kitchen.”
“Isn’t the light on downstairs?”
“Weiqing ‘s finished cooking: they’ll turn the light off in a moment.”
“I know.”
My little brother—I grew used to conversations like this long ago. However, when a colleague from another
town came and stood at the foot of the little flight of stairs, she was really puzzled:
“I’ve never seen anything like it—so many lights and wires and light cords on such a tiny flight of stairs, and
they’re all covered in dust. What’s it supposed to be, a mechanized stage set?”
When I passed the comment on to my younger brother, I couldn’t help laughing. Whenever I caught sight of
those filth-covered wires winding their worm-like way into each of the small flats, it never failed to amuse me.
“It’s you who make me laugh, not those wires. All houses are like that. That’s nothing to be surprised at.” Little
Brother gave me a contemptuous look over his shoulder.
The glass flashes again momentarily as another firework races into the sky. Some children are shouting in the
alley. Normally at this time I hear an ancient clock chime—I don’t know who it belongs to—and start counting
from the first stroke up to the twelfth. After the last stroke I hear the lingering sound spreading out and strolling
into the darkness.
But today I haven’t heard it. Maybe it’s because tomorrow’s New Year, and everyone’s too busy. New Year.
New Year. I don’t get it: isn’t just another day like any other, just another twenty-four hours? Calling it New Year
is symbolic, a symbol to distinguish it from other symbols and nothing else. Why do we save up all our .good
food for this one day? Why do we work ourselves into a froth for this one day? Why do we spend all our money
on this one day? Why—too many whys. I’m getting confused myself. There are never any reasons behind the
things we do every day: don’t we just do them because that’s what everyone else does?
I can’t work it out. Anyway, my days are all the same: not much thinking, just padding the day out with
English. New Year. How old am I? Thirty-what? Where will I be when spring comes? All of a sudden, I shrink
towards the bottom end of the quilt. It’s really cold; a shaft of cold is moving up from my feet. I tremble and tug
at the quilt urgently, clinging on like grim death. The joints in my fingers are starting to ache, and I don’t know
what to do, which is agitating. Every day, every single day, I wish I could get to sleep—I’m really tired, so tired I
can’t go on. I read those foreign language books time and again, even looking things up in the dictionary; but the
moment I shut the books, my mind’s a blank, as though I haven’t read them at all, not a trace of them left. In the
darkness, I feel like this little room has been enveloped in a huge net, and that the net is drawing tighter and
tighter. This doesn’t upset me though, because the net doesn’t seem to be tying me up: I’m clutching a book and
shrinking smaller and smaller—I long for the moment to pass, for eleven o’clock when I can escape into dreams.
But the moment I dive under the quilt I just wait for the dawn to come again. I’m scared. Scared of what?
When I went to work in the production team in the countryside that time and spent the night shift alone in the
grain store, a rat had scurried over my shoulder and I didn’t move an inch. So what’s the matter with me now?
Fidgety, I dive completely under the quilt and can at last shout out: Nothing!
I think it’s probably me that’s mucked up my life. Why can’t I go downstairs and chat and laugh with the
neighbors? Why can’t I go and fry melon seeds with Little Brother? But Little Brother and I never eat together,
because he always gets things on the cheap. He’s very economical, and I really don’t think badly of him because
of it. To tell the truth, I even admire him a tiny bit. He’s told me how he haggled the price down, tapping away at
his pocket calculator as he talks. When he’s pleased with himself, he presses down the hair on his temples,
flattening it down into a spiral shape. The only trouble is, he’s always talking about the same things, in the same
old way—even the tone he uses when he’s pleased with himself is exactly the same. I’m sick and tired of it.
One day Little Brother came over to me holding a cake of soap.
“Where did you buy this, sis?”
“That little shop in the alley.”
“Is it some sort of special product or something?”
“No.”
“Then how come it’s still so big when you’ve been using it for half a month?”
Hearing I’d fallen for it, I didn’t dare look in his direction. Little Sister rushed over:
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“I told Big Sis to use your soap. So what? It’s the first time you and your wife have actually bought some soap,
and you’re still nicking our toothpaste. And what about every time she has a period? She uses enough of our toilet
paper then!”
“Don’t you feel ashamed, saying things like that?”
“It’s true: why should I keep quiet about it?”
“But we have to support a whole family!”
“No one forced you to get married!”
From then on the toilet was really clean, with everyone taking their own things out of there. What a family—
haggling over every penny! Little Brother would keep his door shut, and every time he went out he would lock it.
Things came to a head, and whenever we came home, we each went to our own room.
The cold air around my feet is still working its way up and chilling me to the bone. If that’s what marriage is
like, it’s a bit scary. I’d be trapped in this tiny room, buried under those pieces of toilet paper and slowly
suffocating.
Now I hear the heavy tramp of male feet on the stairs, followed by the thud of a woman’s high heels. They
aren’t talking to each other, just hurrying up the stairs. Now they’re on my floor. They don’t stop, just make a
practised turn in the dark, and a moment later there’s the sound of keys being fumbled and a door being closed.
Little Brother and “Bride” have entered their room. The kitchen downstairs has quietened down too, the nighttime
silence developing.
Then a frightening wheezing noise comes through the flimsy wooden partition: the sound of Little Brother
making love. “Bride” gives a suppressed shriek. I turn over and bury my head under the pillow, trying my hardest
not to listen, but my limbs are all going soft, and I feel like my whole body is burning, so hot that I cling
desperately on to the pillow as I shake. I despise the two of them.
No, that’s a lie. I don't despise them at all. When Little Brother decided to get married, Little Sister and I
immediately gave up the big room and squeezed into the garret. But it’s true that they’re making me feel
extremely uncomfortable. Maybe I despise myself. Why should I listen in on them like this? Turning my head the
other way, I feel wronged I’m really not doing it deliberately.
When the groans and sighs next door peter out, I’ll still be feeling jumpy. Apart from those English books and
the broken old bits of furniture, there is nothing around me but the flaking old wall. Weekends and holidays—the
whole business only goes on for a few minutes, but it makes me feel physically exhausted like I’ve climbed a hill.
I’m single and I want to distance myself a bit from all that—but there seems no end to it all. I seem to see an even
higher hill ahead.
I’m desperate for a companion. It doesn’t matter at all who it is—I’ve never had anyone particular in mind—
just as long as he’s sincere. Perhaps—my companion can be male or female, young or old, I don’t mind. I’m
exhausted, hoping against hope that someone will come and knock on my door, then come in and chat with me
about anything. I don’t want to pick up that frigid English book again.
*
I'm missing my younger sister—that younger sister of mine who looked so horrible when she was asleep and
who always stuck her feet on top of me. Her hair would always be in curlers, and if one of them fell out, even if it
was in the dead of night, she would get out of bed and fix it before she went back to sleep. The day before
yesterday she got married to a boy who had been in the same year as her at middle school. She’s just a cheerful
big baby. She was always asking me:
“Is that book of yours interesting?”
“No!”
“You’re lying. Why do you carry it about all day then?”
“If I don’t read it, what else is there for me to do?”
“Go out with me. We’ll go dancing. That’s a lot of fun.”
I was tongue-tied and didn’t say a word. Am I getting old or something? How is it that I’m so utterly
uninterested in something that my little sister finds so exciting? If you watch my little sister you’ll see that
whenever she says anything, her hands are always waving and gesticulating in a very ungainly way: it makes you
think that just about anything can make her boil over with excitement. She’s very young! I used to be
disappointed with my little sister. When I came back fom the countryside, I found her really boring. Her greatest
pleasure was apparently going to the toilet. She would go in and stay there for ages. The neighbors would get
impatient and start swearing violently, but she couldn’t care less.
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Suddenly the door would open, a fragrant smell would waft out, and she would emerge, her lips painted bright
red. She would pull a face at them before she flouncing off. She didn’t let it bother her: she could be quite thickskinned at times. Intriguingly, she had always despised my younger brother for his thick skin.
“That open university student! He hasn’t even learned how to use a calculator to add up a two-cent bill. What’s
he actually learned, eh? How to lock his door when he goes out. What a load of crap.”
How could I not prefer Little Sister? She’s such an innocent person. I’d like to be as happy as she is, and be
able to push Little Brother to the back of my mind. Really, who cares whether someone’s a university student or
not? What about personality? What about heart and emotions? But Little Sister wants to broaden her knowledge.
One day, instead of going shopping and browsing as she usually did when she finished at work, she came back
early and lay on her bed, reading a book under the little lamp and sighing now and then. When I discovered that
she was reading a collection of Pushkln’s love poetry, I turned my face away quickly so that she wouldn’t see my
mood. She was Little Sister after all.
“He’s also a university student, but he’s not always holding a book like you,” she started. “He can ride a racing
bike, and when we went to the little reservoir in the suburbs he made me teach him the butterfly. He learned it
straightaway virtually, and he really splashed about.” She became serious.
“He’s still studying, so he can’t get married, but I’ll wait as long as he wants—for love!” When she said the
word “love,” it sounded quite sacred. I stared at her uncomprehendingly:
“What are you sighing for then?”
“I don’t know.” Little Sister's voice went very quiet.
“I’ve never met anyone like him before. I never know what he’s thinking.”
As Little Sister's voice petered out, I thought to myself: love is a simple word, but no one escapes it. When a
person’s life really begins, when they become mature, they all search for it and make sacrifices for it. When I
remember it, it feels like a scar, a thick wrinkled scab, and so I avoid it. Little Sister’s skin is still so smooth and
fine. I brushed it with the tip of my fingers, stroking her. Little Sister’s big, innocent eyes had something else in
them now, they were not as simple as they had been, and they were no longer always sparkling. Suddenly she
burst out:
“Can you teach me some philosophy, sis?”
“What?” This time I really couldn’t help laughing out loud;
“Don’t laugh at me.” Her hands were clasped tightly together, her head hanging low.
“He was talking about me—and I couldn’t understand what he was saying.”
“If you don’t understand, you should make him repeat it. You’re supposed to be talking about love, not
philosophy.”
“I don’t dare. He’s changed.” She gave me an imploring look.
“Will you go and talk with him—please?”
“How can I?”
“You’re both university students, sis …”
She couldn’t go on, just threw herself on the bed and started to sob loudly. Her whole body was shaking, one
foot on the bed, the other dangling in mid-air. A moment later there was a thump as her shoe fell to the ground,
but she ignored it.
What could 1 do for her? Go and talk about philosophy in her place? Little Siste’s hair was sticking up messily
as though she hadn’t bothered with it for several days, and the roots were covered with a light layer of dust. In an
instant she had turned shabby and ugly. Hearing her snivels and wails of utter despair, you would have thought it
was the end of the world. Little Sister was naïve, but serious and honest too, her shallow agony filled with vitality.
*
Although the whole idea was crazy, I eventually went to talk with her young man. When 1 saw him, I was
puzzled. His face was as hairless as a baby’s, and he was that skinny and pale-skinned type you see everywhere in
southern Chinese cities. How could Little Sister be in such a state over him? The boys she’d dumped before had
all been more attractive than him. His only plus point was the shabbiness of his clothes, which seemed to imply a
confidence that he didn’t have to go out of his way to get girls. Or maybe that was just part of his unconventional
style.
“You’ve been going out with my little sister for almost two years now. What are you going to do about it?”
“I’m going to make her dump me.”
What sort of answer was that? I decided to get to the bottom of it.
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“All it means is that I want her to be the one who suggests we stop seeing each other. That way she won’t get
hurt.”
What a “nice” guy. Shirking all responsibility and still trying to look like the victim. Don’t give me that. I felt
angry on my little sister’s behalf. Little Sister had been painting herself a very rosy dream, ignoring the very long
boundary that existed between them: a boundary that she couldn’t hope to cross. He had certainly never thought
of sacrificing anything. He had just been all talk.
But that’s not illegal or even dangerous. Even when you’re married you can get a divorce. What’s wrong with
playing the field a bit to find the right person? He made Little Sister happy too, so what’s there to criticize? He
was staring at me as though I was a bit simple, a retard, not even understanding this most basic of truths.
“I understand. I’ll tell my little sister.”
“What’ll you tell her?”
“What do you care? Once you’ve dumped her you won’t have to worry. Being selfish isn’t illegal. That’s all
there is to it.”
“Leave it out: I was just being honest. You’ll go on about how she’s so upset; what about me? You hate me
because of your sister. You like her not only because she’s your little sister but because she’s young and honest. So
do I. As I’m a man, I also like her because she’s pretty.” He got stirred up.
“Now she tells me all her worries and troubles—so 1 get no happiness from her any more. Why should 1 bear
all her troubles? When you get upset, don’t you bear it all yourself? I’ve had enough. I don’t want to turn into a
romantic novel creep.”
As he spoke, he fished out a pair of glasses from his pocket, put them on, and then turned his bag upside down
looking for something or other. The thing he was looking for wasn’t important at all. Maybe it was something of
my sister’s that he wanted to give to me. I can’t remember. I just remember that he changed after he put those
glasses on—he didn’t look as handsome as before, and when he pushed them on more firmly, he really did look
unhappy.
“Maybe I am selfish like you say, but I’m not a hypocrite. Everyone’s so overcautious these days, and they
never say what they really think. They conceal their real selves all their lives, right up to when they die. How can
you stand it?”
I didn’t answer. I didn’t know how brave I was when it came to facing myself either. I’d thought of telling
people everything honestly: it was too much of a burden on me. But who would understand? Who would even
want to listen? I suddenly became aware of the young man’s aggressive stare and heard him saying:
“Why don’t you say something? You’re the same as me; you’ve got a miserable life too.”
He was right, but very few people would guess it. I always throw up barriers around myself so that people can’t
see the real me, scared that they’ll laugh at me and even more scared that they’ll pity me. In my immediate circle
of acquaintances there isn’t a single person who is willing to face up to themselves (apart from Xiao Yan, always
Xiao Yan).
He was quite right. I really wanted to look at him and see just what sort of person he really was. I wanted to
talk to him about any old thing. Really putting myself down would be a good way of venting my spleen, and he’d
be sure to understand. But now there was a bicycle between us, so I didn’t turn back. What did I need to see him
for anyway? Our eyes would meet, then we’d stare at each other for ages, then we’d talk openly and honestly—
and then it would be the same old thing, the order quite unchanged. I stared ahead and said,
“I’ll tell Little Sis.”
I walked off, ignoring him. Life’s just like that: you just have to take it one step at a time. I’d been as unhapy
as Little Sister before, worse in fact, that time by the hill behind the village when I’d wept my heart out. So what?
I’m old now, and I can deal with anything. Maybe I should stop a moment and think over what he said. Just being
friends would be okay. At least he would understand what you were saying and wouldn’t think you were some
sort of freak. As I realized that there is no truth in reality, I felt very sad.
*
What should I be doing? I feel like I’m a paralysed old woman, lying on the bed unable to move, my twisted
mouth unable to speak, only able to slobber a long stream of saliva when I want to convey something. But I’m not
dead. My brain is still working, and a heart still beats in the shell of my body. How can I pluck up the courage to
stare in the mirror and look at the sad remains of my life? I’m alive, truly alive, but most of the time it’s only the
fact that I can feel myself gradually dying that makes me aware of it.
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But there are still people of our generation who have the courage to face themselves and face reality. Xiao Van
is one of them. Her life is far from smooth, but she never gives up. She’s always rushing back and forth, that
cascading hair of hers trembling in the wind like a black flame.
She stood before my lonely little room. Suddenly she held out a pack of Peony brand cigarettes: .
“Su Ning, try one!”
“Aren’t you worried about wrecking your complexion?”
She flung the pack on to the table and lay down on my bed, facing upwards. Suddenly she turned over and
started grumbling at the wall.
“My complexion can go to hell. All I want is to have a cigarette, draw it in, puff it out again, make it really
smoky and fumigate this awful city. Get married, look for a partner, save a bit of money—what’s it all for?” She
gave a long sigh, turned over and stared at me.
“Shit, country people have it much better than we do! If they want to do something, they just go ahead and do
it. They don’t have time to get depressed or lonely out there. You remember how when we were there we just
spent our whole time longing to come back to the city, as though it was heaven or something. And when we got
allocated work, there wasn’t one of us who didn’t fight like crazy to get work here. We didn’t know until we got
back that we’d fought our way into a grave.” She hung her head and closed her eyes.
“I should just go back—go back to the production team I worked in. These days we don’t have to apply to the
local authorities to change our domicile. I can become a teacher and get three times more money. We can have a
house, a space and can live our own life.”
I shift my body and lie flat on my back. A light moves across the ceiling, the reflection of a car light in the
street. My mind often goes blank, and when I’m discussing serious subjects with others I often catch myself
humming a tune. I’m too tired. My trains of thought often break down. That sort of thing happens fairly often, and
it quite frightens me. Thinking about it now, my stupidity lies in the fact that I’m too earnest. Earnestness is a very
outmoded attitude. That’s why I’ve been manipulated time and again (it’s always been my own fault). Why did I
take that outburst of Xiao Yan’s so seriously? The expression she wore when she entered my little room didn’t
change on the spur of the moment. She was exposing herself completely as if she was torn to pieces and hung up
for people to see.
“The head of the county where we school leavers went into agriculture came to make an investigation in south
China. He gathered us together for information and gave us a feast after it. I suddenly discover that people like
him live above the ground. What about us? We are buried deeply under the ground. The country folk are quite
amazing when they talk. They cite figures the moment they open their mouths to speak, so accurate that they even
can speak out the figures behind the decimal point. They can actually count their happiness. Why don’t we go
back and work there? Do you think we ought to just stick it out and get rotten here?”
I was really moved by what she was saying. Really, I ought to go there with her.
*
The next day, before it was fully light, I stepped out. The streets were still empty, and wisps of steam and
fragrant breakfast smells were spiralling out of the little shop on the corner. In the triangular park fenced with iron
railings, old men and women were practising their sword play, and there were already quite a few people
practising qigong. For some reason, when I saw the old people doing their exercises, it all seemed very familiar,
and I was reminded of something; it was as though I’d stood there before, had stopped there before. It felt the
same as when I used to set out at this hour for the fields in the countryside. Subconsciously, I started walking
faster towards Xiao Yan’s house.
It’s really cold! My whole body curls up, and I clutch the bottoms of my feet as hard as I can. I still can’t forget
how I was insulted. I start reciting English, trying my hardest to get back to sleep. But no matter how hard I try to
stuff the thick honeycomb of jumbled and fragmented letters into my brain, it’s all a waste of time. I just see Xiao
Yan’s calm gaze. She came up behind me at the end of the alley and all of a sudden tapped me on the shoulder in a
friendly way.
“Don’t hurry. I deliberately came outside to talk with you. I’m fed up with my family.”
I looked up, but I didn’t see Xiao Yan, my eyes were rivetted to the little strip of black cloth on her pocket—I
didn’t know whether it was a trade mark or supposed to be some sort of decoration. I waited. Her affectionate
gestures weren’t really those of someone our age, and I began to get a vague feeling of foreboding. I can’t just
retreat or give up; at our age, chances to go all out for something are few and far between. But if Xiao Yan pulled
out, I wouldn’t be able to go it alone. When you get old, it’s like when you cross the street; you support me, and
I’ll help you by the arm—you be my crutch, and I’ll be your walking stick.
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“Listen to me,” Xiao Yan was very depressed. “My family won’t let me go. And anyway, the thing is that I’m
not really sure myself that I want to go. I’ve seen people who’ve transferred before. Thinking about it rationally,
there’s nowhere else that can compare with here for convenience—of course …”
I couldn’t take in a single thing she was saying. I didn’t need her to tell me all this. The first time I left this city,
getting back here was the only thing worth struggling for. Wasn’t it you, Xiao Yan, who was saying that the city
was like a tomb yesterday evening? How was it that one night later she contradicted everything she’d just said?
What’s happening here? I couldn’t answer, and I walked off quietly.
No, it wasn’t those slippery paved streets that I was yearning for, nor was it those French- and Japanese-style
gardened foreign houses, much less those high-rise buildings—I yearned for some sort of turbulence, crazy
impulses and changes that would at least make me feel alive. That’s exactly it. So why was it then—even bearing
in mind the fact that I would have to do it alone—that I didn’t dare rush blindly ahead one more time? I turned to
face Xiao Yan:
“Er, maybe you should take me there and recommend me to them.”
Xiao Yan stood there for ages before opening her mouth:
“Is it worth it?”
She really didn’t mean it nastily at all. But I felt that those four words condensed everything that she
particularly disliked about me. In my fright I began questioning my yearning.
“You seem so normal most of the time, but when it comes down to it you’re really weird.”
“Am I?” I asked timidly. ‘Weird?”
“I’ll say you are! Here you are, in your thirties—you ought to think of something practical. Find someone and
get married. Be more down to earth; face yourself. Neither of us are Van Gogh or odigliani. When you come down
to it you’ll find that all roads are the same; they don’t really mean anything. If you let your mind run wild and
don’t get married, you’re bound to end up—”
“Xiao Yan, look—they’re selling fried turnip dumplings.”
I was so terrified that I butted in quickly and cut her off so that I wouldn’t hear the last half of her sentence. I
bet she was going to say I’d end up a ghastly old maid. I’d made a fairy tale for myself but now found that I’d
entered a nightmare, with me as the fairy tale’s old hag—an old hag that everyone called “Old Maid.”
I felt a chill spreading over me. Xiao Yan stopped walking and turned on me with unconcealed fury:
“I’m going home. What’s the matter with you? I try and hold a serious conversation with you, and you start
talking about fried turnip dumplings. I don’t get it. You really disappoint me.”
Shaking her head, she gave her neat, long hair a quick flick, then turned and walked off. Then there was just
me left on the dark streets, standing there like a block of wood. I didn’t turn round, just felt a twinge of despair, as
though I’d messed up something really important. I was really sad. Why had I disappointed Xiao Yan? She was a
genuinely nice person, and people who were as nice to me as her were few and far between. I knew that. Yet,
hadn’t I disappointed myself too? Was I really a cracked old maid? Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything about
wanting to leave this city in the first place. But does that mean that normal people are like plants, staying where
they’re planted until they die of old age or go rotten?
God, where do all these ideas come from?
I felt my steps getting heavier; I was just too tired. I walked back following the stone wall, then crossed the
little alley, the noise of a nights tool being scrubbed coming over like someone in a little band playing the drums
with a wire brush. Scrub, scrub—the beats were very regular. That much wouldn’t change, it would always
remain part of my life. No wonder—no wonder even Xiao Yan looks at me like everyone else. All the wellintentioned and ill-intentioned gazes and comments chased after me, piling up on top of me and making my
breathing difficult. Old Maid—what an ugly name!
*
I felt I was finished. Purely in order to rid myself of the “Old Maid” tag and to prove my nonnality to
everyone, I started actively looking for a partner.
No, it wasn’t exactly like that. If I examined my conscience, I knew that behind all those excuses there was a
tiny part of me that was longing for a partner. But who? I had no idea. Anyway, it wouldn’t be the prince I
dreamed of in childhood; nor would it be the movie-star real man I yearned for in my adolescence. The things that
mature people ask for are realistic—boring even—altogether lacking in vanity and idealism. As my sister put it:
“University graduates aren’t worth anything, especially girls. What have you got? You haven’t even got a
house. And everyone wants someone young and pretty.”
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I didn’t say anything. It’s really hard, I thought to myself; my demands are still too high. The only thing I
longed for was sincerity. It seemed there was something almost farcical in someone of my age speaking the word.
But was there really no one like that? Xiao Lu—I tear off the quilt that’s weighing on my neck. My throat starts to
tickle. I want to cough but find I can’t. I can only feel a noiseless trembling in my throat that reaches down to my
stomach. If I could cry, if I were still able to cry, I would feel a lot better.
Little Sister introduced Xiao Lu from her factory to me. At long last I stepped over the threshold and went
round to his house for “normal social contact.” On the way there I wasn’t really thinking of anything in particular,
and even as I stood before the front door of his one-storey house, my mind was still a blank. All sorts of noises
were coming from inside: the bang, bang, bang of something being hit; a popular tune was blaring out of a tape
recorder, the lyrics very muffled, as though the singer was making a deliberate effort not to be understood. The
woman was singing in a husky, gravelly-throated sort of voice, wailing like an invalid trying to vindicate herself
just before she died,
“I’m in pain, my heart is torn.”
I got fed up and pounded the door twice. When the door opened and Xiao Lu appeared, the banging stopped.
The singing “I’m in pain, my heart is torn” immediately increased in volume and rushed at me with a roar. My
heart contracted, and I wanted to ward off the attack, but I was quite powerless; I stood there feeling very
awkward. Xiao Lu stared back into the darkness, narrowed his eyes and said nothing. Although it was really just
an instant, it seemed like ages, and I could feel my courage waning until I really wanted to run away. But then
Xiao Lu spoke:
“Ah, Su Ning: I thought it was someone else. Please come in and sit down.”
The house had just been thrown up temporarily by the side of the road, and the traces of a sewer were still
there. All around there were planks of wood and half finished pieces of furniture. I stood in a space I found
between furniture, looked up at Xiao Lu and smiled:
“You’re busy.”
“Not really. I’m fine. How about you? You’ve got thin.”
“I’m okay, I …” I looked at my wizened and scrawny fingers, nervously rubbing back and forth on the
unvarnished furniture.
“Oh, my sister made a mistake when she said I was thirty. Actually, I’m thirty-three—”
“You mean you and I are the same age?”
As Xiao Lu blurted it out, his voice sounded louder than usual. He immediately shut his mouth tight as though
he wanted to cover up something. His slightly thick lips pouted, he looked round, then he swivelled his stocky
body and clumsily turned off the tape recorder. He stood there with his back to me and his head hung low.
The world suddenly became very quiet, unnaturally quiet. I saw him raise his hands, plant them on his thickset
hips, let them drop again, and then finally cross them in front of his chest. I was very familiar with each of his
movements and they made me feel a surge of warmth. I wanted to say something, but didn’t know where to start. I
looked at the corner of the room and the heap of broken old furniture stackcd there; the set-out was very shabby,
and the floor was covered in curly wood shavings and scraps of wood that gave off a faint smell of timber. I really
wanted to leave.
Just then, Xiao Lu seemed to relax, and he politely pulled over a chair for me to sit on, putting a coarse cloth
cushion on it first. In the dim light, his face looked really kind and gentle.
I took the chair but didn’t sit down. I watched him bending over and straightening the cushion and noticed he
had some wood shavings in his hair. I felt like stretching out my hand and gently brushing them off, but in the end
my hand stayed where it was; inside it felt like I’d done it though, and a feeling of warmth flooded me. I saw him
look up and laugh good-naturedly, and I felt comforted. When our eyes met, I laughed a sincere laugh.
I didn’t think there was anything to be scared of, I was not sure why. Could it have been the concern he
displayed with his attentive observation, “You’ve got thin,” or could it have been the good-natured grin or the way
he hadn’t made a fuss about my age? I was just aware that I didn’t find this little house as oppressive and
restrictive as my own small room. I said,
“My little sister had a go at me. She said I ought to be more friendly, not spend the whole day with my nose
stuck in a book.”
“Please, don’t say anything else. Your little sister had a go at me too. I …” He looked away.
“I thought she was just joking. I never imagined you’d actually come. Please, have something to drink!”
Then he was silent. I was silent too. Whenever I really want to do something for myself, I always have no
sense of propriety, not knowing how to do it. But that time Little Sister had asked me to mediate for her I had
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been able to make the correct inference and make the correct judgement for every sentence, every movement, and
every pause that my opponent had made. To others, I’m simply a sophisticated and experienced person. In fact,
I’m very obtuse and can’t express myself, or I say inappropriate things. Every time I make an “appropriate”
remark, it’s always a real effort, as though I’ve literally wrung it out of my brain. The fact that I was able to sit
here now, quietly and very relaxed, with a sincere person for company, made me experience a great peace of
mind. After a moment, the silence seemed to bring us closer and closer. In this little room I felt that there was no
subject that was taboo.
“Xiao Lu, do you find me difficult to understand?”
“No, you’re like your little sister. You’re just a nice person.”
Honestly, it really is just as simple as that; I want a partner, just like the majority of people, and an ordinary
family—even if everyone else thinks he’s very lowly and dull, it doesn’t matter to me, just as long as he’s honest.
I’d like to sense that person’s smell, get close to his body and fight for my breath in his close embrace, never
pushing him away. I don’t know whether I’ve just started getting coarse or just started to understand life and
people. Are there other things that people yearn for more than honesty and trust?
It’s been a long time now since I've experienced that feeling. The feeling where my heart is like the village
well: very still and very deep, the water smooth and rippleless, reflecting not only the azure sky but your face too,
under the rays of the sun, when you look down; then the golden light draws you in silhouette, and you look like
you’re surrounded by a halo. The night becomes warmer and envelopes the little room …
*
At this point, my heart feels as though it’s just been clawed, and I shrink back. I don’t dare do any more
thinking. I’m scared. I don’t know what my problem is, why everything that starts off so nicely always turns out
to be just a dream. Why did I go and see Xiao Lu? It was all just wishful thinking on my part. How should I
punish myself? I toss and turn, desperate to get to sleep as quickly as possible. But in the dead of night I start
picking at my scab again, looking at the tender pink flesh underneath and the tiny drops of blood that are oozing
out. The flesh is ridged and damp, so that I don’t dare touch it.
But is it really my fault? When I got the admission notice from an American university, I was afraid of losing
everything here. I’ll never forget that day. When I saw a row of mysterious Arabic numerals in the scholarship
space on the form I felt like my brain was falling apart, bored through by these letters and numbers. I held my
breath and gripped the admission notice tightly. I was about to stride out at long last: people would look at me
with new eyes, and no one would sneer that I was weird. I had powerful evidence to challenge people with, and I
felt my vanity sated for the first time in my adult life. I wanted to pray for myself, but I had no idea what to pray.
Gradually I became aware of the beating of my heart, thump, thump, beating wildly. I did my best to calm down,
and not get too happy, as though I was scared of losing everything through premature excitement.
Gusts of autumn wind swept the land. The skies become dry and cool, surrounding the little room and making
me feel suffocated. I feel as though all my internal organs have leapt into my throat and are palpitating there. I
stand up and try to look as though I don’t care, but it is no good. I need to find someone to talk to; we can talk
about anything. I haven’t felt that happiness for long. I almost forget what it is like.
Little Brother and Bride’s room is quiet now. Little Sister is still doing overtime. Who can I go and talk to? Of
course, Xiao Van—she understands me.
I rushed out on to the street. The street was really crowded with people rushing to buy things—from leather
shoes to cotton padding—in the wake of price hike rumours. The length of the street was bursting with people,
like when a cinema discharges its audience, people clinging, shoving, moving step by step. The street was filled
with the stench of human bodies. But price hikes didn’t mean anything to me, and I hurried to cross the street and
find Xiao Van for a chat.
But the little iron gate outside Xiao Yan’s house was shut. I was just toying with the idea of forcing my way in
when suddenly there was a shriek like two panes of glass rubbing against each other. The screech clawed at my
innards, and I couldn’t help trembling.
“What gave you the right to go through my drawer?” yelled Xiao Van. There was the heavy thump of a fist
angrily slamming on a table.
“I’m your father. Of course I’ve got the right. How dare you talk to me like that? I want to see what kind of
friends you’re keeping.”
“Now you’re retired, you’ve got nothing better to do all day. That’s it, isn’t it? You can’t just trample over my
rights!”
“You—Get out!”

271

“I haven’t got a house. Do you think I like living here? I’ve had enough!”
“Do you think it’s my fault you haven’t got your own house? I’m not the head of the Housing Department. Get
out. I disown you!”
All the windows upstairs and in the neighboring houses clacked open. Then people started coming outside into
the alley to listen. Terrified, I began to retreat step by step, the racket still unfolding. I reached the end of the alley,
where there was a hill-like pile of rubbish; a dirty path ran through the centre of the rubbish, and I made my way
over the stinking fruit peels and cinders, just like a burglar escaping from the scene of the crime.
Once I was a long way off, I turned back and saw that Xiao Yan’s house was now surrounded by a large crowd,
like an army of ants clustering around an open wound. They seemed to be sucking the blood and pus that were
seeping out and increasing in number, pressing even nearer, gathering at the centre of the wound. I turned and
fled.
I stood in the long queue of people outside the public telephone booth, fumbled in my pocket for some change,
smoothed out the crumpled and torn little note and handed it over to the old woman who was in charge of the
telephone. The bottom of the receiver was still moist with someone else’s spittle; little bubbles could be clearly
seen oozing out of the grooves. Gray filth. Impatient as I was in my nausea, the dialing tone took ages to come.
The person behind me in the queue rattled his keys and kept sighing loudly.
I wanted to ring up Xiao Lu, but what should I say to him? Tell him that I was going to leave the country?
Would he want to share that piece of good news? I hesitated. The old woman was already rapping the desk with
her knuckles:
“Come on, come on, there are other people waiting.”
I got flustered. I lost track of what I was doing for a moment, and when I finished dialling, I found that it was
my Little Sister’s name that I was yelling down the receiver.
“I’ve got no time to explain now, but can you come home early this evening?”
“What is it?” Little Sister’s loud voice and the various machine noises boomed through the receiver; Little
Sister talking fast like a gramophone set on the wrong speed.
“I can’t come back early, I’m really busy. Our group leader is a ‘thief’: he got two hundred yuan last month,
and I only got ninety-seven—I can’t come home early.”
“Forget it then.”
“In the future, if there’s nothing urgent, don’t ring me at work.”
She nimbly cut off as the last word trailed off.
*
I stood there stupidly holding the receiver until the old woman rapped the table again, and I put it back in its
cradle. Happiness, which had hardly even arrived, disappeared again leaving me clutching vainly at its shadow. I
can’t even remember how I felt when the letter arrived. It really wasn’t anything urgent. Why had I rung up Little
Sister? Fortunately I hadn’t disturbed Xiao Lu. Otherwise …
I walked home the same way. The shops were already closed, and there were no people left on the streets now.
Just the flashing neon lights above my head remained. “Happy Home Brand Radios”: the green neon went out,
then dazzling red characters appeared in the darkness: “Happy Home Brand Electrical Appliances for the Happy
Home”. The line of characters flashed twice and then fell into darkness. Almost immediately the green characters
leapt out again: “Happy Home Brand Washing Machines”, “Happy Home Brand Record Players,” “Happy Home
Brand Radios” …
I stared at them for ages and suddenly felt a wave of dizziness, as though my head was swelling up; everything
started to spin before my eyes, and when I shut them, I felt as though I was standing on a turntable and out of
control, the things in my stomach churning too and surging for my throat. I didn’t know how, but I felt my gums
go all soft and saliva flooding outwards from either side of my tongue. I quickly clutched at a nearby tree and
stood still a moment. When I opened my eyes and saw the world again, it was still those trembling characters that
came into view:
“Happy Home Brand Electrical Appliances for the Happy Home.”
I quickly looked away. In the cold night wind, scraps of paper hung down from a multi-coloured wall covered
with all sorts of posters:
“Good faith house swap”
“Good faith exchange: Peking—Shanghai” One poster had a picture of a ballet-dancer on it:
“Quick Method of Teaching”
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The paste on the back of the posters was oozing down the wall; some of the posters were old and already torn,
and under my gaze they shrank smaller and smaller, trembling their way into the distance.
Feeling drunk, I made my way along, step by step, using the wall for support until I reached some steps in
front of a building. Here I sat down, unable to go any further. Right next to me was a young couple. The girl was
quite openly sitting on her boyfriend’s knees, her feet swaying in rnid-air, the boy cuddling her and clumsily
rocking her. To any passers-by—including me sitting right next to them—they paid not the slightest attention.
I buried my head deep betwren my knees, oblivious to everything. For a long while I even forgot myself and
couldn’t remember a thing. I was only aware of the existence of the couple next to me. What they were actually
doing or saying was beyond me too. I was just vaguely aware of the girl’s affected voice, which sounded wrong
for someone of her age; it was a spoilt child’s whiny voice. Were they coarse? Were they disgusting? I had no
idea. All my dazed brain was registering was the fact that they were pressed so tightly together and must be very
warm.
A damp chill spread up from my bottom. My hands gripped my shoulders as I leaned on my knees. I really
envied the two of them.
*
America, the scholarship and those neon lights were dazzling me and making my heart beat wildly. But when
daylight came, they would all just disappear like a dream without a trace. America’s no paradise; there was still a
harsh reality advancing towards me. Working, working (if it isn’t washing dishes, then its acting as an au pair),
rushing around to earn a living, to read those frigid books, just me on my own, no Little Sister, no Xiao Yan, no
Xiao Lu, not even this couple pressing next to me. I wouldn’t be able to smell the stench of a crowd of jostling
people again.
Why do I still want to go then? Now that you’re about to start another life at your age, what have you got
planned, I asked myself time and again. What’s America got for you? I yearn for change, I yearn for honesty, I
yearn to leave all my frustrations behind, I yearn to broaden my horizons. That’s probably the answer. But I still
can’t convince myself. When I think about leaving, I suddenly feel a lightness caused by the knowledge that the
burden I’ve born for several decades is about to fall off. It’s as if when I take one stride, the whole of my body
will tumble headlong. In America, what will it matter—my frustrations, my agonies, my joys even, and with
whom will I share them?
God, why didn’t I think of all this sooner? Late at night, Little Sister turned to me and mumbled as though she
were talking in her sleep:
“When you go, can you get me some nice clothes and make-up?”
“Er …”
“Really, please don’t forget. I’m just worried that once you’ve got lots of money I’ll never see you again.”
As she spoke, she stretched out an arm and squeezed me affectionately. But when Little Sister talks like that, I
never know how to reply.
Little Sister slipped hazily back to sleep. Her arm pressed heavier and heavier against me, and her hot little
palm shook as she breathed in and out. But I just couldn’t get to sleep. Those neon lights were fixed now, hanging
in the darkness and twisting into strange shapes, stretching out one claw after another to stab me. I shrunk
backwards and discovered that I had fallen into a desolate and uninhabited zone. It was as though I had lost
myself.
I suddenly twitched and woke myself up. Scared, I turned over and sat up, which woke up Little Sister again. I
didn’t care. I pulled up my knees and, resting my head in my hands, tried to calm down. I felt Little Sister’s warm
hand brushing my dry waist.
“Get to sleep, sis. What’s the matter?”
“Nothing, something startled me. I thought I was lost.”
“Don’t go to America. I wouldn’t want all that hardship.”
“It’s not that I’m worried about.”
“What is it then?”
“I can’t really say—I, I want to get married.”
“Who to?”
“A man.”
“Sis?” Little Sister was shaking me. “You’re talking in your sleep.”
“No, I’m not.”
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I knew that I’d never been more awake. In the dark room, it was almost as though the sound hadn’t issued from
my lips. It was too steady. My wizened fingers thrust deep into my hair, the tips scratching the roots.
“I want to marry Xiao Lu. Don’t laugh at me.”
“Of course not.” Little Sister started to cry. “Why are you in such a hurry? You’ve only known each other two
months. Is it wise?”
“You don’t understand. It’s actually very simple. When I go to America, I can’t be a rootless person. In
America, I think I’ll always be an outsider.”
“Well, write and tell me everything.”
Little Sister, when your impulsiveness leaves you, how long will your patience and interest in me last? When
you’re far away, how do you preserve this fragile thread? Little Sister tugged the quilt upwards with both hands
and burst into tears in spite of herself. I gave her the pillow cover to dry her eyes.
*
I turn over and get out of bed. I daren’t think back to the terrible humiliation. I haven’t even put on my shoes,
and the freezing cold floor is making my whole body shiver. Who can I blame? No one. No one forces me to go.
Let me freeze. That’s called reaping what you sow. I should carve the humiliation into my heart, and that way I
won’t make the same mistake twice.
But I don’t have any faith in myself. It’s all thanks to damned America. Why do I try so hard to get to that
dump? It’s like when I was in the village, and I was desperately yearning to come back to the city. I always forget
that if I’m in a place that I don’t belong to, even if I’m planted there like a tree, I’ll be thirsty, I’ll wither, and then
I’ll die.
I dive back under the quilt again and curl up into a ball, shivering.
I’ve had it; I’m finished. I must just be a good-for-nothing. Otherwise, why would Xiao Lu have gone back on
his word at a time like that? I asked him:
“Have you got all the marriage documents sorted out?”
“Here they are.” He hung his head and started looking through his pocket.
“I’ve been really busy just lately, everything’s in a mess.”
Chatting together, the two of us entered the building. But Xiao Lu kept looking around him, really nervous. I
stared at him and was dense enough not to notice anything amiss. We strode along the long corridor of the District
Committee building. The office doors on each side all had rectangular plaques, but owing to the fact that there
were windows only at the ends of the corridor, it was too dark to get anything more than the basic gist of what
was written on them.
“Su Ning, will you wait a minute. I …” Xiao Lu plucked up all his courage and said,
“Everyone keeps saying I—I’m not good enough for you …”
The corridor was so quiet and so narrow that after Xiao Lu had finished speaking, there was almost a little
echo. I was really scared that someone would have heard; it sounded so deafening. I shivered uncontrollably and
stopped walking but didn’t dare look up at Xiao Lu. Almost as though I was mumbling to myself, I said,
“Why do you listen to others? Do you still not understand me?”
He didn’t answer, just carried on walking. I could hear he was holding his breath and breathing in tiny little
gasps. It’s so difficult to be sure what people are really thinking. How is it that such simple questions are suddenly
made so complicated that they can apparently never be solved? We’d already got to the end of the corridor but
still hadn’t seen any plaque that referred specifically to a marriage registry. The two of us looked round at the
same time and saw a fat middle-aged woman walking up; she was tidying her hair with one hand and using the
other to bring a hair clip up to her mouth, where she was about to prise it open with her teeth and put it in her hair.
“Excuse me, Comrade, where’s the Registry Office?”
“Over there, over there.”
She mumbled the answer as she struggled with the hair clip. Over there, but up a floor. Oh, I think it’s changed
now. Go and ask upstairs.”
She disappeared like a shadow. However, her appearance and the pause she created seemed to have snapped a
thread between the two of us. Anyhow, from this point onwards Xiao Lu seemed to have changed his mind
completely:
“Su Ning.”
“What?”
He rubbed his face hard with his big hand, despite the fact that it wasn’t cold at all. He obviously wanted to say
something but couldn’t quite get the words out. He hesitated and started walking up the stairs in the corner. He
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was staring into nothingness and was still rubbing himself. I stayed where I was, two steps away from him, and
looked up at his strong back. He arched his back and laboriously lifted his foot, and then for some reason he
caught it on the next step and stumbled forward; in the confusion, he stretched out his hand to grab something, but
before he actually got hold of anything he regained his balance, and the hand was left flailing about in mid-air in a
very ugly posture. In spite of myself I called out:
“Watch it!”
It’s all over. I was just about to go up the stairs when he suddenly turned round. We were very close, so close
that we couldn’t see each other’s faces clearly. I wanted to know why he had stopped, what he was thinking, but
in the end I learned nothing, because when I looked into his eyes, I just saw myself. A me that had changed shape
in the pupils of his small eyes. My head was oval, and my cheekbones stuck out alarmingly, making me look
really ugly. The little freckles under my eyes seemed magnified too. Was this me?
“Su Ning, 1 …” Xiao Lu finally slipped into the plural: “We—let’s go home!”
I was prepared for it but still couldn’t say a word.
“I’ve got some other things to attend to. I’ve been really busy recently. I, really, I’m not making this up. If you
don’t believe me, ask your sister.”
“Oh …”
“I—I, I, let me go home and think about it, okay?”
“Oh.”
Again that was all I could get out. After a while, I added:
“You still haven’t decided?”
As I said it, I finally woke up. I finally realized where we were standing and what we were talking about. I was
sorry that I’d said it, as it would look like I was being sarcastic; in fact, reality had just caught me unprepared.
“I’m sure …” He looked very nervous. “I’m sure you won’t blame me. Why did you want someone like me
anyway?” He looked puzzled. “I’m just a nobody, and you—you’re a university graduate, you’re about to go
abroad—why did you want someone like me?”
Honest and kind. He really was both of those things, and maybe his honesty and kindness were prompting him
to ask this question. It was true that most people would think in those terms. But during the period we’d been
seeing each other, he’d been asking that question all along: had we really made no progress after all this time?
Had we just been walking in circles? I looked at Xiao Lu and saw that he was waiting for me to reply, his face
bright red in his nervousness. I had unconsciously turned him into a worried man; I had made him less simple,
less at peace, and I had made his life a turmoil. How could I explain all that?
What could I say? I almost felt apologetic.
“So I’m a university graduate. So I’m about to go abroad. So what? What does all that prove? Does that make
me someone different?”
In my anger, I really wanted to come back with something like that, but when I opened my mouth I said
something else instead:
“Okay. Let’s go home then!”
I stepped off the steps and went to stand by the window at the end of the corridor. I looked out. Outside, the
sunshine was very strong, and I was dazzled; then I looked again, and it was okay. Out on the street, as I mingled
with the dense stream of people and bikes, my thoughts abandoned the shadows I’d fabricated for my own
happiness, and I decided not to indulge in beautiful dreams again. I would throw myself into real life once more
and make my way through the jostling crowd …
*
I really ought to sleep. I’ve got a really bad headache, and there’s no point in thinking about all this anyway. A
new day and a new year have just begun, and this spring I’ll be going to America, I look at my little room again,
wanting to carve it all into my heart for the last time. But the window is as black as pitch, and so is the room. I
shut my eyes, and the America I see is also dark, the tall buildings blocking out the sun. There are so many things
I yearn for; behind the darkness there must be so much.
But now the only thing I really hope is that if I’m reincarnated, my life won’t be like this; I’d like to be
someone 1ike Little Sister or Xiao Lu. Even someone like my younger brother would be better than what I am
now. I’ve managed to ruin everything, but I’m afraid I’ll never find out where my problem really lies. Anyway,
there’s no such thing as reincarnation.
I’m freezing. I pull up the quilt again and start counting: 1, 2, 3, 4 … I dive under the quilt, and it’s dark there
too. Maybe if there is no light at all I’ll get to sleep quickly.
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191.70 Red Land Yellow River: A Story From The Cultural Revolution\fn{by Ange Zhang (1953- )} Peking,
China (M) 7
1
In 1966 I was a teenager living with my family in downtown Peking. Like many Chinese homes, our house
was built around a small courtyard, called Square Yard. My parents lived on the north side of the courtyard, my
grandparents lived in the west wing, and my younger sister and brother and I lived in the east and south wings. In
the center we had a small garden where we grew sunflowers, cucumbers, cabbage and green beans.
We had a good life. My father was a famous writer. He wrote the words for the Yellow River Cantata, which
was sung by Chinese people all over the world. When I was little, my teacher invited my father to my school to
talk about his writing. I felt a bit embarrassed, because I never got good marks on my writing assignments.
Still, I could draw, and I was the best in my class. My heroes were the Communist army soldiers. I drew a lot
of warriors.
*
I was very happy at school and in our Square Yard. Then, in June, the Cultural Revolution started, and within
weeks my school went through a total change. More and more of my classmates joined the Red Guards, Chairman
Mao Tsetung’s specially chosen troops.
The teachers were driven out of our classrooms. One day, the principal was dragged to the football field in
front of the whole school. Half of her hair had been shaved off. He Red Gruards poured red ink over her head. All
the students surrounded the platform where she was standing and chanted:
“Long live the Cultural Revolution! Down with the Capitalist pigs!”
I shouted these things, too, even though I did not know what they meant. Life was confusing, but it was also
fun and exciting. Instead of learning Chinese and math, we memorized the quotations of our leader, Chairman
Mao. After school we would all paste posters and revolutionary slogans in the streets. Soon every alley and street
in Peking was filled with a tide of red paper and people wearing red armbands.
One morning when I arrived at school, I noticed that two huge posters hung on each side of the front gate. One
poster read:

THE GOOD GUY’S SON IS A HERO
The other poster said:

THE BAD GUY’S SON IS A BASTARD
I was proud that my parents were high-ranking officials in the party. They were the good guys.
About two dozen Red Guards stood outside the gate. As each person walked through, we had to declare our
family background. Some said their families belonged to the Communist Party or army or that they came from
families of workers and peasants. They walked through the gate proudly. Those whose families were landlords
and business owners walked past the Red Guards with their heads bent low like criminals.
My father had joined Mao;’s revolution when he was young. Now it was my turn.
“What’s your family background?” one of the guards asked me.
“Communist Party,” I answered proudly.
*
My friend Hong was a Red Guard and his parents were senior army officials. His marks in school were not
impressive, but he was good at sports. We both played on the school soccer team, and he often came to my house
to visit. I envied his olive green uniform and the red band he wore on his left arm. I told Hong that I was applying
to be a Red Guard, too.
A few days later Hong called me out of the classroom. His face was very serious. It seemed that someone had
objected to my application because my father was a writer.
“Did you know your father is one of the bad guys?” he said in a low voice.
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I stared at him, trying to understand what he was saying. My father was a high-ranking official in the
Communist Party. He had supported Mao and the Communist Party right from the beginning.
“I knew you wouldn’t believe me,” he said when he saw my bewildered face. “You’ll have to see for yourself.
Come to the C.W.A.A. building this afternoon.” Then his voice became very serious.
“We are in a cruel political struggle. You must decide where you stand.”
The C.W.A.A. was the home of the Chinese Writers and Artists Association. My parents had often taken me
there to see shows for Chinese New Year. It looked like a palace, surrounded by a wall, with a guard house at the
entrance and wide steps leading up to four big columns. Four stories loomed above the colonnade, and there was a
beautiful big theater on the second floor. But that afternoon the building no longer looked magnificent. Big
posters covered the corridor walls. The air was filled with the smell of newspaper and paste.
The auditorium was packed with students and workers. The meeting had already begun. Angry chanting
rumbled in the air as I threaded my way through the crowd and finally found a gap where I could see.
In the center of the stage stood the famous artist, Hua, surrounded by Red Guards. I knew him. His paintings
had been admired by millions of Chinese people. Now there was a big plate like a garbage can lid hanging from
his neck. The plate had writing on it proclaiming him to be a bad guy. He also wore a pointed hat made of white
cardboard. The guards told him to bow his head down low, but when he did, his tall hat would fall off. Then
someone would pick it up and force it back onto his head again.
Several other people lined the sides of the stage. They also had plates on their chests, and their heads were bent
low.
Standing among them was my father. He wore gray trousers and a white shirt, the same clothes I had seen him
wearing earlier that morning. Up on the stage, he looked thin and frail. He bent his head down. His left arm hung
slightly crooked, the result of a fall off a horse when he was in the army.
Suddenly, several Red Guards pushed my father into the center of the stage. A terrifying feeling gripped me.
“Down with the counter-revolutionaries!” one of the guards shouted into the microphone. A sea of arms rose
up as thousands of voices repeated the words.
My hand went up, too. But I could find my voice. I dared not look toward the stage.I kept my head low,
wishing I could hide away where no one could see me.
Not long after that, we heard a loud banging on our front gate as we were eating dinner one evening. The maid
went to open the gate.
About twenty Red Guards stormed in. Most of them pushed their way into my father’s study. One of them was
my father’s chauffeur, whom we called Uncle Hu. He was wearing a red armband. He told my sister, brother and
me to stay in a room with our grandparents.
“Your father is a bad man,” he said. “You must draw a line between yourselves and him.”
I could hear the noise of things being smashed coming from the study, one loud crash after another. Grandma
held us in her arms. Her hands were shaking. My father had many beautiful things, many antiques. They smashed
his Ming vases and antique paintings on the ground of the courtyard and took all of his diaries and manuscripts.
I helped my mother clean up. Buried in the broken china I saw a terra cotta Buddha’s head that used to be
displayed on the bookshelf. My father had once told me it was very valuable old earthenware from the Han
Dynasty. I was never even allowed to touch it.
I picked it up. It was heavy in my hand and, surprisingly, it was not broken. The Buddha’s face looked so
peaceful. It was smiling. I was just about to place it carefully on the desk when I heard my father’s voice.
“Throw it out,” he said. He was sitting at the desk, his hand over his eyes.
I wanted to ask him why, but I said nothing as I dropped the Buddha’s head back into the rubbish heap.
*
My school life changed. Suddenly I was a “black kid,” the enemy of the revolution. I no longer asked about
joing the Red Guards.
Every day the black kids were ordered to clean the hallways and washrooms. My old friends like Hong
avoided me in the halls and schoolyard. I was not allowed to go to student assemblies or march with the others.
Every morning I walked past the sign on he main gate: THE BAD GUY’S SON IS A BASTARD. That was me.
I didn’t know why all this was happening, and no one could explain it to me. It seemed that no one iknew. I
was ashamed and angry. I recited Chairman Mao’s quotations over and over, even though I did not understand
much. To show the Red Guards that I was loyal to Chairman Mao as anyone else, I even changed my name from
Ange to Weige, which meant to safeguard the revolution.
All I wanted was to be just like the other kids, to wear the olive green uniform with the red armband.
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But things kept happening to remind me that I was not like the others.
2
Before long, my father was arrested. My mother, who worked at the Traditional Opera Research Institute, was
being criticized at her work unit. The Red Guards took over the west wing of our house, the rooms my
grandparents had lived in. Our maid was ordered to return to her countryside home. Grandpa became ill and died
soon after that. My aunt, a high-school teacher who had moved almost all across China to work for the revolution,
committed suicide when her own students became Red Guards and turned on her.
At school, more and more Red Guard groups were formed, each one claiming to be more revolutionary than
the rest. They began to fight with each other, which made things easier for us black kids. We were no longer the
main targets of the Red Guards.
As I was quite good at drawing and calligraphy, I was often called to make big posters for the Red Guards.
Soon my posters were everywhere. But no one asked me to join their organization. I looked at my classmates with
their red armbands and was full of envy at their good fortune to have been born into good families.
One afternoon, I walked past a stamp shop downtown. In the shop window I saw many palm-sized stamps
bearing the names of various Red Guard organizations. For fifteen cents I could have a stamp made.
The discovery cheered me up. Why couldn’t I set up a Red Guard group the way the others did? That very
evening, I designed an impressive stamp with the image of Tiananmen in the middle and Chairman Mao’s words,
“Rebellion is justified,” on top. It was red, the color of joy. I named my organization the Peking Red Star Rebel
Corps. I was charged an extra fifteen cents by the shop because of the complexity of my design, but from then on,
I, too, was a Red Guard.
*
The schools were closed, and several months passed. One day, I met my friend Hong in the street. He told me
he was going to Guangzhou, a city in southern China, to support a Red Guard group called the Red Flag Corps,
which was fighting against another Red Guard organization. Three other boys were going with him, and he
invited me to join them. We would all be given free train tickets and travel allowances.
I was extremely flattered. To show my enthusiasm and commitment, I had my head shaved. With my new skin
head, I thought I looked just like the other Red Guards.
My mother said nothing when she saw me.
It. took three days to get to Guangzhou from Peking. The train was very crowded. People were wedged into
luggage racks and under benches. I listened to Hong and his friends gossiping about the people they knew in the
Party, the fights that were going on among the various Red Guard organizations. They bragged about how they
had ransacked someone’s home and beat them up. They talked as if they had a mission, and I was thrilled to be
with them. I forgot all about my family.
Finally, I was joining the revolution.
4
In Guangzhou, we were sent to the Zhongshan Medical School, which housed a branch of the Red Flag Corps.
The building looked like a military camp, with piles of sandbags blockading the main gate and guards with
machine guns and steel helmets. Two anti-aircraft guns had been mounted on the soccer field.
Every evening I could hear gunshots. Ambulances rushed to and from the emergency center attached to the
medical institute, bringing in more and more injured. We were given handguns and taught how to shoot them. I
rode a motorcycle for the first time. Everything was dangerous and excItIng.
One evening, the loudspeaker on campus suddenly warned everybody to get ready for a big battle. We were
told that the Red Flag Corps had attacked the opposition’s headquarters and seized two armored vehicles. Now the
rival group was going to launch a counter-attack. They had gathered thousands of people. They were going to
attack us that night. We gathered on the soccer field and swore to fight to the death.
None of us had ever experienced anything like this. The group from our dorm was given a hand grenade and a
few homemade fire bombs.
That night; the campus became quiet, the buildings lit with huge floodlights that cast shadows on the walls.
The time had come for me to show my true colors. I would not do anything that would bring shame to my friends.
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As we waited, I thought about death. I thought of my father and wondered where he was. Strangely, I
remembered the Buddha’s head that was buried in the rubble after the Red Guards ransacked our home. Why was
his smile so peac4eful?”
Eventually, I fell asleep to the sounds of gunshots.
When I opened my eyes, it was broad daylight. I was extremely happy to disdcover that I was still alive. The
attack had been a false alarm.
*
When I returned home several weeks later, Peking had changed. The streets were a sea of posters with Mao’s
words on every wall,. bus and train. Shop signs had been smashed. Store windows were filled only with pictures
of Mao. The school was almost deserted. Shattered lightbulbs and broken desks and chairs littered the classrooms.
There were no teachers; only a few guards patrolling the hallways.
The movie theaters showed the same films every day and radios broadcast the same revolutionary operas. The
art gallery only showed exhibitions of peasant art. So we all just hung around on the streets. There was nothing to
do.
I began to visit Hong and his friends at their Red Guard office. I was not a member of their organization, but
they didn’t mind me hanging around. Before long, I found something I could do to help.
Answer the telephone. .
The telephone was a symbol of privilege. Not many student organizations had one. I was happy to take and
deliver messages. It made me feel as if I was part of their revolutionary activities. I knew they had gathered
together hundreds of Red Guards to destroy the headquarters of other groups. Hong’s group had pasted a huge
poster on the entrance of the Ministry of Public Security, criticizing their political opinions.
I was so proud of my friends.
One evening, when I was in Hong’s office, a big crowd suddenly broke into the room. They were from a rival
Red Guard group, and they were carrying iron bars. Without warning, they started to smash everything in the
room.
I immediately thought of hiding the telephone, but it was too late. I was surrounded. A young man in uniform
approached me with his hands behind his back.
“Put down the telephone,” he ordered. I stepped back and suddenly felt something metal strike my face. I fell,
and as the telephone dropped to the floor, somebody smashed it with an iron bar. My eyes were blind, but I felt
that black telephone breaking into pIeces.
That beating shook me awake, and I started to think about what was happening to my country, to my home.
Why was my father being punished? Why did people hate each other and fight one another? How could I get on
with the journey of my life? No one could tell me. Everybody seemed to be going nowhere.
One day I went into my father’s study. The Red Guards had not taken his large collection of books during the
ransack. I had never taken any notice of them before. Since the Cultural Revolution started, we only read
Chairman Mao’s book.
I stared at the books. They were locked in the bookcases, which were sealed with paper strips bearing the Red
Guards’ seals. I slowly took the hinges off the doors of the bookcases, carefully opening them up to keep the locks
and seals intact.
Over the following months I stayed home and read almost everything that was in those bookcases. Most of the
books were banned materials, especially the books by Western authors like Victor Hugo, Charles Dickens and
Jack London. Day after day, I buried myself in these books. For the first time I realized there were many different
kinds of people in the world—some good, some evil, some strong, some weak. Yet each one of us had to face our
own destiny, pursue our own future.
One day when I was restless, I walked out into our courtyard. On all sides I could see the familiar walls of my
house. Above me I could see nothing but a square of blue sky.
Suddenly I decided to climb the wall to the roof. I was amazed at the scene around me as I looked out over the
roofs of Peking. They were all covered with sturdy tiles that stretched into the distance. Some of the roofs were
connected; some were not.
I started to make my way over the tiles, keeping my steps light and safe. It was slippery, and if I wasn’t careful
I would fall and break my neck.
I had lived around my own little courtyard for years but had never got to know the neighbors. Now I saw a
pretty girl in one of the courtyards. She sat in the yard knitting, a pair of crutches by her side. In another courtyard
there was a flock of pigeons. The owner looked like a retired factory worker. He had about twenty pigeons, and he
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called each one by name as he let them out. Later I was told that the Red Guards had tried to confiscate the old
man’s pigeons, but he stood in front of his gate with a meat cleaver and yelled,
“Whoever dares to touch my pigeons, I’ll kill him.”
The Red Guards finally gave up and left him alone. .
For a long time I stood on the roof alone and watched the pigeons rise up into the sky and listened to their
whistles ringing far and near.
3
In 1968, Chairman Mao called on all students to go to the countryside to learn how to be farmers. The scary
part was that we should be prepared to stay in the countryside for the rest of our lives.
Soon a list of names and destinations was posted. I was being sent to a smail village in Shanxi Province, 1000
kilometers northwest of Peking. I was fifteen years old.
The platforms of the Peking Railway Station were filled with families and friends saying goodbye to their
loved ones. My father was still in custody, so my mother came by herself to see me off. When the train started to
move, she walked toward me and said something, but her words were lost in the wave of shouting. I saw tears in
her eyes, even though she was trying to smile. I watched as her face faded in the crowd and felt in that moment
that I had grown up. I was going to face a strange world. I was no longer a kid.
*
Nine hours later, the train stopped at a small station. We loaded our luggage onto horse-drawn carts that would
carry us to our different destinations. It was a cold winter night. No one spoke as we rode along. I stared out at the
distant mountains, lost in the thudding of the horses hooves.
When we arrived in the village it was very dark and quiet. There was no electricity—the peasants used oil
lamps and drew their water from wells.
We were shown to a house. It was warm inside, and there was a huge brick bed that seven of us would share.
We had been given the best house in the vIllage because we were from Peking.
As we turned up the oil lamp, we were surprised to find that someone had carried in water from the well and
filled the kettle. There was a bag of sunflower seeds on the table. It was a small gift, nothing special, but we felt
as if we were not all alone there. Somebody was taking care of us.
The village was Da Ru Hai. About eight hundred villagers lived there.
The students were assigned to five different production teams. Our team leader was a tall, big man with solid
muscles. We were told that he was a champion wrestler. The next day when we started work, he simply said to us,
“Don’t overdo it. You’ve got plenty of time ahead of you.”
The first morning, the team leader and a boy called Doggie took us to the frozen lake. Our job was to cut
several holes in the ice. It was something new and we began enthusiastically. I worked with Doggie. He was
sixteen, with solid muscles. I asked him why we had to cut holes in the ice. He said the villagers kept fish in the
lake, and we had to make holes so the fish could have fresh air.
I was puzzled. Fish breathed underwater through gills. Why did we have to cut holes for them to breathe? But
Doggie said that was what they had always done. .
I began to explain the difference between the respiratory functions of humans and fish. Doggie listened without
saying a word. Suddenly, he said impatiently,
“Why don’t you just shut up and do as you are told?”
I was embarrassed, not knowing how I had offended him.
Real farm work began the next day. The team leader sent us to the field to work with the other peasants. The
task was simple. We had to load soil into two baskets and carry them with a pole on our shoulders to the lowlying land not far away.
Each time I put down my empty baskets, Doggie suddenly appeared in front of me. Without a word, he began
to fill my baskets until they were piled high with soil. He straightened up and looked at me. His eyes seemed to
smile. I tested the load with my hands and felt it was not very heavy. I started to count each trip I made. One, two,
three … thirteen, fourteen … Soon I was soaked with sweat and my steps began to sway. I tried to keep up with
the others, but the young village men and women overtook me, chatting and laughing. I forgot to count the trips as
I fell far behind the others.
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Whenever I returned with the empty baskets, Doggie would mysteriously appear right in front of me and, quick
as a flash, fill them up to the brim before I had time to take a breath. Obviously, .he was expecting to have some
fun at my expense. I was determined not. to give him the satisfaction.
Under the thin fabric of my shirt, my skin was raw and badly bruised by the pole. The pain was unbearable
whenever the pole touched my shoulder. I began to carry the weight on my neck to ease the pain. My body was
bent forward like a bow, but I put on a brave show whenever I stood in front of Doggie. The villagers just smiled.
The next day was worse. My shoulders were red and swollen. I had to roll up my shirt and put it around my
shoulders to ease the pain.
I braced myself to carry the heavy load. I moved a few steps forward, and then, as one foot suddenly gave way,
I tripped, dropped the baskets and landed on my face in the dirt. Everybody laughed. Doggie was doubled over
with mirth. I struggled to my feet and saw that most of the contents of the baskets had spilled. I dropped the
baskets at Doggie’s feet. He filled them up only halfway and said,
“Go on. Fill them all the way up,” I growled. I was nearly out of my mind with rage.
Doggie hesitated, and then did as I said. Other people realized that something was wrong with me and asked
me to take a break. But I just bent my head and moved forward with unsteady steps. I said to myself,
“You can do it. You can do it.”
*
Throughout the long winter, we did the same work as the villagers from sunrise to sunset, day after day. I won
the trust and friendship of Doggie.
Letters from home told me that my father had been sent to a labor camp in the south of China. He was in poor
health. My mother was in a labor camp in Hebei Province. My sister had gone to work on a farm in the northeast.
Later, my brother was sent to a village on the outskirts of Peking. Grandma was in Peking alone, looking after our
home.
In my village, there were fourteen students—seven boys and seven girls. The girls were responsible for
cooking. White flour was available once a week, meat and rice once a month. Our main food was corn—corn
breakfast, corn lunch and corn dinner. Each person could have one bottle of cooking oil per year.
Compared with the villagers, we felt lucky to have enough food to eat. Every day, after carefully weighing the
food from the storeroom, the girls closed the door with a big lock.
One day there was a quarrel. After dinner, my friend Zhu began to play an accordion. He started to sing a song
we used to sing when we were kids. It was about rowing a little boat on the lake.
The girls emerged from the kitchen and scolded us.
“Shut up. That is not a revolutionary song.”
Everyone was offended. We all joined Zhu and started to sing even more loudly.
“Stop, stop!” the girls shouted, but no one was listening. They left the room and slammed the door behind
them, while we kept singing and laughing.
Country life was tough for the girls. They had to do the same work as we did. They had to push wheelbarrows
full of stones along a narrow bridge and carry huge bundles of corn stalks up a hill. They learned how to live with
only one bath a month.
Sometimes we went to the lake to swim after work. The villagers never swam there because they were afraid
of cold water.
One hot summer evening, we all went swimming. When we jumped into the water, we could feel waves spread
across the lake. We were so happy, especially the girls. They were laughing and splashing. After digging in the
field all day in the summer heat, the cold water felt wonderful.
Suddenly, the girls stopped laughing. When I turned around, I was stunned to see a crowd of villagers standing
on the dam. There were men, women, old people and children. They all stared at us silently. We tried to make
conversation.
“Come in for a swim! It’s fun. Come on in!”
Nobody replied. More and more spectators gathered on the dam, just staring at us. The girls started to hide
their bodies under the water, even though they wore bathing suits. It was a long time before somebody broke the
silence. A granny accompanied by her daughters pointed at the girls with her stick.
“Look at their skin, fine like silk.”
“Yes,” one of her daughters added. “City girls do look different from us.”
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Then everybody began to discuss the differences between country girls and city girls. It began to get dark. The
poor girls stayed under the water. Finally they managed to swim to the other side of the lake, where they waited
for us to bring their clothes.
*
Two years passed. Every day was the same. We got used to the hard work and coarse food, but life in the
village became very boring. I was seventeen years old. I had not been to school for four years, and I realized I
would probably never go back.
One day, I asked Doggie what he wanted to do with his life. He said he had grown up in a home where nine
people lived under the same roof. Now he wanted to build a small house for himself and have a family of his own.
That was his dream. .
But what was my dream? I was hungry to learn, but had no idea what more I could learn in this village. There
was no radio, no newspapers. We had no idea what was going on outside the village. =
I had brought two books with me, hidden in my suitcase—Les Miserables by Victor Hugo, and War and Peace
by Tolstoy. When I came home exhausted from working in the fields, I would sit under the flickering light and
read. Suddenly I was in Paris or in Moscow with the characters in those books. I found myself living in two
worlds—the real world, pale and dreary, and the book world, which was full of emotion and colors.
But no matter how much joy the books gave me, in the morning I would wake up and follow the others to the
field. Occasionally, during the break, I lay on the ground and looked up at the blue sky while my mind wandered.
What was I going to do with my life? Then a loud voice would call,
“Hey! Get up! Back to work!”
And I would walk back to the field and laugh at myself. I was a farmer.
*
Zhu was one of my best friends. He was a funny guy, full of energy, and he often had some surprising ideas.
One day he said he had something to show me. He opened a small wooden box. There were colorful tubes in it.
“Look,” he said, “I got these from my mother’s drawer. They’re oil paints.”
We went to the lake and sat down. I looked at the scene in front of me. The evening sky was gold. The water in
the lake looked cool, clear and blue. A waterwheel, farm houses and the mountains were reflected in the distance.
I saw all kinds of colors and shades.
Suddenly I couldn’t wait to mix the paint, to put my colors on paper. I forgot everything around me.
Much later, 1 heard Zhu behind me.
“Hey,” he said. “You’re a real artist.”
Looking at the painting 1 had just completed, O was filled with happiness. 1 had found my own path at last,
the path that would allow me to express myself as a human being. I might be a farmer, but I could also be myself.
That eveing, I wrote to my father and told him I wanted to be an artist.
I remembetred a painting I had seen in one of my father’s art books. Under the vast stormy sky lay a dark
landscape. There were no trees, no houses. Just a winding road that led into the endless distance.
I felt as if I was in that painting, and I was following that road to a place full of color, beauty, joy and kindness.
292.158 Excerpt from The Long March Home: A Novel\fn{by Zoë S. Roy (1953- )} China (F) 9
1
“I’m having a baby!”\fn{In the text, this and a few other sentences are not enclosed in quotation marks, but italicized, to show that
the person is thinking them but not speaking them out loud. The electronics of my time are not capable of distinguishing between the two;
therefore I have rendered them as traditional spoken sentences, ever mindful of the fact that computers are only able to distinguish one type
of human-originated thought patterns, and that it is very important to Phase II of the Protocol (the evaluation phase) to clearly indicate all
dialogue and monologue transmissions:H}
Meihua Wei was hoping for a girl; she already had two sons. She was washing her feet in the basin and
couldn’t wait to share this news with her husband, Lon, who had just come home for his monthly visit from the
mine where he worked. After dinner, he had listened to the radio for a while and then climbed into bed. Now he
was waiting for her to join him.
She dried her feet and stood up, catching her reflection in the small mirror above the wash basin. Her hair was
just starting to gray, but she was still in good shape she thought as she patted her face dry, letting her thick hair
tumble down her back. She turned the light of and opened the mosquito net covering the bed. Climbing in, she
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curled up beside her husband. Her long brown hair fanned out as her head sank into the pillow. Lon’s hand lightly
touched her face. In the dim light from the window, he noticed her wide open eyes as the swept over his face.
Meihua reached for Lon’s hand and covered it with here own.
“Feel here, Lon,” she said, guiding his hand onto her abdomen.
His fingers gingerly touched and circled her navel. Then his palm rested there, the warmth from his hand
spreading throughout her body. Hesitating, Lon asked,
“A baby?”
“Yes, a baby,” Meihua murmured. Then, haltingly,
“Do you think we should keep it?”
“I have always wanted a daughter,” sighed Lon. “Maybe this time we will have a girl.” He turned to his wife,
tenderly stroking her cheeks.
“I won’t be able to help you very much. I’m rarely home. I worry so much about you here alone.” He had been
living in the Red Flag Gulag, a mini camp, for the past seven years.
“Don’t worry. Yao can help me.”
“Yes, she can, but—”
Lon flapped his hand in the air and clenched it into a fist, trapping the mosquito buzzing annoyingly around
them. Turning back to her, a hot breath rushed from his nose as he blurted out,
“I’m not an ex-convict. This stigma will ruin our children’s future. In fact, it already has.”
Meihua knew her husband was referring to their eldest son Dahai. He had recently been assigned to what could
only be described as a mediocre high school rather than the much more prestigious Red Flag High School, a key
school in the city.
“His grades weren’t great,” Meihua said, her voice soft and soothing. Her fingers gently unclenched Lon’s fist
and lightly caressed his thick, callused palm.
“Liu, from work, told me his daughter couldn’t get permission to marry her boyfriend at the military research
complex where he was assigned over a year ago,” Lon said. “You know why they mistrust her? Because of her
father’s background. Liu’s an ex-prisoner like me.”
A shiver ran through Lon’s body. Liu ha disagreed with the Party’s Secretary and because of his outspoken
complaints about the unfair treatment he had endured, he was labeled a political criminal and expelled from the
Communist Party.
Only once had Lon dared to voice a different opinion, but the consequences were the same: first, time in prison
and then probation and rehabilitation at the mining camp. During the Anti-Rightist Campaign launched in 1958 by
Chairman Mao to persecute intellectuals who dared to question the government’s actions or policies, each work
unit was compelled to hunt and denounce at least one rightist who favored freedom of speech and outspokenly
disagreed with the ideology of the Chinese Communist Party. Lon was the one at his high school who had dared
to suggest the Party Secretary should have a university degree.
“Keep your hopes up, Lon,” Meihua said, feeling her husband’s fear. “Chairman Mao tells us not to judge a
person by his family background.”
She tried to make him feel better, but she couldn’t help but reflect on her own situation. She was an art
instructor at Spring University in Kunming City, but was born and raised in America. Chairman Mao had been
friendly to Edgar Snow, an American journalist, though he had called all American imperialists “Paper Tigers,”
meaning they looked terrifying but were actually fragile, as if they were made of paper. But, Mao had also written
an article praising the Canadian medical doctor, Norman Bethune. It gave her a measure of hope.
Yet, like her husband, Meihua couldn’t help but worry about the future of her children. “
“I’m not an American imperialist,” she assured herself. “Surely, no one would think so. My father was
Chinese. And my children were born here. They are also Chinese.” Lon exhaled in resignation.
“I’m worried about Dahai’s future. I don’t want our children to go through what I have. And if we had a
daughter, I would be even more worried. Maybe we shouldn’t keep it.”
“I understand,” Meihua answered, hiding her disappointment, and rolling to face him. Lon was tall and lanky,
his fine hair streaked with gray, his brow permanently furrowed with worry. Meihua was tiny and could curl her
entire body into the crook of his arm. She snuggled into him and laid her head on his chest.
“Let’s talk about it tomorrow, okay?” se said, her hand running over the hardness of his abdomen. “Rest now.”
Lon said nothing. He was lost in thought.
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Mosquitoes zizzed outside the net. Eventually Meihua fell asleep. In her dream, she watched a little girl in a
bright red blouse and matching skirt, twirling on the green lawn. When Meihua embraced her, myriad pastelcolored flower petals floated in the air around her.
*
The following morning, Methua woke at around 9:00 a.m. Lon was already up. She put on a blouse and a
loose, lemon-yellow skirt, even though in 1965 most Chinese women wore only dark shapeless pants with tunics
made of the same coarse fabric. Wearing a skirt or a dress was the only habit she had not relinquished since
coming to Chinas in 1948, so some of her colleagues had nicknamed her Skirt Wei.
As Meihua thought about the funny nickname, Jar Qian came to mind.
She was not the only one with a nickname at the university. Professor Qian at the Department of Mathematics
had obtained his degree from Université de Picardie Jules Verne in France. It was said he stashed his money in
jars and never invited any of his colleagues to his apartment, fearing his jars would be discovered, and his money
stolen. So people called him “Jar Qian.” Knowing this made her feel better about her own nickname, and her
reluctance to restrict her wardrobe to shapeless gray pants and dark tunics.
She slipped into her shoes, and smoothed her hair down as best she could. In the heat, it tended to curl, so she
often rolled it into a tight bun on the back of her head, her attempt to hide stray curls from curious eyes. Lon was
home though, so today, she wore it long and loose around her shoulders, its waves hugging her cheeks. She
opened the bedroom door and stepped in the living room.
“I’m up,” she announced to no one in particular, scanning the apartment for Lon, but he was nowhere to be
found. A familiar voice startled her.
“He’s gone back to Huize County,” said Yao, who had just come out of the boys’ bedroom, a cotton bed pad
bundled in her arms. Yao, a woman in her late forties, worked for Meihua and Lon, helping with the kids and the
household chores. She was a round woman, of stocky build, with long gray hair that she wore in a loose braid
down her back. Her eyes were dark brown, always guarded, but warm and inviting around those she loved. She
had been with the family for fifteen years.
“Why?” Meihua exclaimed. “What happened?”
“A telephone message came from the switchboard. The leaders at the mine wanted him to go back right away,”
said Yao, pointing with her chin at the small table by the door. “He left a note for you over there.” Pulling a slip of
paper from underneath a glass paperweight, Meihua deciphered the scrawl:
Meihua, there was a mining accident yesterday. I must return for the rescue effort. Many people are still buried
underground … keep the baby if you wish. We must let nature take its course and accept its gifts. Lon

Although overjoyed at Lon’s sudden change of heart, Meihua was worried about his rescue mission. She
envisioned the search team in the rubble, hour after hour, choking and coughing; their breathing passages filling
with dark dust and pungent odors. Images of the mine caving or poisoning methane gas creeping into their
nostrils, or another explosion filled her with fear. Yao’s voice interrupted her thoughts.
“There’s hot soymilk in the thermos,” she said, having returned from laying the cotton pad out on a chair in the
sun—her monthly chore to drive the dampness away. “I’ll fry a steamed bun for your breakfast. Okay?”
“No need,” Meihua said, heading for the wooden stand near the wall. The two-tier stand had a rack on the top
for hanging face towels, a lower shelf to hold an enamel face basin and another shelf below that one for a foot
pan. She poured hot water from a thermos into the basin to wash herself from the neck up. Then she brushed her
teeth. She liked to have some privacy, unlike other residents who brushed their teeth at the communal sinks.
“Can you boil some water for Teacher Yu? She’s been sick these past few days,” Meihua asked Yao, washing
down some crackers with her morning cup of soymilk.
“I’ll get some drinking water for her from the boiler at the canteen. Our ration of coal has almost run out.”
“Thank you,” Meihua said and then retreated to her room.
She planed to work on her teaching materials before heading out to attend that Saturday afternoon’s routine
session of political studies. She pushed open the double-paned window and hooked the ring screws, so the wind
could not blow the window shut. But she kept the light curtains drawn to maintain a bit of privacy from the
windows on the adjacent building that faced hers. Sunlight, together with the scent of soymilk and fried buns,
filtered through the gap between the curtain and window frame.
After opening the files on her desk and selecting a number of books from the shelf next to her, Meihua began
to prepare her courses: World History of Painting and Creative Paintings. Sometimes it was difficult to prepare
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for her classes because the lesson plans had to include artists and historical events based on the curriculum
demanded by Marxism-Leninism. For example, artwork about the Paris Commune represented revolution and
Picasso’s Guernica condemned wars. The Mona Lisa had to be criticized as it was said that her smile would
corrupt revolutionaries.
Everything that Meihua had learned seventeen years earlier at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in
Philadelphia was not deemed appropriate in China now, and Meihua had trouble locating recent publications in
English that would fit the necessary curriculum. Instead, Meihua opted for Chinese versions of the Russian
communist textbooks used at other universities.
Teaching art was easier. She taught painting techniques that had no political implications. She even used live
models in her third-year art class, without caring whether or not others would gossip about it.
Critics were more interested in comparing themes of artwork or artists’ ideology. Paintings about the
revolution and the working class like Nikolai Nikolaevich Baskakov’s Lenin in Kremlin, and Boris Grigoriev’s
The People’s Land and Village, were greatly admired. Meanwhile paintings that had been labeled bourgeois like
Claude Monet’s Women in the Garden, Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Lady Lilith, and Eleuterio Pagliani’s A Reclining
Lady with a Fan, were simply ignored.
Meihua liked to emphasize attention to detail and color in her art classes, and avoided encouraging her students
to create artwork dealing with revolutionary themes, like the paintings On the Banks of the Yan River, and Liu
Hulan. Instead she focused on guiding her students to practice mixing colors and brushwork techniques.
As she mulled over the teaqching materials, a print that had been distributed among all the teachers caught her
eye. The Party’s Secretary wanted them to follow Mao and the Communist Party’s poitical view points against the
U.S. On the print, painted in bright red, were the words:
American Imperialists Should Get Out of South Korea!
Her heart sank.
Meihua was born in America.
*
At noon, a pot of boiled rice, two dishes of pork and cabbage, and three bowls sat ready on the table. The door
popped open, and Sang, Meihua’s seven-year-old son, bounced into the room. He was lanky like his father, his
hair also fine and dark.
“Mama, please help me take off my book bag.” His hand gripped the straps, as he struggled to pull them over
his head.
“Okay, hold on a moment, Sang,” Meihua said, helping to slip the pack from her son’s shoulders. At the same
time, Yao pushed the door open with her ample hips, and placed two thermoses on the table, next to the bowls.
She told Meihua the blue thermos was for Teacher Yu. Sang’s eyes were shining and darting around the room.
“Where’s Baba?”
“He had to go back to work because there was an accident at the mine.”
“No!” Sang whined. “He promised to take me to the Golden Palace tomorrow.”
“Baba will take you to the palace another time,” Meihua said gently. “Why don’t you play with the toy bus he
made for you?” she filled one of the bowls with the rice, topped it wit some pork and cabbage, and placed it in
front of him.
“Eat your lunch, please, little boy. Then tell me what your plans are for this afternoon.”
“All students are supposed to do good deeds at home,” Sang recited, his legs dangling from the chair beneath
the table. He told his mother that his teacher had asked the students to learn from the People’s Liberation Army
martyr, Lei Feng, and find ways to help others.
“What things should I do to help?”
“You can help Yao,” answered Meihua just as Yao returned. Meihua gestured for Yao to sit down.
“Time for lunch, Yao. We’re waiting for you.”
“I’m coming,” replied Yao, drying her hands on her apron, then pulling a stool up to the table. She sat down
and picked up her bowl, and filled it with some rice.
“At the boiler, I met Wang’s teacher. She said there would be no extra activities this afternoon.”
“I told Mommy first. I win!” Sang clapped his hands and the chopsticks he’d been holding dropped to the
floor.
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“My dear Sang, don’t move.” Yao bent over to pick up the chopsticks and tossed them into an empty pot. Then
she handed Sang another pair.
“Little one, be still. You are moving around too much.”
“I’m not little.” Sang took the chopsticks, wagging his head left and right. “I’m an elementary student.”
“Okay, student Sang. Please discipline yourself and eat properly,” said Meihua, her voice playfully stern.
“Yes, sir!” Sang straightened his back, casting Yao a sly glance. “Mommy’s really like a teacher,” he
whispered.
The adults both laughed.
“Your mama is a teacher,” Yao chuckled. “She teaches big students,” she added, and then slid a fried egg from
a plate into his bowl.
“Eat well,” she said, pushing Sang’s stool closer to the edge of the table.
After lunch, Yao cleared the table and stacked all the bowls and plates into the pot that also served as a wash
pan. Meihua helped here son rinse his face and hands.
“Student Sang, can you wash your book bag this afternoon? That would be a very good deed.”
“Can’t do a good deed for myself. I must help someone else.” Meihua suggested that he help himself before
helping others.
“But later can I help Popo Yao do laundry?” Sang asked.
“Sounds good. You help me wash quilts. I’ll help you with your bag,” Yao said, her hand dipping into the pot
full of unwashed plates and bowls. “That way, after your nap, we will both do good deeds.” As Meihua hung the
washcloth back on he rack, she spoke to Sang,
“Did you hear what Yao said?”
“Okay,” said Sang, as he sprinted to his room and clambered onto bed.
Yao trudged out to the communal sinks, the pot tucked under one arm and balanced against here waist. Meihua
carried a basin of pots out with her, too. The communal sinks were centered in a spacious, square courtyard
surrounded by four one-storey buildings made of uniform gray bricks with soft black roofs that matched the
appearance of most of he people milling about with their sleek black hair and faded gray clothing. The courtyard
was called Arts Paradise because many of the residents in the complex were instructors and professors from the
university’s Arts Department, and their students often rehearsed their plays or displayed their artwork there.
Like some of the other staff dormitories built in the 1950s on the university campus, the courtyard apartments
were modeled on the Soviet Union’s collective communes and thus did not include kitchens. All the residents in
the complex shared six large concrete sinks, and a ramshackle building at the outskirts of the complex housed the
kitchens where residents cooked their meals.
Yao placed her pot in one sink and turned on the tap. Meihua poured the used water from the other basin into
the open drain underneath [the] sink and then refilled the basin with fresh water to bring hope. After replacing the
basin full of fresh water on the wooden stand in their apartment, Meihua tiptoed into Sang’s room to make sure he
was asleep.
Back in her room, just the thought of that afternoon’s session of political studies made her tired. She yawned
and stretched out flat on the bed. A little rest would relax her, mentally and physically. She would put her hair up
into its usual severe bun when she awoke.
*
By 2:00 p.m. Meihua was walking briskly along the road toward the Arts Department, a three-storey gray brick
building located in the eastern area of the campus, about an eight-minute walk from her apartment. Rows of
cedars stood solemnly in front of the building. A couple of students sat on low folding stools drawing pictures in
the quiet garden. Red and yellow roses bloomed in the bushes along the walkway to the front door. The sight
lightened Meihua’s heart.
She climbed to the second floor where the room for the meeting was located. The double door was open; a
large, framed portrait of Mao Tsetung hung in the middle of the wall facing the door. Clad in a military uniform, a
red star on each collar, Mao’s eyes seemed to watch everyone who walked in the room. Several tables and chairs
were scattered around. Entering the room, Meihua politely greeted a few of the teachers that wee already seated,
and then found a chair near one of the bookshelves lining the walls.
The Party’s Secretary of the University’s Arts Department began reading an announcement from the State
Department. He talked about Premier Chou Enlai’s new policy on family planning that demanded each family
have no more than two children. As Methua listened, her abdomen contracted, as if the baby within her had
responded in an unidentified voice,
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“I’m a life. I want to live!”
She was puzzled by this new government policy on family planning. China had been following the Soviet
Union’s policy of providing childbirth incentives. Mao had said that the larger the population, the more powerful
the country would be. She wondered if China’s population policy was being changed because of the recent SinoSoviet split. After reading the document, the Party’s secretary raised his voice:
“Comrades! At present, the Soviet revisionists are rampant. The international communist community faces
crises. We should be alert to class enemies inside our country. They want to bring back the old days. Chairman
Mao teaches us, ‘After the enemies with guns have been wiped out, there will still be enemies without guns …’”
Many heads lowered as the secretary’s tone rose. Miehua’s eyes roved about and the room became a blur.
Finally, her eyes rested on the cover of a journal set on the bookshelf near her. In the photograph, many arms
raised portraits of Chairman Mao and Castro. A huge sign was stretched over the crowds and read:
Get Out Of Here, Yankees!
Meanwhile a Chinese song taught at a previous political studies session resounded in her head:
“We want Cuba, not Yankees!”
Meihua was deeply disturbed by the photograph. She couldn’t stand the sight of those raised arms. She turned
her face away.
“This is not meant for me,” Meihua told herself. Her fingers pinched a corner of her blouse, twisting into a tiny
knot. “I haven’t done anything wrong. I’m serving China. I have nothing to do with American imperialists. My
father was Chinese. My children were born here; they will also serve China.”
These thoughts comforted her. After the meeting, many of the teachers left without talking to one another; so
did Meihua. But once outside the imposing building, Meihua’s close friend, Ling Wang, caught up to her. She
shook her head as if to rid herself of what she had heard. Her dark hair, usually tucked behind her ears, became
loose and fell over her clouded face. Ling parted Meihua’s arm and said under her breath,
“You’d better be cautious. Take care.”
The words touched Meihua, as the thought of her husband in the daring rescue operation also brought a lump
to her throat. It was a time of uncertainty; a time of fear.
Too many people knew her mother was American.
Meihua hurried home, draping a light scarf over her head, not daring to lift her eyes or look at anyone.
2
As Meihua approached her one-storey building, she heard a voice from inside the apartment, half singing and
half humming:
The moon is high in the dark sky
casting its brightness over the world
In this deep and quiet night
I miss my home town.

It was Dahai, the eldest of her two sons. He was newly enrolled at the agriculture school some twenty
kilometers away. Instead of a daily commute, he’d opted for weekly visits home. This way he’d save both money
and time. Pushing the door open, Meihua was greeted by Sang standing on a chair, waving his arms up and down,
as if he were a concert conductor. Dahai was singing while setting the table. Startled by his mother’s entrance,
Dahai abruptly stopped singing, chopsticks slipping from his hand and scattering across the table.
“What’s that song?” Meihua asked, raising her eyebrows.
It’s called Nostalgia by Ma Sicong. I learned it from my roommates,” Dahai responded, quickly gathering up
the chopsticks he had dropped. “I sing it because it helps me feel better when I feel homesick.”
He ran his fingers through his hair. It was as thick and wavy as Meihua’s, but a lighter brown than his father’s
and brother’s. He also shared his mother’s smaller stature and graceful limbs. He hid the delicate shape of his
body behind the baggy pants and tunics commonly worn in the schools of the time.
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“How can you be homesick, Dahui? I know the school isn’t the one you dreamed of, but”—Meihua reached
out to take Sang’s hand and help him down from the chair—“you’ll have useful skills after you graduate.” Dahai
said,
“Don’t you ever miss your home? The home you grew up in? Even the country you grew up in?”
His words startled Meihua. It was as if a bee had suddenly stung her in the face. She felt the heat rush to her
temples, the apprehension tightening the muscles in her abdomen. She didn’t like the thought that some people
might misconstrue Dahai’s homesickness as influenced by his mother’s previous life in America. That was why
Meihua hardly ever spoke of her tie in the United States to her children. She raised her voice:
“I might have been born in the States, but China is my country. You wee born here. Your home is here.”
“I just feel so homesick sometimes,” Dahai muttered.
“But you’re home now,” squealed Sang, wrapping his arms around his brother’s waist.
“All right,” she said, lowering her voice. Afraid that Dahai’s feelings might be interpreted as the reflection of
his parents’ attitudes toward the Chinese government, Meihua wanted to prevent Dahai from being criticized in
the future should he share these sentiments with the wrong people. It was so easy during this time to be
misunderstood, and then accused.
“Dahai, remember this is our country, your home, and you do not want for anything. Now, go help Yao bring in
our supper.”
“Okay.” Dahai shrugged and walked over to their kitchenette at the corner of the rectangular yard. The
building that housed the kitchenettes had been built several years after the complex had been finished, since most
of the residents in the complex preferred to cook their own meals rather than eat in the university canteen.
Each family living in the apartment complex was allotted a kitchenette. Those who wanted to cook their own
meals had to carry their food across the courtyard between their dwellings and kitchenettes, since the kitchenette
was too small for a family to eat in. At mealtime, the residents crisscrossed one another’s steps from apartment to
kitchenette or to communal sink, carrying dishes of meats and vegetables, or empty pots and pans. Yao had almost
finished cooking when Dahai stepped into the tiny room.
“Is your mama back?” she asked, passing him a pot of soup. “Take this with you. I’ll be there in a minute.”
“She’s home,” he answered, taking the steaming pot of soup from her hands and turning to walk back to the
apartment.
Yao was ready to follow him. In one hand, she held a large bowl of cabbage and pork, and in the other, a pot of
rice. As she left the kitchen, she hooked her foot on the door to pull it shut behind her.
*
At dusk a child’s voice burst in with the cool evening breeze.
“Everybody, bring out your chairs. Performance tonight!” Thrilled at the call, Sang asked Dahai,
“Big brother are you going?” He got no response, so he turned to pluck at a corner of Yao’s blouse.
“Shall we take our chairs out there?”
“Why not?” saidYao. Picking up a chair in each hand, she went outside with the excited boy.
“Mama,” Dahai said, “I’m going to see a friend. I’ll be back soon.”
“Okay, don’t stay out too ate.”
After Dahai left, a song and dance rehearsal began. A sprightly chorus rose after the announcer introduced the
program. Back for a glass of water, Yao asked Maihua,
“Are you going to join us?”
“No. I have a couple of odds and ends to take care of,” Meihua said.
Yao hurried away. Going into her bedroom, Meihua rummaged through the dresser drawers and closet for used
cotton blouses and bed sheets. With these soft materials, she could make baby clothing. Once she had drawn some
lines and designed a pattern, she cut out the pattern on paper. Then she traced the patterns on the cloth with chalk.
As she worked on the garment, she listened to the rehearsal outside in Arts Paradise.
*
The winter of 1965 had come and gone, but the temperature had never dropped below 12 Celsius in Kunming.
There was no real winter in the city. Many trees remained green and leafy. That was why everyone called it Spring
City. Instead of wearing a skirt, when it was chillier, Meihua preferred a long, loose dress with [a] warm woolen
sweater over [the] top of it. Spring was now just around the corner.
On here daily walks around the campus, she noticed the new buds on the trees an the signs of sprouting
flowers in the gardens. Birds began building their nests, flitting overhead with bits of branches and dried leaves in
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their beaks, preparing for the birth of their chicks. Meihua felt her baby flutter and kick in her abdomen, a new
life proclaiming its existence.
When Lon returned home for his monthly visit in March, he accompanied Meihua on a stroll in Broadview
Park at Lake Dinachi. Delighted with the fresh air and swaying willow branches edging its shoreline, the couple
ambled silently along the lake. Spring had painted all the branches a pale green. Jasmine added a hint of yellow. A
pleasant fragrance filled the air.
“Lon,” Meihua asked, “what should we name our baby?”
“How about Hope?”
“People might think we long to have the old days back,” Meihua said, thinking about the Party Secretary’s
warning of the class enemy.
“What about Aihua?”
“Love China?” Meihua’s name hinted at a link between America and China. She wrinkled her nose at her
husband and added, “Aihua is sure to be seen as too political.”
“How about Yezi? It would be neutral,” Lon said. “A leaf is green in color. It is symbolic of new life. And it
too is close to your American name, Mayflora, suggesting the delicate flowers that bloom in May.”
“I like it,” Meihua responded, nodding. “It’s a pretty name for a girl, but what if we have another son?”
“Well, let’s pick another name in case it’s not a girl,” he answered. Gazing at the mountains across the lake, he
said,
“What about Xiaopo?”
“That’s nice too,” Meihua said. “A hill, and a leaf. They are both names that are part of nature. I love them.”
As they walked, Meihua noticed the gentle babbling of the lake seemed to hum in harmony with the new life
taking shape inside her.
*
In May 1966, like an unexpected squall on a vast ocean, a massive political tide denounced the “Three Family
Village,” the name given to three well-known writers in Peking: Deng Tuo, Wu Han, and Liao Mosha. They had
been accused of verbally attacking Mao and his political system, because some of their plays and essays discussed
and critiqued the current government’s policies and programs. Similar to other cultural rectification campaigns
launched by Mao Tsetung, Denouncing intellectuals was another of Mao’s political weapons to implement the
Cultural Revolution, whose dark waves crashed from Peking and spread out to other places, including Kunming,
this faraway city in the southwest corner of China. Mao’s goals were to persecute anyone who questioned the authority of the current regime and its ideology, and to purge the country of his political rivals, Liu Shaoqi and Deng
Xiaoping, in order to secure his dictatorship.\fn{ I think this judgment is logical, but fundamentally incorrect. It ignores the fact
that Communism is in the first place a dictatorship, and it ignores the idealism inherent in the very nature of the Cultural Revolution—in
the very nature of Communism itself, if it comes to that. The idea of a classless society—a society in which everyone truly is equal to
everyone else—may not be obtainable anywhere outside of Heaven; but that does not take away from it the sheer power of its beguiling
temptation—particularly when contrasted with what is called in this novel the “bad old days”, the days of rampant Capitalism in the China
that Communism at least briefly replaced, the days in which the great masses of the people had really been reduced to that sort of serfdom
whose obvious inequalities—in both city and countryside—provoked the French revolution in 1789 and the Russian revolutions of 1905
and 1918. I think there is no doubt that Mao Tse-tung was sincere in his attempts to halt the process of inevitable change (to which all
systems of government are prey to) at a time which he felt was ideal—or, perhaps, at a time when he felt the notion of continuous
revolution could be successfully introduced into the system with the desired effect of perpetuating a governmental organization forever free
of any taint of corruption. Of course, he could no more influence the inexorable nature of change itself than King Knute of Denmark could
stop the tide of the sea by his royal command from wetting his boots as it came ashore—but this is not the point. He thought he could. And
he knew he had the power—very rare in human history, but his nevertheless—to attempt it. I think the truth here is that Mao Tse-tung was
the sole idealist in this adventure; that he was willing to go to any lengths to attain his dream; that he made use of anti-intellectual feelings
endemic in the working classes of most societies to attain his objectives; that his power was often perverted at the local level by elements of
the Communist system who themselves had no desire to make way for any process which would displace them from their favored position;
and that Chou Enlai was possibly the only Chinese who really understood him and what he was about. One is reminded of Acton’s dictum
of absolute power corrupting absolutely; even so, I do not see in him the sort of soulless dedicated cruelty so much in evidence in Adolf
Hitler, or Chiang Kai-shek, or indeed in any extremist policies of the political right-wing. But Communism is, of course, an extremism; and
the nature of change is to everywhere act in such a way as to bring about a general movement of both ordinary individuals and entire social
orders towards centrist behavior. For their lifetime, it does lie with certain people at rare times to appear to be able to substitute themselves
for that nature of change. I think that Mao always tried to put China before his own will, but that it was inevitable that he should confuse
the two; and so it seems to me that the author’s conclusions as set out above this note are rather superficial:H }

In addition to every Saturday afternoon’s session of political studies, the department arranged extra sessions to
denounce the “Three Family Village.” Sometimes Meihua and her colleagues had to cancel their classes to attend
these denunciations. Spring University was far from Peking, but it reacted in unison, as the people had become
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accustomed to various class struggles since 1949, a year that witnessed the struggle against landlords with Land
Reform, the Suppression of Counterrevolutionaries, and the Anti-Rightist campaigns.
Classes continued, but political meetings and denunciations of the “Three Family Village” increased. The
meetings Meihua was told to attend occupied more of her time than her teaching. Enthusiastic students and staff
members who had grown up under Mao’s red flag were active were active in criticizing the works by the three
writers. Many students started to denounce some of their professors and the heads of the departments at the
university. Keming Dong, the head of the Arts Department, was branded as a capitalist lackey and accused of
being an American spy. At the meeting denouncing Dong, Meihua could hardly breathe.
“How did this respectable artist and leader become suspected of being an American spy? Is it because he was
educated in the United States?” A shiver of fear coursed through her body.
Large character posters, written with brush pens to protest and criticize, emerged everywhere on campus. Each
time Meihua walked to the Arts Department, her steps became heavier. She looked at the large-character posters
mounted on the walls of each building and listened to directives issued from the Central Party and Mao blasting
from loudspeakers. She worried about her unborn baby and wondered what would become of all her children.
On Mary 31, an anxious Meihua received a brief letter from her husband, saying that all the ex-prisoners at the
mine were forbidden to leave as authorities feared they might stir up dissent against the Cultural Revolution. He
didn’t know when he would be able to come home. He had to wait for further directives.
*
That night, Meihua tossed and turned in bed before falling asleep. She was awakened by a sharp pain in her
abdomen. She checked her watch under the pillow. It was 5:50 a.m. She slowly rolled over to the edge of the bed,
then she sat up and slipped her feet into her shoes. A slight noise from the living room told her that Yao was up
and mopping the floor. She dressed quickly and ambled over to the door.
“Can you come to the hospital with me?” she asked.
“Of course,” Yao said, straightening her back. She looked at Meihua with concern. “Let’s get going.” She
leaned the mop against the wall and grabbed her house keys from the table.
“Sang’s still sleeping. I’ll come back to check on him.”
They trudged to the bus stop, Yao’s arms holding Meihua around her waist. Forty minutes later, they were in
the emergency room. Meihua eased herself onto a bench against the wall and waited for her urn. Glad to be in the
hospital, she urged Yao to go home.
“I’ll bring your things here after Sang’s gone to school,” Yao called over her shoulder as she hurried away. A
nurse in a white gown appeared.
“What’s”—she covered her mouth with her hand, yawning—“what’s wrong?”
“My water broke,” answered Meihua.
“When is it due?”
“June 12.”
“In eleven days,” the woman frowned. “It’s early.”
“Yes, but the contractions are so strong.” Taking a sheet of paper and a pen from the table, the nurse said,
“First, I need to fill out this form.” She sat down and asked Meihua a series of questions:
“Your name? Age? What’s your job? Your husband’s name? Where does he work?” The last box on the form
checked, the nurse finally put the pen down and asked,
“Can you walk?”
“I think so.” Meihua grabbed the nurse’s outstretched arm. Slowly, they made their way toward the labor room,
Meihua doubling over in pain every few steps. When they reached the end of the hallway, the nurse pushed open a
door, and they were immediately engulfed by the load moans and cries of pain from several laboring women.
“Another one from the emergency room,” the nurse announced. Stifling a second yawn, she handed Meihua’s
completed form to a second nurse.
“Lie down here,” the second nurse said, pointing to a bed. Then she turned and briskly walked away. Meihua
gripped the edges of the bed, her body wracked with a contraction that she felt down to her toes. A couple of
minutes later, the second nurse brought her a blue robe to wear.
“Are you Meihua Wei?” A woman doctor approached, a wooden stethoscope shaped like a long-stemmed glass
in her hand. She pushed up Meihua’s robe and laid the stethoscope on her abdomen. Bending over, the doctor
tilted her head to listen.
“The foetal heartbeat sounds irregular,” she said. Anxiously, Meihua asked,
“Can you help?”
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The doctor left without a word.
Meihua turned her head toward the next bed, on which a woman lay groaning. Her own pain intensified as the
woman’s cries pierced through the room. About ten minutes later, Meihua was taken to anther labor room. A
different doctor approached her.
“Do you give us your permission to perform a Caesarean section?”
“Yes, yes,” Meihua replied, gasping as another contraction seized her abdomen. “Help my baby.”
Several hours later, Meihua’s baby safely arrived into the world. When Meihua was returned to her hospital
bed, Yao was anxiously waiting. Tearfully, she asked,
“Are you all right? Is it a boy or a girl?”
“A girl. She’s in the nursery,” Meihua answered. “I’m fine. I just need something to drink.” Her hand searched
for Yao’s, which she grabbed on to and held tightly.
From her tote bag, Yao pulled out a mug and a thermos filled with soup made of sweet dried dates and longan
nuts. She poured the soup into the mug and handed it to Meihua. Meihua gulped the soup down right away. The
warm, sweet liquid eased her dry throat and satisfied her empty stomach.
*
Two days later, Meihua was sitting up in her bed in the maternity ward reading the People’s Daily. It was dated
June 3, 1966. The front page headline had caught her attention:
Chairman Mao Calls It The Country’s First Marxist-Leninist Large-Character Poster
Mao had announced his support for the large-character poster that had denounced some leaders of Peking
Municipal University and Peking University. Mao had also branded Peking University as a reactionary fortress
that should be attacked and brought down.
She sighed with resignation. It had become clear to her already some time ago that the [Great Proletarian]
Cultural Revolution was the largest-scale political movement in China since 1949. She tossed the newspaper aside
and then picked up the Spring City Daily. She turned to the second page and suddenly felt as if a cold hand had
snatched her heart. The words “Behind Keming Dong’s Suicide” stared back at her with a starling intensity.
“Is the head of the Arts Department dead? Did he kill himself?” Questions rose in Meihua as she scrutinized
the article in the paper she held in her shivering hands.
“Was he really guilty of a political crime?
This shocking news, like unexpected hailstones, pummeled her body. Her muscles trembled and ached, and
then she felt numb. Unable to move, she leaned back against he headboard, trying to slow down her breathing.
Although her eyes were shut, restlessness had set in. Her mind wandered as if it were lost in the desert—a thirsty
nomad desperate for water.
Several minutes passed, then she opened her eyes. Just a moment before, a nurse had wheeled in a cart with her
baby girl inside. It was feeding time. When Meihua wrapped the infant in her arms, her heart expanded and
warmth spread through her body. The infant’s face was pink, her forehead slightly wrinkled, her fine hair a black,
wispy cap on her tiny head. The baby’s eyes were closed, but her mouth searched for food. Meihua’s eyes filled
with tears.
“I must tell my mother about my baby girl. Why haven’t I heard from her since I wrote to her a couple of
months ago? Did she even get my letter?
Cradling her daughter in her arms, she unbuttoned her blouse to let the baby’s mouth find her nipple. Meihua
raised her head. Her eyes fell on the newspaper in which she had read about Dong’s suicide. Her mind went blank
until a breeze from the window brushed her face. She drew a deep breath and focused her gaze on her nursing
daughter.
“My dear little Yezi, how I wish I could protect you.” Tenderly stroking her daughters peaceful face with the
tips of her fingers, Meihua prayed with all hear heart:
“I will hope for the best, God, please keep us safe.”\fn{ “Virtually all English-language books paint a highly negative
picture of the movement,” W says. “Historian Anne F. Thurston wrote that it ‘led to loss of culture, and of spiritual values; loss of hope and
ideals; loss of time, truth and of life.’ Barnouin and Yu summarized the Cultural Revolution as ‘a political movement that produced
unprecedented social divisions, mass mobilization, hysteria, upheavals, arbitrary cruelty, torture, killings, and even civil war,’ calling Mao
‘one of the most tyrannical despots of the twentieth century.’ In Mao: The Unknown Story, Chang and Halliday attributed all the destruction
of the Cultural Revolution to Mao personally, with more sympathetic portrayals of his allies and opponents. A small number of scholars
have challenged the mainstream portrayals of the Cultural Revolution and attempted to understand it in a more positive light. Mobo Gao,
writing in The Battle for China’s Past: Mao and the Cultural Revolution, asserts that the movement benefited millions of Chinese citizens,
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particularly agricultural and industrial workers, and sees it as egalitarian and genuinely populist, citing continued Maoist nostalgia in China
today as remnants of its positive legacy.” That said, however, W notes that “on June 27, 1981, the Central Committee adopted the
Resolution on Certain Questions in the History of Our Party Since the Founding of the People’s Republic of China, an official assessment
of major historical events since 1949. The Resolution frankly noted Mao's leadership role in the movement, stating that ‘chief responsibility
for the grave “Left” error of the “Cultural Revolution,” an error comprehensive in magnitude and protracted in duration, does indeed lie
with Comrade Mao Zedong.’ But it diluted blame on Mao himself by asserting that the movement was ‘manipulated by the
counterrevolutionary groups of Lin Biao and Jiang Qing,’ who caused its worst excesses. The Resolution affirmed that the Cultural
Revolution ‘brought serious disaster and turmoil to the Communist Party and the Chinese people.’” Please see W’s general article,
“Cultural Revolution”, on the Internet for a broad overview and numerous suggested readings on the entire subject:H }
1954

78.96 The Scar\fn{by Lu Xinhua (1953/54- )} “from a village near Nantong in Jiangsu Province,” China (M) 5
Chinese New Year’s Eve, early spring 1978. From the speeding train nothing could be seen in the pitch dark
outside, save red and white lights.
Xiaohua averted her eyes from the window to look at her watch. One minute past midnight. She smoothed her
untidy fringe, tossed her long black pigtails behind her and rubbed her slightly swollen eyes. Then she took out a
small square mirror from her old shoulder bag which was hanging on a peg. She looked at herself, in the dim
light, at her plump cheeks, straight nose, small mouth, slightly protruding chin, square jaw and fair complexion.
Her calm, melancholy eyes that sometimes gleamed stared back at her in the mirror.
Never before had she so carefully examined her face. Noticing her eyes moistening, she automatically pressed
the mirror to her heart, looking around nervously in case she was being watched. Fortunately everyone was asleep
in the car within its misted windows. She sighed softly with relief, then put the mirror back into her bag.
She felt drowsy, but was unable to sleep. She leaned forward, her arms and head resting on the small table in
front of her. But after only a few minutes she sat up again unable to sleep.
On the opposite seat were a young unmarried couple on their way to Shanghai to visit their parents. During the
day they had chatted animatedly about their work, study and current events. Now they leaned against each other,
fast asleep. At the other end of the car was a young mother of about thirty, obviously from the city, her head
resting on a small table; her young daughter, about four or five, lay beside her. All of a sudden the child stretched
her legs and cried in her sleep:
“Mommy!”
The woman awoke at once and, kissing her daughter, asked: “What’s the matter, my little pet?” The child said
nothing, but with a movement of her hand turned over and slept.
There was quietness again, broken only by the train’s rhythmic chugging, a lullaby rocking the train like a
large cradle. All the passengers were lulled to sleep.
Xiaohua no longer felt sleepy. The young couple and the mother and child intensified her feelings of loneliness
and sadness. Her heart had ached hearing the child cry out “mommy.” The word seemed strange to her after so
long, yet it gave her hope. By now, her own mother’s hair must be gray and her face lined. How she longed to
throw herself into her arms and beg forgiveness. But … she shook her head sadly, tears filling her eyes. Fighting
them back, she let out a deep sigh. With her elbows on the table, she cupped her jaw in her hands and turned her
eyes once more to stare out the window …
Nine long years, she thought remorsefully. Nine years ago, she first learned that her mother was a traitor to the
revolution. In desperation and anguish she applied to work in a remote rural area, although she had not yet completed her schooling. She could not bear to think that her own mother, an old revolutionary, was a renegade. She
hoped that the accusation was false. Her father, while he was still alive, had told her how her mother had many
times risked her life on the battlefields to rescue the wounded. How could such a person break down before the
enemy in prison. Because her mother was labeled a renegade, Xiaohua began to lose her closest friends and be
shunned by her classmates. She and her mother were forced to move into a small dark room. Xiaohua was
deprived of her Red Guard membership and was treated with a contempt she had never experienced before.
Naturally she blamed her mother for all this, despising her for having to suffer disgrace. She knew that her mother
loved her dearly; being the only child she was doted on by both her parents. All that love, however, was now
contaminating her innocent life. She felt deeply wronged. The contempt others showed her and her own sense of
shame made her criticize herself for her petty bourgeoise thoughts and feelings. So she decided to break with her
mother and have nothing more to do with her. Young and hurt, she boarded a train and left her home, in Shanghai,
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aged only sixteen.
Alone in a corner of the car, she stared out the window. No one talked to her and she did not talk to anyone.
Only when the train entered a tunnel did she turn to look at her luggage on the rack, a canvas suitcase and some
bedding, which she had packed without her mother’s knowledge. Even then her mother was unaware that she and
some school dropouts were on the train. When her mother returned home she would find a note:
June 6th, 1969
I’ve decided to break off all ties with you. Don’t try to find me.

Her mother would weep and be desolate. Xiaohua thought of the love her mother had for her. But why had she
become a renegade? There was no room for sympathy.
The noise in that train died down. Only then did she become aware of the others. Some were asleep in their
seats; others read. A boy about her age sat opposite her, gazing at her questioningly. Feeling his eyes on her, she
shyly lowered her head. He, however, asked in a friendly tone:
“Which year did you graduate?”
“It would have been this fall,” she replied, looking up.
The boy was puzzled.
“How come—?”
“I left school a bit early.” When she finished, her flashing eyes shone for the first time, warmed by his concern.
At the same time she plucked up enough courage to steal a glance at the boy. He was of medium height, with an
oval-shaped face, fair complexion and lively eyes.
“What’s your name?” she asked.
“Su Xiaolin. And yours?”
“Wang Xiaohua,” she answered shyly and blushed.
Others joined in the conversation.
“Why did you leave school early?”
She was at a loss for words for the moment. Too innocent to tell a lie, she blushed and told them everything. As
usual, she lowered her head, expecting their contempt. To her surprise they comforted her.
“You’re all right,” Su Xiaolin said. “Don’t worry. When we get to the village, we’ll help you.”
Xiaohua nodded gratefully.
Living in the countryside with so many young people support and help her, Xiaohua began to feel secure and
happy. The bad memories faded and became remote. Together with the other young people from Shanghai, she
settled down in a village by Bohai Bay in Liaoning Province in the northeast.
She worked well and so the following year applied to join the Youth League. To her surprise, the county committee refused to admit her on the grounds that her mother was a renegade. She told the village branch secretary
with tears in her eyes:
“Listen, I’ve broken off all relations with my mother … you know all this …”
Su Xiaolin and the other youngsters supported her.
“When her mother found out last year that she was here, she sent her a big parcel of clothes and food. But
Xiaohua returned it unopened, like all the letters she has received from. her mother.”
“Well,” the man shrugged his shoulders apologetically, “Shanghai replied to the committee’s inquiry, saying
that your mother’s case was serious. And nowadays, the provincial committee insists that the Youth League
members must have a good class background …”
His voice trailed off as he smiled wryly.
Xiaohua was at a loss for what to do. It was not until the fourth spring that she was allowed to join the Youth
League. By then her enthusiasm had waned.
Chinese New Year was always a miserable time for her, as all her friends went to their homes in Shanghai for
the holiday. Now it was the New Year again, and she was left alone in her little room. Outside was the noise of
firecrackers, their strong, pungent smell filling the air. Children were running about, shouting and laughing, amid
the beating of drums and gongs.
In the day, she visited some local peasants’ families and shared in their festivities. But as soon as she came
home again, she felt very depressed.
The friendliness of the peasants had been a consolation to her. They looked after and helped her whenever
there were problems. They had even sent a petition to back her Youth League application. And there was Xiaolin,
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who often came to see her. Their friendship had developed during those four years they had worked and lived
together in the same village. Xiaolin loved Xiaohua because she was innocent, hard-working and practical. She
regarded him as her boy friend, the only person on whom she could really depend. So she often told him about her
unhappiness.
On the eve of the Moon Festival, strolling along the beach, they had confided in each other what was in their
hearts. Since then they had become even closer. They had sat down side by side on the sand after a long walk
along the. shore. In the moonlight, the wind whipped the waves beating against the shore. There was a salty sea
smell in the air. They sat in silence for a while. Then Xiaolin asked unexpectedly,
“Are you homesick, Xiaohua?” She looked up, surprised.
“No. Why do you ask that?” The boy lowered his head and said slowly:
“I think you should write a letter and find out if it was all a mistake. You know, Lin Biao persecuted many old
revolutionaries these last years. Perhaps your mother was one of them.”
“No. Not possible.” She toyed with her coat edge, shaking her head sadly. “I wondered about it before, but you
see it was Zhang Chunqia\fn{A note reads: One of the “Gang of Four,” formerly the head of Shanghai Revolutionary Committee.
[The Mayor of Peking was the fourth member.]} who finally approved the verdict. So it’s impossible …”
She shook her head again.
Sighing, Xiaolin said as if speaking to himself:
“Chairman Mao says that we should consider a person’s class origin, but that that should not be the only criterion for judgment. Words and actions are what count. But the reality is that a hero’s’ child is always considered
good and a reactionary’s, always bad.”
The wind was chilly.
“Are you feeling cold?” Xiaolin asked looking at Xiaohua’s thin clothes.
“No. Are you?” She looked at him in concern.
“I’m O.K.” Again he lowered his head, staring at the moonlit sea and asked thoughtfully:
“Is it correct that a revlutionary should have no personal feelings?”
She said nothing, but thought of her own sad life. Seeing the tears in her eyes, Xiaolin tried to console her:
“Please, Xiaohua, don’t always look on the dark side of life.” He himself was wiping the tears from his own
eyes. “Xiaohua,” he stammered, at last telling her what had been in his heart for a long time, “you’ve no-one to
turn to. If you believe in me, shall we … become engaged?”
“Do you really mean it? You won’t …?” Her heart beat faster. Her eyes shone.
“I mean it.” He nodded and stretched out his hands. “Trust me, Xiaohua.”
She was so excited that she threw herself into his arms.
Since that moment, smiles returned to her face and her happy voice could often be heard coming from the
fields or her room. Even her cheeks turned rosy, adding beauty to her youth. The following autumn, she was
transferred to be a teacher in the village primary school. She was not strong enough to work in the fields, and the
school needed a teacher. Xiaolin was also transferred to work in the commune’s administrative office.
One afternoon after an education meeting in the commune, Xiaohua went to see him. Although the door of his
room was ajar, no one was there. She went in and picked up his dirty clothes to wash. Then she spotted a diary on
the bedside table, which lay open. She could not help herself from reading it as a few words caught her eye. It was
an entry from the previous day.
My head aches. Secretary Li told me this morning that the County Party Committee had been considering asking me
to work in their propaganda department, but he insisted that I must give up Xiaohua. He said I should also try to
understand the political importance of class background. If we remain engaged, the Party committee will withdraw its
offer. I can’t understand

Xiaohua felt numb. Closing the diary she immediately left the room. As she walked back to her school, her
mind was in a turmoil. Later lying on her bed, she could no longer control herself as tears, bitter tears, poured
down her face. The next morning, as she combed her hair, her head ached. Her eyes were swollen. After breakfast
she asked for leave and went to the commune to talk to the Party secretary.
“Secretary Li,” she began calmly, “from today on I shall have nothing more to do with Xiaolin. I don’t want
him to ruin his future because of me.”
Suddenly she became like another person. She was more introverted, spoke little: her face expressionless.
Xiaolin refused to be transferred and was still in love with her, but she deliberately avoided all contact with him.
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She came to understand her position at last. Though she had broken with her mother, she was unable to free
herself from the stigma of being a renegade’s daughter. Whoever loved her would be contaminated too. As she
truly loved Xiaolin, she had to avoid him and she determined never again to open her heart to another man.
What remained of her love she devoted to her pupils. She lived frugally, spending most of her salary on
necessities for the children’s education. In the evenings, she often visited their homes and helped them with their
homework. The warm bond that developed between her and the children helped her temporarily forget her unhappiness.
Another two years passed. Her oval face became rather square as she matured into a young woman. After the
downfall of the “Gang of Four” in October 1976, she was more relaxed and shadows of smiles flickered across
her mouth; when she participated in celebrations of the downfall she experienced an excitement she had not
known for a long time. But whenever she was alone and thought of the past she again felt sad.
One day, as she was gradIng her pupils’ exercise books, one of her colleagues handed her a postmarked letter
from Jiangsu Province. She opened it hesitatingly, only to find it was from her mother, though the address was
new to her. In the past she would have destroyed it, but now she could not help but read it.
My dear Xiaohua,
For eight years we have lost touch with each other. Don’t think I blame you. I want to tell you that the verdict on me
has been reversed. I owe this to Chairman Hua. The Gang of Four and their followers falsely accused me of being a
renegade. Now my case has been cleared.
I’m again the head of a school. Unfortunately I’ve been in poor health all these years, with serious heart trouble and
arthritis. However, I’ve resolved to work hard for the Party as long as I live.
My dear Xiaohua, it’s been eight years since I saw you and I long to visit you,but my health won’t allow it. So I
hope you will come to me so that I can see youagain. Please visit as soon as you can. I’m so looking forward to seeing
you.
All my love,
Mother

Xiaohua was stunned. Could this be true? She trembled violently.
Ten o’clock that night, the letter still in her hand, she tossed and turned. She had read it again and again,
thinking about its contents. Finally she slept and dreamed that she had gone home. Pushing open the door, she saw
her mother writing at her desk. Her mother called out her name and rushed to her. With a mixture of joy and
sorrow, Xiaohua buried her head in her mother’s arms. After a long time she lifted her head and asked:
“What were you writing, mother?”
“Oh, nothing important.” She looked frightened and quickly covered the paper with her hands..
The girl's suspicions were aroused. Snatching the paper from her mother she read:
“Supplementary Confession.” Staring at her mother, she cursed her:
“You renegade!”
As she turned to leave, her mother asked: “Where are you going?”
“None of your business!” Then her mother, her hair disheveled, ran to the door to try and stop her.
At this, Xiaohua awoke from her nightmare and got up, her heart pounding. She began to wonder if she should
go and see her mother. Two days before New Year’s Eve, she received an official letter from her mother’s school
telling her the truth about her mother’s case. She hurriedly packed a bag and bought a train ticket home.
Now sitting in the train bound for Shanghai, her mind was racing. Mixed with her excitement and happiness
were feelings of sadness …
*
The train arrived in Shanghai at six o’clock that morning. It was Chinese New Year’s Day.
Getting out of the train, Xiaohua helped the mother with the child to the bus stop. Then, with her suitcase in
one hand and her bag over her shoulder, she hurried to her own bus stop. Seeing the familiar streets and buildings
once more made her heart beat wIth joy. It was an indescribable pleasure being back in her home cIty. She
wondered what her mother would be doing on such a morning? As she was always an early riser, she ought to be
up.
“Perhaps she will be having her breakfast, her back to the door, when I appear,” Xiaohua thought. “I’ll call
‘mother’ in a low voice, and she’ll turn around in surprise. She’ll cry out my name, the tears pouring down her
cheeks …”
So thinking, she got off the bus and turned into Lane 954. She counted the numbers of the houses until she at
last stopped before the gray door she knew so well. Her heart in her mouth, she raised her hand and knocked. No
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answer. Was her mother still asleep? She knocked louder. Still no answer. Anxiously she pounded on the door with
her fist. Inside nothing stirred.
“Who are you looking for, auntie?” A little girl, holding a cake, spoke from behind her. She chewed her cake
and blinked at Xiaohua.
“Where are the people who live here?”
“They moved out just two days ago,” replied the girl, licking her lips.
“Where to?” Xiaohua asked anxiously
“I …” She hesitated before running to fetch a young woman.
“Are you looking for Principal Wang?” she asked. “Well, she’s just moved to Number 1, Lane 816.” Then she
added: “I hope you won’t mind my asking, but are you a relative of hers?”
Xiaohua thought for a moment before replying:
“Well, it doesn’t matter. I just dropped in to see her. Thanks for your help.” Then she walked away.
Finding the new house, she noticed at once a potted winter plum tree in front of the gate. Since her mother was
a lover of winter plums, she must have planted it. The brown gate was closed. Perhaps her mother was still in bed,
her health being poor. She was about to knock when a middle-aged man from the house next door asked her in a
friendly tone:
“Are you looking for Principal Wang? She’s not at home. Yesterday she had a stroke and was taken to the
hospital.”
Xiaohua was shocked:
“Where? Which ward?” He shook his head:
“I’m sorry but I don’t know.”
“Please can I leave my luggage with you while I go there?” she asked as she put down her bag and rushed to
the hospital.
As it was New Year, the hospital only had a skeleton staff on duty, and she couldn’t immediately find anyone at
the reception desk. Seeing some doctors appear round the corner she ran down the corridor towards them and
asked:
“Excuse me, but please could you tell me the room number of a patient, Principal Wang?”
A thin doctor, wearing spectacles, scrutinized her for a moment before saying: “So you’re from her school.
Good. Please send a telegram to her daughter to inform her that her mother died this morning. Ask her—”
“What?” Xiaohua almost shouted, her eyes wide with horror. She began to run forward impulsively and then
stopped abruptly stammering:
“Which room, please?” The doctor gestured with his hand, saying: “Room 2, Internal Medicine. Go straight
ahead and then take the first turn to the left.”
Running madly she flung open the door with a bang. The people inside all stared at her, in astonishment. Not
caring, she pushed her way to the bed and with trembling hands lifted the white shroud.
Mother! She had not seen her for nine years!
Mother! She would never see again. Her gaunt face was lined and scarred, her hair gray. Her eyes were halfclosed as if waiting for something.
“Mother! Mother! Mother!”
Xiaohua’s heart-rending cries shook the room. Again and again she cried “mother,” a word she hadn’t spoken
for years. “Mother, please open your eyes. Look, I’ve come back. Mother!” She shook her mother’s shoulders.
Finally after a long, long time, she pulled herself together and rose to her feet. Her face was blank. Everyone was
weeping. Unexpectedly Xiaohua saw a familiar face in the crowd.
“Xiaolin!” she called out.
He stepped forward and said softly:
“I’m so sorry, Xiaohua.”
The next evening after the cremation, Xiaohua and Xiaolin, their eyes swollen from weeping, passed the Bund.
where Xiaohua had often walked as a child. The night was dark. Cold gusts of wind blew from the river. As
Xiaohua walked leaning against Xiaolin, for the first time she felt a warmth in her lonely, despairing heart. She
was grateful to him. He had come to Shanghai for the holiday, and hearing about her mother’s rehabilitation he
had often visited her. On the Chinese New Year’s Eve, despite the bitter cold, he had gone to see her at the
hospital. It comforted Xiaohua to think that he had helped her mother, and thay she could see Xiaolin before she
died.
They walked silently under the street lamps. Xiaolin suddenly took out her mother’s diary and turning to the
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last page showed it to Xiaohua. Under the pale light, she read:
Xiaohua’s not back yet. Seeing Xiaolin has made me miss her even more. Though she hasn’t been persecuted like
me, I’m sure the wound in her heart is deeper than mine. I hope she will come as quickly as possible, I know I haven’t
much time left. But I’ve made up my mind to wait until I see her again.

Xiaohua’s eyes were blinded with tears. She wrenched herself away from Xiaolin’s arm and walked to the
riverside where, leaning over the embankment, she gazed at the river lights and the dark water beneath them.
Time passed unnoticed. Xiaohua lifted. her head and her grief-stricken expression was transformed into one of
deep rage. Taking Xiaolin’s hands, she said in a low voice:
“Mother, my dearest mother, rest in peace.”
She emphasized each word, her eyes burning with hatred.
“Your daughter will never forget who inflicted those wounds on our hearts.”
In the night, all was still. The river flowed to the east. Then in the distance was heard the loud angry hoot from
a huge ship’s siren, Xiaohua felt her rage coursing through her body. Then gripping Xiaolin’s arm she started to
walk down the stone steps in the direction of the brightly-lit Nanjing Road.
21.105 Life In A Small Courtyard\fn{by Wang An-yi (1954- )} Nanjing, Fujian Province, China (F) 9
Just as we returned from our tour, the new building of the Municipal Song and Dance Ensemble had at last
been completed. Meanwhile, the houses in the old small courtyard near the East Railway Station, which had
originally been our headquarters, were now to be used as accommodation for our families. Moreover, it was
rumoured that the station square was to be enlarged and our small courtyard was just within the limit of those
houses marked for demolition. It meant that in the near future the authorities would reallocate us new living
quarters. The future looked good.
Within a couple of days, the rehearsal hall, together with the small stage in the courtyard, had been divided into
more than ten separate rooms; the building used for storing the sets was also divided into four rooms. Even the
kitchen was transformed into two rooms. No reason to turn up your nose at our untidy small courtyard; it allowed
some young couples to get married, and had also enabled a number of families of three generations crowded into
a single room to separate. As a result, Aping and I were given a room in the former rehearsal hall. Though it was
by no means large, neither was it too small. When the new living quarters were allocated we would be able to get
a small flat.
Before long, all the rooms in the courtyard, except an eight-square-metre room beside the lavatory, were
occupied. Thus, the housing problem of the Municipal Song and Dance Ensemble was, at last, solved. Even more,
the two sunniest and biggest office rooms, which could be exchanged later for a suite of three rooms and a
kitchen, had been occupied by Huang Jian, the son of the director of the Cultural Bureau, and his wife Li Xiuwen,
who were not members of our troupe.
Originally, these two rooms had been left vacant. Perhaps we all realized that such good rooms could not
belong to us. Even if we had occupied them temporarily, we would sooner or later have had to move out. An
inconvenience. Wiser to make a more modest choice from the very beginning. As was expected, a week later,
Huang Jian and his wife moved into the two best rooms in our courtyard.
On the first night, Xiuwen forcibly dragged me to her home. I stopped dead in my tracks at the door, unable to
recognize our old office room. From the center of its light-blue ceiling hung a creamy chandelier. A suite of
natural coloured wood-grain furniture appeared both simple and tasteful. A spring-mattressed bed was covered by
a dark green and black rhombus-patterned counterpane. Over its head was a white wall light. Between a pair of
small armchairs stood a floor lamp with an apple-green lampshade, casting a soft green circle of light on the floor.
It was like a miracle.
The scene reminded me suddenly of the little room in which Xiuwen and I had lived together in the past. There
four beds had been placed side by side. The one nearest the wall had a bedspread made of hand-woven cloth and a
rattan suitcase at the side. It was Xiuwen’s. Next to her was mine. We had just been transferred from the
countryside with a wage of eighteen yuan per month.
And now, wearing a pair of red thick-soled slippers, Xiuwen gracefully paced up and down the light-green
room. After turning on her large TV set, she handed me a cup of milk and a dish of cakes. She had become
prettier, almost enchanting. Of course, she had always been attractive. At first, she was a member of our chorus.
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Later on, due to some problem with her voice, she could no longer sing. The ensemble kept her as an announcer.
When she first stood before the microphone, the audience whispered, commenting on her appearance.
Huang Jian was one of her ardent admirers. However, Huang Jian’s first love had not been Xiuwen … but how
far my thoughts had drifted!
I shook my head.
“Does the milk taste bad?” Xiuwen asked in amazement.
“Oh no, it’s fine.” I awkwardly tried to gloss over my blunder. “But, I don’t really want it. I’ve just had
supper.”
“Then, have some fruit?”
Picking up a big pear from the fruit tray, she peeled it slowly with a stainless knife and cut it into slices, which
she stuck on some toothpicks. She handed them to me.
“Your room’s lovely!” I exclaimed sincerely, full of praise. I reached for a second slice of pear. I was not used
to this dainty way of eating fruit. In the past, I could have gobbled down several large pears at one go, when the
ensemble distributed fruit bought cheaply from an orchard. Xiuwen could devour even more than I. Now she
merely nibbled at a slice.
“Although Huang Jian isn’t from Shanghai, he has good taste. Whatever I like, he always tries his best to get it
for me.” Her smile was self-satisfied. “I haven’t seen your place yet! Aping and you are both from Shanghai, so
your home must be beautiful!”
“Some home! When we’re on tour, our home goes with us.”
“That’s true. You should try to change your job. Do you want to be a dancer all your life?”
“Of course not. When I’m too old to dance, the troupe will find something else for me to do.”
“Then it’ll be too late. Look at me, I’m now working as a typist in the Cultural Bureau. It’s an easy job. In fact,
typists are badly needed in several other places too. Try to find some way to get transferred!”
“Easier said than done!” I sighed, reaching for my fourth slice of pear, and saying to myself, “Who can
compare with you? The daughter-in-law of the bureau director.”
Suddenly the window was pushed open with a bang, as three little heads and staring eyes emerged above the
window-sill. Following their line of vision, I saw on television a fierce fight going on. Turning my head again, I
recognized they were Jiang Mai’s children. Having graduated from the Provincial Art College in 1967, Jiang Mai
had joined us as a trombonist. Some said just after his graduation, Jiang Mai was a smart fellow, and there had
been a number of young girls madly chasing after him. Carried away by this, he overdid things. His handsome
looks quickly faded. All his girl friends ditched him. When he was thirty, he finally found a young girl worker
called Xiao Zhang, who agreed to marry him. Their domestic bliss was brief. Xiao Zhang insisted on having a
daughter. But unfortunately, she gave birth to three sons in succession, and if our leader had not hinted enough is
enough, she would surely have given birth to a fourth or fifth! Owing to their tight financial situation, the couple
quarreled and grumbled frequently. Though their neighbor for only a week, I was already accustomed to their
constant bickering. You can’t imagine how they sniped at one another!
Going over to the window, Xiuwen smiled at the three boys and invited them in. The children, however, were
not used to such hospitality and shyly disappeared. I remembered how Xiuwen disliked being disturbed.
On tour when some of our colleagues brought their children with them and the kids cried or made a noise at
night, Xiuwen would complain bitterly. Now, she had changed completely. How a comfortable life can improve
one’s tolerance of others!
Huang Jian returned. On seeing me at first, he was slightly aghast but quickly recovered his composure and
went to wash his hands. Why be like that? Let bygones be bygones. Ever since he became friendly with Xiuwen, I
had left him alone. But it seemed, he still hated me. I often had a laugh over it. But now, I also felt somewhat
uneasy. Before swallowing the last slice of pear, I stood up and hastily took my leave.
Passing a room which had originally been used as a dressing room, I heard someone saying, “… She’s not
pretty at all. Granted she has large eyes, yet they’re expressionless. She has a high nose, but it’s a snub one.” The
speaker was Ren Jia, wife of Hai Ping. She was well-known for her jealousy. Ren Jia was afraid her husband was
too handsome and she was too plain. It made her very nervous, and that, in turn, made all of us very nervous too.
One of her methods was to attack other girls. At this moment, I didn’t know whom she was going on about.
Xiuwen’s eyes were both large and beautiful. As for me, people said that my nose was high, but only Aping
considered that it was a bit retroussé.\fn{Turned up, or snubbed.} Was Ren Jia speaking about Xiuwen or me?
As I entered my “home,” I saw Aping practising conducting ecstatically before a mirror. He used to talk a lot
about music and poetry before our marriage. How had I been fascinated by such unworldly things!
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*
The next morning, I saw Xiao Ji, a carpenter with the stage design group, squatting at the entrance of the
lavatory and brushing his teeth. I was puzzled. It took me three or four minutes to make it out. He must have
moved into the small eight-square-metre room. Its door formed a right angle with that of the lavatory. But I had
still no idea when he had moved in there, He hadn’t made any noise. The stage design group of our ensemble was,
as a matter of fact, regarded as the most unimportant section, and its carpenters were practically anonymous.
Furthermore, Xiao Ji was, by nature, a simple, taciturn man. Nobody ever took any notice of him.
We were having breakfast when Xiao Ji stepped into our room. As he was a rare visitor, we stood up to
welcome him, Smiling shyly, he handed us two packets of sweets. Waving his hand, Aping said, “No need for
that!” Xiao Ji’s face turned red.
I realized what they meant and immediately took them, saying, “Congratulations!”
Xiao Ji turned and left, while Aping was still saying, “No need for that!” What an ass! Only after I had held
them up for several minutes so that he could read the “wedding sweets” printed on them, did he exclaim, “Oh!!
He’s got married!”
“You’re so thick!” I scolded.
This irritated him, so he explained, “The change was too sudden. I wasn’t prepared for it.”
I ignored him, but thought to myself that there was some truth in what he said. We were not prepared at all.
There had not been the slightest warning. Xiao Ji always did things quietly. But, who was his bride?
Having finished our meal, we locked our door and went to fetch our bikes. Jiang Mai, Hai Ping and his wife
also got theirs. We all glanced simultaneously at Xiao Ji’s room. He was just locking the door. Beside him stood a
young girl dressed in a purple jacket, with a dark grey scarf round her neck. Her plaits were coiled up on top of
her head. Her forehead and mouth were both very broad. She wore a pair of spectacles. They came over to us.
Xiao Ji gave a nervous smile but the girl was relaxed and accepted our curious glances.
“She seems a very lively girl,” Old Jiang was the first to comment.
“Stands like an artist,” added Aping.
“She’s got a kind of dignity,” concluded Hai Ping. His remarks were usually accurate.
I gazed at Ren Jia anxiously. She sneered, “She looks too serious. Not sweet enough.”
How harsh she was! I wondered whether she was also as exacting with her students.
“Their sweets were the cheap kind, so they can’t be well off.” Old Jiang was always very sensitive about the
question of prices, a result of his being hard up. I looked at him pityingly.
Having reached the ensemble's headquarters, I saw that the leaders were collecting money from everybody in
order to buy presents for Xiao Ji and his bride. But the bridegroom was doing his utmost to stop them, declaring
loudly that the reason why he hadn’t breathed a word to anyone about his marriage was to save his colleagues
spending their money. No one listened to him. It was a tradition that whenever anyone got married, we gave
presents. It helped to make us feel like one big family.
I was chosen to give Xiao Ji the present from our group. Soon after supper, I went to his room.
The door was not locked. I heard the sound of hammering from inside, so I knocked several times. There was
no response. I pushed open the door and stepped into the room. Xiao Ji was nailing up a picture; there were
already several lying here and there on the floor. The bride was hanging one on the wall. Three walls were already
full of them. They made the place look quite beautiful. Turning their heads at the same time, the newly-weds
greeted me:
“Welcome! Sit down, please!”
But the only stool in the room was being stood on by the bride, so I had to sit on the edge of their bed.
Putting down his hammer, Xiao Ji went to make tea for me, while his wife got down from the stool and hurried
to bring me a dish of sweets. I looked around the room: only a table beside the bed, a kerosene stove, a pot and
some enamelled bowls. With a dish of sweets in her hand, the bride came over to me, asking, “Does our room
seem very shabby?”
Should I nod or shake my head?
“But, in fact, it isn’t!” Pointing to the pictures she went on, “Look, we have magnolia, bamboos, mountains,
river and the sun …”
Smiling, I turned to Xiao Ji and reprimanded him:
“Why don’t you introduce her to me? I can’t just call her ‘bride’!”
Before he could open his mouth, his wife said, “Let me introduce myself. I’m Lian Zhu. I just graduated from
the fine arts department of the Provincial Art College. I’m now working as a teacher in the First Middle School.”
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She spoke the Beijing dialect with a strong provincial accent.
I then introduced myself. “I’m Songsong, one of the dancers.”
“Were you an educated youth from Shanghai?”
I nodded my head. I gazed at her. The more I looked at her, the more I felt Ren Jia’s remarks were unfair. In
fact, she was very tender. It was just that she rarely smiled.
“I'm from the seaside.”
I chuckled, drawn to her more and more. I realized from her accent that she came from the area around the port
of Lianyun.
An outburst of noisy quarreling interrupted us. Amazed, Lian Zhu stood up and walked towards the door. Xiao
Ji and I followed her. I told her, “You’ll get used to it after a week.”
Opening the door, I spotted the shadow of someone moving towards us from the darkness and calling my
name. It was Xiuwen! I remembered that, though she had been living here for more than a week, she was still
curious about each quarrel. She would listen to it, inquire what it was all about and then spread the news.
“Xiao Zhang sent Old Jiang to buy half a catty of meat, but Old Jiang bought a whole catty. Now they’re at
each other’s throats. Listen, it’s getting worse. Let’s go upstairs and try to patch things up between them!”
Excitement glistened in her big eyes.
I was immediately aware that what she suggested was not so much aimed at patching things up but at watching
the fun. Feeling disgusted, I remarked indifferently, “No need. Let them sort it out themselves.” Although they
had quarreled for more than six or seven years, even fiercely, they had no wish to divorce.
Lian Zhu agreed.
“No couples want outsiders to interfere. Everyone has some self-respect.”
Turning her face to the bride, Xiuwen looked her up and down. She urged, “Let’s go and have a look at their
room.” Grabbing me by the hand, she dragged me there.
All of a sudden, there emerged before my eyes her room and furnishings. I tried to hold her back, but she had
already rushed inside and stood in the center of the almost empty room. She winked at me. Fearing that she might
blurt out heaven knows what kind of criticism, I hastened to divert her attention.
“Are you going to watch television tonight?” I asked.
“Television?” She gazed at the bed on which lay two thin, old quilts, replying vaguely, “It’s silly to look at TV
every night.”
“What about listening to your cassette tapes?”
“You can’t listen to the same music over and over again.”
“Where’s Huang Jian?” I uttered the name I was unwilling to mention.
“Gone out to have fun,” Xiuwen answered unhappily.
As it happened, Huang Jian’s voice sounded in the yard, “Xiuwen! Xiuwen!”
“He’s come back. Go home quickly!” I pushed her, relieved that she would have to leave.
She moved towards the door slowly, saying, “We’ve nothing to talk about.”
Finally she left the room, and the noise of the quarrel in the upstairs room also died away.
Looking up, Lian Zhu inquired in a soft voice, “Do they always quarrel?”
“Yes. They’re often short of money.”
“Really?” Turning around, she stared at me and then at Xiao Ji. In spite of her thick lenses, I could still see the
look of doubt in her eyes. That was natural. Newly-weds only thought about love. Love. How had they fallen in
love? I couldn’t restrain my curiosity and asked them.
The corner of Lian Zhu’s mouth moved slightly, until she gave a rare yet moving smile. She gazed at her
husband, who smiled back at her. Who would have ever noticed that this silent young carpenter had eyes like deep
pools?
“How we fell in love? Where to begin? …” Lian Zhu felt embarrassed.
“Say whatever you like,” her husband encouraged her.
“Oh, it’s very simple,” Lian Zhu began at last.
“No, it’s very complicated in fact,” the young man countered.
“We waited and waited. Shortly after we had been transferred here from the countryside, I went to study at
college. He had to wait again until my graduation. It was always wait, wait. What about you?” Having nothing
more to say, Lian Zhu launched into a counterattack.
“Oh, we’re an old married couple now.”
“Nonsense! You’re the same age as I. Twenty-nine, right?”
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“Twenty-eight. It was really nothing special. He just kept pestering me with poems and music.”
“And you didn’t chase after him?”
“No, of course not!”
“What?” Lian Zhu seemed sorry.
“Didn’t you also send him a poem?” Xiao Ji suddenly put in.
“How do you know that?” I cried out.
“Oh my dear Songsong!” Putting her arms round me, Lian Zhu giggled and soon I did too.
I sat there till after ten o’clock, then happily said good night.
As soon as I reached my room, my joy evaporated. Aping told me that the leader of our ensemble had just
telephoned him to say that rehearsals would begin tomorrow and we would go on tour again the following
Monday. I refused at once.
“I won’t go!”
Putting down his pen, Aping stood up and reached out his hand to console me. I pushed him aside, walking
towards the bed.
“I won’t go! Why should we go again? We only came back two weeks ago! I won’t go!”
I threw myself face down on the bed. To go on tour meant packing in a hurry, loading and unloading our
luggage, setting cold stages and living together in a big room with many of our colleagues … I was on the verge
of tears.
Coming over to me, Aping embraced me and said comfortingly, “I’ll be there to help you … Fill your hot
water bottle.”
“Is that all you can say?” I yelled angrily.
“What else do you want me to do?”
“I want you to get me transferred to another job. I don’t want to dance any longer. I need a stable life, a settled
home. I want … I want a baby!”
The tears ran down my cheeks. Xiuwen's comfortable room appeared before my eyes. Ah, how much I wanted
…
Upset, Aping stroked my hair awkwardly.
*
In order to leave according to schedule, we had to work overtime. It was already very late at night when we
returned home. In silence, we squeezed into the former janitor’s room to leave our bicycles. After that, without
saying good night to each other, we all hurried to our respective rooms. Most of our colleagues had some hot soup
and warm rice ready, whereas Aping and I … How I longed for some hot soup! Aping held my hands tenderly.
Though I had worn two pairs of gloves, my hands were still cold. He put them into the pockets of his overcoat. I
drew them out at once. I didn’t want such tenderness. What I needed badly was a stable family life, not embraces
and kisses!1
I stopped involuntarily in front of Xiuwen’s window, through which the apple-green light dimly shone. How
cosy to be bathed in such a mild light. What was Xiu- wen doing at this moment?
Several voices whispered below the window-sill—Old Jiang’s three boys.
“Doesn’t Aunty Li like to watch TV?”
It was Old Jiang’s youngest son, only three years old, speaking in a childish treble.
“Why doesn’t she like to watch TV?”
Xiuwen’s silhouette could be seen at the window; the soft light made her face more graceful and charming. I
unconsciously touched my own cheeks. Because of the weather and stage make-up, my skin had become coarser.
The door was suddenly pushed open and Huang Jian came out. On seeing me, he smiled unexpectedly. Why did
he smile at me? Was it because he no longer hated me? Or was he mocking my refusing him in the past? My heart
ached. I wanted to get away, but my feet wouldn’t move.
“Let’s go,” Aping said, biting his lips. His deep eyes flashed. He looked unwell. I started to move.
As soon as we reached our room, I threw myself on the bed, wanting to lie there for ever. But, my stomach was
rumbling with hunger! Aping had bought me two stuffed steamed buns from our canteen, but, as I was angry with
him, I had disdained to even look at them. I hadn’t eaten anything for nine hours. I got up from the bed, took a
bowl of cold rice and filled it with some hot water. Just as I was about to eat, Aping snatched it away from me.
“Why let yourself get run down?”
“I’m hungry!” I shouted, stretching out my hand to grab the bowl.
“Don’t you see that I’ve already begun to cook a meal!” Having put aside the bowl, he continued to cut up the
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cabbage.
“I can’t wait!” I stamped my feet irritably.
“Have a biscuit then.” Putting down the knife once more, he handed me a tin of biscuits.
“They’re too dry. I don’t want them! I won’t eat them !” I pushed away the tin. It slipped from his fingers to
the floor.
“You just want to pick a quarrel,” his lips trembled.
“Who wants to pick a quarrel? I—
“It’s you!” he interrupted me roughly. “You … you regret you made a wrong decision. If you had married him,
you could also have become a wealthy lady and led a comfortable life!”
“You!” I was speechless with rage and shock.
Flushed with fury, he continued: “What were you thinking? I told you clearly I had no money, position or
ability. I said you’d suffer if you married me! I warned you, didn’t I? I was afraid all along you’d regret it. And as
I expected, you have!”
Knowing not why, I suddenly slapped his face. Turning around, I flung myself on to the bed, sobbing. After a
time, I fell asleep. When I woke up, I discovered I was lying under my cotton quilt, a hot water bottle at my side.
The room was empty. Where was Aping? Where had he gone so late?
I felt I was suffocating as if there was some heavy weight on my chest. I was very hurt. How could he say such
things to me? I had suffered so much by marrying him, yet he said that I regretted it. If I had taken a lift in Huang
Jian’s jeep that night, then I would … but, instead, I had chosen to hitch a ride on the rack of Aping’s bicycle.
Why had I done it? I was thinking that he could always play the piano at dancing practice; that he could conduct
the orchestra to follow the steps of my solos. I was thinking of the endless stories he told me about Beethoven and
Tchaikovsky. On account of this, my parents became angry with me, as did Director Huang of our Cultural
Bureau … Now Aping said that I … Tears again ran down my cheeks. Had I ever regretted it? Did I envy Xiuwen
for her good luck? No, I had never envied her. On the contrary, I looked down on her. She was so cheap. When
Huang Jian declared his love for her, she immediately accepted him. All the young girls looked at her with
disdain.
My watch had stopped. I didn’t know what time it was, but I was sure it was very late. There was not the
slightest sound in the courtyard. Suddenly the noise of a car engine broke the silence. Huang Jian stepped out
from the car. He went out almost every night, leaving Xiuwen alone. How strange when they had such a
comfortable room! Why was he unwilling to stay at home and sit and talk with his wife? How we longed to sit
carefree at home and chat about things. But we had neither a comfortable room nor the time to talk.
The car headlights were finally switched off. Huang Jian entered his room and silence reigned again. Where
was Aping? Why had I been in such a foul temper? I began to worry about him. Putting on my cotton-padded
coat, I quickly got up and opened the door. I hurried along the passage formed by the sets. Almost every room was
dark except Xiao Ji’s where a lamp still shone brightly from the window. There were also faint sounds of voices.
A pair of young lovers had, of course, a lot of things to talk about.
The gate of the courtyard was pushed open lightly, and a slender figure slipped in. He had come back finally.
Unwilling to let Aping discover that I was waiting for him, I rushed back home.
Just as I got under my quilt, he stepped into the room. He came over to the bed. I pretended to have fallen
asleep, but my eyelids moved. Then, he sat down at the table, holding his head in his hands. The bowl of cold rice
and slices of half-cut cabbage remained on the table. So he hadn’t eaten his supper. Where had he been?
*
It was Sunday the next day. After breakfast, Aping went out immediately with some music scores under his
arm. I didn’t ask him where he was going, for I was still angry with him. I didn’t care a fig for him!
It was a fine day without a cloud in the blue sky. The sun shone warmly, making our small courtyard, which
was usually crowded and untidy, appear large and bright. The yard was criss-crossed with clotheslines, from
which were hanging cotton-padded quilts and mattresses. A group of kids were playing hide-and-seek among
them. Old Jiang’s three sons were shouting at the tops of their voices. I brought out my trunk to air our clothes in
the sunshine. Generally speaking, the climate in the north was very dry, yet, as we had been on tour for two
months, our clothes could get musty.
Xiuwen was also busying herself airing their clothes. I saw that they had a lot: overcoats long, medium and
short, of wool or other material. Xiuwen loved dressing elegantly. She never wore trousers which hadn’t been
well-pressed and shoes that were not well shined. In previous years, owing to financial difficulties, she had not
been able to indulge herself. Now she could have anything she wanted. All of a sudden, she bent down and started
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to vomit. I ran over and held her arm.
“Are you sick?” I asked.
She nodded.
“Does Huang Jian know?” I glanced at their room, but there was no sign of him.
“Yes, he knows. He bought me some medicine.”
“Oh.” I said no more. It would have been better if he could have kept her company more often.
I left Xiuwen and went back. At this moment, I saw that Lian Zhu was also busy with her clothes. In her trunk,
apart from clothes, there were several parcels wrapped up in newspaper.
“What treasures have you hidden there?” I pointed at the parcels in the trunk.
“Letters,” Lian Zhu answered in all seriousness.
“Letters?” I was at a loss. Picking up one, I saw on the newspaper was written: From the municipal ensemble
to Sanpu Commune, 1975.
“That year, Xiao Ji had been transferred to work in your ensemble and I was still living and working in Sanpu
Commune,” explained Lian Zhu.
Another parcel was marked: From the Provincial Art College to the municipal ensemble, 1977.
“Those were the letters we wrote while I was studying.”
One had only Sanpu, 1970 written on it.
“They were the letters we wrote when we were both living in the same village.”
Smiling for a while, she took the parcel from my hand and laid it in a corner on which the sun shone directly.
From her expression, I could guess that she treasured those letters the most.
Counting them, I found there were ten parcels altogether. So they had written to each other for ten years! I
exclaimed in surprise,
“You were friends for ten years?”
“Yes.”
“How was it in those years?”
She straightened her back, and said as if to herself, “Every day we ate coarse food and worked hard from early
morning. But we managed because we had each other.”
“It wasn’t easy!” I sighed. “Of course there were difficulties. You know the kinds of problems educated youths
had when they fell in love.”
“Yes, I know.”
“If one was transferred to work in the city, the other had to wait. We waited years. At first, I feared I’d be a
burden to him. Later on, when I entered college, he feared I’d refuse him.” She smiled ironically. “We were
always doubting.”
“Did you ever waver?”
She shook her head slightly. “It wasn’t easy, finding each other. We shared good and bad times. It would be
unthinkable to start all over again with someone else.”
Hearing this, I felt an ache in my heart.
“What if, in the future, well … when you have some difficulty again, and this difficulty is quite different from
ones in the past. Perhaps just an everyday problem, that is to say …” I muttered, striving to find suitable words.
“For example, just like Old Jiang and his wife, who quarrel over a few cents. Of course, it’s ridiculous, but if you
are really short of money, then …”
“Oh, I see,” she said, putting one hand on my shoulder and stretching out the other to twist a strand of my hair.
She gazed up at the sky.
“Material life is also very important to us. I can’t be sure that we wouldn’t quarrel or grumble over money. Still
we can always remember what we went through together. Then I think we can probably manage to get over such
problems.”
I bent down my head, avoiding her eyes. Like them, Aping and I had also found each other and faced life’s
troubles together.
Lian Zhu continued, “It seems ages ago now, but it will always mean something to us because … because
that’s love. Without our love, we might have become depressed or lost hope during those years. But how can I
preach to you old married couples! I’m determined to protect our love, to cherish our marriage. But that’s not so
easy to do …”
For us, it was also not so easy. I sighed sadly.
“Why the sigh? Would you like to have lunch with us today?” she inquired, looking at me attentively.
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I nodded my head. The meal was very simple, but I ate quite a lot, probably because I hadn’t eaten the night
before. I noticed that most of the pictures on the walls had been put into frames. Not every family could possess
such riches. With many things to prepare for the coming tour, we parted after lunch.
Aping still had not come home. Where was he? When would he return? I felt miserable because he hadn’t
eaten for a whole day. I hastened to prepare a meal for him. Having washed some onions, I sliced them and then
broke some eggs. I’d cook rice with fried eggs. Before I had finished, Lian Zhu called me to go out with her.
Xiao Ji and Lian Zhu argued over every purchase. It was evening before we finished shopping.
It was already dark. The street lights lit up either side of the river and shone on its surface. While we were
walking slowly along the bank, Lian Zhu remembered her home town.
“How beautiful it was with blue waves, golden sun, shells, sandy beaches and sea-gulls. Standing on the shore,
I felt I owned that vast world. Our life was so beautiful and we were so deeply in love. So we’re not poor at all.”
“We’re only short of money,” Xiao Ji added drily.
We all laughed.
Back in our courtyard, the news on the radio reminded us it was already seven o’clock. Xiuwen was washing
clothes and waved as soon as she saw us. When we went over to her, she asked Lian Zhu in a low voice, “Did you
chat to Hai Ping yesterday?”
“Hai Ping?” Lian Zhu looked baffled, first at me then at her.
“That tall man with wavy hair.”
“Ah, you mean that handsome one? Yes, we talked a bit while I washed clothes here yesterday.”
“Good heavens! He and his wife have just had a fight about it. Didn’t you know his wife’s very jealous?”
“That’s ridiculous!” Xiao Ji said angrily and pulled Lian Zhu away with him.
Opening her mouth awkwardly, Xiuwen didn’t know what to do. I felt sorry for her. To smooth things over, I
said casually, “So we’ll be off again soon. How I envy you!”
She forced a smile. Xiao Ji had embarrassed her. She bent down to pick up the wooden tub, but couldn’t lift it.
I realized that she was pregnant and asked, “Where’s Huang Jian? Why doesn’t he give you a hand?”
“He’s bought a washing machine for me, but it hasn’t been connected yet. It can't be used for the time being.”
I helped her to carry the tub to her room. Huang Jian had money; he could buy a lot of things. But money can’t
buy everything. At her door, I put down the tub and was about to leave, when she said suddenly,
“When you go away I’ll feel lonely again.”
“Then don’t let Huang Jian gad about\fn{ Run around town by himself.} so much. You must make him stay at home
with you.”
“We don’t seem to have much to say to each other.” She had expressed this many times, but now she seemed
depressed. I wondered whether she had been upset by the unpleasant scene or whether, because I had only
admired her, I hadn’t noticed her unhappiness before.
How to comfort her? Huang Jian and she had fallen in love with each other at first sight. Perhaps it had been a
bit too easy. They had never experienced any difficulties. Their romance had been quite smooth. After a while, I
said,
“No, you won’t feel lonely. You have your TV set, tape-recorder and …”
“I’m tired of them,” she shook her head.
The gate of the courtyard was suddenly pushed open for a car. Huang Jian threw out a parcel which Xiuwen
caught. She quickly unwrapped it and found a new short jacket in the latest fashion. With a cry of joy, she left me
and rushed into her room to try it on. This would keep her amused for the moment. When she grew tired of it,
Huang Jian would buy her a new one. But what if he could no longer produce something new or she tired too
quickly of his presents? What would happen then? The apple-green light could not be a substitute for love.
This made me long for Aping. What was he doing? I went home, but there was no light on and the door was
locked. When I went in I saw the onion slices and bowl of eggs untouched on the table. Where had he gone? I got
on my bike and rode along the main street.
Where could I find him? First of all, I went to our new building. Perhaps he was practicing there. But there was
no sign of him. Then, I headed for the municipal cultural center, in case he was chatting to his buddies. But it was
in darkness. Then I thought of his students. I hurried to their houses. He hadn’t been to the first two I called on, so
I went to the third one. This was the home of Doctor Chang, who worked at the municipal hospital. His daughter
was taking piano lessons from Aping. Doctor Chang told me that Aping had just left there an hour ago and that he
had already signed a sick-leave certificate for me, which Aping had taken. I was at a loss to understand. Doctor
Chang said,
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“He came yesterday evening and said he desperately needed it. This morning he came again to urge me to
write it, so I promised to give him it this evening. I gave it to him, because he never asked any favor from me
before.”
So that was it!
I left without a word. Racing home, I nearly knocked down some pedestrians. How impatient I was to find
Aping!
Riding over the Huoping Bridge, I saw a familiar figure standing under a street lamp.
Aping!
The dim light cast a faint shadow on the ground. With both hands, he was holding the railing looking at the
river. What was he thinking about? I wanted to call him, but I was too excited to utter a sound. Putting down my
bike, I ran over to him.
On hearing my steps, he turned his face, stared at me silently and produced a sheet of paper from his breast
pocket. I took it, folded it and slowly tore it into pieces.
“What’s wrong with you?” he asked in a daze.
“Nothing.” Tears ran down my cheeks.
“What’s the matter?” He removed the pieces from my hands.
“If I remain here, how can you manage?” Sobbing, I grabbed the pieces again and threw them into the river.
With his eyes shining brightly, Aping embraced me tenderly.
“What were you thinking about here?” I asked him in a soft voice.
“I was thinking about how we stood here the first time. Do you still remember? It .was precisely here that I
told you, “I love you!” I’d been in agonies for ages, afraid that you’d reject me. It was clear that you could lead a
mote comfortable life if …”
I covered his mouth with my hand, but he took it away and continued, “But you said you loved me and told
me, ‘I only want you. I want no one else but you!’”
*
It was time to set off again. The leader of our ensemble decided to arrange for the bus to pass by our courtyard.
Early in the morning, we gathered together in the yard to wait for its arrival and say goodbye to our families.
The parting conversation between Old Jiang and his wife was filled as usual with calculations.
“Post me twenty yuan next month.”
“I’ll post you thirty.”
“Nobody asked you to send so much,” snapped his wife, ignoring her husband’s kindness. “You’d better pay
more attention to your meals during the tour.”
“I’ll post you thirty.”
“No, I need only twenty.”
I couldn’t refrain from laughing. They still loved each other. They were only short of money.
Ren Jia and Hai Ping stood face to face. Ren Jia fixed her eyes full of worry and fear on Hai Ping. Hai Ping
said something to her, which I couldn’t hear distinctly, probably to set her mind at ease. To tell the truth, apart
from his being handsome, there was nothing to give her cause to doubt him. It was not easy for Hai Ping to endure
the jealousy of his plain, narrow-minded wife. If he didn’t love her, then why did he suffer so? Yet she was too
anxious to keep his love to herself. She simply wouldn’t share even a tiny bit.
Xiao Ji and Lian Zhu hadn’t appeared yet, and the cause was obvious. They had so often been apart before and
now they were to be separated again. Xiao Ji was unable to find himself a comfortable job. How long would they
have to write letters to each other?
All of a sudden, I felt very happy. At least Aping and I were always together. I turned to look at Aping. He held
my hands tightly. As usual they were as cold as ice. He put my hands into his deep overcoat pocket. It was very
warm because he had put a hot water bottle in it. What a silly, dear fellow!
The bus arrived. After we had all stowed our luggage on the racks and sat down, I noticed the apple-green light
was still shining in Xiuwen’s home, pale in the dawn. Huang Jian was gazing at me from the window. Before he
could do anything, I smiled at him.
The bus was carefully driven out of the gate.
Our small courtyard was not so poor after all.
21.114 The Distant Sound of Tree-felling\fn{by Cai Ce-hai (1954- )} Longshan, Hunan Province, China (M) 6

305

Over Gumu River was carried the intermittent sound of tree-felling. The sound, merging with the gurgling
river, seemed as lasting as the flowing water.
Gumu River was ancient. Below the calamus, moss reached to the edge of the water and the rock river-bed was
masked by the everflowing water, which had bored a cave over five kilometres long in a big stone mountain.
By the river stood a tiled-roof cottage resembling the pavilions and towers found in the gardens of Suzhou and
Hangzhou, though it was not quite so splendid. The cottage, simple and sturdy like all other buildings in the
vicinity, was a special feature of this mountain area. In this cottage lived a carpenter, Old Gui, who was in his
sixties, his daughter Yangchun and his apprentice Qiaoqiao, who was betrothed to his daughter. Their life was
solemn and gloomy as Old Gui observed strict formality and discipline as a father and master. Even the river
seemed less lively at this part, its wild shoals having changed into deep pools.
Some observant people felt it was high time that Yangchun and Qiaoqiao, both in their twenties, got married. If
Old Gui continued to put off the wedding something untoward might happen. Though a master of his trade, his
knowledge of such matters was inferior to a woman’s.
But Old Gui, being Old Carpenter Gui, had his own plans. He was known in the area by the tools he carried in
a basket on his back and the ruler in his hand, the insignia of his status like the epaulettes of a general. Despite the
load, he strode with firm legs and a straight back. His face, shaved clean except for a goatee five inches long, was
as expressionless as a smooth boulder. By nature taciturn, when he did open his mouth it was to talk about work.
Therefore, to all unruly youths, elders would say,
“Two years of apprenticeship to Old Carpenter Gui would do you a world of good.”
The skill Old Gui learned from his forefathers brought him great prestige. His ink marker and ruler, handed
down from his great-great-grandfather, made him the master carpenter who marked out planks for others to work
on. He was the expert. All the new houses in the area had been built by him.
Unlike other craftsmen, who worked according to how well they were fed, he took pains with all his jobs even
if certain employers only fed him sweet potatoes. He cherished his craft. He had not grown up on good food, and
his strict father had not spared the rod. The ruler had become the personification of his father. When he took that
over, he followed in his father’s footsteps as a man and craftsman.
Old Gui had no son as his successor, his wife having died after Yangchun’s birth. And he liked none of the
apprentices he trained until Qiaoqiao appeared. Now there was someone to inherit his ink marker and ruler and
take care of his daughter.
Qiaoqiao, the son of a distant relative, was apprenticed to Old Gui at the age of seven. His character, as if
mapped out by the ink marker, followed his master’s design in every way. Though a ruddy-checked, strapping
young man, a head taller than his master, he was reticent and never bantered with the young men and girls when
he was working. He worked nonstop doing a better and faster job than Old Gui. But he retained his early
obedience to his master, acting and moving only as he indicated. At home, when Old Gui reclined on a chair with
a fan, he would sharpen the blunt tools or make a stool or some other object.
Thinking the world of his apprentice, Old Gui decided he should be his future son-in-law. Every evening, Old
Gui and Qiaoqiao retired to their rooms in the eastern part, leaving Yangchun stitching a shoe sole by the fire in
the kitchen. The change in Qiaoqiao’s status had wrought other changes. The three of them no longer shared the
same room, but had one each. Yangchun, having to get up early to light the fire and cook, slept in the kitchen.
Qiaoqiao was on the second floor, and Old Gui beneath him. The children had grown up, Yangchun’s breasts had
filled out and her eyes sparkled. Qiaoqiao’s chin was a darker shade, his voice husky. This was another
responsibility borne by Old Gui—that of father-cum-master-cum-father-in-law. It was one that all parents had
when their children grew up. Like other fathers, Old Gui nurtured his fledglings in his heart and felt desolate as
they grew ready to fly. But unlike other fathers, he would not have to face his daughter leaving the nest. His sonin-law would live in his house. When the time came, they could have a simple wedding without ceremony and
guests. Grand-children would be raised in this cottage to take over his ink marker.
But the time was not ripe yet, so Old Gui made Qiaoqiao move in with him, knowing that some modern young
people had no morals when they got carried away. Though honest, Qiaoqiao was, after all, a young man.
Qiaoqiao tucked his master in and lay down beside him, as immobile as a log all night. Old Gui’s heart went
out to this dutiful youth, promising apprentice and reliable future son-in-law.
Old Gui had his reasons for postponing his daughter’s wedding. In her presence, Old Gui had said to Qiaoqiao,
“The day you’re ready to take over the ink marker, I’ll let you marry Yangchun. I’ll use my skill to make you a set
of furniture with the best quality wood.”
Her heart turning a somersault, Yangchun quickly picked up a sieve. Qiaoqiao listened as if his master was
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giving him an assignment, as if waiting for him to mark the planks.
Yangchun stole a glance at the solemn Qiaoqiao, a carpenter moulded by her own father. Her heart returned to
normal and the sieve in her hands slowed down. Then she stopped and put chaff into the stove, smothering the
flames which smokily leapt up again a minute later. Choked, Yangchun hurried out.
On the other side of Cumu River, explosives were detonated, sending rocks and yellow smoke into the sky to
merge with the clouds. The rocks dropped on to the ground and grass and into the river making big splashes. What
did this mean? Were people burning lime? Who had come deep into the mountains to burn lime? But Old Gui’s
family were never curious, even if there were explosions right in front of their door.
After a while Yangchun returned to the house. A song floated over the river, drifting into the cottage.
The sun climbs on top of the rocks,
Where a girl airs her embroidered shoes.
I don’t love the pretty shoes
But the beauty who's sunning them.

Old Cui grumbled, “Those are grown boys and girls. Who's howling such nonsense?”
“I didn’t hear anything,” said Yangchun.
Surely her denial betrayed her? Year after year, the boatmen sang such songs as they passed by, but Yangchun
was not supposed to listen and Qiaoqiao was not supposed to sing them. Sometimes Yangchun thought if
Qiaoqiao started singing, she would join in humming the tune. But Qiaoqiao would never sing such songs.
Qiaoqiao went out. The boatmen had stopped to tighten their rafts. Cupping his hands to his mouth, Qiaoqiao
shouted, “Hey, you over there on the water, you can’t be mooring so far from your destination?”
The answer was, “Mind your own business. No one has touched your wife.”
All three heard the remark. None uttered a rebuke.
The chopping sound was carried over. Who were felling trees to build new houses? The two carpenters
pricked up their ears while Yangchun put down her sewing. When the two men went off to work, she would be all
alone in this house far away from others.
The silence was so great that a small noise in the distance sounded like a rumble of thunder.
Everything resumed its slumber. On both sides of the river the precipices rose to block out the sky except for
the strip above the water, which flowed quietly into the valley and on to Changde, Hankou and the sea. The
boatmen were on their way to a bigger world.
The sound of tree-felling, now subsided, had brought music here. Old Gui, reclining in his sling chair with his
eyes closed, was snoring quietly. But he had not fallen asleep. He had business with all the cottages in the villages
on both sides of the river. A new cottage rising beside an old one added honor and glory to Old Gui and the
mountain villages. His prestige would continue to grow, for people must build houses. A carpenter’s trade was
indispensable and secure.
Opening his eyes he said to Qiaoqiao, “Learn the trade well, Qiaoqiao, and you’ll have a better future than I.”
That was quite true. He had been a bachelor half his life while Qiaoqiao already had Yangchun. He had no son,
while Qiaoqiao and Yangchun might have one.
Qiaoqiao nodded, as he always did. Not that he understood every word the old man said, but he wanted him to
believe he did.
Yangchun glanced at them wondering what they were up to. Their business didn’t concern her. She cooked
three meals a day and when the two men were away, she didn’t bother much. In the evenings she had taught
herself to sew while other girls had their mothers teach them. She was skilled at it, working without a pattern.
Everything she did was exquisite. The flowers she embroidered were beautiful, their composition good. In the
mountains, all one saw were the clouds in the sky and their reflection in the water. Flowers bloomed and withered,
the mountain turned green and yellow. But in the past two years, the river had become noisy at night. Quite often,
even if she didn’t sew, Yangchun would sit up till midnight and rise very early in the morning. The water pot
would often be empty and need filling again. Hearing his daughter filling the pot so many times, her father would
demand, “What are you doing? Cooking an ox?”
Yangchun would retort with a giggle, “Get up and have some.”
This cheeky answer jarred on the ears of the old-fashioned carpenter. He heaved a long, unfathomable sigh.
Old Gui didn’t mind her answering back as long as there was no impropriety. Yangchun was a sensible and
prudent girl who would not make a mistake. But a father doesn’t know his daughter as well as a mother, so he had
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to be vigilant.
He told Qiaoqiao, “I’ve betrothed Yangchun to you. The day I give my ink marker and ruler to you, you can
get married. At the moment you’re still an apprentice, not a qualified carpenter.”
A head taller than his master, Qiaoqiao bent down when he talked to him. Yes. He must be a qualified
carpenter.
Yangchun knew nothing about carpentry and the old man didn’t bother telling her, but he kept a stricter eye on
her. When Yangchun went to gather firewood where Qiaoqiao was working, Old Gui. would go to inspect his
apprentice’s work, lingering as long as Yangchun. When Qiaoqiao went to wash clothes in the river, Yangchun
went too to wash vegetables. Qiaoqiao turned his back on her. The stupid youth had become duller and dumber as
he grew older. As children, they had gone to catch birds together. Qiaoqiao got red beaks or thrushes every time.
He could skip a stone farther than she too. Qiaoqiao would lie on the water with his stomach above the surface
showing Yangchun his navel, while she flung mud at him until he dived under.
Now he was an apprentice and couldn’t play games any more. He had become inhuman. The old man liked
him and had retained him, after throwing out all the others.
Taking pity on the simple-minded Qiaoqiao, Yangchun called out to him, “Give me your laundry, Qiaoqiao. I’ll
do it for you.”
“No.” Qiaoqiao buzzed like a mosquito, his back still turned to her. Her glance falling on her reflection in the
water, Yangchun blushed at her full breasts. She quickly plunged her vegetables into the water, stirring up many
ripples which carried her reflection farther and farther away.
“Haven’t you two finished washing?” called Old Gui.
Qiaoqiao rose and left. Yangchun stared into the water, lost in her thoughts as her reflection took form again.
“Watch out for an explosion,” someone called from the other side of the river.
Yangchun returned to the cottage.
*
The days slipped past as calmly as the flowing water in front of the house. Those who had predicted that
something might happen in this family admired Old Gui’s control over his children.
Old Gui and Qiaoqiao were always sent off on a new assignment with good food. Yangchun cooked some pig’s
trotters with fungus she had gathered. She herself preferred edible water plants mixed with chilli powder.
They would be away for a month at a time building new houses. Yangchun had mixed feelings about their
leaving.
Old Gui and Qiaoqiao went away again. Someone had come to fetch them. Yangchun was no longer interested
in the fungus and mushrooms when she gathered firewood on the mountain. Her heart was disturbed by the
flowers blooming all over the slopes.
From somewhere a loud sound was carried over. Not a sound of tree-felling, but of someone building a new
house. Setting up a new house was quite complicated. One needed to buy a stove, chest of drawers and lots of
other things. And if they had a girl as old as Yangchun, they needed an extra bed too.
Yangchun let her thoughts wander. No more explosions on the other side of the river. Yangchun made for the
bank and saw men piling up rocks. No smoke. They were not making lime. Building a fortress? Her father had
told her that in the past people had guns and built fortresses against bandits. Now, thirty years after China’s
liberation, there were no bandits. What were these people doing?
She must find out. If her father were home, she could ask his permission. Since he wasn’t, she made up her
own mind.
She unfastened a little raft from a chestnut tree and crossed the river. She halted some distance away and
watched the men laying the walls. Yangchun knew that they were building houses.
The men had strong arms and legs as if born to lift big stones. They were careless and casual, laughing and
whistling, putting the irregular stones into neat walls which were growing like a honeycomb.
What they were doing was more interesting and grander than the houses her father and Qiaoqiao built. She
wanted to lift a stone too, imagining that she was one of them.
She had been curious about her father’s and Qiaoqiao’s work, which she sometimes made fun of. But these
people worked in an entirely different manner.
She walked over. Not wanting to be laughed at if she didn’t ask the right question, she addressed an elderly
man, “You’re putting up many buildings here, who’ll be living in them?”
At the sound of her ringing voice everybody stopped to scrutinize the girl who had descended like a goddess of
the woods.
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“She’s as lovely as Zhangjiajie.”
Yangchun was being compared to a recently discovered scenic spot in the mountains.
The girl standing before these strangers was really a beauty. Her melon-seed-shaped face was as pretty as
peach blossom. A constant smile hovered around her dimples and her bright innocent eyes sparkled continuously.
Her figure was not as thin as those city girls in their tight clothes, nor as plump as those of country girls in their
loose shapeless ones. Her hair was straight, and she wore no earrings. She was pretty, elegant and healthy.
“If she’s an actress, she’ll be more famous than Zhangjiajie.”
“Not really. Zhangjiajie has been featured in magazines and ftlms. It’s known abroad …”
Yangchun lowered her head in embarrassment. It was the first time she’d stood before so many people. She
addressed the elderly man again, “I asked you a question, uncle.”
Rubbing the mud from his hands, the man answered with a smile, “You’d better ask our leader.”
The person who had been measuring with a ruler turned around. Wasn’t it Shuisheng? The thing in his hand,
which Qiaoqiao had called a snail ruler because it curled back after being pulled out, had made Old Gui see red.
He had snatched it and tossed it away and then kicked Shuisheng out calling him a rebel. Shuisheng had picked it
up and left without a word.
Why hadn’t she said something then? A single word would have carried a lot of weight at such a time.
Of course Shuisheng shouldn’t have been so mean as to sneer at Qiaoqiao’s country ways. And he shouldn’t
have sung the boatmen’s songs. If she had put in a word for him, it might have made things worse.
Yangchun greeted him shyly. Shuisheng did not answer her. He hated her father, that inhuman, old-fashioned
man who had thrown him out and kept that block-head Qiaoqiao. It was an insult to him. He had vowed never to
see him again. There were many professions beside carpentry. The world was big. One could get ahead anywhere.
Working across the river, he didn’t call on his former master. He preferred to camp with his friends. Men are equal
when no favors are involved.
And bygones were bygones, and Shuisheng was now a bricklayer. Besides, the girl was not to blame for what
had happened.
Kindly Shuisheng spoke to the new grown-up daughter of his former master.
“Hello. After your dad made me leave, I had good luck. I’m in charge of the group here.”
Yangchun was bolder when her father was not around.
“Without the blessing of Lu Ban, the ancient master carpenter, these stone houses will collapse.”\fn{ A note reads:
Liu Ban—a legendary master craftsman worshipped by Chinese carpenters as their patron .}
“But I’m not doing carpentry. And the stone houses belong to the county government. We’re building a hydroelectric power station. With glass windows and plaster, it will look like a palace.”
“You’re just bragging.”
“Come back in two months and you’ll see.”
Yangchun caught sight of some girls in checked blouses. She became envious.
“You’ve picked this job right across the river from us just to show off.”
“I’m not that mean. I got this for our team because we’d just finished one and were looking for another.”
Hunger gnawed at Yangchun, reminding her to go home and cook. As she left, she told Shuisheng,
“Drop in when you have time. Our home isn’t out of bounds and our water doesn’t taste bitter.”
Yangchun walked with a light step. The world had become livelier with Shuisheng and his group here. Every
house would have electricity soon like in the cities. What were cities like anyway?
Shuisheng gazed at the pigtail swinging behind Yangchun. Her printed blouse, which might seem gaudy in
other parts, was bright and arresting in the green valley. But when the image of Qiaoqiao rose in front of him,
Yangchun faded from his thoughts.
Yangchun returned home, a girl with new knowledge and experience.
The young man who had been driven away by her father with all his training wasted was now the head of a
group constructing an electric power station. He must have lots of bright ideas. Yet her father had promised his
ink marker and her to Qiaoqiao, who was not as promising as Shuisheng. Was he being unfair to Qiaoqiao? She
was more unfortunate than he, cooking and looking for firewood daily like a sparrow seeking food. She recalled
two bricklayers, a husband and wife, from Sichuan who had stayed with them for a while one year. They called
each other “master.” Even her old-fashioned father had to laugh.
Never had so many thoughts crammed her mind. Overnight she had matured. She was, in fact, almost twentythree. But to her father, she would always be a child even if she was a hundred.
The following day, Shuisheng crossed the river and shouted outside the door, “Give me some vegetables. I’ll
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pay you back with kelp tomorrow.”
Yangchun emerged from the cottage. Shuisheng’s grim face made her laugh.
“Vegetables are good enough for us,” she said. “We don’t want your delicious seafood. If you like our greens
there’s lots in the garden.”
She gathered two bundles and some spring onions which she gave to Shuisheng.
Something was on the tip of Yangchun’s tongue. She blurted it out only when Shuisheng was about to leave,
“Brother Shuisheng, do you take girl apprentices?”
“Sure.”
“Qiaoqiao …”
Yangchun blushed and lowered her head.
“That fine future son-in-law of your father’s? Let him stay and inherit your father’s ink marker,” Shuisheng
burst out laughing.
“I’m serious, Brother Shuisheng. I’ll come to work with you if he comes too.”
“You? We can’t afford to have you.”
“I can cook. I can mix lime, too.”
Her eyes reddening, she almost wept.
Feeling sorry for her, Shuisheng compensated by saying, “Qiaoqiao is an honest boy who’s extremely loyal to
your father. But your father’ll never give him his ink marker as long as he can work. Getting somewhere as a
carpenter is difficult. When a man finally becomes a master, his prime is behind him.”
Shuisheng was speaking the truth.
Sadly Yangchun began to miss her dead mother. She’d been neglected by her father who’d set his heart on
training Qiaoqiao.
When Yangchun wanted to ask Shuisheng something else, he was already down by the river.
“Take care, Brother Shuisheng,” she called after him.
The raft bobbed. Shuisheng lost some of the vegetables. The river turned dark green as if tinted by the leaves.
*
One night, after Yangchun had retired, there came a knock at the door. It was Qiaoqiao.
Yangchun got out of bed, stoked up the fife and opened the door. Qiaoqiao had come to fetch some tools.
Yangchun put them in a satchel, lit a torch and saw him to the door.
The sky was pitch dark and the steps were moist. It would soon rain.
“The torch will go out in the rain and there are leopards and wolves in the valley. Why don’t you stay the
night?”
As lightning streaked across the sky, Qiaoqiao turned back and retired to his room while Yangchun shut the
door and sat down by the fire.
As soon as his head touched the pillow, Qiaoqiao began to snore. His work was really hard, thought Yangchun.
Qiaoqiao used to snore as a kid. When they had all slept on the same bed, Yangchun used to push him with her
feet until he touched the plank wall.
Shame. Where were her thoughts leading? Blushing, Yangchun raked the fire and went to bed.
She woke up after a while. When rain was imminent, it became especially muggy. Yangchun felt as if a cat was
clawing her heart. Qiaoqiao was still snoring.
He must have kicked away his covering, thought Yangchun. He might catch cold when the temperature cooled
down after the rain and be unable to work. Yangchun rose again, lit a pine twig and headed for the eastern part of
the house. The door gave at her touch. Qiaoqiao hadn’t bothered to bolt it as that was Old Gui’s job. Yangchun
entered and found Qiaoqiao sleeping stretched out on top of his covers. Yangchun quickly turned away in
embarrassment, her heart thumping.
When she collected herself, she became as calm as a windless moonlit forest where no leaf stirred. She
approached the bed and covered Qiaoqiao who groaned and continued to snore even louder. Yangchun pulled out
some straw from under the bedspread and tickled his nose.
Rubbing his nose, Qiaoqiao opened his eyes, his gaze falling on Yangchun.
What was she doing there? In this room there seemed to be an invisible though tangible demarcation line, as
straight as the marks his master made on planks. Qiaoqiao would be at a loss if he crossed it. That was what made
Qiaoqiao nervous. He trembled at the sight of Yangchun and almost cried out for his master. Remembering he was
away, Qiaoqiao shouted,
“You shouldn’t be in here, Yangchun.”
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“Of course I should, Qiaoqiao.”
She sat down at the edge of the bed and put her hand on his bare cool shoulder.
Qiaoqiao became as docile as a lamb. He took Yangchun’s hand and put it on his solid warm chest, his heart
thumping at her touch.
All of a sudden, he pushed her hand away as if it was a biting centipede and cried, “It’s dawn, I must go.”
The change in him startled Yangchun.
Steadying her quivering body, she smoothed her hair with her fingers. Tearfully, she said,
“Don’t be so stupid, Qiaoqiao. My father betrothed me to you which means I belong to you. Let’s go to the
commune office and get married. I’m a poor motherless girl. Please, turn around. You’re even more miserable. I
want to make you happy.”
Qiaoqiao stopped her.
“The master gives the orders. You go back to your room right now.”
“Listen to me, Qiaoqiao. For the sake of our future, you must leave my dad. He’s a strict old man who hangs
on to his ruler. Shuisheng left him.” Yangchun tried to persuade him.
Qiaoqiao voiced her disapproval of Shuisheng.
“He's a crook. I don’t want to be like him.”
“He’s taken the right road. Now he’s in charge of construction work. Not just somebody’s house but an electric
power station for the whole county. He’s smarter than my dad.” After a little pause, she continued, “Please don’t
sulk. Shuisheng is just across the river. Go and see him tomorrow morning. Let’s work with him—”
“Anyone who forsakes his master will come to a bad end.”
With that Qiaoqiao pulled the cover over his head and held it tightly around him.
Yangchun sobbed beside him.
The rain had let up and a puff of wind drifted in through the window. Crying made Yangchun feel better.
Laughing and crying always helped. Yangchun was a little dizzy.
She said to Qiaoqiao, still under the quilt, “I feel sorry for you.”
She returned to the kitchen and stoked up the fIfe until the flames hissed and leapt up to rise with the smoke,
dancing.
“A dancing flame heralds a special guest.” She poked the fire until sparks shot up furiously.
“Don’t be so wild,” she scolded.
The water in the river rose, surging ahead louder and faster as if racing against the night.
The next morning, Yangchun slipped some boiled eggs into Qiaoqiao’s satchel and when he was leaving
hurriedly caught up with him and said, “When you and dad return I’ll have made each of you a pair of cloth shoes
and a pair of padded ones.”
She was crazy, thought Qiaoqiao. Girls only give their fathers and brothers two pairs of shoes when they were
getting married.
Yangchun added, “I’ll put them by your bed.”
Buildings like the palace of the goddess of the moon had descended from the sky and planted themselves
beside the river.
It was the work of Shuisheng and his group.
They had left for some distant place. People saw them leaving after the buildings were finished, saying that
they were going to the county town to build a cement factory. Then people could build houses with cement.
Goodness! The uniform tiled-roof cottages would be looked down upon in the future.
Many thoughts crowded into Yangchun’s mind as she stood before the brand-new buildings. She saw another
kind of life, another world. A strange, strange attractive world.
*
More rafts passed along Gumu River. The machines on some of them were bigger than Old Gui’s cottage.
They really were constructing an electric power station.
The old-fashioned cottage across the river was as sturdy as ever, not even creaking in a big gale. It stood
imposingly opposite the new buildings, its grandeur diminished only by the withering bristlegrass on its roof.
A senile old man lingered under a chestnut tree to gaze after the rafts.
It was Old Gui.
Outside the new buildings someone was telling a young boatman who’d stopped for a rest that Old Gui had an
only daughter as pretty as a pheasant who was once betrothed to a carpenter as good as Old Gui. But some odd
things had happened, and that lovely girl had gone away on a raft.
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“Where to?”
“To a bricklayer in the county town.”\fn{The county seat.}
“You’re joking. That bricklayer must be a rogue.” The young boatman stood up for the fiance.
“No. He’s an honest fellow. When he and his people were ready to leave after completing those buildings, the
girl begged him on her knees to take her with him.”
“Really!”
“Ask the river if you don’t believe me. Strange things happen here.”
“And then?”
“Who knows what happened then?”
The boatman left. And the gossip flowed away with the current.
80.1 Ah, Books!\fn{by Yang Wenzhi (1954- )} Guangzhou City (Canton), China (M) 4
I was really excited when I heard that the Xinhua Bookstore would be selling reprints of over thirty titles of
Chinese and foreign literature the next day. Since books like Ba Jin's Family, Midnight, Selected Tang Poems,
Pere Goriot and Les Miserables would be on sale, I decided to go and line up as soon as I got off night shift. After
all what did it matter to lose a little sleep and skip a meal when I had the chance to buy some good books?
Speaking of books remind me of something that happened a few years ago. At the time I wasn’t given to
reading for leisure, or in fact reading at all. But one day I read a novel by Victor Hugo which opened up a whole
new world to me—that of literature, and gave me an interest in culture and the humanities. With this new interest
I became painfully aware of my ignorance and even stupidity, and I felt enthused by the novelty and attraction of
knowledge.
The way it all happened is quite amusing. I was hospitalized after being burned on the foot in an accident in
the factory. Though it wasn’t anything serious, I was bed-ridden for a whole [month?]. One day I was lying in bed
bored and restless, cursing to myself:
“Damned foot. It had to be a foot! Why not my hand? At least I could still walk around. Now I just have to lie
here all the time. Bloody—”
“Calm down and let nature take its course. Don’t get so upset.”
It was a girl’s voice. I quickly turned over and saw her dressed in white standing at my bed side looking at me
with large, attractive eyes. It was Liu Huishan, a nurse. Eight years earlier we had been at the same class from
primary school. We were also neighbors in a worker’s dormitory area for a long time. Later my family moved and
we saw less of each other. I remembered her as a very delicate and fairly shy girl. She loved to read, her long
eyelashes moving as her eyes roamed over the pages. She always had good grades, and when we got to middle
school she was elected class-captain. At the time I relied on her heavily. Every night we sat together at the shiny
black table in my place. Whenever I came across a problem I couldn’t solve I’d sneak a look at her work and copy
what she had down. If she discovered me then I’d just fool around for a while and then it’d be OK. She didn’t
usually get the better of me, and I knew she’d never really try to fight anything out. In fact, the more pitiable
someone was the more she felt for them.
Later on, when I became the head of a brigade of Red Guards in the Cultural Revolution, I often asked her to
help me write articles. I remember once when I was reading an article she had written out in front of the whole
class, I misread the word dagger as in “dagger in the enemy’s hand” for the word seven and everyone burst out
laughing. She laughed louder than anyone else.
But that was all a long time ago, and now I felt a little inhibited in front of her.
“Come on, a healthy person like me just isn’t made to lie around all the time.”
She replied with a smile, “Just take a look at that foot of yours. It’s swollen like a balloon, and you can still say
you’re healthy?” With that she took out a book that she had in her pocket.
“If you’re really feeling so restless then read this book. It’s a good one.”
I took it. It was covered in brown paper, and though a little old, it was still in good condition. The places inside
where it was torn or worn out had all been carefully repaired with sticky-tape. The thing actually look familiar,
but I couldn’t remember where I’d seen it. I opened it up at the front page. It was Les Miserables by Victor Hugo.
My heart jumped and I said,
“You still read this stuff!”
“What’s wrong with it?” She stared at me blankly.
“It’s no good.”
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“Why, what’s wrong with it?”
“It’s a pornographic book, that’s what. Don’t you have any discrimination at all?”
As soon as I said this I knew I’d been a bit extreme, and I stopped myself, but the damage was already done. At
that moment Huishan’s cheeks drained of blood and her brows locked in a frown, the corners of her mouth
pursing tight. She grabbed the book out of my hands and ran out.
I really felt bad. I fumbled around to find my crutches and got up out of bed and limped after her. I went
outside and found her sitting on a stone bench, her mouth closed firmly. I tried to make it up to her.
“There’s nothing to get so mad about. So it’s a bad book, you can always criticize it after you’ve read it.”
“I’m not politically ‘aware’ enough to do that,” she shot back, her whole body bristling with anger. I knew
there was nothing I could do, so I just leaned against a grapevine, silent. She suddenly turned around and glared at
me with those unforgiving eyes of hers:
“All right then, if this is a ‘bad’ book, then maybe you can tell me what exactly is wrong with it. Come on, tell
me.”
I wasn’t prepared for that. It really put me on the spot. In fact, since I hadn’t even read the book, how was I
supposed to know what was wrong with it?
“Come on, then. I’m asking you to help me criticize it,” she demanded loudly.
The timid Liu Huishan I had know had suddenly become very outspoked. I sure regretted having set her off,
especially now that I couldn’t get out of the fix I was in. I did my best to cover up.
“Well, um, the book is bad in that, well … in that ...”
She jumped up and hammered me with a few words:
“I thought you were something of a critic, and I had no idea that you were just acting all along. What a fake
you are. Don’t you feel ashamed?”
That got me where it hurt. I knew I didn’t read much, especially foreign literature. In fact I was pretty ignorant
of cultural things. Nevertheless, no girl had ever been so merciless about it. I was so taken off guard that all I
thought of doing was running, but unfortunately I forgot about my crutches. I stumbled, fell over. I couldn’t get up
without help, and my foot hurt so much I nearly passed out.
She helped me back inside, still holding on tight to the book.
“Are you still angry, Xiao Zhang?” she asked when I was finally settled back in bed. Though she had a smile
on her lips, it wasn’t very convincing.
I looked at her gruffly.
“Why should I be angry with you. I’ll be happy if you’re not angry with me.”
There was silence for a moment then she suddenly said, “Do you still remember Song Baoyi who was with us
in the Red Guard Brigade?”
“Of course. He was a tall lanky guy who wore thick glasses.” I cast a sidelong glance at Huishan wondering
why she had brought him up.
To tell the truth, the only really strong impression I had of Song Baoyi was that he was an absolute bookworm. He couldn’t go anywhere without a book in his hand. I remember one time when our brigade was living in
the class-rooms at school, he accidentally walked into the girl’s “dormitory.” He was wrapped up in some great
thick tome or other and hadn’t even noticed where he was. The girls all hid they were so scared, but he was
completely unaware of it all and just lay down on a bed and kept on reading. This “incident” was a source of
constant amusement for months after.
Liu Huishan ripped the brown paper off the book revealing a cover that was yellowed with age and had been
burnt. The stamp on it, however, was still clear, “X X High School Library.” My mouth dropped open in surprise
and I thought to myself,
“No wonder it looked so familiar. I had no idea that she was the one who had stolen it, god ...”
It had all happened eight years before. We’d set up our Red Guard HQ in the school library. A few of the large
bookshelves had been cleared and papers, pamphlets, white paper for circulars and printing materials had been put
there. The displaced books had all been thrown onto the ground, and it formed a little mound that got in
everyone’s way. That added to by the fact that some students had sneaked in and read some of these banned
books, in the end I decided to burn the lot, and prevent anyone else from being “infected” by these “feudal,
capitalist and revisionist poisonous weeds.”
One dusk when we had nothing else to do I led our whole class out to the hillock behind the school with all of
the books from the library. We lit a big bonfire. I jumped onto a boulder and looked down at the leaping flames, it
really made me feel excited. In those eventful days I felt as though I really understood a lot, I felt like a
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commander or something, leading his forces into battle …
All of a sudden Liu Huishan came up to me and said softly,
“Xiao Zhang, maybe we should go through the books first. It’d be a pity to burn good books along with bad
ones.”
I stared at her in disbelief,
“How can there be any good ones?”
“But how could all of the books produced since 1949 be bad?”
I cut her short, and jumping down from the boulder shouted: “For over ten years the feudal-bourgeoisrevisionist line has been in control of our school. Is it possible that there are any good books in such a school?
Humph! Is there something wrong with you?”
She looked at me amazed, speechless. Just then I noticed one group of students standing together arguing about
something. I ran over to take a look and saw Song Baoyi clutching a pile of books. His pale face reflected a light
red from the fire. Sweat was pouring down his long nose. His usual fluent and polished speech was tremulous,
“These … they’re good books. Good. They’re hard to find … can’t burn them.”
I replied angrily, “What are they? Why shouldn’t they be burnt?”
“They are all good books. Gaskell’s Mary Barton, Dicken’s David Copperfield, Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina,
Balzac’s—”
I swore to myself. “Crap all of this ‘nana’ and such, long as a week of Sundays. All of it written to poison the
minds of the Chinese people.” I cut him short,
“Well, do they still sell any of these books in the Xinhua Bookstore?”
“No.”
“Then burn them.” I stamped in fury. I grabbed the books from him and shouted:
“All this foreign stuff ... we Chinese have good books too, like ... well, like ... anyway, you’re a slave to
foreign things.”
Song Baoyi looked morosely at the burning books in silence. He then suddenly raised his head and took off his
thick glasses. His high cheeks quivered slightly, his eyes full of hate. He glared at me angrily and I noticed his fist
clenching. I reckoned he might try to attack me so I got ready for a fight. After a moment he got control of
himself, let out a long sigh and said something I didn’t really understand”
“Not to differentiate the books you burn, you’re no better than Amir.”
I replied angrily: “Say what you mean, don’t come on with all of Mi’er, Niu’er crap!”
Liu Huishan spoke up”
“Amir was a Moslem ruler in the middle ages. He burnt all of the books in the Library of Alexander in Egypt.”
That really made me furious. So Song Baoyi was comparing my book burning to some foreign emperor. There
was no relation at all. I felt like grabbing him and having it out, but then I remembered my position as a Red
Guard leader and that to do so might not make a good impression. So I just swallowed it all and didn’t say a thing.
It was already pitch black. I only felt safe to leave the hill when the last of the books was thrown into the fire.
A refreshing breeze blew through the eucalyptus trees by the graveyard to the south and cooled us down from the
heat of the fire. It was a pity there was no moon that night, everything was so dark. The gusts of wind tinkled
through the thin eucalyptus leaves and fire flies roamed around the graveyard like spirits.
“Devil fire! Devil fire!”
Liu Huishan’s high-pitched screams stopped us in our tracks. We could see a ball of fire floating towards the
graveyard. Everyone was scared witless, and though I tried to keep calm, I felt a chill go through me too.
Someone shouted out:
“It’s not devil-fire, someone's running with a ball of fire.”
At that moment I could make out what it was. A tall slender figure was running with a ball of fire in its hands. I
soon realized what was going on and called out, “Song Baoyi!”
There was no reply. I shouted out an order:
“Go after him quickly and catch him. Song Baoyi is trying to steal some of the burning books. Quick, after
him.”
By the time we’d encircled the figure, the fire had already been enveloped by the dark of night. We found him
under a eucalyptus tree. I turned on my torch and pointed it at him. Books were scattered allover the ground.
Midnight by Mao Dun, The Song of Youth by Yang Mo, and many others, some still smouldering, others already
badly burnt. He was holding onto one book tightly, it was still undamaged. I ripped it from his hands and shone
my torch on it to see what it was. Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables. A part of the cover had already been burnt, but
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the library stamp was untouched.
Song Baoyi took a jump at me. I pushed the book into the hands of a fellow student in haste and shouted out to
him furiously,
“Song Baoyi, are you still a Red Guard or not?” At that he stopped.
Later we organized all the other Red Guards to criticize him. But somehow or other the book just had
disappeared.
I decided to read the book. I still didn’t understand why Song Baoyi had made such an effort to save it from
fire, and why such an honest girl as Liu Huishan should conceal it. Little did I know what an effect reading it
would have on me.
I began to read it casually while lying down in bed. Soon I was getting into it and walked out of the ward still
reading as I went. Later I sat under the grapevines outside absolutely submerged in it.
The day before I was supposed to check out of the hospital I was sitting under the grapevines when I fmally
finished it. In the blank on the last page, Liu Huishan had written something:
I’m moved—moved and buffeted by the waves created by the romantic force of the author’s pen. I feel pain—pain
for the sufferings of the French people during the July monarchy of Orleans. I’m sad—saddened by Jean Valjean’s fate
and I’m hurt—hurt and sorrowful when I reflect on what happens to Fantine.

I’m an orphan. My grandmother once told me that just after I was born I got pneumonia. To get me into the
hospital to be treated my mother had to give two large donations of blood as a down payment on the bill. The day
after I was admitted, mother, though exhausted by the lack of blood, went back to work on her loom. Before the
sun of a new China had a chance to warm her pale face, she passed away …
I couldn’t make any literary evaluation of Les Miserables, but I could say that the Fantine that Hugo described,
a woman forced first to cut off her hair for her child, then take out her teeth and sell them, and finally to sell her
very body for her child—a French woman who suffered all types of ignominy so similar to the slave-like
treatment suffered by women in the old China. How similar their fates in a cruel and pitiless world. To say that
was all I learnt from reading Les Miserables was to say a great deal.
I held the book tightly in my hands. My very soul was moved by the power of it. My tears fell like rain onto
the yellowed pages. I cried, sobbed like a little baby.
I reluctantly returned the book to Liu Huishan and said to her honestly:
“This book is really good. Really Huishan, no wonder people say that to a person who loves books stealing
books isn’t theft. You chose a very good book to steal.”
“Who stole it?” She replied annoyed; “you pushed it into my hands that night when we were burning the
books.”
“Oh!” So she was the one I gave it to in the dark. “But why didn’t you give it back to me?” I said.
“Well, I was curious, so I started reading it. How was I to know that once I started I couldn’t put it down.”
I confessed to her frankly, “The last few years I’ve really been mixed up. All I’ve been able to do is chant
political slogans. Thinking about it now makes me feel upset, as though I’ve wasted a lot of time. Lin Biao and
the Gang of Four did everything they could to make us young people into “illiterates and hooligans.” Though I
never became a hooligan, I’m pretty much of an illiterate. Huishan, this book’s taught me a lot. Do you think you
could give it to me? I won’t burn it, believe me.”
Liu Huishan was silent. I knew she really loved the book, but at that moment I felt I loved it even more than
she did, or perhaps that I had more reason to love it. I pleaded with her, “Huishan, do you know, in Les
Miserables I felt as though I saw my mother ...”
She looked at me queerly, then after an “Oh!” was silent again. I knew she was aware of my background, but
didn’t understand why she still hesitated. After a while she finally said softly,
“Xiao Zhang, to you this book is a meaningful souvenir. But to someone else, it is even more important—”
“Who?” Without waiting for her to go on.
“Song Baoyi. He works in the hospital lab.” I jumped to my feet and argued,
“Huishan, how come you’d give it to him and not to me?”
She turned red and lowered her head. Her full hands fiddled with her white uniform, she seemed very
embarrassed. I thought, her heart must be bobbing up and down just like her eyelashes. She finally gathered
enough courage to tell me that she’d given the book to Song Baoyi a long time ago. No wonder, I thought, when
she mentioned him her tone was so affectionate. The book had been a gift of love between them. I felt pretty
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stupid, so I gave it back to her. As I did I apologized and joked,
“I’m really sorry, Huishan. But you must admit it is quite a big deal when Victor Hugo becomes a matchmaker
in China!”
I turned and left.
The morning I was discharged from the hospital I was waiting in the bus to leave when Liu Huishan came
running out and gave me a packet,
“Here’s a keepsake for you, Xiao Zhang.”
I took it with surprise and said, “Is it a notebook?”
“No.” She avoided my eyes and turned around and ran inside.
There was a note on the packet written in a clear and steady hand:
Zhang Zhaohui,
I heard all about you from Huishan. It is more important for you to have this book than me. I wish you success.
The book-thief,
Song Baoyi

I opened the packet to find both to my pleasure and surprise the copy of Les Miserables. I was just about to
squeeze out of the bus to go and thank her when it started up.
The whistle blew marking the end of the night shift. It was the morning of May 1, Labor Day.
I got onto my bike and went rushing off to the bookstore in town. A lot of people were already in line. I
thought to myself, no matter how early one is, there are always people who are earlier. Some of them were
absorbed in books which they read under the street lights. Others were asleep on plastic sheets on the ground.
Others who were obviously friends were talking heatedly,
“I like the part in Les Miserables about ‘walking to the end of days and nearing dusk,’ it’s the most enthralling
bit in the whole book.”
“Of course, Tolstoy praised it as being one of the greatest novels in the world, that makes Hugo one of the
greatest novelists.”
As I listened I suddenly heard a familiar voice. He was making some points with great animation.
“You can’t judge people of the past by modern standards. What you need to have is a historical materialist
attitude like Lenin talked about. You can’t look at a person from the perspective of why he didn’t work out what
would be happening in the future, but rather of what did he discover about the society and the world of in his own
time.”
“Song Baoyi” I cut him short, and running over shook him by the hand. “Do you remember me?”
He took his glasses out of his pocket and putting them on gave me a careful look over.
“Oh, it’s you. Come to buy books?”
“Yes.” I nodded proudly.
“I thought you might come,” he said with a smile.
“I knew you’d come.” I laughed happily.
As we walked out of the bookstore into the early morning sunlight with our pile of newly printed books still
smelling of fresh print, I felt as though this was a “liberation,” a cultural “liberation” achieved by Chairman Hua,
an end to the “Gang of Four’s” destruction of culture. It was also an end to the Gang’s policy of stupefying the
people.
Song Baoyi asked with some doubt,
“Don’t you already have a copy of Les Miserables?”
“I did, but I gave it back to the original owner—our school library. This Labor Day is really different to the
past.”
Song Baoyi pushed his glasses up his nose and nodded.
“We really should use Labor Day to commemorate these great authors. The creation they have done was also
labor, a labor of the spirit. Hey, my wife, Liu Huishan, is making dumplings for us ‘heroes’ returning victoriously
from the bookstore and we’re going to have a ‘victory banquet.’ Why don’t you come along?”
We squeezed through the endless sea of people lined up to buy books. As I walked I looked at them
contentedly and they looked at my pile of books admiringly.
180.91 Excerpt from Red Scarf Girl: A Memoir Of The Cultural Revolution\fn{by Ji-li Jiang(1954- )} Shanghai,
China (F) 13
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Chairman Mao, our beloved leader, smiled down at us from his place above the blackboard. The sounds and
smells of the tantalizing May afternoon drifted in through the window. The sweet breeze carried the scent of new
leaves and tender young grass and rippled the paper slogan below Chairman Mao’s picture:

*STUDY HARD AND ADVANCE EVERY DAY*
In the corner behind me the breeze also rustled the papers hanging from the Students’ Garden, a beautifully
decorated piece of cardboard that displayed exemplary work. One of them was my latest perfect math test.
We were having music class, but we couldn’t keep our minds on the teacher’s directions. We were all confused
by the two-part harmony of the Young Pioneers’ Anthem.
“We are Young Pioneers, successors to Communism. Our red scarves flutter on our chests,” we sang over and
over, trying to get the timing right. The old black pump organ wheezed and squeaked as impatiently as we did. We
made another start, but Wang Da-yong burst out a beat early, and the whole class broke into laughter.
Just then Principal Long appeared at the door. She walked in, looking less serious than usual, and behind her
was a stranger, a beautiful young woman dressed in the People’s Liberation Army uniform. A Liberation Army
soldier! She was slim and stood straight as a reed. Her eyes sparkled, and her long braids, tied with red ribbons,
swung at her waist. There was not a sound in the classroom as all forty of us stared at her in awe.
Principal Long told us to stand up. The woman soldier smiled but did not speak. She walked up and down the
aisles, looking at us one by one. When she finished, she spoke quietly with Principal Long.
“Tong Chao and Jiang Ji-li,” Principal Long announced. “Come with us to the gym.”
A murmur rose behind us as we left the room. Tong Chao looked at me and I looked at him in wonder as we
followed the swinging braids. The gym was empty.
“I want to see how flexible you are. Let me lift your leg,” the Liberation Army woman said in her gentle voice.
She raised my right leg over my head in front of me.
“Very good! Now I’ll support you. Lean over backward as far as you can.” That was easy. I bent backward
until I could grab my ankles like an acrobat.
“That’s great!” she said, and her braids swung with excitement.
“This is Jiang Ji-li.” Principal Long leaned forward proudly. “She’s been studying martial arts since the second
grade. She was on the Municipal Children’s Martial Arts Team. Their demonstration was even filmed.” The
Liberation Army woman smiled sweetly.
“That was very good. Now you may go back to your classroom.”
She patted me on my head before she turned back to test Tong Chao. I went back to class, but I could not
remember the song we were singing. What did the Liberation Army woman want? Could she want to choose me
for something? It was too much to contemplate. I hardly moved when the bell rang to end school. Someone told
me that the principal wanted to see me. I walked slowly down the hall, surrounded by my shouting and jostling
classmates, seeing only the beautiful soldier, feeling only the electric tingle of her soft touch on my head.
*
The office door was heavy. I pushed it open cautiously. Some students from the other sixth-grade classes were
there already. I recognized Wang Qi, a girl in class two, and one of the boys, You Xiao-fan of class four. I didn’t
know the other boy. The three of them sat nervously and respectfully opposite Principal Long. I slipped into a
chair next to them. Principal Long leaned forward from her big desk.
“I know you must be wondering about the Liberation Army soldier,” she said. She sounded cheerful and
excited.
“Why did she come? Why did she want you to do back bends?” She looked at us one by one and then took a
long sip from her tea mug as if she wanted to keep us guessing.
“She was Comrade Li from the Central Liberation Army Arts Academy.” I slowly took a deep breath.
“She is recruiting students for the dance training class. She selected you four to audition. It’s a great honor for
Xin Er Primary School. I’m very proud of all of you, and I know you’ll do your best.”
I did not hear the rest of her words. I saw myself in a new Liberation Army uniform, slim and standing straight
as a reed, long braids swinging at my waist. A Liberation Army soldier! One of the heroes admired by all, who
helped Chairman Mao liberate China from oppression and defeated the Americans in Korea. And a performer, just
like my mother used to be, touring the country, the world, to tell everyone about the New China that Chairman
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Mao had built and how it was becoming stronger and stronger. I couldn’t help giving Wang Qi a silly smile.
*
“Mom! Dad! Grandma!”
I panted up the steep, dark stairs, in too much of a hurry to turn on the light, and tripped over same pots stored
on the steps. I couldn’t wait to tell them my news. I knew they would all be as excited as I was.
Our apartment was bright and warm and welcoming. Burgundy curtains shut the darkness outside and made
the one big room even cozier. In front of the tall French window our square mahogany table was covered with
steaming dishes and surrounded by my family, who were laughing and chattering when I rushed in. They all
looked up expectantly.
“Everybody, guess what! Today a Liberation Army woman came to school and she tested me and she wants me
to audition for the Central Liberation Army Arts Academy. Just think! I could be in the Liberation Army! And I
could be a performer, too! Isn’t it great?” I picked up our cat, Little White, and gave her a big kiss.
“It’s lucky I studied martial arts for so long. When the Liberation Army woman saw my back bend, she just
loved it.” I twirled around on my toes and snapped my heels together in a salute.
“Comrade Grandma, Jiang Ji-li reporting!”
My younger brother, Ji-yong, jumped up from the table and saluted me. My little sister, Ji-yun, started to twirl
around as I had done, but she slipped and fell. We jumped to the floor with her and rolled around together.
“Ji-li,” I heard Dad call.
I looked up. Mom and Dad and Grandma were looking at each other solemnly.
“It might be better not to do the audition.” Dad spoke slowly, but his tone was serious, very serious.
“What?”
“Don’t do the audition, Ji-li.” He looked straight at me this time, and sounded much more forceful.
“Don’t do the audition? Why not?”
Dad shook his head. I grabbed Mom’s arm.
“Mom, why not?” She squeezed my hand and looked at me worriedly.
“Your father means that the recruitment requirements are very strict.”
“Wow. You really scared me, Dad.” I laughed with relief. “I know that. Principal Long told us it would be very
competitive. I know it’s just an audition, but who knows? I might be lucky, right?” I picked up a steamed bun and
took a bite.
“I’m not just talking about talent,” Dad said. “There are more important requirements, political considerations
—“
“Oh, Dad, that’s no problem.”
I took another big bite of the bun. I was an Outstanding Student, an Excellent Young Pioneer, and even the dadui-zhang, the student chairman of the whole school. What more could they want? My mouth was full, so I
stretched out my arm to show Dad my da-dui-zhang badge, a plastic tag with three red stripes.
I saw a pain in Dad’s eyes that I had never seen before.
“The problem isn’t with you yourself, Ji-li. What I mean is that the political background investigations at these
academies are very severe.”
“Political background investigation? What’s that?”
“That is an investigation into the class status of your ancestors and all members of your family.” He leaned
back in his chair, and the lampshade put his face in shadow.
“Ji-li, the fact is that our family will not be able to pass these investigations,” he said slowly. “And you will not
be allowed to be a member of a Liberation Army performing troupe.”
For a long time I did not speak.
“Why?” I whispered at last.
He started to say something but stopped. He leaned forward again, and I could see the sorrow on his face.
“It’s very complicated, and you wouldn’t understand it now even if I told you. Maybe we should wait until
you’re grown up. The point is that I don’t think you’ll be admitted. So just drop it, all right?”
I did not say anything. Putting down the half-eaten bun, I walked to the mirror on the big wardrobe that
divided the room and pressed my forehead against its cool surface. I could not hold back any longer. I burst out
crying.
“I want to do it. I want to try. What will I tell Principal Long? And my classmates?” I wailed.
“Maybe we should let her try. She probably won’t be chosen anyway.” Grandma looked at Dad. Dad stood up,
heaving a deep sigh.
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“This is for her own good. Her classmates and teachers will just be surprised if she says that her father won’t
let her go. But what if she passes the audition and can’t pass the political background investigation? Then
everybody will know that the family has a political problem.”
Dad’s voice grew louder and louder as he went on. Ji-yong and Ji-yun were looking up at Dad, wide-eyed. I bit
my lip to force myself to stop crying and went to bed without saying another word.
*
The hallway outside the principal’s office was very liet. It was noon, and nearly everyone was home for lunch.
The big red characters PRINCIPAL’S OFFICE made me nervous. I put my hand on the knob, hesitated, and lowered
it. I walked back to the stairs, trembling and covered with sweat.
I rehearsed the words I was going to say one more timne. Then I rushed back to the office door and pushed it
open.
Principal Long was reading a newspaper. She raised her head and peered through her glasses to see who had
terrupted her.
“Principal Long, here is a note from my father.”
Hastily I gave her the note, damp with sweat from my palm. I hurried out of the office before she could look at
it or ask me any questions. I ran down the hallway, colliding with someone and running blindly on, thinking only
that she must be very disappointed.
*
At one o’clock when the bell finally rang to start class, I heaved a long sigh and walked out of the library. My
best friend, An Yi, and our homeroom teacher were standing outside the main building. As soon as they saw me,
An Yi shouted,
“Where have you been? Aren’t you pposed to go to the audition at one? Hurry up! You’re going to be late.”
I opened my mouth but couldn’t say a word.
“Why, what’s wrong?” Teacher Gu asked.
“I … I’m not going.” I bowed my head and twisted my fingers in my red scarf.
“What? Are you crazy? This is the chance of a lifetime!”
I did not raise my head. I didn’t want to see An Yi’s face.
“Really? Why not?”
Teacher Gu sounded concerned. I tried hard not to cry.
“Father wouldn”t let me.” An Yi was about to say something else, but Teacher Gu cut her off.
“All right. This is her family’s decision. We won’t talk about it any further.”
She put her hand on my shoulder and gave me a little squeeze. Then she went away with An Yi without another
word.
Across the yard I saw Principal Long, Wang Qi, and the two boys coming out of the gym. I dodged behind a
tree and heard them chatting and laughing as they went by. They were going to the audition. I could have been
going with them. My eyes blurred with tears.
I thought of the way Teacher Gu had looked at me. There had been a mixture of disappointment, doubt, and
inquiry in her eyes. I was sure that Principal Long must have looked the same way after she read Dad’s note. So
must Wang Qi, You Xiao-fan, and all my classmates.
I didn’t want to think any longer. I just wished that I could find a place to hide, so I wouldn’t have to see their
faces.
*
Until that spring I believed that my life and my family were nearly perfect.
My father was a stage actor, six feet tall and slightly stoop shouldered. Because of his height and his serious
face he usually played the villain at the children’s theater where he worked. He was the vicious landlord, the
foolish king. But at home he was our humorous, kind, and wise Dad. He loved reading, and he loved including the
whole family in his discoveries. He demonstrated the exercises of the great acting teacher Stanislavsky, he
imitated Charlie Chaplin’s funny walk, and when he was reading about calculus, he explained Zeno’s paradox and
the infinite series. We thought Dad knew everything.
Mom had been an actress when she met Dad, and she was still as pretty as an actress. When I was little, she
stopped acting and worked in a sports equipment store. Every evening we eagerly waited for her to come home
from work. We rushed out to greet her and opened her handbag, where there was sure to be a treat for us. Mom
spoiled us, Grandma said.
Grandma was truly amazing. She had graduated from a modern-style high school in 1914, a time when very
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few girls went to school at all. After Liberation she had helped to found Xin Er Primary School—my school—and
become its vice-principal. She retired from teaching when I was born so that she could take care of me while
Mom worked. But whenever we met her old students, now adults, they still bowed respectfully and called her
Teacher Cao, which made me so proud.
Ji-yong was eleven, one year younger than me, and Ji-yun was one year younger than Ji-yong. Once Mom told
me that she had her three children in three years because she wanted to finish the duty of having babies sooner, so
she could devote herself wholeheartedly to the Revolution. While I was tall and thin, like Dad, Ji-yong and Ji-yun
were shorter and plumper, like Mom. Ji-yong was nicknamed Iron-Ball because he was dark skinned and sturdy.
He liked to play in the alley and paid little attention to his studies. Ji-yun had two dimples, which gave her an
especially sweet smile. She was easygoing and did not always strive to be the best, as I did. But I had learned that
she could be very stubborn.
And then there was Song Po-po. She had originally been our nanny. When we grew up, she stayed and became
our housekeeper. As long as I could remember, she had been living in the small room downstairs. She had raised
the three of us, and we all felt she was like another grandmother. She was as dear to us as we were to her.
We lived in a big building in one of Shanghai’s nicer neighborhoods. My Fourth Aunt, who had been married
to Dad’s half-brother, lived downstairs with her daughter, my cousin You-mei, and You-mei’s daughter, a lovely
baby called Hua-hua. My uncle had died in Hong Kong a few years before. You-mei’s husband had a job in
another city and was allowed to visit Shanghai only twice a year.
Song Po-po told us our extended family used to occupy two whole buildings, ten rooms all together.
“Then they all moved away, and only your family and your Fourth Aunt’s family were left. Your family only
has one room now. It’s just too bad.” She shook her head sadly.
But I didn’t feel that way at all. I loved our top floor room. A huge French window and a high ceiling made it
bright all year round, warmer during the winter and cooler in summer. The kitchen on the landing outside the
room was small, but I didn’t mind. Our room was ten times as big as many of my classmates’ homes, and a
hundred times brighter. Best of all, we had a private bathroom, a full-size room with a sink, a toilet, and a tub. It
was almost as large as some families’ entire homes. Many did not have a bathroom at all, or even a flush toilet,
and very few had a full-size bathroom that they did not have to share with other families.
My family was also special in another way. Sometimes on Saturday evenings some of Dad’s colleagues would
visit. They called these gatherings “Jiang’s salon.” I did not know what salon meant, but I loved them; they were
wonderful parties. Mom would make her famous beef soup, and Grandma would make her steamed buns. We
children would help Song Po-po polish the mahogany table and Grandma’s four prized red-and-gold dowry trunks
until we could see our reflections in the wood and leather. When the guests arrived, we would greet them as
“Uncle” and “Aunt” as a sign of respect and bring tea to each of them.
Most of them were actors from Dad’s theater, and they were all talented. There was Uncle Zhu, a young actor
who had excellent handwriting. Every time he came, he would take some time to help me with my calligraphy.
There were Uncle Tian and Aunt Wu, so young and handsome and well dressed that the neighbors noticed every
time they rolled up to our building on their new bicycles, and called them the “beautiful couple.” There was Uncle
Fan, who had been Dad’s friend since college. When he arrived, the discussions immediately became more
interesting. His enthusiasm about whatever movie or play he had seen recently was contagious. And there was
Uncle Bao, a playwright, who smoked cigars and let me sit on his lap. Although he spoke less than the others, his
comments were always worth waiting for.
Conversation flowed, so fascinating that we did not want to go to bed, no matter how late they stayed. Until
the audition I felt like the luckiest girl in the world.
*
An Yi said that I seemed to have changed into a different person. Between classes I would avoid my
classmates. After school I would stay in the library until it closed, just to elude the family’s over-concerned looks.
One time our cat, Little White, cut her leg deeply on a piece of glass. We all rushed to find bandages to bind up
the wound, but Little White ran into the attic and hid there for days, licking her wounds by herself. Just like Little
White, I wanted to be left alone.
None of the other three students passed the audition, but this did not make me feel better. It had not been just
an audition for me. I was afraid that the rest of my life would not be what I had imagined.
I had had many beautiful dreams. I dreamed of being a doctor in a white coat, with a stethoscope dangling
from my neck, saving lives one after another. I dreamed of being an architect, designing the most beautiful
bridges in the world. I dreamed of being an actress, holding bunches of flowers, bowing again and again to
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answer curtain calls. Until now I had never doubted that I could achieve anything I wanted. The future had been
full of infinite possibilities.
Now I was no longer sure that was still true. One afternoon, a week after the audition, I came home from
school and saw a boy blowing big, splendid soap bubbles that shimmered with colors in the sunlight. One by one
they drifted away and burst. In a few seconds they were all gone. I thought about my beautiful dreams and
wondered if they would drift away just like those lovely soap bubbles.
*
Almost every Sunday afternoon Dad wanted to take a long nap in peace, and so he gave us thirty fen to rent
picture books. Hand in hand, Ji-yong, Ji-yun, and I would walk down the alley to Grandpa Hong’s bookstall.
The alley on which we lived was famous for its handsome buildings, and it was wide enough for two cars to
pass abreast. Like a tree with only one trunk, our alley had only one exit to the busy street. Five smaller alleys
branched off the main alley on both sides, and each of these small alleys was lined with brownstone town houses.
The houses were three stories tall and exactly alike, with square, smiling courtyards hidden behind their front
gates, and small kitchen courtyards in the back. Once these had been town houses for wealthy families. Many of
the original inhabitants still lived there, although now each building was shared by several families.
Grandpa Hong’s bookstall was on the corner at the entrance of our alley. All the children in the neighborhood
loved the stall and Grandpa Hong, with his gray hair and wispy beard. He would look at us through his old
yellowed glasses and smile. He knew just which books each of us liked best and that I would choose fairy tales,
Ji-yong would get adventure stories, and Ji-yun would want animal stories. If you read the books at Grandpa
Hong’s bookstall, you could rent sixty picture books for thirty fen. Two books for a fen! What a deal! After
helping us with our choices, Grandpa Hong always gave us each an extra book for free.
Against the walls in the place were hard wooden benches that rocked on the uneven mud floor. We would sit in
a row on one of these benches, each of us with a pile of twenty-one picture books, and read them, one after
another. Then we would trade piles and read again.
This was how I met many beloved friends: the Monkey King, the River Snail Lady, Snow White, Aladdin, and
many others. Inside the bookstall I traveled to mysterious places to meet ancient beauties or terrible monsters.
Often I forgot where I was. When the sky was almost dark, the three of us would have finished all sixty-three
books, and Dad would have finished his nap.
This Sunday there were no other children at the stall when we arrived. We had just settled down to read when
An Yi rushed in. An Yi and I had known each other ever since we were babies. She came to the bookstall quite
often and knew just where to find me on a Sunday afternoon.
“Come on, you guys!” she wheezed. An Yi had severe asthma. “They’re breaking the sign at the Great
Prosperity Market!”
We dropped our books and rushed out with her. This was our first chance to watch the campaign to “Destroy
the Four Olds” in action.
Our beloved Chairman Mao had started the Cultural Revolution in May. Every day since then on the radio we
heard about the need to end the evil and pernicious influences of the “Four Olds”: old ideas, old culture, old
customs, and old habits. Chairman Mao told us we would never succeed at building a strong socialist country
until we destroyed the “Four Olds” and established the “Four News.”
The names of many shops still stank of old culture, so the signs had to be smashed to make way for the coming
of new ideas. The Great Prosperity Market was on Nanjing Road, Shanghai’s busiest shopping street, only two
blocks from our alley. Nanjing Road was lined with big stores, and always bustled with activity. The street was
full of bicycles and pedicabs and trolleys, and the sidewalks were so crowded with shoppers, they spilled off the
sidewalk into the street. We were still quite a distance away when we heard the hubbub and ran faster.
A big crowd had gathered outside the Great Prosperity Market, one of the most successful food stores in the
city. It was full of good things to eat, with rare delicacies from other provinces and delicious items like dried duck
gizzards strung up in its window. But today the window was bare. The store was deserted. All eyes were riveted
on a dense ring of people in the street. Some young men were cheering excitedly for the people inside the circle,
but half the crowd were merely craning their necks and watching.
We wriggled our way between the bodies. Lying on the dirty ground inside the circle was a huge wooden sign,
at least twelve feet long. It was still impressive, although the large golden characters GREAT PROSPERITY MARKET
had lost their usual shine and looked dull and lifeless on the red background. Two muscular young men in
undershirts, probably salesmen from the store, were gaspipg next to it.
“Come on. Try again!” shouted the taller of the two.
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He spat into his palms and rubbed them together. Then, with the help of the other, he lifted the board to
shoulder height.
“One, two, three!”
They threw the board to the ground. The board bounced twice but did not break. The two men threw the board
again. Nothing happened.
“Put one end on the curb. Stamp on it. That’s bound to work,” someone suggested.
“Good idea!”
“Come on! Try it!”
Amid a clamor of support, the two men moved the board half onto the sidewalk. Then they jumped onto it.
“One … two … three.” We heard their shoes strike the hard wood. But the board did not yield.
“Damn! This fourolds is really hard. Hey! Come on. Let’s do it together!” the tall fellow shouted at the crowd.
I looked at An Yi to see if she would like to join me, but while I was hesitating, the board became fully
occupied. Ji-yong had moved faster and was one of the dozen people on it. They stamped, bounced, and jumped
with excitement. One stepped on another’s shoes. Hips and shoulders bumped. We all laughed. The board refused
to break. Even under a thousand pounds it did not give way. The crowd became irritated and started shouting
suggestions.
“Take it to a carpenter and let him use it for something!”
“Let’s get a truck and drive over it!” Someone started pushing through the circle.
“Hey, I’ve got an ax. Let me through! I’ve got an ax.”
We stood back to give the man room. He lifted the ax to his shoulder and paused. The blade flashed in the
sunlight as it began to move faster and faster in a shining arc until it crashed into the sign. The wood groaned with
the impact, and we all cheered. The man gave the sign another blow, and another. At last the sign gave way. With
another groan and a crack it broke in two.
Everyone cheered. People rushed forward to stamp on what remained of the sign. An Yi and I had found a few
classmates in the crowd, and we all embraced, jumped, and shouted. Although what we had smashed was no more
than a piece of wood, we felt we had won a victory in a real battle.
Bathed in the evening’s glow, we jumped and giggled all the way home. Inspired by what we’d seen, we .
noticed that other stores we passed also needed to change their names.
“Look. This is called the Good Fortune Photo Studio. Doesn’t that mean to make a lot of money, just like Great
Prosperity? Chairman Mao told us that was exploitation. Don’t you think this is fourolds?” Ji-yong asked
enthusiastically.
“Right. We should change it to the Proletarian Photo Studio.”
“Here’s another one. The Innocent Child Toy Shop,” An Yi exclaimed. “Innocent is a neutral word. It shows a
lack of class awareness. What should we change it to?”
“How about the Red Child Toy Shop?”
“That’s great,” I said. “And we should change the Peace Theater to the Revolution Theater. After all, without
revolution, how can we have peace?”
We felt proud of ourselves. We were certain that we were bringing a new life to China.
*
So Grandma’s reaction was a surprise to me. At dinner I told her and my parents all about what had happened.
“My goodness!” she blurted out. “That sign cost the owner a fortune. They always said that since an especially
auspicious date was chosen to hang the sign, the store has been prosperous for more than thirty years. What a
shame! What a shame!”
“But Grandma, we have to get rid of those old ideas, old culture, old customs, and old habits. Chairman Mao
said they’re holding us back,” I informed her.
“Besides, Grandma, there’s no such thing as an auspicious date. That’s superstition, and superstition is
fourolds. And the name Great Prosperity is very bad. Great prosperity means to make a fortune, and making a
fortune is what bad people do. Right?”
Ji-yong tilted his head toward Mom and Dad. Mom and Dad looked at each other and then turned to Grandma.
“Yes, Ji-yong is right,” Mom said, and shook her head.
Even my little sister, Ji-yun, knew that the old superstitions were silly. Like not sweeping the floor on New
Year’s Day so you would not sweep the god of wealth out of the house, or eating a spring roll so you would roll
the money in. I told Grandma what I had heard from my classmates.
“An Yi said her uncle knew a family who spent a lot of money when their grandma died. First they had to keep
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vigil by the coffin for a week. Then after the burial they had to have a banquet and serve bean curd to the relatives
every seventh day for seven weeks, and on the forty-ninth day they had the last banquet, all just so the soul could
get into heaven. Then they burned spirit money so that the dead person would have money in heaven. What good
does all that do? Besides, there is no such thing as heaven. It’s these old ideas that are holding the country back.”
Ji-yong and Ji-yun and I talked about the new shop names we had thought of. Mom and Dad did not say
anything. They did not seem very enthusiastic about the new campaign. That was surprising, because they had
been very enthusiastic about previous movements. When I was little, Chairman Mao had challenged the nation to
catch up with England and America in steel production. Mom had helped me collect scrap iron to make steel, and
even let me donate our cast-iron kettle to the cause. When natural disasters had caused food shortages, Chairman
Mao had urged us all to produce food. Mom had helped me grow pots of seaweed on the balcony, as all my
classmates did.
Chairman Mao’s campaign to “Destroy the Four Olds” was even more important than the others. The
newspapers and the radio said so. I knew the movement was vital to our country’s future, and I did not understand
how Mom and Dad could not be interested in it.
*
It was almost unbelievable. Within a couple of days almost all the fourolds shop signs had been removed. The
stores we had talked about had all been renamed. Red banners now hung over the doorways as temporary signs,
with the new names painted in black or white. The red cloths were not as nice as the old signs, but their
revolutionary spirit brought a new energy to the whole city. It seemed to me that the very air had become purer
with the change.
What excited me and my friends most, though, was that the Peace Theater really did become the Revolution
Theater, as we had said it should. We felt like real revolutionaries at last.
My friends and I had grown up with the stories of the brave revolutionaries who had saved China. We were
proud of our precious red scarves, which, like the national flag, were dyed red with the blood of our revolutionary
martyrs. We had often been sorry that we were too young to have fought with Chairman Mao against the Japanese
invaders, who tried to conquer China; against the dictator Chiang Kai-shek, who ruthlessly oppressed the Chinese
people; and against the American aggressors in Korea. We had missed our chance to become national heroes by
helping our motherland.
Now our chance had come. Destroying the fourolds was a new battle, and an important one: It would keep
China from losing her Communist ideals. Though we were not facing real guns or real tanks, this battle would be
even harder, because our enemies, the rotten ideas and customs we were so used to, were inside ourselves. I was
so excited that I forgot my sadness about the audition. There were many more important missions waiting for me.
I felt I was already a Liberation Army soldier who was ready to go out for battle.
*
Ji-yun and I were walking home. The street was crowded with the bicycles of people coming home from work
and with electric trolley buses blowing horns and crammed with passengers. As usual, Ji-yun had not done very
well at her piano lesson.
“You have to pay attention to your teacher,” I was telling her. “He told you to slow down when you got to the
end of the last verse, but you sped up. I don’t know what’s wrong with you. Now, what did he say about the new
piece? What kind of mood is it?”
“Happy?” Ji-yun guessed. I sighed.
“He said it was stirring. That’s a lot more than just happy. You have to pay attention. You really embarrass me.
You—”
The sight of some high school students distracted me. Two boys and a pigtailed girl were walking toward us.
They were young, no more than three or four years older than me. They walked slowly through the bustling
crowd, looking closely at people’s pants and shoes. My sister and I stared at them with admiration.
We knew they must be student inspectors. The newspapers had pointed out that the fourolds were also reflected
in clothing, and now high school students had taken responsibility for eliminating such dress. For example, any
pants with a leg narrower than eight inches for women or nine inches for men would be considered fourolds.
A bus pulled up at the bus stop behind us. Quite a few people got on and off. As the bus pulled away, we saw a
crowd gathered at the curb.
“Oh boy, they found a target.”
I took Ji-yun by the hand and dashed over.
“… tight pants and pointed shoes are what the Western bourgeoisie admire. For us proletarians they are neither
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good-looking nor comfortable. What’s more, they are detrimental to the Revolution, so we must oppose them
resolutely.” One of the boys, the one who was wearing glasses, was just finishing his speech.
The guilty person was a very handsome man in his early thirties. He wore dark-framed glasses, a creamcolored jacket with the zipper half open, and a pair of sharply creased light-brown pants. He had also been
wearing fashionable two-tone shoes, “champagne shoes” we called them, of cream and light-brown leather. They
were lying on the ground next to him as he stood with one foot on the ground and the other resting in the lap of
the student measuring his pants.
The man kept arching his foot as if the pebbles on the sidewalk hurt him. He looked nervous, standing in his
white socks while the inspectors surrounded him, holding his hands submissively along his trouser seams.
Occasionally he raised his hands a little to balance himself. His handsome face blushed scarlet, then turned pale. A
few times he bit his lips.
One of the boys was trying to squeeze an empty beer bottle up the man’s trouser leg. This was a newly
invented measurement. If the bottle could not be stuffed into the trouser leg, the pants were considered fourolds
and treated with “revolutionary operations”—cut open.
The boy tried twice. The girl waved her scissors with unconcealed delight.
“Look! Another pair of too-tight pants. Now let’s get rid of the fourolds!”
She raised the scissors and deftly cut the pants leg open. Then, with both hands, she tore the pants to the knee
so the man’s pale calf was exposed.
The crowd stirred. Some people pushed forward to have a closer look, some nervously left the circle when they
saw the scissors used, and some glanced at their own pants. As the girl started on the other leg of the trousers, the
boy with the glasses picked up the man’s shoes and waved them to the crowd.
“Pointed shoes! Fourolds!” he shouted.
“But I bought them in the Number One Department Store here. It’s run by the government. How can they be
fourolds?” the man cried out in despair.
“What makes you think that government-owned stores are free of fourolds? That statement itself is fourolds.
Didn’t you see all the shop signs that were knocked down? Most of those stores belonged to the government.”
With a snort the boy dropped the man’s foot and stood up. The man lost his balance and nearly fell over.
The crowd gave a burst of appreciative laughter. Encouraged, the three students enthusiastically began cutting
open the shoes. All eyes were focused on them. No one paid any attention to their owner.
I looked at the man. He stood on the sidewalk, awkward and humiliated, trouser legs flapping around his
ankles, socks falling down. A tuft of hair hung over his forehead. He looked at his pants, pushed up his glasses
nervously, and quickly glanced around.
Our eyes met. Immediately he turned away.
The students cheered and triumphantly threw the mutilated shoes into the air. The man quivered. Suddenly he
turned around and began to walk away.
“Wait.” One boy picked up the shoes and threw them at the man. “Take your fourolds with you. Go home and
thoroughly remold your ideology.”
The man took his broken shoes in hand and made his way out of the crowd, his cut pants flapping. Someone
chortled.
“He’ll have holes in his socks when he gets home.”
I watched the spectators disperse. The students strutted proudly down the street. Ji-yun tugged on my arm.
“Come on. It’s over.” I took her hand and we headed home in silence.
“That poor guy,” I finally said. “He should know better than to dress that way, but I’d just die if somebody cut
my pants open in front of everybody like that.”
*
School had just let out. No sooner had we left the classroom than the rain began to pour down in huge drops.
Those of us who hadn’t brought umbrellas scurried back into the classroom.
“Gosh! I should have brought my yang-san like Mom told me to.” An Yi gasped for breath while brushing the
rain off her clothes.
“An Yi, you’re spreading the fourolds.”
Yang Fan popped up behind her and spoke half jokingly. I was surprised. Yang Fan was usually so hesitant to
express an opinion of her own that we called her Echo.
“What? What do you mean?” An Yi asked indignantly.
“You just said yang-san for ‘umbrella.’ Isn’t that spreading the fourolds?”
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“Are you kidding? If yang-san is fourolds, then what about ‘raincoat?’
Several other classmates laughed and gathered around An Yi and Yang Fan. Yang Fan’s smile faded into
embarrassment.
“What’s so funny? That is fourolds.” Du Hai stepped onto a chair and sat heavily on a desk.
“Yang means foreign. Yang-san means foreign umbrella. They were called that because before Liberation we
had to import them. Now we make them in China. So why do you still call it a yang-san? Doesn’t that show that
you’re a xenophile who worships anything foreign?”
Du Hai reveled in the new phrase he had learned from the newspaper. Du Hai was trouble. He was
mischievous and a terrible student, but he was hard to beat in an argument. Most important of all, his mother was
the Neighborhood Party Committee Secretary, and so no one wanted to offend him. He looked at us and we
looked at him.
“First of all, this yang means sun, not foreign. And this yang-san means sun umbrella, parasol, not foreign
umbrella.”
I didn’t even look at Du Hai while I corrected his mistake.
“If you want to talk about fourolds, Yang Fan, you always say yang-huo for matches. That really does mean
foreign fire. So aren’t you spreading the fourolds too?”
I sneaked a glance at Du Hai as I supported An Yi. Everyone laughed. Yang Fan did not expect my attack and
was caught short. She looked to Du Hai for help.
“Well, you always say good morning and good afternoon to the teachers.” Du Hai struck back. “That’s
fourolds too, don’t you know that?”
“What’s wrong with saying good morning to the teachers? They teach you and you should respect them,” An
Yi fired back before I could stop her.
“Respect the teachers? That’s the nonsense of ‘teachers’ dignity.’ You two are typical ‘teachers’ obedient little
lambs,’ do you know that?” Du Hai recited more phrases from the newspaper.
The world had turned upside down. Now it was a crime for students to respect teachers. I couldn’t keep calm.
“We’re ‘teachers’ obedient little lambs,’ are we? Well, what about you, Du Hai? You’re full of the fourolds. On
the last arithmetic test you only got twenty-six out of a hundred, and you said that your stupidity was due to your
sins in a former life. Isn’t that what you said? Isn’t reincarnation a superstition?” I raised my voice.
“And you also said that the fortune-teller told you ‘small eyes, large fortune.’ Isn’t that fourolds too?”
An Yi kept pressing hard. Du Hai’s tiny, squinty eyes got even smaller.
“That … that was just a joke. Anyway, I’m not as full of the fourolds as you are. You always say, ‘Listen to the
teachers, listen to your parents.’” He wheezed in an expert imitation of An Yi, and all of our classmates burst into
laughter. Du Hai and Yang Fan looked immensely pleased with themselves.
“Jiang Ji-li, your family has a housekeeper. That is exploitation. You’re a capitalist.”
“An Yi, you use facial cream every day. That is bourgeois ideology. And your long hair is, too. Shame on you.
Why don’t you get your hair cut short in a Revolutionary style?”
Du Hai and Yang Fan took turns attacking us, so quickly and fiercely that An Yi and I did not have a chance to
reply. Everyone laughed at our helplessness.
“Well, the rain’s stopped. Let’s go home.”
Feeling they had the upper hand and wanting to quit while they were ahead, Du Hai and Yang Fan picked up
their schoolbags and swaggered off. The rest of the crowd followed them out, still shouting with laughter. We two
were left alone, angry and helpless.
“What’s wrong with using skin cream and wearing a braid?” said An Yi, stamping hard on the ground.
“But maybe they’re right about the housekeeper,” I admitted as we slung our schoolbags over our shoulders. “I
guess I’ll have to tell Mom what they said about Song Po-po.”
*
Who would have believed that our entire educational system was wrong after all? Seventeen years after
Liberation, the newspapers told us, our schools were not bringing us up to be good red socialists and communists,
as we had thought, but revisionists. We thanked heaven that Chairman Mao had started this Cultural Revolution,
and that the Central Committee of the Communist Party had uncovered the mess in our schools. Otherwise we
would not even have known that we were in trouble. What a frightening idea!
One Monday, all school classes were suspended indefinitely. All students were directed instead to participate in
the movement by writing big posters, da-zi-bao, criticizing the educational system. Rolls of white paper, dozens
of brushes, and many bottles of red and black ink were brought into the classrooms. The teachers were nowhere to
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be seen.
The classrooms buzzed with revolutionary fervor. Students spread large sheets of paper on desks and gathered
around, eagerly shouting suggestions. Some roamed the rooms, reading comments aloud over people’s shoulders,
calling to others. Girls and boys ran outside to put up their da-zi-bao and ran back in to write more. Desks, PingPong tables, and even the floor were taken over for writing da-zi-bao. When the white paper was gone, the
students used old newspaper instead. Da-zi-bao were everywhere: in classrooms, along the hallways, and even on
the brick walls of the school yard. The row of tall parasol trees that lined the inside of the school yard was
festooned with more da- zi-bao, hanging like flowers from the branches. Long ropes strung across the playground
were covered with still more da-zi-bao, looking like laundry hung out to dry.
I stared at the large sheet of paper spread out in front of me, wondering what to write. It was strange. When I
had read the newspaper, I had been enraged by the revisionist educational system that had been poisoning our
youth for so many years. But now that I actually had to criticize the teachers who taught us every day, I could not
find anything really bad to say about any of them.
I went over to An Yi’s desk. Just as I guessed, the papers in front of her and her seatmate, Zhang were also
blank.
“I just can’t think of anything to write,” I complained.
“Neither can we. I might as well just give up. An Yi put her brush down and stretched.
“Hey, everybody has to write something. You’re no exception. Do you want everyone to think you have a bad
political attitude?” Zhang Jie was joking, but it made us think.
“Why don’t we go out to the playground to see what everybody else is writing?” Zhang Jie went on. “It’s better
to copy something than not to write anything at all. What do you say?”
We walked out to the school yard, The classroom had been crowded, but there were even more students
outside. Du Hai Was shouting,
“Hey, this is great! Everybody, look at what Pauper’s done. She put the principal’s name upside down.”
Ragged-looking Pauper smiled with satisfaction.
“I saw my big sister writing one last night. She wrote the name upside down and then put a big red X over it.
She said that’s what the court used to do to criminals.”
The three of us stopped before a da-zi-bao signed “An Antirevisionist.” An Yi read aloud:
“‘Although teachers do not hold bombs or knives, they are still dangerous enemies. They fill us with insidious
revisionist ideas. They teach us that scholars are superior to workers. They promote personal ambition by
encouraging competition for the highest grades. All these things are intended to change good young socialists into
corrupt revisionists. They are invisible knives that are even more dangerous than real knives or guns. For
example, a student from Yu-cai High School killed himself because he failed the university entrance examination.
Brainwashed by his teachers, he believed his sole aim in life was to enter a famous university and become a
scientist—”
“Hey!” I stopped her in surprise. “This was all copied from the Youth Post. I read it the other day.”
“So what? It’s always okay to copy da-zi-bao,” Zhang Jie said. She turned to another da-zi-bao.
“Look! This one is by Yin Lan-lan.” Yin Lan-Ian had written:
“As one of its victims, I denounce the revisionist educational system. Being from a working-class family, I
have to do a lot more housework than students from rich families. So I have difficulty passing exams. I was forced
to repeat grades three times. And I was not allowed to be a Young Pioneer or to participate in the school choir. The
teachers think only of grades when evaluating a student. They forget that we, the working class, are the masters of
our socialist country.”
“Yin Lan-lan? A victim?”
I was flabbergasted. Yin Lan-lan had flunked three times. She rarely spoke up in class. When she was asked to
answer a question, she would just stand\fn{It is the normal custom in many educational systems foreign to
America for the students to stand up when answering questions put by the instructor:H} there without answering a
word. She was not very bright.”
“She failed three courses out of five. How could she blame the teachers for that?” An Yi sneered.
Zhang Jie slumped her shoulders and bowed her head in imitation of Yin Lan-Ian. We burst out laughing and
immediately looked around to see if anyone was watching us. Zhang Jie made a face.
*
Sheet after sheet, article after article, each da-zi-bao was a bitter accusation. One was titled, “Teacher Li,
Abuser of the Young.” The student had failed to hand in her homework on time, and Teacher Li had told her to
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copy the assignment over five times as punishment. Another student said his teacher had deliberately ruined his
students’ eyesight by making them read a lot, so they could not join the Liberation Army. Still another accused
Teacher Wang of attempting to corrupt a young revolutionary by buying her some bread when he learned that she
had not eaten lunch.
The more I read, the more puzzled I became. Did the teachers really intend to ruin our health and corrupt our
minds? If so, why hadn’t I ever noticed? Was I so badly taken in that I was unable to see them for what they really
were? I remembered Du Hai’s taunt.
“You ‘teachers’ obedient little lamb.’”
I thought of Teacher Gu, who was like a stern but loving mother to me. I thought of An Yi’s mother, Teacher
Wei, who had won so many Model Teacher awards because of her dedication to her work. No matter how I tried, I
just could not relate them to the villains described in the da-zi-bao.
To fulfill my responsibility as a revolutionary, I listed all my teachers. One by one, I considered them carefully.
Unfortunately, none of them seemed to hate the Party or oppose Chairman Mao. I could not write a da-zi-bao
about any of them. Finally I decided to copy an article from the newspaper instead.
*
A few days later, when I got to school, I was told we were going to post da-zi-bao on the houses of some of the
bourgeoisie living near the school. The class was divided into two groups. One was going to confront Old Qian, a
stern and frightening man who stalked our alleys speaking to no one. The other group was going challenge Jiang
Xi-wen, an unpleasant woman who lived in a house behind the school yard.
I was assigned to the group going to Jiang Xi-wen’s house. Of course, this was not coincidence, not at all.
They all knew that she was my relative. Aunt Xi-wen was really my father’s cousin, but I always called her Aunt.
She was at least fifty years old, but she dressed stylishly and wore makeup, so she looked closer to thirty. I knew
my classmates did not like her one bit.
“What makes her think she’s so wonderful?” they sneered. “Just look at those clothes she got from her sister in
America. Look at her makeup. Bourgeois! Disgusting!”
I had always disapproved of her too. Chairman Mao taught us that “inner beauty is much more valuable than
outward appearance.” How could she ignore what Chairman Mao said? Song Po-po had told me that even Aunt
Xi-wen’s youngest son often grumbled about his mother’s behavior. Just a few weeks earlier Aunt Xi-wen had
complained to the school because some students had climbed into her yard to pick mulberry leaves for their
silkworms. This latest affront was too much for the students to bear.
About twenty of us formed a straggling column. Yin Lan-lan was first in line. She carried the da-zi-bao, and
Du Hai, carrying a brush and a bucket of paste, followed her. Behind them two students struck a gong and beat a
drum.
“Let’s go!” Yin Lan-lan waved her arm vigorously, and the group marched off.
I watched her with interest. Yin Lan-lan had changed a great deal. No longer hesitant and clumsy, she had
become vocal, aggressive, and confident. She stood up straight and threw out her chest, whereas before she had
always slouched. She and Du Hai had taken the leading roles in this movement. The usual leaders of the class,
including me, were holding back for some reason. Yu Jian, chairman of the class and one of the best students, was
somewhere in the middle of the line, while I dawdled so that I could be in the back of the group. I didn’t want
Aunt Xi-wen to see me. Although I did not approve of her, and although I supported today’s revolutionary action,
she was still my relative. But I dared not ask to switch to the other group. I would certainly be criticized for letting
my family relationships interfere with my political principles. I had no choice but to go.
Someone rang the bell. We waited in the narrow passageway outside the door, whispering among ourselves.
Before long Aunt Xi-wen came to the door. She was not wearing makeup, and she looked older and less attractive
than usual. She seemed taken aback at the sight of us. Her welcoming expression turned into one of nervous
surprise. Du Hai took the lead.
“Down with the bourgeois Jiang Xi-wen! Long live Mao Tse-tung Thought!” he shouted.
We repeated the slogans. Then Yin Lan-lan recited,
“Our great leader, Chairman Mao, has taught us, ‘Every reactionary is the same; if you do not hit him, he will
not fall. This is also like sweeping the floor; as a rule, where the broom does not reach, the dust will not vanish by
itself.’” Her voice was loud and forceful.
“Today, we proletarian revolutionary young guards have come to revolt against you bourgeoisie. Jiang Xi-wen,
this is our da-zi-bao. You are to post it on your door now.” She shook the white paper in front of Aunt Xi-wen’s
nose.
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Aunt Xi-wen tried to smile to show her support of the proletarian revolutionary young guards, but the smile
froze before it was fully formed. It was hard to tell whether she was smiling or crying.
“Yes, yes, I will,” she said repeatedly.
She took the paste and began to brush it on the door. I could see the brush quivering in her hand. It was an
unusually hot and humid day, and with the twenty of us crowded into her entryway, it felt even hotter. Aunt Xiwen gave the door a few more good swipes of paste before she stopped and wiped the sweat off her forehead.
Then she took the da-zi-bao and stuck it to the door, smoothing it out without hesitation in spite of the ink that
blacked her hands.
“Now read it out loud,” Yin Lan-lan shouted as soon as Aunt Xi-wen finished.
Aunt Xi-wen had not expected this. She gaped at us in alarm. She did not want to read the terrible things
written about her, but she did not dare refuse. Her face was ugly with distress. She knew that no one would
challenge anything we revolutionaries did to her.
I did not want her to see me. I bent down and pretended to tie my shoelaces. But I could not block out her
voice, dry, hoarse, and trembling:
“ … refusal to let students pick mulberry leaves was an attack on proletarian students. … The more you try to
improve your outward appearance, the filthier your heart becomes. … Your black bourgeois bones are clearly
visible to our proletarian eyes. … Remold yourself conscientiously. …”
I kept my eyes on my shoelaces and tried not to listen.
“Hey, what’s the matter with you?”
Someone pushed me and I realized that it was over. On the way back to school everyone joked and laughed at
Aunt Xi-wen’s humiliation.
“Jiang Ji-li, your aunt really lost face today, didn’t she?” Du Hai shouted. I could feel every classmate staring
at me. I raised my head and said loudly,
“It serves her right.” I made an effort to laugh and joke along with the others.
“Look at that!” someone said with surprise.
I raised my head. The door of Grandpa Hong’s bookstall had been sealed with several da-zi-bao. It was too far
away to read them. All I could make out were a few words from the titles of the posters:
“Propagating Feudal, Capitalistic, and Revisionist Ideals;” “Poisoning our Youth.”
My mind was full of all the stories I had read there. Now the stories were finished. They were part of the bad
system that was going to destroy socialism. I shook my head hard, as if to shake aall the evil stories out of my
mind.
*
“Ji-li, come on. Come to school right now. Someone’s written a da-zi-bao about you. Come on, let’s go.”
An Yi dashed into our apartment, full of alarm: She dragged me to my feet and pulled me to the stairs.
“Wait.” I shook off her grasp. “Hold on. What did you say?”
“Your name appeared in a da-zi-bao.” I could not believe it.
“My name? Why? I’m not a teacher. Why would they write a da-zi-bao about me?” I could feel my heart race.
“I don’t know. But 1 saw it with my own eyes. Du Hai and Yin Lan-lan and a couple of others were writing it.
I couldn’t read it, but I saw your name in the title.”
She wheezed heavily and looked at me, wide-eyed. We hurried off to the school playground, where the newest
da-zi-bao were posted, and searched frantically.
“There it is!”
Suddenly I caught sight of it. The large red characters were like blood on the poster.
“Let’s Look at the Relationship Between Ke Cheng-li and His Favorite Student, Jiang Ji-li.”
I suddenly felt dizzy. Relationship? Me? A relationship with a male teacher? The whole world faded before my
eyes. The only things I could see were the name Jiang Ji-li and the word relationship. A shaft of evening sunlight
flashed on my name. The characters danced before my eyes, growing larger and redder, almost swallowing me up.
An Yi was shaking me. Her eyes were full of tears and she was staring at me anxiously. I could not speak. I
grabbed her arm and we ran out of the school yard. We stopped at the back door of a small cigarette shop nearby.
An Yi tried to say something, but I wouldn’t let her. We leaned against the wall for a long time without saying a
word.
“Let’s go home.” An Yi touched me softly on the elbow. It was getting dark.
“You go ahead. I’m going to read the …” The word da-zi-bao stuck in my throat.
An Yi nodded worriedly and left. A half-moon brightened the sky, and the school yard was laced with the
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ghostly shadows of the parasol trees. I picked my way through the shadows and found the da-zi-bao again. Now,
under the cover of darkness, I could let myself cry. I wiped the tears away with my hand, but the more I wiped,
the more they came. I pressed my handkerchief to my face. Finally my eyes. cleared enough to see.
“Ke Cheng-li doesn’t like working-class kids. He only likes rich kids. He made Jiang Ji-li the teacher’s
assistant for math class and gave her higher grades, and he also let her win all the math contests and awarded her a
lot of notebooks. We have to ask the question, What is the relationship between them after all?”
The blood rushed into my head. I felt like throwing up. I leaned against the wall and rested my head on it. A
shadow approached. I tensed and got ready to run. The shadow called out,
“Ji-li, it’s me. I came back. I was getting worried.” An Yi’s voice made the tears gush out of my eyes again.
“Oh, An Yi. How could they say these things? How could they say them? A relationship between Teacher Ke
and me? It’s all lies.” My voice was hoarse.
“It … it … it’s so unfair. I have never gotten one point, not a single point, that I didn’t deserve. And I spent so
much time helping Yin Lan-lan and the others with their arithmetic, and now they go and insult me like this. It’s
disgusting. I—”
I could not go on. I bit my handkerchief to hold back my sobs. An Yi kept silent for a while. She walked beside
me with her hand tightly clasping my shoulder.
“There were a lot of da-zi-bao about my mom, too,” she said at last in a soft voice. “They said she was a
monster and a class enemy.”
I stopped. I was afraid to look at her. Her hand squeezed my shoulder, and I felt her sobbing quietly. We stood
together like that for a long time, in the darkness and the silence. …\fn{ As it turned out, three of the four members of the
Gang of Four—the group of Chinese who attempted to seize power immediately after the death of Mao Tse-tung [Mao’s second wife, Jiang
Quing; the literary critic Yao Wenyuan; the man in third place in the power elite (behind Mao and Lin Piao, the former Commander of the
People’s Liberation Army at at one time Mao’s Close Comrade in Arms, prior to his attempt to seize power); and Zhang Chunjao, the head
of the Shanghai Propaganda Department]—were in some way connected with Shanghai in their careers. Jiang Quing was a former
Shanghai actress prior to her marriage with Mao; Yao Wenyuan organized the Shanghai Commune; and Zhang Chunjao began his working
life as a Shanghai journalist}

186.99 Excerpt from Snow Falling In Spring: Coming Of Age In The Cultural Revolution\fn{by Moying Li
(1954- )} Peking, China (F) 11
1
It was a hot Summer, and the words on every grownup’s lips were GREAT LEAP FORWARD.
“In fifteen years,” someone said, bubbling with excitement, “China will overtake Britain!”
Then, Baba (Father) spun the wooden globe next to his desk and pointed out to me where Britain was.
Touching the spot with my fingertip, I murmured,
“But it’s so small.”
I could not understand why Baba and his friends were eager for China, a large splash of green on Baba’s globe,
to surpass another country that was only a gray speck—smaller than some Chinese provinces. But the glow of
hope on their faces and the confidence in their voices told me that this Great Leap Forward would be a big
accomplishment—something to be truly proud of. I trusted grownups in those days with all my heart. This was the
summer of 1958, and I was four years old.
My family lived in Peking with my maternal grandmother, Lao Lao, and maternal grandfather, Lao Ye, in a
traditional siheyuan—a large square yard surrounded by one-story houses with sloping roofs on each side. Sharing
our siheyuan were my aunts and uncles and a few tenants: the families of a tailor, an electrician, and a clerk.
Decades before I was born, it was Lao Ye who carefully lined our roofs with smooth gray tiles and installed
large windows along the brick walls. Above the glass windows were wooden zhichuang (shutters), which could be
propped up by thin sticks to let in fresh air. When thunder and lightning raged outside, I would huddle with Lao
Lao and watch it through the window-panes as she pampered me with sweet tea and cookies. Inside, I felt safe
and cozy.
The garden in our courtyard was my favorite place, with flowers taking turns to blossom even into late fall.
Our golden daffodils—or water fairies, as Lao Lao called them—proudly announced the coming of spring. In the
summer, pale jasmine opened up at night, filling our siheyuan with its fragrance. Lao Lao encouraged the
jasmines nimble vines to climb freely up and around our bamboo fence, forming a blooming wall that separated
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the garden from the rest of the yard. Hardy chrysanthemums—in pink, yellow, and white—flowered from season
to season. It was in this garden, I was told, that I took my first steps, surrounded by aunts and uncles, their arms
reaching out to catch me if I fell.
Next to the jasmine wall was a tall huaishu (scholar tree). During the summer months, the sweet scent from its
delicate flowers filled our yard, while the droning songs of cicadas, sheltered among its abundant leaves, lulled
me to sleep. Under the huaishu’s cooling shade, Lao Lao set up a permanent place for two of my favorite things—
a little red wooden table and a small red armchair—gifts from my future uncle-in-law, who had lavished his
craftsman’s talent on me in a skillful pursuit ot my doting aunt.
During the day, the garden became the center of our family activities, a place where the women sewed and
washed, while the men chatted. For my brother, Di Di, and me, the large open yard next to the garden was both
playground and battlefield. There, we shared our new tricycle with our neighbors’ children, taking turns racing
from one end of the yard to the other. Even though Di Di was a year younger than I, he was faster on the tricycle.
With our friend Ming, the tailors youngest son, hanging on to the rear rack, Di Di would pedal past every door
in our courtyard, waving to anyone who cared to look. Sometimes, the two of them would charge straight at me
and the other girls until we screamed and scattered. In this big yard, grown ups watched us from every window,
but we felt totally free.
Afrer a family dinner spread on a large square table, spiced by my uncles’ jokes and my aunties’ laughter, each
family unit would retreat to its separate rooms. For me, however, there were no boundaries as I happily darted in
and out of my parents’ and grandparents’ houses. Family was just family, I believed, without doors or walls. And
as the first grandchild, I felt entitled to all of their hearts as well as their space.
Our farm animals were almost as free, housed in a shed under a giant elm tree in a corner of the courtyard. To
me, the shed was like a small zoo. Two white rabbits with big red eyes lived there, as well as a rooster with
glistening golden feathers, and four chickens—two white and two brown. Lao Lao had hand-picked each animal
from street vendors. The rabbits were my favorites, so warm and sofr to the touch. Sometimes I even lured them
into my bedroom with a carrot so that I could cuddle them.
*
Early that summer when I was four, Baba took Di Di and me to visit his youngest sister, who lived by the sea.
When we returned in the fall, I could hardly believe my eyes—our courtyard was strewn with bricks, holes, and
scrap metal! An ugly brick furnace, almost as tall as Baba, stood right in the center. I was in shock.
“This is to make iron and steel for the Great Leap Forward,” Baba said. “Our country needs strong
construction materials.”
That Great Leap again, I thought, remembering Baba’s globe with its colorful dots and splashes. I stepped
gingerly around my shattered yard, dodging the busy grownups who, shovels in hand, were too preoccupied to
pay me the usual attention. Even Lao Lao joined their efforts.
“Isn’t it wonderful?” She beamed, holding me up in her arms. “We are helping our country.”
“Yes, I know. We are going to catch up with that small dot before I grow up,” I grumbled. Looking at what this
Great Leap had done to my playground, I found it hard to share their excitement.
Soon my freedom, together with that of our rabbits and rooster, was restricted. Under Lao Lao’s order, we were
to stay in the garden behind the bamboo fence. Outside the fence, the world was pouring into our yard, day and
night. Excited neighbors, scores of them, brought in firewood by the cartload and piled it up next to the furnace,
ample fuel for the fire that crackled and roared. Some of the wood had been freshly split from old benches and
chairs, with peeling paint and pointy nails still sticking out. The furnace, my enemy number one, was built with
layers and layers of red bricks. On top of them sat a shiny metal hat with spurts of smoke, sometimes even red
sparks, bursting out from under it. Fascinated but scared, I stared at the burning furnace, hugging my favorite
rabbit for comfort.
None of this seemed to bother the grownups. They filed into our courtyard with their metal pots and pans—
anything they could find and everything they could spare—to be melted into steel. People did not have much in
those days, but the odds and ends soon looked like a small mountain next to the woodpile. As I watched, the
tailor’s wife stepped out of her house with a frying pan. She hesitated, flipping the pan in her hands and wiping it
again and again with her handkerchief. She seemed to be saying goodbye to an old friend.
Slowly, she walked up to the metal pile and gently laid her frying pan, now gleaming in the sun, on top of the
little mountain. She stared at it for a few moments, then suddenly turned and walked away, never looking back.
Da Jiu (oldest maternal uncle), a math professor home on sick leave, was in charge of quality control. Stooping
down from his slender height, he inspected the pile, separating the usable pieces from the junk. Picking up a wok
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cover, he examined it, tapped on it lightly, and then tossed it onto a smaller pile of rejects. He nodded at the
mountain of metal that was growing larger by the hour.
My favorite neighbor, Uncle Liu, the electrician, tall and broad-shouldered, stood by the furnace like a warrior,
shoveling logs and broken chairs into its mouth. Gripping a long steel pole with both hands, he used its tip to hook
open the hinges of the furnace door. He prodded the burning wood and then slapped the door shut when the wood
started to crackle. It looked to me as if he was feeding a roaring dragon. The clerk, short and dark but equally
solemn, used a large iron ladle to channel the red burning liquid into a mold, while our third neighbor, his face
glowing from the heat of the flames, inspected the fruit of their labors with a tailor’s precision.
Standing at a safe distance, I became transfixed by the scene in front of me and forgot about my fear and my
destroyed playground.
Then, an idea hit me. I bolted into Lao Lao's kitchen, threw open her large cabinet doors, and crawled on
hand,s and knees in search of family treasure. I spotted a big water ladle at one corner of the cabinet and some
spoons in a drawer, and threw them all into a bamboo basket next to the stove. I grabbed a large kettle and
dropped it into the basket as well. Before darting outside, I surveyed the kitchen one last time and then threw Lao
Lao’s heavy cleaver on top of my prizes. Dragging the basket behind me, I hurried as fast as my feet and the load
would allow and dumped everything, basket and all, onto the mound of metal carefully selected by Da Jiu. Thank
goodness I had been watching closely and knew which pile was the chosen one!
I crept back behind the bamboo fence and slumped down in my little red chair, tired but satisfied. Throughout
the day I sat there, spellbound. I shared every sign of triumph—the electrician patting the clerk’s shoulder, the
clerk shaking the tailor’s hand, and then all of them giving a thumbs~up to Da Jiu. As the sun slowly set, leaving a
trail of purple clouds in the crisp autumn sky, Da Jiu pushed his black~rimmed eyeglasses up and beamed.
Suddenly I heard Lao Lao’s voice. She had just returned home, ready to tackle dinner.
“Where is my kettle?” she asked, walking over to where I was sitting. “Have you seen my cleaver?”
“Yes, I helped our country with it,” I replied proudly, without removing my eyes from the furnace. “Maybe
they are burning it now.”
Lao Lao rushed over to Da Jiu and his metal pile. Together, they found the kettle and some spoons, but not the
big cleaver. The knife had joined its comrades in the burninhg fire, doing its share for China.
My escapade circulated around the dinner table that night. Choking from chewing and laughing at the same
time, Baba turned to me and said,
“It’s good that you want to help, but next time it would be best to check with Lao Lao first:”
*
Our roaring furnace popped and burned day and night for months. Every morning at dawn, our courtyard came
alive with clatter and chattering.
Then one morning I woke up to silence. Something was different. I ran outside to see.
In the courtyard, Da Jiu and our neighbors sat on the woodpile, their heads bowed like those of defeated
soldiers. The fire in the furnace had died, leaving a lingering smell of burnt wood.
“What happened, Da Jiu?”
“The iron and steel we made was not good enough.”
He sighed. I stared at him in disbelief.
“We simply did not know enough to make it right,” he added.
Now I was sad, too. Climbing up the woodpile to sit next to him, I leaned my head against his shoulder, as
crestfallen as he and our neighbors.
“But we tried so hard.”
“Yes,” he said, “we did.
*
For days, we all avoided the courtyard. The abandoned red furnace stood in the center, alone and silent, along
with a few scattered metal pieces and some half~burnt wood. We all tiptoed around it as if we were visiting a
patient in the hospital. From time to time, I would find myself resting my chin against the bamboo fence and
staring at my soundless enemy turned old friend, silently wishing him to roar for me one more time.
But he only stared back.
For weeks, Lao Lao refused to replace her cleaver and used a small knife instead. It was not the money for a
new cleaver that stopped her, even though nobody had much to spare. It was the principle. Our big knife had
sacrificed itself for a cause and so should be honored. At least that was my interpretation. The roaring furnace,
too, had done his best, even though his best was not good enough.
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Finally, the furnace disappeared, and so did the scattered wood and metal. The men filled the holes in the yard
with fresh dit, and Lao Lao swept the courtyard clean. I was free once again to face my tricycle with Di Di and
my friends, and spend quiet moments smelling the flowers and petting my rabbits. In our garden, the women
resumed their sewing and washing, and the men their chatting. Life seemed to have gone back to what it was
before.
But, then, why did I feel as if something had changed
2
Shots from Baba’s pellet gun sliced through the cool spring night. I looked up and held my breath. The dark
shadow of a sparrow hit our rooftop and then tumbled down, landing in our garden with a soft thud.
“Hurrah!” Di Di and I shouted. Together with a dozen other children from our neighborhood, we scrambled to
pick up Baba’s prey.
For some time now; sparrows had been officially condemned as one of the sihai (four evils)—joining the ranks
of rats, mosquitoes, and flies. While rats infested our houses, the government claimed, sparrows destroyed our
crops. In 1958, the year of the Great Leap Forward, China declared war on these sihai, and we were instructed to
wipe them out from our entire land within the next few years.
Now, every neighborhood had been turned into a war zone. Morning and night, grownups took turns standing
guard in our courtyard. As soon as the sparrows landed on trees or rooftops, these watchful guards would drive
them away with a loud whistle or an accurate and merciless stone.
Baba, with his pellet gun, had earned everyone’s respect as an excellent shot. Di Di and I followed him
everywhere. As soon as he raised the barrel of his gun and aimed, I felt my muscles tighten and my head perk up
like that of a puppy on its first hunt.
During the day, the three teenage sons of Uncle Liu turned our elm tree into a watchtower, warning everyone
within shouting distance of incoming enemies. At night, Baba, my uncles, and other grownups took over, with
searchlights fastened onto the rooftops, leaving no dark corner for the birds to hide in.
Not to be outdone by the adults, Di Di, our friends, and I put our heads together to come up with our own
ideas. Someone suggested that we use our washbasins as gongs, and we all rushed to our houses and came back
with ceramic basins, tin cans, metal rice bowls, and spoons. Lining up, we marched around the courtyard, banging
on our makeshift weapons like members of a dissonant percussion orchestra.
From time to time, we would also go patrolling on our hutong (lane), running from one end to the other and
pounding our weapons as loud as we could. Grownups might have their lofty ideas, but to me it was simply fun.
No one, not even Lao Lao, bothered to remind me of bedtime anymore. For several nights I stayed up well past
midnight. Other than not touching Baba’s pellet gun, I was free to pursue anything I liked, and I liked nothing
better than running and making noise with my friends. Often Di Di and I shared meals with them, and later we
would all fall asleep together in a friendly heap.
Soon, however, Lao Lao took away my metal rice bowl and Di Di’s tin can—her ears were ringing with all the
noise we had created. After losing our little percussion group, we each found the best spot we could and watched,
not wanting to miss anything.
At first, Di Di and I stood on stools we had lifted onto our red wooden table. But this vantage point was still
too low.
“How about climbing on top of that?” Di Di whispered, pointing at our chicken coop.
Normally, I wouldn’t even have considered doing this, knowing how much Lao Lao cared for her animals. On
the other hand, I thought, it probably was the tallest place we could reach. I nodded to Di Di, and we quietly
carried our stools over and stacked them up. Carefully, feeling like an acrobat, I climbed on the stools and up onto
the top of the wooden shack. Then I leaned over and pulled Di Di up. No one noticed us; they were all
preoccupied with our common enemy—the sparrows.
And so, day after day we watched the battle unfold as vigilant Peking-eres stood their ground.
Then, suddenly, sparrows started to fall from the sky, utterly exhausted. Soon there were hardly any left. At
dinner one evening, flushed with pride as he waved a copy of the Peoples Daily, Baba announced that in our city
alone we had eradicated over 400,000 sparrows!
“We won, we won!” I shouted. Our crops would be safe.
*
But the very next year, acres and acres of rice and wheat died anyway, this time destroyed by insects that had
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multiplied easily because their natural predators—the sparrows—had failed to return.
That was just the beginning.
During the next three years, China suffered disaster after disaster. In addition to the plague of insects, there was
a terrible drought, followed by widespread famine. Millions of people died of starvation. In the city, our food was
strictly rationed. We had tiny coupons for everything—wheat, rice, cooking oil, and meat. Lao Lao tried to go to
the food store regularly, but more often than not, the store would run out of supplies. As a first grader, I had my
lunch at school, and for weeks, we had been eating rice and fruit jam every single day. Pretty soon, my belly
started to churn at the very sight of rice with jam.
“I hate the sour rice at school,” I grumbled to Lao Lao one day. “May I have lunch at home?” With a sad look
on her face, she bent down and wrapped her arms around me.
“We are all going through hard times,” she said.
It did not take me long to realize how silly I was to complain.
With most grownups in my family working outside the city during the week, Lao Lao now cooked just for Lao
Ye, Di Di, and me. I began to notice that she would make dinner for Di Di and me, watch us eat, and then quickly
send us out to play in the yard before she cooked for herself and Lao Ye. At first, I did not think much about this,
but one day I smelled the difference—the aroma coming from their meal was strange.
When Lao Lao wasn’t looking, I lifted the wok cover to discover grayish water with some vegetable leaves
floating on top. Earlier that night, my brother and I had eaten rice and stir-fried cabbage, complete with a spoonful
of meat. I ran to share the discovery with Di Di.
The next day; we threatened a hunger strike unless Lao Lao allowed us to eat exactly the same thing they ate.
“But you two are still growing and need more nutrition,” she said with a sigh.
“We a.re old now and can do without it.”
No! This time it was Di Di and I who stood our ground.
*
For days now, Lao Lao had been circling her little animal farm, looking at her chickens and patting her rabbits
—all of which had grown thinner, since their rations were reduced as well. I sensed something was about to
happen.
Finally, coming back from school one late afternoon, I was overwhelmed by mouthwatering smells. I ran to the
chicken coop and threw open the gate; the rooster was missing. Even though I had never been fond of that rooster,
I could not help but feel sad for him.
Also attracted to the fragrant aroma was my friend Ming, the youngest of the tailors five children. Small and
thin, he stood outside our garden, his hands resting on the bamboo fence, and stared at our kitchen.
“Come, dear;” Lao Lao called, and I ran in. “Go give this bowl of chicken soup to Ming.”
Carefully, I carried a big porcelain bowl filled to the briin with meat and broth to my friend.
“Don’t spill it;” I cautioned him. Even more gingerly, he inched away, clutching the bowl tightly with both
hands, stopping halfway to nod a thank-you to me.
Quite often, he would find his way to our garden at dinnertime, attracted by the cooking smells. Each time,
Lao Lao would pull up a chair next to me and sit him down, adding a fresh rice bowl and a pair of chopsticks to
the table.
“We’ll make it;” she would say. “We’ll make it together.”
Our animal population dwindled quickly; until one day all the chickens and rabbits were gone. That afternoon,
with a large broom in her hand, Lao Lao went to clean the chicken coop one last time. Nobody said anything. We
knew how much she had loved her animals. Picking up a small broom, I joined her, and together we swept in
silence.
*
One morning, weeks after we had closed down the chicken coop, I was suddenly jolted awake. I cursed the
rooster under my breath, thinking I had his crowing to blame. But rubbing my eyes, I remembered the rooster was
gone. What I’d heard were voices coming from the yard.
Hurrying out, I saw Lao Lao under the big elm tree talking to a neighbor from the adjacent courtyard. Hanging
on to one of the branches, her older boy was shaking the tree to make the leaves fall, and her two young gitls were
picking up the leaves and putting them in a basket.
I went over to where Lao Lao was standing and took her hand. Our neighbor was explaining that she could mix
these leaves with corn flour to make corn bread. I picked up a leaf and put it in my palm to examine it. It was
round and flat with a soft center. Could these leaves feed people? Bowing to Lao Lao, our neighbors left, their
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basket overflowing.
“They are more in need than we are,” Lao Lao said, patting me on the head.
Before dinner, our neighbor reappeared—this time carrying three steaming loaves of leafy corn bread.
“Try it,” she said.
I took a bite. It tasted a little bitter—like some herbal medicine Lao Lao had given me.
“Come back anytime if you need more,” said Lao Lao.
“Thank you, Mama,” she answered, with a grateful smile.
Everybody—my parents, my aunts, uncles, and their friends, as well as our neighbors—seemed to call Lao Lao
“Mama.” I remember feeling left out when I was little and begging that I be allowed to call her Mama, too.
“Sorry,” Lao Lao had said, laughing. “I am your grandma.” Unsatisfied, one day I asked a friend of Da Jiu,
whom I also called Uncle,
“How come you can call Lao Lao Mama but I can’t?” Sitting me down on his lap, he looked me in the eye and
said,
“Because my mother died when I was younger than you, and your lao lao took me in. She fed me, dressed me,
and loved me the same as she did your blood uncle, my best friend. To me she has become the mama I lost a long
time ago. And I am not the only one. Uncle Lin is also an orphan and, as you know, he grew up here as part of
your family, too.”
I had no idea. I had never questioned the many; many people I called Uncle and Auntie. All of them were here
when I came into this world, and all of them took turns caring for me, bringing me candies and reading me
bedtime stories. I lost track of how many people ate and slept in Lao Lao’s house. To me, they were all my family.
And during the time of the famine, they all managed, somehow, to send us food coupons and money so that we
did not starve.
*
By 1962 three disastrous years had finally passed. We had survived the Great Leap, the drought, and the
starvation.
But the grownups seemed to have lost some of their exuberance. They were still eager for their causes, but a
hint of caution was added to their voices. One day after dinner, I pulled my wooden stool up next to Baba as he sat
chatting with our extended family. Someone pointed to where the big furnace used to be, while another chuckled
with embarrassment at how excited we had been when the sparrows started to fall. Looking up at Baba’s face, I
thought I saw him wince.
“Ignorance,” Baba said. “That’s our enemy. In the future we need to educate ourselves.”
Recently Baba had brought home piles of new books, all thick and solemn-looking. Even as a child, I could tell
that his attitude had changed from his cheerful confidence in the fall of 1958, when the brick furnace had burned
happily in our yard. Seeing the growing mountain of books stacked up on the desk and on the floor, I knew Baba
meant business, serious business. From what I could make out, his books covered a wide range of subjects, from
economics to history. He wanted to know how China had come so far and how we might move ahead. He wanted
to learn what had happened to other countries in their early developments. And he wanted to understand why our
crops had failed.
In the days that followed, I would often wake up late at night to find Baba absorbed in his reading—a cigarette
burning in his fingers and the green table lamp casting his large shadow on the wall.
3
From the time I was a small child, I was attached to Lao Lao. I loved her dark and shinyh hair, her fair, smooth
skin, and the dimples on her cheeks that deepened as she smiled. And she smelled like the jasmine flowers in our
garden.
Lao Lao was in her mid-forties when I came into her life. Mama had been assigned to teach at a high school
far away and could not come home during the week to take care of me. Baba was a screenwriter for an army
movie studio, and he, too, had to travel frequently for his job. Lao Lao became my surrogate mother. As soon as I
was able to walk, I turned into her shadow, following her everywhere.
As I grew a little older, I began to notice the difference between my grandma and my friends’ grandmas. My
lao lao was taller than all of them—most other lao laos were at least a head shorter than she. My lao lao could
read and write, and she otten helped me with my homework, even though, sometimes, I could not recognize the
Chinese characters she wrote—they were of the old, classical kind, whereas the ones I had been studying were
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simplified. Most other grandmas could barely read. In our courtyard, some of them came to Lao Lao with their
correspondence. She would help them write to relatives and read the letters that came back.
But the most noticeable difference between my grandma and other grandmas was that she did not have bound
feet. Almost all my neighbors’ grandmas walked around our courtyard slowly, as if the dirt under their feet was
hurting them. And they never played catch with me. My friend Mings grandma was Lao Lao’s age, but she never
joined our games. Once, Di Di and I held on to her hands, trying to force her to play hide-and-seek with us, but
Lao Lao asked us to stop.
Curious, one day I asked Lao Lao why she could run with me but Mings grandma couldn’t, and why she could
read and write but the others could not.
“I had a good baba,” she said.
Lao Lao’s father—my zu ye—had been a butler for a Manchu prince in Peking in the late 1800s. During one of
the many riots in the city, a group of bandits found their way into the princes mansion, looted its treasures, and
demanded to see the master of the house. In the midst of the confusion, Zu Ye led his Manchu employer out
through the back door and hid him in a friend’s house close by until the bandits lefr. In gratitude, the Manchu
prince granted Zu Ye a small courtyard house and an allowance, which made it possible for him to marry his
childhood sweetheart—a local beauty. Soon, his wife gave birth to a daughter—my lao lao. Not long afterward,
however, Lao Lao’s mama came down with pneumonia and died. Heartbroken, Zu Ye hired a wet nurse and spent
much of his time doting on his infant daughter.
It was the custom at the time for girls, aged three or four, to have their feet bound—a traditional ideal of beauty
and submission, compelling women to walk slowly. The smaller one’s feet, the more desirable one would be
considered by her future husband. Following this tradition, Zu Ye asked his sister for help.
Lao Lao’s auntie was very fond of her, and every time she came to visit, she would bring a large bag filled with
gifts for her niece—new hand-sewn dresses, embroidered handkerchiefs, homemade caramel candies, and pears
or peaches from her garden. But that day when Lao Lao eagerly opened the gift bag, she found nothing but roll
after roll of white linen cloth, and her auntie looked unusually serious.
Silently, she filled up a wooden barrel with warm water and asked Lao Lao to soak her feet. Curios, Lao Lao
untied her shoelaces and slowly slid her feet into the water. Her auntie washed her feet with a new bar of soap and
dried them gently with a thick towel. Then, she steadied Lao Lao on her bed and took out a roll of white linen.
“This will hurt,” she said apologetically, “but after a while, the pain will go away.”
Looking from her auntie to her baba, who stood tensely watching, Lao Lao did not know what to say.
Suddenly, Auntie reached out and bent Lao Lao’s toes under, one after another, hard, and started to wrap the linen
bandage around Lao Lao’s tiny foot, each round of cloth tighter than the last.
The pain came so fast and was so sharp that Lao Lao burst into tears. Tearing the cloth loose from her foot and
nearly knocking over the wooden barrel, she ran out of the house. And neither her auntie’s pleas nor her baba’s
coaxing could convince her to go back. She hid in a corner of their courtyard, sobbing.
Zu Ye could not bear to watch his daughter suffer, and the short-lived footbinding experiment ended. As Lao
Lao grew older, her natural beauty and her natural feet surprised people equally. Her father accepted this with
good humor, dubbing her feet tianzu (heavenly feet).
*
My zu ye was a self~taught scholar who took pride in his fine collection of books and musical instruments. The
courageous deed of saving his Manchu prince provided him with the time and means to continue his studies, and
he wanted his daughter to be educated, too. But it was not popular at the time for girls to attend public schools.
Most of the education they acquired was at their mothers’ knees—sewing, cooking, and housekeeping. Zu Ye
wanted something better for his child. He hired an elderly tutor who, day by day, tried to drill the teachings of the
ancients into Lao Lao’s mind, using the age-old method of rote memorization.
The tutor had a long white beard, and always wore a chang-pao (traditional gown). He would close his eyes
and cross his legs while reciting the classics by heart. Lao Lao recited after him. Although explaining the books’
content was not part of the arrangement, at Zu Ye’s insistence the elderly scholar did discuss the meaning of the
classic A Daughter’s Canon.
“Abide by the three obediences, carry out the four virtues,” he chanted.
This meant that at home a woman should obey her father. After marriage, she should obey her husband. If her
husband dies, she should obey her son. For two thousand years now, he added, women of all ages had followed
the teachings of these classics—the bibles of womanhood.
“Abide by the three obediences,” Lao Lao would chant, rocking her slender body to mimic her tutor, trying to
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commit the teachings of the sages to memory.
On Lao Lao’s seventh birthday, Zu Ye called her to his study. He handed her a redwood box with a yellow silk
cover. From it, Lao Lao lifted a delicately carved bamboo lute. An education was not complete, Zu Ye explained,
without the knowledge of music and musical instruments. From that day forward, he took upon himself the
responsibility of coaching his impressionable young daughter in music.
When she was nine, Lao Lao’s carefree childhood came to an end; Zu Ye decided to marry again—and chose a
plump woman with nicely bound feet. At first, the stepmother left Lao Lao alone most of the time. Then, after she
gave birth, one after another, to her own daughters, the stepmother became more and more resentful of Lao Lao’s
presence. She seemed to be jealous of Lao Lao’s closeness to Zu Ye and used every opportunity to criticize her.
“With her large feet and her scholarly stoop,” she would say to Zu Ye time and again, “you’ll have a hard time
finding her a match, even if you start early.”
Zu Ye did not want his beloved daughter to miss out on marriage. Soon after Lao Lao’s fifteenth birthday, he
started looking for a matchmaker.
The stepmother was not entirely wrong. Lao Lao’s unusual inheritance—her tianzu as well as her ability to
read and write—created a challenge for the neighborhood matchmaker. But Lao Lao’s auntie came to her rescue,
bringing with her an experienced matchmaker.
“Come and bow to Grandma Zhu,” her auntie said by way of introduction.
Grandma Zhu looked old, Lao Lao thought. Her face was furrowed with deep lines. Her thinning hair was tied
up into a small knot at the back of her head, and she wore an oversize dark blue jacket. Her bound feet, Lao Lao
noticed, were even smaller than her auntie’s.
Grandma Zhu pulled Lao Lao closer to her and inspected her from head to toe.
“A beautiful girl,” she said, looking from Lao Lao to Zu Ye. She stopped for a second while glancing at Lao
Lao’s feet but said nothing. After this brief introduction, Lao Lao was asked to leave the room.
“I know a family that might be just right,” Grandma Zhu said as Lao Lao closed the door behind her.
*
Toward the eastern part of Peking, not too far from Zu Ye’s house, lived the family of an upwardly-mobile
contractor, the Zhang family, specializing in the construction of courtyard houses. This family did not strictly
follow traditions either, for they allowed the eldest son—the natural heir to their business—to pursue medicine
instead. The family business, in turn, fell on the shoulders of the second son, my future Lao Ye. Whether he had
any other career ambitions, nobody asked. All they knew was that, obediently, he had dropped out of school to
take over for his ailing father. Indeed, he eventually took over more than this business; he became the de facto
head of the entire family—caring for his aging parents, paying tuition for his two sisters, and watching over his
younger brother.
For a man of seventeen, both Grandma Zhu and Zu Ye concluded, Lao Ye qualified as an ideal candidate: he
seemed to have a steady character and a stable income, too. They never bothered to consider, however, that my
future Lao Ye already had a sweetheart, whom he hoped to marry one day.
Grandma Zhu, beaming from ear to ear, brought the heads of the two households under one roof. With a big
smile on his face, the proud father presented the shy bride-to-be: a slender girl in a traditional Chinese silk gown.
At five feet eight, she was unusually tall. Her features were refined—she had a moon-shaped face, bright eyes, a
slightly tilted nose, and small, soft lips, accentuated by a deep blush.
Both men, the father and the father-in-law-to-be, nodded with admiration at this young woman of careful
upbringing. The mother-in-law-to-be, however, could not keep her eyes off the girl’s tianzu.
“But look at—” she whispered in her husband’s ear.
“Nonsense,” retorted the husband, who prided himself on being a man of his time. And the times were
changing in the early 1900s. Imperial dynasties had given way to a republic in 1912.
“With unbound feet, Lao Lao could be a more efficient helper in the house,” said the not only enlightened but
also practical father-in-law-to-be.
And so the match was settled.
“They’ll have to live with us, though;” he added, “until they have earned enough to build their own house.”
With the negotiation completed by the elders, Lao Lao married Lao Ye and moved in with this new family—all
total strangers to her.
*
Brought up properly by Zu Ye, Lao Lao took to her daily chores with her head down and her mouth shut. After
all, this was how things had been done for thousands of years.
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Each morning, the new bride would get up with the servants to prepare breakfast for this family of eight. When
breakfast was over and dishes washed, it was almost time to make lunch, followed shortly afterward by dinner.
Given that her mother-in-law was a vegetarian in the Buddhist tradition, Lao Lao had to go to the market early
every morning to search for green vegetables. In contrast, her father-in-law, being the pragmatic man that he was,
believed in nothing as much as the nutritious benefits of fresh meat. The rest of the family inherited his standard,
creating quite a challenge for my Lao Lao—who by now had become an almost full time cook.
When steaming dishes were set down, however, she was never at the table with them. The daughter-in-law,
according to this family’s tradition, could eat only after everyone else was done with the meal.
Any spare time Lao Lao had during the day, she spent caring for her young brother-in-law, playing with him
and reading to him from the books she had brought from her father’s house. Her wise father-in-law was right.
They had gained not only a fine daughter-in-law but a capable cook and a dutiful nanny.
Had she cried over her fate? Was she disappointed with her married life? If Lao Lao ever felt any of these
emotions, she buried them deep inside her heart.
One thing she discovered, however, was that sometimes her young husband would disappear late in the day
without a word. Worried, one night she set out looking for him—only to find him in bed with his former
sweetheart. Shocked, Lao Lao fled, sobbing all the way home.
*
The next morning, as usual, she got up early and went about her daily chores. Her choices were limited.
Divorce initiated by the wife was usually not accepted by the court or the family, at least not because of infidelity.
After all, there were still husbands with several wives, all living together following the time-honored tradition of
polygamy. Lao Lao, at least in name, was the only wife.
Even though Lao Ye’s family used her almost like a servant, they had never physically mistreated her, as
happened in some families she knew. Besides, she had become increasingly attached to Lao Ye’s younger sisters
and brother, who looked upon her as both a surrogate mother and a sister. Her freedom, she believed, would be
gained by having a son—the first heir to the Zhang family, which would make having her own house legitimate.
Finally, her prayers were answered, and the first grandson, my da jiu,\fn{Oldest maternal uncle} was born to the
family.
*
After this splendid achievement, Lao Lao discussed having their own house with her husband, and Lao Ye, a
happy new father, set out immediately to look for a plot to build a courtyard of their own. Having apprenticed
with his own father through his teenage years, Lao Ye was already an experienced contractor. Standing six feet
tall, with broad shoulders and a well-tanned face, Lao Ye was a man of few words. He carried all that was thrown
on his shoulders without flinching or complaining. Often, to inspect a project’s progress, he would climb the
bamboo scaffoldings, over thirty feet high, without any harness. Like his father and grandfather before him, he
thrived on hard and honest work.
Every courtyard was someones castle, he believed, and he put his heart and mind into each project. For his
own castle, he spread a large-scale map of Peking on his table and, together with Lao Lao, studied all their
options.
A symmetrical city; Beijing was centered on its axis by the Forbidden City—the chief imperial residence for
the last five hundred years. Claiming themselves the sons of heaven, the emperors built their temples and
monuments along the meridian line. Most of their sons, daughters, and senior consorts settled in grand courtyard
houses radiating from the center. By convention this area, Lao Ye and Lao Lao knew very well, was still off-limits
to most ordinary people.
The western part of Peking, following tradition, had become home to generations of intelligentsia and some
laborers, while the south belonged to different groups of the downtrodden. In the east, slightly off center, lived a
mixed population of officials, artists, and varieties of professionals.
As the unofficial head of the family, carrying all the daily responsibilities that came with that role, Lao Ye
could not be too far away from his parents. But they should not be too close, either, insisted Lao Lao, hoping that
some distance might keep her mother-in-law, with her nicely bound feet, from waggling over to supervise the
running of this new household. An appropriate location was finally chosen, not far from Lao Ye’s office on the
eastern side of town.
On this chosen hutong lived a mixed population of retired senior officials in their grand triple courtyards as
well as, at a safe distance, some blue-collar workers in their simple shacks with shared yards. Right in the middle
were white-collar workers of all ranks and professions, aspiring to catch up with their wealthy neighbors through
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hard work and a bit of luck.
Within this group, Lao Ye and Lao Lao settled on a piece of land that was originally used as a horse stable for
wealthy officials. With his own construction team, Lao Ye set out to build a courtyard house of their own.
With the blessing of a feng shui master, hired to make sure their house would be in harmony with the natural
forces, Lao Ye poured the foundation. Like all the temples, the house sat squarely in the north of their property
and faced south—with maximum exposure to the sun. Before long, solid gray tiles were laid seamlessly on the
roof. The house had an open floor plan, with half partitions separating the two bedrooms from the living room.
Adjacent to the main house, they built two small side apartments for Lao Ye’s seasonal workers and, later, our
growing family. To the east and west Lao Ye built two wings, and he completed the south with a matching house.
At the southeast corner was our main entrance, with a heavy wooden door. On it, a couplet was carefully etched
by a skilled craftsman:
HONESTY PERSISTS THROUGH THE GENERATIONS;
SCHOLARSHIP LASTS FOREVER.
Lao Lao was overjoyed to finally have a home of her own. During the early to mid-1930s, a time of relative
peace and prosperity, she gave birth to four of their six children.
*
But the late 1930s and the 1940s once again ushered a time of chaos into her life. Japanese troops marched into
the ancient city of Peking, followed by eight years of bloody battles between the Japanese forces and the
combined powers of the Nationalists and the Communists. As soon as the Japanese were driven out, the
Nationalists and the Communists turned their guns on each other.
*
The Lao Ye who was familiar to me when I was a child in the late 1950s looked very different from the blackand-white picture on Mamas desk. In the photo, Lao Ye looked strong. With an unlit cigar between his lips and a
calm but commanding look on his face, he appeared to be the unquestionable center of this large family.
But the Lao Ye I knew was half paralyzed. When he sat in his high, backed armchair, he looked almost like his
healthy younger self. When he stood up to walk, he had to drag his left foot and clutch his left hand with his right
in order to prevent it from shaking visibly. Every morning, Lao Lao helped slide his left arm into his shirt, which
he always insisted on buttoning himself with one hand. From time to time, I’d bring his slippers closer to his feet
so that he did not have to bend down. He never resisted my help and always rubbed my head fondly.
‘What happened to Lao Ye?’ I asked Mama one day when both of us were looking at the old family photo. She
sighed and then told me this story.
*
During the war between the Nationalists and the Communists in the 1940s, people were not building houses
any more, and Lao Ye, checking his ledgers each morning, and calculating and recalculating the numbers on his
abacus, could not make his accounts add up. With the coming of a long winter, he knew things would get even
worse. Reluctantly, Lao Ye let most of his workers go. Then one day an old friend knocked on his door with a
fresh idea.
“I’ve just come back from the Northeast,” the friend said. “There, I saw a brand-new enterprise—people
pouring water on the ground and freezing it into a large rink. Then they tie blades onto their boots and slide on the
ice. This winter sport is catching on like wildfire with youngsters, bringing in money day and night.”
“How can this help us?” asked Lao Ye.
“Since the skating rink is outdoors, someone has to set up tents and encircle the rink. And the same people can
also sell tickets and keep the profit.”
Lao Ye thought this sounded simple enough, even though it was outside his building experience. After all, how
hard could building a simple skating rink be compared with building a house? A reasonable man with a reasonable
conclusion, Lao Ye set to work.
He chose a spot close to a city gate where land was cheaper, drove a hard bargain, and leased the land for the
winter, using his fine reputation as down payment. The rest would be delivered in installments. Then he called his
old crew, who responded within a day. Smiling for the first time in many months, Lao Ye watched his new venture
take shape.
Freezing water on the ground was easier than he anticipated, thanks to the subzero temperatures. Behind the
ticket counter, he installed dozens of wooden boxes as lockers, complete with new padlocks. Then he set up a
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large tent, lined with wooden benches for his future customers, and purchased a few hundred pairs of skates.
His fine reputation was apparently not enough for the skate merchants, so he borrowed funds from friends.
Everyone who could afford to offered his help, knowing Lao Ye’s word was a reliable contract.
Then one day, a few weeks before the opening, an unexpected guest—the police chief—showed up.
The skating rink, he claimed, was in his jurisdiction, and as a result, Lao Ye would have to pay a fee to the
police department.
“How could that be true?” Lao Ye asked. “I’ve checked with several bureaus and was told that this piece of
land is free and clear. Rent to the landlord is my only obligation.” Annoyed by Lao Ye’s stubbornness, the police
chief left, waving his finger.
“Don’t say that I didn’t warn you.”
Lao Ye was not deterred. He had gone too far to look back. Advertisements had already appeared in the local
newspapers, paid for again with borrowed money, and more temporary workers had been hired to staff the skating
rink. If the weather and customers cooperated, in a few weeks, Lao Ye estimated, he could repay all his debt,
giving his family and his workers some much-needed relief
Peking’s weather in winter was as reliable as a trusted friend. For weeks now, there had been no rain or snow,
just stark, bitter cold. The ice rink, swept and groomed day and night, looked like solid, translucent glass. Wellwishers had sent in a dozen pots of yellow chrysanthemums and pink winter plum flowers. Firecrackers, hanging
down from the tall bamboo poles supporting the gate, added color and a sense of excitement. All was ready for the
opening day, if only people would come.
And they did. Before the big clock at the check-in counter struck nine, lines of eager customers had formed in
front of the bamboo gate, rubbing their hands and stamping their feet in the cold.
Lao Ye smiled. His luck had returned. The hundreds of firecrackers went off with the opening bell, sending
shredded red paper and cheerful explosions whirling into the blue sky. The ticket counter was swamped, and the
workers could not hand out locker keys fast enough.
Lao Ye and his friend who had suggested the brilliant idea looked out at the happy scene from Lao Ye’s
temporary office.
“Thanks, my old brother;” said a grateful Lao Ye. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”
Throughout the day, people poured in from all over the city. With nightfall, the skating rink was lit up by
spotlights and the crowd grew even larger, as office workers, finishing their working day, joined in for some fun.
Lao Ye and his friend never left the window, awed as much by the crowd as by their unbelievable good fortune.
*
But then, as if from nowhere, a group of young men dressed in black jumped the fences. Rushing toward the
ticket counter, they clubbed the stunned workers and broke open the lockers. Some of them hurled rocks into the
crowd. A bloody chaos broke out. Screaming and scrambling, the skaters stumbled in all directions. Like a
stampede they crashed into one another with their rental skates. The agile ones made a quick retreat over the
fences; others dragged themselves toward the gate.
Lao Ye and his friend burst out of his office, trying desperately to take control of the situation. But they were
too late. As quickly as they had appeared, the bandits ran off, and so did most of the customers, leaving the
injured strewn across the ice.
Then, suddenly, a dozen policemen rushed in, batons waving and whistles blowing. As the familiar face of the
police chief approached, Lao Ye dispatched his friend to call for ambulances. He had been set up, and he realized
it instantly.
“Don’t tell me that I didn’t warn you,” said the chief smugly, handcuffs in hand. “You are responsible for
everyone who is injured here.” Then he arrested Lao Ye.
*
When Lao Lao bailed Lao Ye out the next morning, he was a changed man. Overnight, their hopes had
vaporized. Soon, lawsuit after lawsuit was filed by customers or those who claimed to be customers, demanding
payment for their lost property, real or not. Many insisted that their lockers held mink coats, sable hats, and brand
new leather jackets. Others blamed the riot for their arthritic legs, sore wrists, and back pain. The creditors,
joining the crowd, decided that both Lao Ye’s reputation and his credit line had expired overnight and they needed
full payment immediately.
Lao Ye, always believing his word was assurance enough, had no business insurance. He was ruined.
A proud and honest man, he sold everything that was of any value, including the jewelry that had been Lao
Lao’s dowry and inheritance. Still, that was not enough to pay the heavy debt. Lao Ye toyed with the idea of
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selling their courtyard house, but Lao Lao would not hear of it.
The compromise was that they would keep the principal house on the north side and rent out the others. With
creditors and lawyers at his door every day; Lao Ye was forced to borrow more money, even though willing
lenders were slow in coming.
Then one night in early 1949, at age forty, Lao Ye was seized by a stroke and paralyzed.
*
The sudden change of fortune hit Lao Lao as hard as it did Lao Ye. Overnight, all her dreams were shattered.
Packing her children into the northern house, she now had the added full-time responsibility of caring for her
invalid husband, a broken man.
How she managed in those days, I could only imagine, for she never talked about it, and I never pried. Some
memories, like corpses, are better left buried.
One thing I did learn from others was that Lao Lao was the one who kept the family together. She wrote to
their lenders, begging for lenience and payment extensions. She rummaged through all their possessions and
bartered anything that was of value. And she made sure her children stayed in school. There was nothing she
wouldn’t do for her family.
Lao Lao’s family included everyone she loved—friends, neighbors, strangers. When her sons brought two
orphaned friends home, Lao Lao, without any hesitation, laid extra chopsticks on the dining table and invited
them to stay.
In our courtyard, the wives and mothers of the electrician and the tailor had always benefited from Lao Laos
education. Many people were illiterate in those days, and when, in the early 1950s, the new government tried to
recruit those who could lend a hand as volunteer teachers, Lao Lao extended hers. And so, at ten o’clock every
morning, the wives came into her home, lugging the government’s free books under their arms and bringing their
friends. My mama found Lao Lao a small blackboard, which she propped on the dining table for her class. On it
Lao Lao wrote, “China, Party. Love China. Love Party”—quotations from the government textbooks. Word by
word she helped her keen students practice writing on the blackboard, their faces radiant with excitement. For the
first time in her life, Lao Lao felt respected. Her education had become an asset at last.
Both Lao Laos reputation and her class steadily grew. Soon they had to move to a bigger room. Now, in
addition to the morning classes, she taught in the afternoon. Her students consulted her not only about the books
she taught but about personal matters as well.
Learning had always been equated with wisdom in this country, and Lao Lao was now looked upon as a
learned woman-a role she was uncomfortable with at first but soon grew into. As a child, I would tag along with
her to our neighbors’ houses, where she would bring chicken soup to sick housewives, then sit on the edges of
their beds and hold the hands of those who were sobbing and pouring their hearts out to her.
Our neighbors were grateful, and they all began to call her Mama. For several years, they expressed their
gratitude by electing Lao Lao to represent the district in the All-China Women’s Federation, the largest and most
prestigious women’s organization in the country.
Lao Lao was reborn. …
188.59 Life In A Woman’s Prison\fn{by Mo Lihua (1954- )} Hunan Province?, China (F) 7
My name is Mo Lihua. I was born in 1954. I formerly worked as an instructor in the education program at
Shaoyang Normal College in Hunan Province. My husband, Fu Zhengming, was an instructor in the Chinese department at the same college. We have a son named Fu Jing. The three of us used to live together in Building 6,
Unit 1, Room 1 in the dormitory for Shaoyang Normal College employees.
On June 14, 1989, I was taken into custody by the Shaoyang City Public Security Bureau for the crime of
“counterrevolutionary propaganda and incitement” and locked up in the Custody and Investigation Center.
On September 30, 1989, I was formally arrested and placed in the Shaoyang Public Security Bureau Detention
Center.
On December 24, 1989, I was tried publicly before the Shaoyang City Intermediate People’s Court and sen tenced to three years imprisonment plus one year deprivation of all political rights. I was subsequendy sent to
Changsha Prison to serve my remaining sentence.
As I accumulated a large number of sentence-reduction points through labor during my imprisonment (one of
the Chinese government’s methods of reforming criminals), I was released ten months early in mid-August 1991.
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In August 1992, the Western District Branch of the Shaoyang City Public Security Bureau announced the completion of my deprivation of political rights sentence.
In October of 1992, after receiving word that I would be arrested for giving an interview to a French reporter, I
escaped China and arrived in Hong Kong.
In November of 1993, I was awarded political asylum by the Swedish government and moved my famkily to
Sweden. We currendy live in the city of Sundsvall in central Sweden.
*
During the late spring and early summer of 1989, the democmcy movement swept through China. Students at
the Shaoyang Normal College where I taught began marching in the streets and conducting peaceful sit-ins beginning in late April. As an ordinary instructor, I agreed completely with the students’ cries of “down with corruption” and “up with democracy.” As I had never paid much attention to politics in the past, and the school administration had been continually warning instructors against getting involved, I did not actively participate at first. I
only walked along with the students for a short time during a few of the large-scale marches and shed tears for the
university students who took up a hunger strike in Tiananmen Square.
On May 20, the day after Li Peng announced his bloodthirsty martial law order, students from my school had
gone to Changsha (the capital city of Hunan Province) to demonstrate. We teachers didn’t have any classes to
teach. I had gone to my office thinking to call a friend to go shopping with me for summer clothes when I bumped
into two students who had just returned from Changsha. These two students, Zhou and Xuan, were from the Chi nese department, but recognized me because I had taught classes in their department in the past. As we spoke, I
learned that they were the leaders of the student movement at the college. The two were upset because the student
movement in Hunan had died down since Li Peng’s announcement of the martial law order. They' felt that it was
useless for them to stay in Hunan, and had decided to go to Peking in protest. They’d heard that people in Tiananmen Square had already prepared gasoline and were ready to set themselves ablaze to protest the martial law or der. Now they too wanted to take part in this self-immolation in order to, as they said, “sacrfice our lives and
blood for the democracy movement.”
These are the heartbreaking words they said to me that day. I grew choked up just listening to them. What in nocent, lovable young students they were! With tears in my eyes I urged them not to sacrifice themselves, but to
enjoy their youth. Still, they remained determined to leave for Peking immediately.
It was ten in the morning at the time; just two hours before the departure of the Peking train. Seeing that I
could not dissuade them, I could do little but give them the 90 yuan I had with me and urge them again not to do
anything foolish. I then went home and told my husband, Fu Zhengming, about their plans. We both felt very uneasy about just standing by and watching as these two young people went to risk their lives in Peking. On the spur
of the moment, I decided that the only solution was to go with them to Peking.
During our time in Peking, I had the opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of the massive democracy
movement taking place there. I was very moved by the huge number of people who had come out to protest the
martial law order. On June 4, I took the students to Tiananmen Square to support the protestors by joining in the
peaceful sit-in there. But after sitting for hours in the boiling.hot sun and drenching rain, the students couldn’t
take it any longer and we soon left for Hunan.
*
Immediately upon our return to Hunan, we learned that the Peking authorities had already begun a bloody
crackdown on the peaceful demonstrators. We were all moved to outrage and openly criticized the government’s
actions. On the evening of June Fourth, I spoke as a representative of the teachers at a memorial service held un der the lights of the Shaoyang Normal College sports field. I expressed my grief for those who had died in Peking
and angrily condemned the violence of the authorities in Peking. On the podium and off, the students were all crying loudly.
On June 5, I participated in a large-scale memorial ceremony held by the city’s entire student body in
Dongfeng Square in the center of the city. Shouting into a megaphone, I led the people in a chant:
“Save our students!”
This is how I grew to be a thorn in the side of the Communist Party authorities that they just could not ignore.
*
At five o’clock on the afternoon of June 14, 1989, senior officers of the Shaoyang Public Security Bureau
(PSB) surrounded me in my office at school while the students were all in the cafeteria having dinner. They
showed me a detention order and then took me from the campus in a small jeep.
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During the six months that I was detained from June 14 right up until my trial on December 24, I was interrogated countless times. In the beginning, the Shaoyang PSB carried out the interrogations, then at the end of No vember, my case was handed over to the Municipal Procuratorate for Public Prosecution and they carried out me
pre-trial investigation and interrogation.
Finally, me trial opened at me Shaoyang Intermediate People’s Court
When I was first taken to the Public Security Bureau, I was shown a “detained for investigation” certificate and
that evening I underwent my first interrogation. I angrily protested the illegality of their taking me into custody,
refused to answer any questions and announced that I would go on a hunger strike. At that time everyone in China
was opposed to the “June Fourth” massacre and even many within the Chinese government were sympathetic to
the students and intellectuals who participated in the Democracy Movement, so on the whole I wasn’t treated too
roughly. But whenever I asked that the Public Security Bureau state clearly under what law I was being detained, I
would be told only that it was “an internal public security rule.” They always refused to give me any legal basis.
During the first few months of my interrogation, I didn’t hide anything or try to avoid any responsibility for
my actions because I felt that everything I had done was completely open and above-board. The interrogators
were, therefore, fairly nice to me. But when the case against me was being finalized, more and more pressure was
put on me to admit that I had “harbored counterrevolutionary aims”—a condition needed to charge me with the
crime of :”counterrevolutionary propaganda and incitement” as stipulated by Chinese law.
They tried using the language of the Party newspapers to “brainwash” me into parroting their words and admit
that I “was motivated by goals that were anti-Party, anti-socialist and anti-dictatorship of the proletariat.” My
staunch refusal to say anything led to more heated clashes. One female interrogator even leaned over the table and
upbraided me, calling me names, but I refused to budge an inch. When it reached the point that she could interro gate me no longer, the Chief of the Public Security Bureau himself interrogated me, but still I refused adamantly
to admitting that I had any “counterrevolutionary” intentions. In the end the situation was left unsettled, and even
without my admitting to the necessary condition of having an intentional motive they went ahead with my trial
just the same.
*
As the charges were brought against me by the procurate, according to Chinese law, I was allowed to appoint a
lawyer. My parents and husband had been busy finding a lawyer for me. At the time there were a number of brave
young lawyers with a sense of justice who had expressed their willingness to defend me on a pro bono basis. But
the Chinese government had already issued a proclamation stating that any “counterrevolutionary case” that con cerned the student movement must be defended by a lawyer recognized by the Chinese Communist Party. Cases
of “counterrevolutionary propaganda and incitement” such as my own were causing a great sensation among the
citizens of Shaoyang. Even so, only after seeking the approval of the Chinese government organs was my family
allowed to hire Chen Qiumin, a Party member who worked for the Shaoyang City Number One Lawyers Office,
as my defense lawyer.
The first time Chen Qiumin came to see me in me detention center, he declared:
“I am a Chinese Communist Party member, and I will take care of matters according to Party directives. Now
me higher levels have instructed me that I cannot present an innocent plea for you. I can not defy me orders from
above. Taking on a case like this one is risky for a lawyer.”
I was extremdy angry. My family was paying for a lawyer who was not going to speak fairly on my behalf, but
would follow instead the government’s opinion that I had committed a crime! I wanted to fire this lawyer immediately. Seeing how resolute I was against pleading guilty to any crime, Chen Qiumin seemed quite embarrassed Afterward, Chen and I reached a compromise: I would defend myself by arguing my innocence according to the law
and as my lawyer, he would only discuss a few facts of benefit to my case and avoid altogether the question of
whether or not I had committed a crime. I later leamed that during my public trial, the self-defense I put on won
the support and affection of many of the thousands of spectators.
*
My trial opened on December 24, 1989. It was a Sunday. In order to give the people and university students of
Shaoyang a real-life “legal lesson” the city auditorium was used as a court and a public trial against the “counterrevolutionary propaganda and incitement” cases commenced
During the lengthy reading out of the testimony against me, I discovered that since the university students had
refused to make statements harmful to me, the court had been forced to use false witnesses. One such person was
named Yuan, a man who had been the former secretary of the Party branch in our Education department. He had
testified that after the “June 4 suppression of counterrevolutionaries,” I had said some extremely “reactionary”
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things to him. But as I recalled it, I had not seen this person after June 3. Therefore during my defense statement, I
requested that the court investigate Yuan for the crimes of making false accusations and framing someone for a
crime. But the court paid no attention to my legal request.
I completely acknowledged all of my activities during the student movement because under no stipulation of
Chinese law did any of them constitute a crime. My analysis was so justified and correct, several members of the
audience listening to the case even expressed their support to me and the public prosecutor was constantly the
subject of the audiences’ jeers. He himself realized that he was in the wrong and didn’t dare to speak too harsluy.
Many of the legal and political experts there later admitted that the government side had “suffered a great defeat.”
But nevertheless, the result of one day of court arguments was that even though not a single adequate reason
had been given, I was sentenced to three years in prison and one year’s deprivation of political rights. After the
court adjourned, one of the prosecutors lawyers told me that I couldn’t blame them. Our convictions had been de cided by higher authorities, and all they could do was try to press for the lowest length of sentence within a certain scope.
And this was how the Chinese government lived up to its slogans that “the Party places great belief in the
law”? It was a textbook example of how unfairly justice is administered in China.
*
During the years that I was locked up I stayed in three different prison facilities for women: the women’s sec tion in the Shaoyang Custody and Investigation Center, the women’s section in Shaoyang Detention Center, and
the Changsha Women’s Prison (the only prison for women criminals in the entire province of Hunan).
The women’s section at the Shaoyang PSB Custody and Investigation Center had the most abominable living
conditions of all. According to internal regulations of the Chinese Ministry of Public Security, these detention
centers are intended for petty criminals and those suspected of crimes. But the truth is that these prisoners suffer
from even harsher treatment than do those serving reform through labor sentences.
The women’s section there was nothing but a single cell in the middle of a huge courtyard. All the other cells
were for men. When entering the cell, you had to pass through four corridors of metal gates and door after door of
short, black doorways that made the place look like one big pig pen.
The women’s cell was a dark room containing nothing but a large communal bed and a hole in the ground used
for a toilet. The constant lack of water to wash the urine and feces down the hole caused the entire room to be
filled with a terrible stench.
It was summertime when I first entered the prison and during the day filthy flies covered the prison walls and
would swarm over us while we ate. As the electricity was often out in the evening, the prison would be plunged
into complete darkness and then masses of mosquitoes would attack us. I would have to bundle myself up com pletely from head to toe with the blanket my family had brought before I could outwit those sly, disgusting mosquitoes. But the weather at the time was very hot; with my entire body wrapped in a blanket, I would be bathed in
sweat.
All kinds of other little bugs and animals lived along with us in the prison, but what terrorized us the most were
rats of nearly a foot long. They would crawl out of the hole filled with urine and feces and then scurry all over
bodies and faces. The awful sanitary conditions in the detention center were intolerable.
There were two large iron windows in our cell, but they were so high up that we were unable to look out at the
scenery or benefit from the fresh air. Yet these windows allowed the direct sunlight to pour in and turn the entire
women’s cell into a high-temperature steam basket. During the burning hot days of July, we would get so hot that
we could hardly breathe. And when the monsoon season began, the wild winds blew the rain right down on us
through those two huge windows as they were not covered at all. Sometimes there would be no place to hide from
it and we could do nothing but flatten ourselves into a corner of the cell like drenched chickens and watch as the
rain soaked the blankets on our communal bed. Each heavy rainstorm was a great calamity for us.
I once reported these conditions to the guard in charge, requesting that this situation be improved. I told him
that it was then summer so that when our clothing and bedding go wet, we could still manage, but before long it
would be autumn, and the weather would be getting cold. Would it be possible, I asked him, to install glass or
plastic covering on the window? But he simply replied, “This is the way it is here, even in winter,” and my re quest vanished into dust.
The detention center did not provide any personal hygine products for the women being held there. If a pris oner’s family was not aware of this situation and didn’t bring any personal items, it made things very difficult and
embarrassing for the detainee as she would have no towel to wash with, no underwear to change into, and not
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even any toilet paper to use. I was lucky that my family often sent such items to me and so I often shared them
with women whose families had not sent them such things.
But the greatest problem for us was water. The one and only special treatment that women prisoners received
in the detention center was thte use of one pail of hot water for the entire cell. But this one pail had to be shared
by all of the 7 or 8 women in the cell at the time and there was never enough to go around. Arguments often broke
out in the cell over the hot water. Sometimes there would be one or two really despotic women who wouldn’t let
anyone else enjoy the hot water. While I was in the detention center, there was a female criminal called Eldest
Son’s Wife who was so fierce that she would use half of the pail of hot water for herself. The rest of us would be
left with little more than a cup of water each, and sometimes none at all.
While in prison, I never suffered from beating or cursing by officials, but I was often subject to harsh words
and alarming treatment from other prisoners. When the woman called Eldest Son’s Wife, who I mentioned above,
first came into the cell she slammed each of our heads against the wall with her huge hands. We were all scared
out of our wits. After that, any time you went near her, you had to be extremely cautious and let her have her way
so as not to provoke her.
Aside from those in our cell, all the other prisoners in the detention center were male criminals. Most of them
were hoodlums, petty thieves, or beggar types. They were bored to death in the detention center, so the moment
they learned the name of one of the women inmates, they would take advantage of one of the frequent blackouts
to scream out lewd words and obscenities to her. I was utterly humiliated and never dared to reply. I felt that the
govemment was giving political prisoners an additional punishment—by locking us up with these types of criminals.
Meals in the detention center were terrible. Each of the three daily meals was unhealthy and very unsanitary.
You could often find mouse droppings and dirt in the rice. Little oil was used and the dried-up pieces of radish
and other vegetables were often so coarse that we could barely swallow them.
As far as health care, the detention center had one doctor from whom I managed to get a few analgin-type pills
for my stomach problems. Yet my biggest health problem was always gynecological infections. I was sleeping in
the same bed witIl several to a dozen other women and among them were quite a few were social outcasts and
several were even prostitutes. The detention center took no steps whatsoever to test or separate them. The woman
who slept next to me was a middleaged woman who had escaped poverty in the countryside by prostituting her self in the city. I was always nervous about this and afraid that I would catch some awful illness from her. Thank
god I survived safely with no problems.
*
On September 30, 1989, the eve of Chinese National Day, the Shaoyang City PSB announced my “formal ar rest” and I was transferred to the women’s section of the Shaoyang Detention Center. The Detention Center, like
the Custody and Investigation Center, is also under the jurisdiction of the PSB, but because it is the place where
“formal criminals” are locked up, it is larger and more sturdily built
Holding on to my bedding, I followed the Detention Center guard and entered the women’s prison. It was al ready seriously overfilled. Thirteen or fourteen women were crowded like sardines into a cell about six or seven
meters long. When I entered the cell, the women prisoners were all sitting on the common bed; there wasn’t any
room left for me. Some of the women even said to the guard:
“There’s no place left for another person to sleep.”
The guard didn’t bother answering, but locked the metal door behind me and left I just stood there against the
door dumbstruck. I didn’t know where in the cell I could safely set down my tired body.
After a long whie, a young peasant girl called Younger Sister Liu gave up a small piece of her “territory” for
me. The space was little more than a foot wide and I could only lay on my side. There was no way to turn over at
night and this caused me great suffering. The situation remained like this until a group of women criminals were
released
There was no toilet inside the women’s section of this detention center. Instead, a large night-soil bucket was
placed in our cell. We were only allowed to go to the courtyard bathroom to empty and rinse it out when we were
let out for air. So most of the time, the cell was filled with an unbearable stench.
I spent one freezing winter in the Shaoyang Detention Center because the cell did not have a proper ceiling.
When it snowed, the snow would blow through the cracks between the roof tiles. We often awoke in the morning
to find a thin layer of snow dust covering our faces. If there was a blizzard outside, we’d have a flurry inside. On
top of this a cold northern wind constantly blew through the two barred windows in the cell. The only way we
could avoid the cold was to stay huddled under the bedding the entire winter.
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At first the food at the Shaoyang Detention Center was even worse than that at the Custody and Investigation
Center. Even less oil was used in the cooking and we got only a bowl of rice with a few dried up vegetable leaves
on top. Not long after I arrived, the male prisoners grew so hungry that they made trouble. Apparently the prison
authorities already knew that the person in charge of food was pocketing some of the funds, so they found a few
reliable inmates with light sentences to assist in the food preparation and only then did it improve somewhat.
The cadres in charge of the detention center appeared to have been transferred from the military as some of
them were very coarse. There was one deputy director by the name of Li who often used extremely dirty language
to curse at the female prisoners. On New Year’s Eve of 1990, in order to ease my feelings of homesickness, a
woman economic criminal and myself were humming a song from Dream of the Chamber. Right then Deputy Director Li happened to pass by on an inspection trip. Hearing us, he stood outside the barred window of our cell
screaming ugly obscenities at us. I angrily yelled back at him that he was an “uneducated idiot.” He threatened to
punish me for this, but backed down when all of the women prisoners made it clear that “if one were to be handcuffed, they all should be.” I then argued to his face that if we were to be penalized for singing, then he must stop
insulting women whenever he opened his mouth.
*
Changsha Prison is the only prison in Hunan that is a “model prison” open to dIe public. There were women
there from all over the province.
Almost all the women prisoners are engaged in the prison’s garment production business. Since this prison was
open to the public and also made a good profit on its business, the conditions and atmosphere were relatively
good. Even the food was better than in the detention centers.
Because I was one of the few educated prisoners there, not long after I arrived, I was made a teacher in the
prison. During my nearly 15 monilis of teaching in the prison I met many types of women prisoners. There was
one I remember that was brought to my attention because she too had been arrested for taking part in the “student
movement.”
When I saw that she was an innocent chubby girl of about 23 from a working class family, I couldn’t believe
that she had been arrested for looting. She once showed me a document that her lawyer had careful1ywritten on
her behalf and it became clear to me that she had never taken part in any looting. It seems that during the student
demonstrations on April 22, 1989, following me news of Hu Yaobang’s death some local hoodlums in Changsha
had carried out some looting. This poor girl had walked by afterward and noticed a brand new sweater on the
street. She innocently picked it up and carried it home, but was followed and arrested by public security officers.
She was subsequendy sentenced to eight years in prison. Her youth was sacrificed for nothing more than a
sweater!
Most of the female guards at the Changsha Prison were relatively well-educated and fairly sympametic to my
case; therefore I did not suffer too badly during my time there. Even now I stilI feel grateful for their kindness to
me.
*
But aside from my daily teaching duties, I stilI had to take part in other types of production work. In a Chinese
prison, the main reason a prisoner serves Reform Through Labor is to “admit one’s guilt and obey the law.” But I
had no guilt to admit. From the moment I entered me prison, I made it clear that I was not about to admit my guilt,
but I was willing to follow the rules, work hard and teach in the prison. Nevertheless, the authorities would not go
easy on me.
First of all, since I would not admit my guilt, I was not given the opportunity for parole. It was only at about
the end of January 1991, when rumors spread that the aumorities in Peking were releasing Wang Dan and others
connected with the 1989 Democracy Movement, that the Hunan authorities began easing up on my sentence and
discussing whether to give me the chance for parole. In about March, two cadres (one male, one female) from the
Hunan Province, Changsha Municipal Intermediate Court came to speak to me. The older man’s attitude was extremely serious. He spoke to me in a very official tone:
“Noting that the country’s situation is much better, the Party and the government have decided to give you in tellectuals who participated in the disorder a generous opportunity. It depends only on your own cooperation. I
hear that in prison you were willing to follow the rules, but not to admit your guilt. This is very bad. Today we
want to ask you one question first. How do you feel about your counterrevolutionary crime now?”
The young woman cadre sat to the side taking notes. She hinted to me that if I only admitted to the one sen tence “I am guilty of a crime” I could be released from prison right then and there. I immediatdy stood up and
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walked back to my cell wimout saying a word. Later the Changsha Intermediate Court sent down the decision that
because of my “incorrigible obstinacy and bad attitude” I could not be released on parole.
The Chinese Ministry of Justice had initiated what was called a “sentence reduction points” system in order to
encourage prisoners to work hard in “reform through labor.” The cadres would award a certain number of such
points based on the amount of work and study a prisoner completed each month. When a prisoner amassed a de termined number of these points, she could be released before finishing her sentence.
But the prisoners had to work hard and compete with each other for every point. During my time at the Chang sha Prison I worked very hard at my teaching and work duties. Dozens of my students received certificates for
passing the national “Higher Education Self-Study Examination,” and I had even organized a “reform-through-la bor newsletter” at the prison, so I had accumulated quite a few sentence reduction points. All added together, I had
enough points to reduce my sentence one year and four monilis, but since I refused to admit my guilt, the prison
didn’t even bother asking the court for a reduction of my sentence.
Finally, when I had only ten more months left of my term, I complained to the provincial labor reform bureau
prison chief when he toured the prison on an inspection. I said,
“All those murderers and arsonists were allowed to use their sentence reduction points to reduce their sen tences, but the points of a mere political prisoner like myself are useless. Why must you force an innocent person
to admit guilt?”
This bureau chief had a reputation of being relatively open-minded, and not long after my appeal to him, I was
released early (even though according to my sentence-reduction points, I should have been released long before).
*
August 1991, the Shaoyang Western District PSB immediately issued a notice to me saying that they would be
enforcing my one additional year sentence of deprivation of political rights. At the time, I was still living on the
campus of Shaoyang Normal College, and the public security officers would often come to my home and question
me about my situation. Although I always protested, they came to inspect my home again and again.
There was also someone who the police had installed across from my home to keep an eye on me. It was a fe male teacher from the foreign languages department named Zhang who had been assigned this job because her
back door directly faced our front door. She would often open her back door to have a look at what was going on
at our place and would sometimes even come to our doorway to see who was visiting or what cars had come. I
caught her peeping on numerous occasions and always felt it was odd, but I didn’t understand what she was doing
until someone from the school revealed it to my husband.
*
During the 1989 Democracy Movement, my husband Fu Zhengming had also participated in the memorial services for the victims of the June 4 massacre. During the service he had publicly read his “Declaration of With drawal from the Communist Party.” In it he wrote,
“The present Cllinese Communist Party is no longer the Party I once respected and trusted. From this day on, I
announce that I declare my withdrawal from the Communist Party.”
After his declaration, he also stated publicly that “June Fourth was a day of disgrace for the Party, the country
and the military.”
From that day on, he was persecuted for his statements in a number of ways .
First of all, he lost his chances for promotion at work. He had been a lecturer in the Chinese department whose
successful research work had all but ensured that he would soon be promoted to an assistant professor. But after
June Fourth, he was demoted to a teaching assistant and was still living on the meager salary and in the tiny room
of a teaching assistant right up until we left China.
In addition, his words and activities were continually being monitored. A few of the intellectuals in his college
who were nothing but running dogs for the Communist Party would cut him off any time he was making even a
small public speech. One time at a graduation party for a group of his students, he was asked to sing. When he ca sually began singing a foreign folk song about some flowers, it was immediately reported to the Shaoyang Party
Standing Committee Secretary that he was singing a song about jasmine flowers—a word that in Chinese sounds
just like my own name. A rumor started that he was responding to his wife’s call to “counterrevolution.” Even the
Shaoyang Radio Station was banned from playing the Jiangsu folk song A Beautiful Bunch of Jasmine Flowers!
My husband was also robbed of his right to be chosen as a political candidate. In late 1989, every area of the
country was canying out local elections for representatives to the National People’s Congress. In the Shaoyang
Western District primary elections, Fu Zhengming was chosen as a candidate by the students of each department
in the Shaoyang Normal College. When the list was presented to the Party Standing Committee of the Party
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School, officials felt that by choosing my husband, the students and people were using the elections as an opportunity to express their disapproval of the June Fourth crackdown and his name was deleted from the candidate list.
On the day of the election when the students discovered that his name was missing from the ballot, they
stormed out of the polling hall and boycotted the elections. Later the political cadres at the school began carrying
out “thought-work” in each department. They tried to break the students one by one by going to each classroom
with the ballot box to pressure the students into voting. This was the only way they were able to drop the curtain
on this farce of an election.
*
My older brother was formerly the manager of a factory in Shaoyang. After my arrest, he was sought out by
poilitical work cadres for a talk in which he was asked to write a statement admitting his sister’s guilt for commit ting “counterrevolutionary criminal actions.” My good honest brother was scared out of his wits and could do little but write what they told him to about “drawing a line” between himself and his sister on ideological matters.
Of course, my brother had always been concerned for me, and he felt a great deal of psychological pressure over
this.
My son Fu Jing was an eleven-year-old elementary school student when I entered prison. After June 4, 1989,
the government added newlessons to the educational curriculums and elementary and middle school students were
made to study the government document “On Suppressing Counterrevolution.”
Young children who were not yet able to distinguish right from wrong, good from bad were being “brain
washed.” During one such political class at my son’s school, the teacher lectured on the question of “counterrevo lutionary turmoil and revolt.” One young student who had been influenced by the television and newspaper re ports of my trial in Shaoyang quickly made the connection and noted that
“Mo Lihua is a counterrevolutionary.”
My son could only hang his head in shame. I still remember seeing how my son had sat crying throughout my
trial. He had been a lively talkative boy, but while I was in prison he had become qiuet and reserved.
The brutality of the Chinese government’s political movements had even cast a dark shadow over the heart of
my little boy.
188.192 Crucible\fn{by Jiang Yun (1954- )} Taiyuan, Shanxi Province, China (F) 13
He had never expected to take on a female apprentice this late in his career. And she did not dream that her
dark-complexioned master would be so womanish.
*
It wasn’t really a factory. Its full name was the Water and Electricity Installation Brigade of the Housing
Commission. They did all kinds of welding and riveting. For instance when small chemical fertilizer factories
sprang up all over the country the yard was suddenly littered with all types of tanks and columns for welding.
Where tanks and columns stood, weeds grew in profusion despite being trodden on and scorched by the
welding torch. There were more men than women in the workshop, and the men really spoilt them. Although the
women were past their prime they still dressed up and flirted. For ten years the workshop had not taken on any
new employees, and the men still called the women Gui’er, Zhenzhen, Aiai or Little Qi and Little Li as though
they were young girls.
Then they took on a batch of proper apprentices, and among them were quite a few sweet young things. From
then on the Gui’ers and the Zhenzhens and Aiais became “boss ladies.”
Even so the feelings remained. Before the “boss ladies” had outgrown their Zhenzhen-Aiai era, the men had
their moment of glory, which they never forgot.
In those days the workshop had just been established. A few old masters and a handful of young men and
women went about picking up as much piece work as they could. Making money was all that mattered.
Everybody worked like a demon, and the workshop did wrest quite a sizable chunk of business from state-owned
enterprises with lots of capital. They worked their fingers to the bone, but they acquired skill, strength, confidence
and pride in the process. In those days everyone had a name-brand watch on their wrists, their bicycles were brand
spanking new, and their shoes were always shined.
There was a camaraderie too. If one wore boots, they all wore boots. When they walked into a cinema, the
clicking of their heels was enough to shake down the walls of Taiyuan town.
Time passed. The Gui’ers , the Zhenzhens and the Aiais grew old, and so did the men. They had stopped doing
piecework long ago and stuck to an unchanging fixed wage. The shiny new bicycles had rusted, and the name-
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brand watches were on the wrists of wives. But vestiges of the glorious days remained and were passed on as
legend from one generation to the next. They still held their heads high among the bricklayers and plasterers.
They were not ordinary. They had a welding gun, and a skill.
Most of all they had tasted the glory and the hardship of pioneers. They loved to squat in the shade and flirt
with the young girls, regaling them with tales of the past; of the shiny knee-high boots that clicked, and how they
stomped about in them. Now they mostly wore tattered work shoes. The days seemed longer, but time flew by,
day in day out. Even the criticism board in front of the workshop took on a new look.
*
He wasn’t what they called home grown. He was brought in from the outside.
People hated outsiders. He was like an intruder at a wedding feast, in the group but not a part of it.
He was often lonely. He came from a poverty-stricken place called Linxian in Henan, a place that produced
oesophagus cancer and beggars. The family was very poor. He left home when he was very young to learn a trade.
Then, by some miracle, the Red Flag Canal was built, and a popular song about it came out. He managed to find a
song sheet and learnt it, moving his lips but not actually singing. When he thought he had it down pat, he sang out
loud—and found he couldn't carry a tune. He gave up singing after that.
They called him the man from Linxian. He was a lathe operator in a large factory. During the three hard years
he quit and joined the house-renovating brigade and moonlighted for extra money on the side. His father died
when he was young, and he had a mother and brothers to support. They lived in East Bridge Street, which was
lined with low, shabby, dun-colored adobe houses. The inhabitants were as drab as the street. Somehow his
mother found him a wife in his native place, so he went back and forth. He had four daughters.
In spite of running back and forth, he felt he did not belong to anywhere. He did not have much schooling, but
he was sensitive. He had read quite a few classics and acquired a world-weariness from them. He pitied himself
and vilified himself by turns. At times he felt he was no better than an ant, but then he also felt he ought not to be
an ant. He was constantly torn by these conflicting emotions. He was dark-complexioned and stockily built, not at
all a romantic figure. Yet there was always a vague sadness about him that people called “sourness” for lack of a
better word.
He had few friends, except Old Wu.
Old Wu was also a character. He had been a bricklayer. Because he belonged to the faction that was in power
at the time, suddenly he was transferred to the workshop as head of the machine shop. Old Wu knew nothing
about machines, but he was smart enough to see that the situation wasn’t a simple one, so he brought a friend
along for courage, not realizing he was even more timid than himself. He felt the others looked upon him as some
kind of threat.
When he laid down his trowel and took up the ruler, he found his fingers were not as nimble as they had been.
Long ago there had been another female apprentice. She had been young and worn her hair in a long braid and
called him “master.” He had not been quite as dark then, nor had his waist thickened. His glossy hair had been
parted down the middle and smelled of pomade. His whole body had smelled of it. She had been as pale and cool
as a stream. On her days off she had worn a jacket with simple patterns and carried a matching knapsack. And the
last character in her name had been the faminine “mei.”
He had never thought he would take another female apprentice when she left. He thought they were more
trouble than they were worth.
But here was Old Wu with another one. This one was thin. A long neck rested on prominent collar bones. Her
eyes were wide, and her brows were thick. Her mouth seemed to take up most of her narrow face. It was late
spring and dry, and her lips were chapped and flaking. She was ugly. But the way she addressed him as Master
Zhao struck a chord. Also she had an unusual name—Pu—which probably meant she came from a cultured
family. And she was talkative.
“I’m rather dumb,” she told him.
“I don’t think so,” he replied.
“I really am.” She was quite definite about it.
“Then you’ll have to learn slowly,” he said matter-of-factly. “It’s not that hard.”
“I’ll never get the hang of it.” Her mind was quite made up. “Not in a hundred years.”
“Then you might as well quit.” There seemed nothing more to say.
“But you mustn’t send me back.” She seemed to look upon him as an accomplice. “I beg you.” She had a high
forehead. She was anything but dumb.
“Who said anything about sending you back?” he smiled.
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She smiled too. When she smiled she was quite pretty .
“I’ve been given several copies of Machine Layouts. Please don’t give me another,” she said.
He smiled awkwardly and said nothing. He could not fathom this strange new apprentice.
“Don’t you want to be a worker?” he asked.
“No.” She was emphatic.
“What do you want?”
“To wander,” she said. “To go to the ends of the earth and do what I want.”
Her answer took him by surprise. He sensed she had not led an easy life and that she was probably very
unhappy. He asked her what she meant by doing what she liked.
“Just doing whatever I fancy, on the spur of the moment,” she said. He said,
“Here you can do as you please. I won’t interfere.”
She had seen the song sheet sticking out of his jacket pocket. It was the old song about the rolling waters of the
Zhang River and the mighty Taihang Mountains. To show her gratitude she said,
“I’ll teach you the song.”
*
The B665 shaping machine had stood against the southwest wall beside his tool cupboard. He moved it a
smidgen to make space for a locker room. There was no locker, so the clothes that came off were thrown in a heap
in the tool cupboard. He propped a few boards on some bricks, and that served as a rest bench.
She thought it was quite luxurious, a perfect place to read, but kept her thoughts to herself. He kept asking her
to teach him songs. She taught him the one about the rolling Zhang River, and went on to one about wild geese
and the brigade marching forth. But he was tone deaf, and he could never stay on key, and she was bored.
“Did I get it right that time?” he asked anxiously.
“Perfect,” she said to mollify him.
He never put on airs with her. If anything, he was anxious to please, and she was grateful in her way. When she
said she hated sharpening tools, he did it himself. Then she was embarrassed.
“I’m allergic to the sharpener,” she explained. “When the sharpener starts turning I break out in goose bumps.”
“I understand,” he said quickly.
“Have you ever heard of anything so silly?” she asked.
He had to admit that he had not.
“I had a schoolmate who broke out in bumps the minute she was assigned to farm in the countryside. They
were everywhere, even in her eyes, nose and throat. They tried everything on her, but nothing worked. They sent
her home, and she got over it right away, but when she went back to the village, back they came. The doctors
finally thought she had an allergy. Do you know what she was allergic to?”
“What?”
“It was the adobe sleeping platform!” she giggled.
“It takes all kinds,” he sighed. “You have the frail bodies of ladies but have to lead the life of maids.”
“That’s right,” she smiled coldly. “The heart wants to fly, but the body is rooted to the ground.”
He glanced at the wistful, lonely curve of her wide mouth with a hint of haughtiness in it. She must come from
a well-to-do family that has fallen from grace, he thought.
She didn’t mind the heavy work: moving half-finished products, dumping metal shavings, swabbing the floor
and such. She knew what was expected of an apprentice. She would really put her back into working the bench
vice. She would insert a length of pipe, grasp it and press down. For a moment the effort lifted her off the ground.
But the vice held. She could do it as well as he. Strangely enough she preferred the heavy work. On the other hand
work that required skill didn’t interest her. Other apprentices would butter up their master, anxious to look at
blueprints, careful to pick up any little tricks of the trade. But she was not interested. She could not read
blueprints.
“This is a cross section,” he explained.
“You tell me what to do, and I’ll do it,” she cut him off. “I’ll never learn all that.” He was worried.
“If you can’t read a blueprint, how are you going to do the job?”
“You’ll tell me.”
“What if I’m not around?”
“Where can you go?”
“What if I die?”
“There’ll always be a way,” she said. There was nothing to do but let her carry on with the heavy work.
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Once he remarked that she had strong hands. She lifted up a pair of gnarled and calloused hands and said
ruefully as Ke Xiang in Azalea Mountain did,
“What does one get working? Shoulders of iron and thick strong hands.”
They laughed companionably. She had a loud, open laugh, and she didn’t mind the curious glances it attracted.
He said,
“I want you to do something for me.”
“What is it?”
“I want you to jot down all the phrases and idioms you use each day in a notebook for me.”
Her face went blank. What did he expect her to do? Scribble every phrase down as she uttered them? How was
anyone to carry on a conversation that way?
“Will you do it for me?” he asked again.
“I’ll try,” she said, not knowing what else to say. But the request perplexed her. He really got a notebook for
her and put it in the tool cupboard. First he asked her to try and remember all the expressions she used. She
wracked her brain and came up with things like “do as 1 please,” “wandering to the ends of the earth,” and “the
heart wants to fly, but the body is rooted to the ground.” And she told herself to stop using expressions like that.
He leafed through the notebook and muttered,
“Here you can do as you please.”
She sighed. The last of the daylight struggled through the grimy window and flooded them with pale light. His
dark face was haggard. The bench vice groaned, planing a large sheet of metal. The shavings flying off in sizzling
blue curls struck his arm. He was oblivious to the smell of scorched flesh, but her gorge rose.
*
Gradually people took a dislike to her. She was ugly, proud and affected, and she had the sour man wrapped
around her finger.
The weather turned warm. Spring was over quickly in this town. The winds of spring stirred up dust that cut
off the sun. When the wind fell off, the sun blazed, and it was summer. As usual tea and sugar were distributed to
fend off the heat, but the tea was stale, and if it was made strong, it burned the throat and looked murky. The
workers became lethargic in the heat. They sat around most of the day, hiding in empty rooms or behind the tanks
and columns away ftom the searching eyes of the bosses. They chatted or played poker, and somehow the day
passed. The regulation one hour lunch break stretched into two and three hours. They emerged ftom a comfortable
nap and groggily quaffed a cup of cool tea, which sent a warm surge through their bodies. The machine shop was
silent.
Not a sound came ftom it. Everyone seemed to avoid it.
As long as they were together, no one else came near, but the others watched the two of them huddled by the
tool cupboard, talking and singing. He sounded like a cat in heat. They made faces and said it was “sickening.”
They disapproved of his flirting. The man from Linxian, with his dark face and his thick body, was behaving like
a romantic matinée idol, when everyone knew he had a wife in his home town.
These were down-to-earth people. When you’re thirsty you drink; when you’re hungry you eat. That was their
creed. All this sentimental mumbo-jumbo grated on their nerves. Men were supposed to be straightforward and
women passionate. A prank had to be bawdy to be good. To be sure, there were matinée idol types among them,
who were handsome and dashing and had many affairs. Although these fellows played the sentimental lover, in
the end it was still a matter of slaking a certain thirst. It was all a game.
*
Lao Yuan was that sort. Lao Yuan was a machinist of about thirty. He was fair-skinned and tall and wore hornrimmed glasses. In the winter he was always in a silver gray or blue suit of padded cotton, cut in the Chinese
style. A long, wine-red scarf was drawn around his neck, half of it carelessly flung over a shoulder, as dashing as a
movie star. In the summer it was either a blue or a snow-white shirt and carefully creased pants. He could sing
bawdy songs, play a bit of accordion, catch fish, play poker and recite a bit of poetry that made women wild. He
was always after ftesh prey.
When it came to women Lao Yuan was usually gallant. But for some reason he despised her. He was constantly
running her down. He once remarked,
“She’s got the mouth of a hippo! Who’d want to kiss a hippo!” Everyone laughed.
“To each his own,” they chortled.
“Right. Get desperate enough, and you’ll have it off with a pig or a dog.”
The women smiled knowingly and spat on the ground.
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“Sickening beast!”
*
In the southwest corner the lathe was huffing and puffing, smoothing out some object. They stood on either
side, she scraping away the metal shavings with a wire hook and he intently watching the blade glide back and
forth.
“They’re talking about me,” he remarked. She looked up.
“What are they saying?”
“They’re talking about me, that’s all.”
“Let them,” she chuckled coldly. “They can’t hurt you.”
“Don’t you care?”
“Me?” she was amused. “Why should I?”
“Once I had a friend who said if someone spat in his face, he wouldn’t wipe it off. He’d leave it to dry,” he
said.
She was suddenly uncomfortable. That was going too far. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have
someone spit in her face. Spittle left to dry must surely smell. She felt dirtied.
“Life is meaningless,” he remarked.
“It’s hard,” she agreed.
*
Maybe it had to do with the passing of spring. She seemed to bloom. The dryness went out of her, and even the
flakes of dried skin on her lips disappeared and they became red and lustrous. She seemed fairer too. It was as if
she had been reborn. When he looked at her, heat suffused him. They talked about all sorts of things. Mostly they
talked about the books they’d read. She read mostly Western books; he read Chinese classics. He told her his
favourite was Er Du Mei. It was a sad story, he told her, and the character “mei” in his daughters’ names came
from it, but he did not tell her the other reason for that “mei.”
In his speech there was a hint of a Linxian aa:ent. Most people from there had an accent. The difference with
him was that he was soft-spoken, and there was always a tragic undertone in his voice. He was diffident and shy
like a girl. The longer you knew him the more you came to recognize his womanishness.
That was a quality she disliked. She recognized the tragic quality in him, and she wondered where it stemmed
from. Gradually she stopped thinking of him as a teacher, just as he had never thought of her as an apprentice. He
pitied her. She was like a puppy that had fallen into water. She was just a helpless, wet puppy scratching at his
heart. Only she wouldn’t stop until she unearthed something soft, like a larva. His heart felt like a larva, wriggling
slowly, uncomfortably. He listened to her endless chatter, and there was a clean, tender feeling in him. But at night
his dreams were confused, dirty and shameful. When he woke his sheets were wet. Yet he never harboured an
indecent thought during the day. Finally he had to admit that he was despicable and dirty like the rest.
When he met her the next day he felt awkward. It was as though he had sullied her. Of all things, she had to
talk about a dream she had had and went on to describe it in graphic detail. She said,
“I dreamt I gave birth to a hundred and twenty-seven frogs.” He was bathed in cold, clammy sweat. His flesh
crawled.
“Really. I remember it vividly. One, two, three, four … a hundred and twenty-seven frogs. Strange. Why not a
hundred and twenty-five?” She looked up at him and sighed. “It was disgusting.”
He was bewitched, restless. Each night before he dropped off, he begged himself not to have another of those
exhausting dreams, but from time to time they came unbidden. During the day he felt guilty, afraid she might
somehow sense his betrayal. She became more attractive by the day. It was her wide mouth that fascinated him
the most. Her smile tugged at his heart. Her long, thin body became supple and yielding. She had taken on the
shape of a woman, and she enjoyed the dumb admiration in his eyes.
Yet it made her uncomfortable too. Although she was accustomed to the informality between them, and she
was grateful for a master who did not put on airs, she was suddenly aware that he was a man. The new awareness
made her suddenly awkward. She thought a master ought to be aloof
And then she noticed there was a subtle change in the atmosphere.
*
She was sensitive. It did not take her long to recognize the looks she was getting, and she was dismayed.
“They’re talking about us,” she told him.
“I know,” he replied.
“Beasts,” she chuckled, “measuring everyone by their own standards.”
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He did not know how to respond, so he kept silent. No one greeted her. No one asked her help in private
chores, share a joke, have a chat or go out shopping. No one noticed when she put on a new dress. They were only
interested in examining him and her under a microscope.
At first she was aloof. Finally when she understood she was being isolated, she was angry.
Do I care? she asked herself. Do their tricks bother me? She was used to loneliness. There was something
almost noble in that. She went through the yard and the workshop with her head high, looking neither right nor
left. She did not want to speak to or be bothered by anyone. She buried herself in books. She became irritable.
Once he asked her to measure something that had just been planed. She slammed the calipers on the work
bench viciously and said,
“I told you I don’t like the work, and I don’t want to learn. Why force me!”
The machines were stopped just then, and she was shrill. Everyone heard. She looked around and saw them
whispering with their heads together and burst into tears. He was silent all that afternoon. He was distracted. His
hand trembled so, he could barely hold the calipers. He did not notice the cutting edge was going too deep until,
with a crunch, it went through the lathe. The machines shrieked, and still he did not react. Fortunately Lao Wu
heard the noise and came running to shut off the power.
“Idiot!” Lao Wu shouted.
He said nothing. She shot a nervous glance at his blank face and wondered what to do. Why couldn’t he put on
the airs of a master, just this once? If only he would rage and rant and behave the way he was supposed to. She
could bear anything but this blandness. He was beyond help, she decided.
She sighed. She made up her mind not to behave like a spoilt brat from then on. She couldn’t stand his look of
dumb hurt.
She had discovered he liked the theme song from Green Pine Hill, for she had seen the slip of paper on which
he had copied the lyrics sticking out of his pocket. She knew he wanted to learn it but was too shy to ask. She was
feeling guilty and resolved to teach him as a peace offering. She taught him the song line by line, mustering all the
patience she had. She was aware of the amused glances of the others, and that depressed her. He was in a daze,
and the tune wandered all over the place. He sensed the others giggling in the comer, but when he saw the look of
utter resignation on her face, he could not utter another sound.
He was sad and embarrassed. She was numb. She held a metal hook used for scraping metal filings in her
hand. She lifted it sharply and shattered the light bulb over the lathe. With a loud pop, the work bench was
plunged in darkness.
It was an odd reflex. The sudden darkness stunned them both. Finally, still dazed, she said plaintively,
“Why don’t you yell at me? Why are you so easy to bully?”
He just looked at her without a word.
*
They went on like that. When she was in a good mood, she chattered merrily. She always had a lot to say, and
in her loneliness she needed an audience. He gradually got used to her unpredictable moods. When she smiled, the
sun shone in the little corner. When she did not, the whole world sank into gloom.
It was a long, hot summer. When it was over he felt he had aged ten years. The autumn rains of September
began, and he asked leave to go home for the harvest. He did not tell her until the date of his departure was fixed.
“But what will I do?” she asked in a panic.
Suddenly she was the helpless puppy again. He was soft. He actually thought of not going home. But then the
thin yellow face of his wife tlashoo before his eyes.
His wife had given him four daughters and ended with a list of illnesses as long as your arm. She had chronic
backaches and heavy menstruations. He couldn’t leave his wife to her own devices at harvest time. On the other
hand he couldn’t leave her either, since she couldn’t even sharpen tools. So he spent the night in the workshop
sharpening a whole range of tools, which he laid in the tool cupboard for her. He told her,
“Select the things that you can do, things that are easy. And take your time. Leave the other stuff to me.”
She said she would. She looked so lost and abandoned that he felt guilty for leaving her.
“Come back quickly,” she said.
He promised he would be back as soon as possible. He forgot her arrogance and unreasonableness. He only
thought of her good points, her helplessness and her cleverness. Her pitiful look haunted him and made him think
of his wife as the hateful perpetrator of this unchivalrous thing he was doing. He blamed himself for her
predicament and worried she might not be able to cope with a heavy and dangerous machine.
*
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In fact she could not cope. She was unusually clumsy and nervous. In the mornings when she had changed into
her coveralls, she hesitated to throw the electric switch, afraid the machines might catch fire and explode. Her
imagination ran riot. She stood in front of the switch shifting her weight from one foot to the other, unable to
touch it. In the end she shut her eyes, gritted her teeth and reached for it. It went on with a snap, and there was no
explosion. Then she breathed a sigh of relief. But the palms of her hands were sweating. She realized how much
she needed him. In this tiny corner of the earth, he was her brain, her backbone, her eyes and her limbs. He was
the jar she kept in the corner, into which she dropped whatever she fancied .
It happened that work was heavy just then, and everything came marked urgent. She could not read blueprints. Though she turned them this way and that, she might have been reading horoscopes for all the sense she
made of them .
Fortunately a lot of the work she had done before. Although she could not read the blueprints, she at least knew
what needed to be done, and nothing went terribly wrong. Also he had asked Lao Wu to keep an eye on her, and
Lao Wu was as good as his word, dropping by and giving her pointers. She endured, counting the days to his
return. She dreamed of looking up and seeing his smiling face beside her. She forgot her boredom, forgot his
irritating womanish ways, his sentimentality and his sour ways. She brushed all that aside. It was as though she
had never been annoyed by him.
She was unsure of herself and nervous, and she missed him.
Before long all the tools were blunt. She tried to sharpen a planer blade herself, but the minute she turned on
the sharpener, the blade began to jump in her hand. She held on, though her hand hurt. The blade was almost worn
away but still had no cutting edge. She took it to the forge and begged the blacksmith for help.
She leaned on the door jamb and watched the two men hammering a lump of golden-red metal on the anvil.
One had a thin, dark face, and the other was fat. The smithy was dark and cramped. Its dun-coloured adobe walls,
the gloom and the two taciturn men lent the plare an air of mystery. She heard the sizzle of the water, and the
steam that billowed was acrid. The blacksmith threw the blade at her feet:
“Take it away.”
*
After that she tried sharpening them herself again. The handle got hotter and hotter, until she could not hold it
and broke out in a sweat. Someone shoved her aside roughly and said,
“Give it to me.”
It was Lao Yuan.
Instantly the sharpener wheel hummed. Lao Yuan was in his element. The blade was sharpened in a trice. He
mounted the blade on the planer.
“Now let’s try it,” Lao Yuan said.
She switched on the machine, which made a swishing sound, and the metal shavings that flew off were silverblue crystals. She had never seen anything quite as beautiful.
“Thank you,” she said. The words slipped out be- fore she could stop them.
People were not used to thanking one another.
“Don’t thank me,” Lao Yuan said. He grinned, showing a neat row of pearly teeth.
“Your master hasn’t even shown you how to sharpen blades.” She quickly went to his defense.
“It’s my fault. I’m too stupid to learn.”
“The man from Linxian is careless.”
“No. I am stupid.”
“Not at all,” said Lao Yuan, “in fact you’re the cleverest of the lot.”
Lao Yuan laid flattery on with a trowel, and there was no gainsaying him, for it just made you sound
pretentious.
“I really am stupid. My mother used to feed me chicken wings to make me clever, but it didn’t work.”
Lao Yuan flashed her a smile. They were relaxed. She saw him in a new light, not as an enemy. In fact she
thought he wasn’t a bad sort.
“I know you read a lot. What do you like the most?”
“Oh, just anything I can lay my hands on.”
“I like reading too.”
“What do you like?”
“The classics,” he said, and named Zola’s Nana and several others. “I’ve read them all.”
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He was tall and handsome and wore a pair of scholarly-looking spectacles. He dressed like a student leader of
the May Fourth Movement. He was well read, and talking to him was a joy. It was before the time of the Japanese
film star Takakura Ken, who seldom smiled. In troubled times women preferred the smiling, romantic, matinée
idol type. He was the sort that would appeal to a woman such as her.
*
Actually Lao Yuan also had a female apprentice, called Jilian.
Jilian was a coquette. When she walked she seemed to float. She had big, wide eyes set in a rosy, heart-shaped
face. Jilian glowed. Jilian was simple. It only took a few kind words to have her eating out of your hand. People
took advantage of her good nature. If you stole a kiss or a feel, she would never complain or make a scene. The
others said Jilian was cheap and that her mother was a fallen woman.
Jilian’s mother had three daughters. Within a month of giving birth, she started binding her waist, so tight she
hardly breathed. Now she was over forty, and her waist was still like a young girl’s.
Jilian had her mother’s figure but her father’s eyebrows and eyes. She was attractive but not brassy. She was
modish. Her work pants were a bit faded and shrunken, showing a trim ankle clad in light brown stockings. She
had had several love affairs, none of them serious. They had caused neither much joy nor sadness. At the moment
she was involved with a young thug from west of the river around Xiayuan. It didn’t take the young thug long to
have Jilian completely mesmerized. Her parents were violently against it, and Jilian was often sporting bruises on
her face and body. Everyone knew her father was beating her. But it didn’t dampen her spirits. Jilian was as
cheerful as ever.
The only person that intimidated Jilian was her master. Lao Yuan had time to laugh and chat with the women.
He was friendly with everyone but her.
When his work was done, she had to fetch water for him to wash his greasy hands. He would frown angrily if
she was slow. He was full of the master’s airs and graces. Although he had a reputation as a ladies’ man, he never
laid a finger on Jilian.
*
Lao Yuan started going around to the southwest corner of the workshop to chat with her.
“It’s quiet here,” Lao Yuan remarked.
“That’s because no one ever comes here,” she replied.
“Your master is a strange man,” said Lao Yuan. She agreed and immediately regretted it.
“But he’s a good man,” she added lamely.
Lao Yuan sensed he had touched a nerve and said no more, but he was spending more and more time with her
talking about books. He lent her The Red and the Black, Nana and The Small Hotel. She lent him Eugene Onegin
and Jean Christophe. Lao Yuan knew some bawdy songs. She brought a collection of 200 folk songs from around
the world, and they found they knew most of the same ones.
They started singing together. Sometimes he sang the lead, and sometimes she did. Their voices blended well
and attracted quite a following of youngsters. Suddenly the southwest comer became very popular. Young people
such as Jilian, Erbao, Xiao Jiao and Xianxian gathered there to listen.
Sometimes they played a game matching titles of films, old and new, locally made and foreign. One person
would think of a title and the other would quickly have to come up with another. She and Lao Yuan always lasted
the longest.
She knew a lot of foreign films, and Lao Yuan had the names of a number of films made in Hongkong.
“How old are you, that you’ve seen all those films?” asked Lao Yuan.
“I guess I’ve seen them all, but all I remember are the titles,” she replied.
They both felt a nameless melancholy. At such times they felt very close to one another. Melancholy suited
Lao Yuan, with his pale face and burning black eyes.
*
She no longer missed him, and the days flew by. Lao Yuan, watching her fumbling with the blueprints, soon
realized she could not read them.
“Can’t you read them?” She shook her head and reddened.
“It’s easy,” said Lao Yuan.
“I can’t seem to get the knack of it.”
“That’s because you refuse to learn.” They sighed. Lao Yuan looked at her curiously pale face and said
comfortingly,
“A monk has to ring the temple bell. It’s inevitable.”
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Lao Yuan made sense. It seemed that no one else had ever spoken to her so simply and directly before. She
forgot how her master had tried to reason with her time and again. Lao Yuan traced a fingertip across the
drawings, and everything became perfectly clear.
Finally Lao Yuan was finished.
There was no sound in the machine shop except the rain falling on the weeds and drumming on the tanks and
columns outside. It rained miserably till nightfall.
“Thank you,” she said.
Lao Yuan smiled wistfully. She did not know what was on Lao Yuan’s mind, but she sensed whatever it was,
she needed it. She felt almost transparent in her need.
“We seem destined to meet,” was all he said.
*
Lao Yuan came from a family that had fallen on hard times. His father and grandfather had been in positions of
power when the warlord Yan Xishan was a name to reckon with, but he had never shared any of their glory.
Instead he endured a great deal of hardship as a result of that connection. Still, he enjoyed talking about those
times. He spoke of his family with regret but also a certain pride.
“You’d be surprised what a lot of fallen nobility this rough place harbours,” he told her.
Lao Yuan pointed out that this one had been the head of broadcasting under the Kuomintang; that one was the
scion of a wealthy overseas Chinese who had made his fortune in rubber in Indonesia; and the father of another
was currently a member of congress in Taiwan. But she saw them only as dull nonentities indistinguishable from
the gray masses. Lao Yuan was different.
There was a touching romanticism about him, as though he carried some secret burden. In their silent moments
she seemed to reach for something, at once bitter and warm, just beyond her grasp. Lao Yuan had a dainty wife,
whom people said was the perfect mate for him. Yet he never spoke of her and often sighed at the unfairness of
life. He was fond of Lu Fangweng’s The Phoenix Comb and sometimes sang bits of it to her.
“That’s the way life is,” sighed Lao Yuan. It made her heartsore.
*
She had almost forgotten there was anyone else in the world, unaware that one was hurrying back as fast as he
could. One morning as she came out of the locker room, there he was, as though he had fallen from the sky.
“Master, you’re back!” she cried excitedly.
He was glad to be back, but there was also a trace of sadness in his face. So many emotions churned within
him. He was darker and thinner, standing there like a shadow. There was a womanish tenderness in his eyes that
was disturbing. Lao Wu came over.
“You’re back early. Is the harvest done?” he asked.
He mumbled something and blushed as though a secret had been exposed. Actually he had been restless at
home and bored with his country wife. The place where he had grown up tending cattle and playing in the mud
had become alien to him. He had been lost. He had left before the harvest was really over and hurried back to the
town as though a hundred devils were on his heels. He had been eager to be back in the town that enticed him, yet
he was a fish out of water there too.
“You’re tanned,” she observed.
She too had changed. When he left she had had the eyes of a frightened mouse, but now her eyes flashed like a
cat’s. She had been a pitiful little thing wondering how to cope. Her helplessness had haunted him and compelled
him to hurry back, but she had changed into a pert little cat. She glowed, asking him this and that, making him
feel awkward. He was expecting a mess: work piled everywhere, waste needing to be dumped, blunt tools left
helter-skelter, the machinery gathering dust, and her at her wits’ end, waiting for him to put things right.
But everything was shipshape. Finished work was neatly arranged on the shelves. Unfinished work was laid
out on the work bench. There was no sign of disorder.
“You’ve never done this work before,” he remarked.
“That’s right.”
“Do you know how?”
“I just followed the blueprints,” she said, unable to disguise the pride in her voice.
“Can you read them?”
“Sort of …”
She had performed a sleight of hand. He could not fathom her, and she enjoyed the effect. There was a time
when she thought it would be such fun to be able to wave a piece of red cloth and produce a snake or a bowl of
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goldfish, but she didn’t really want to be a magician. It was just that it would add a dash of excitement to her drab
life. She tilted her head to one side and watched the strange expression on his face.
“Oh! Oh,” he said.
She wondered what the exclamation meant. Although she didn’t bother to think about it, the moment was
spoilt.
“Not being able to read blueprints was a handicap, but Master Wu and Master Yuan gave me some pointers.
The rest I muddled through.”
She had unintentionally brought Master Wu into the picture and given Lao Yuan a back seat. She tried to sound
light and cheerful, but her words were still a clap of thunder over his head. She saw the dumb look in his face and
knew what he was thinking. He had a suspicious nature, and he felt betrayed.
People were factional here. None should poke a finger in anybody else’s pie. Still she considered him really
shallow and such a peasant. She didn’t want to quarrel on his first day back. She tried to sound casual, but it came
out sounding defensive.
“What’s the matter? It’s almost impossible to work without reading the blueprints,”
“Oh! Oh!” he muttered distractedly. He thought she was being selfrighteous and putting the blame on him,
when all along it was he who had been trying to convince her of that simple fact. She felt a helpless rage against
his silence. If only he would rant at her, scold her for shaming him, rail at the others for their interference:
anything except his “Oh! Oh,” which infuriated her and meant nothing.
The other apprentices, Xiao Jiao, Jilian and Xianxian, drifted in. They all greeted him. Even Lao Yuan shouted
a greeting to him. He was amazed. It had never happened before. He was sure it had nothing to do with him. It
was her, and she was full of guile.
He was the last to leave after work that day. Lao Wu was waiting outside the gate and engaged him in gossip.
He listened with growing impatience. Finally Lao Wu said,
“That apprentice of yours is unreliable. Sooner or later Lao Yuan’s bunch will lure her away.” His temper
flared.
“What’s it to you?” he shouted.
*
The southwest corner of the workshop was silent again. They stood on opposite sides of the work bench, he
watching the planer glide back and forth, she listlessly scraping the shavings off with a hook. The lathe hummed.
Everything was as it had been, but he knew nothing would ever be the same.
No one came into their corner. Xiao Jiao, Jilian and Xianxian made faces at her from across the room. She
grinned back. He could not see what was happening behind his back. He only saw her grin, and he was overcome
with loneliness.
His hangdog look irritated her. Often she would slip away to read in the locker room. At other times she went
to another part of the workshop to gossip with Xiao Jiao and the other young people. She felt justified slacking off
under his nose.
Sometimes Lao Yuan would saunter over and join them. Everybody talked at once. Lao Yuan regaled them
with stories of the past and the antics of the famous ones among them. He told how two people had made a wager
whereby the loser would have to call the winner father, but the loser had turned the tables on the victor by treating
himself as a child. He had started demanding food and drink, cigarettes and spending money from his makebelieve dad. The thing had got so out of hand that the winner had had to concede defeat. Lao Yuan had the knack
of spinning a yam, and listening to him, she wondered if some hurt lay hidden under his jollity.
She and Lao Yuan lived in the same part of town. Often they rode their bicycles home together. They rode
slowly, chatting companionably. She saved a great many things to tell Lao Yuan, just as she had done with him. It
did not occur to her that she was casting about for a new audience. She and Lao Yuan began to look like lovers.
One time Xiao Jiao overtook them and mischievously shouted,
“A pair of prawns, a pair of prawns, worth one yuan twenty-eight,” and sped off. She blushed, but he shrugged
it off.
“Rascal,” he said casually.
She relaxed. She liked a man who could conceal his inner turmoil.
“Will one yuan twenty-eight buy a catty or a pair?” he asked chuckling.
“You’d be lucky to get the small shrimps at that price,” she countered.
They laughed, but their laughter was laced with sadness. Neither knew where the sadness stemmed from,
except that it ran deep. They became self-conscious and talked of inconsequential things. He said he liked prawns,
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and she admitted she liked them too, but she couldn’t find them in the market. He named several other things he
liked to eat, and she thought he had refined taste.
“I am a born gentleman,” he said archly. He was showing off when he said that, and she realized it helped him
survive.
*
Jilian was pregnant, but no one knew. She bound her waist like her mother had, and she wore loose-fitting
clothes, so that even in the fifth and sixth months no one noticed. But the “boss ladies” were shrewd enough to
detect some subtle changes in her. They remarked that hers were no longer the buttocks of a virgin. They said that
pregnant women craved hot, spicy foods.
Jilian did not exhibit any such tendency. She was as active as ever, trying to shake loose the unwanted lump of
flesh growing within her. But it was firmly anchored. She moved loads of half finished products, but still it clung.
She remembered her grandmother saying once that unhingeing old-fashioned doors caused abortions, but there
was no such door in the town. She did not know what to do. Her man was the responsible type.
“We’ll get married,” he said without hesitation.
“But I haven’t finished my apprenticeship,” Jilian worried.
Finally, when her condition was beyond conceal- ment, her mother wept, and her father threatened to kill her.
Eventually they calmed down. Her parents prepared good wine, cigarettes and fancy cakes, and when the
marriage certificate was obtained, a wedding date was set. The boy’s family cleared a room and gave them some
furniture. It was a happy occasion, although it was close to the date when the baby would be due. The brigade was
naturally less than pleased. Jilian had not finished her apprenticeship, and this would create an undesirable
precedent.
However, she was pregnant, and in the end their objections were only on paper. Lao Yuan was humiliated.
None of the other masters had encountered anything like it. Jilian had let him down. He wore a long face, and
Jilian cowered and did her best to keep out of his way. Jilian invited all the apprentices to her wedding and
included the masters too, although she knew they would not come.
Xiao Jiao, Xianxian and the others scrubbed their faces clean and went with a sense of high adventure.
Afterwards they talked of nothing but the sumptuousness of the feast and the beauty of the wedding chamber.
Jilian wore a short jacket of red silk, her little round belly protruding in ftont of her. Everyone agreed the short
jacket was a mistake. The older women cornered the young ones and made them describe Jilian’s dress and
headgear down to the smallest detail. They wanted to know what the groom wore and what Jilian’s parents wore.
Were they happy or were they glum? How did the young couple entertain their guests? What was on the menu,
and was the meat cooked in fresh oil and the chicken done to a turn? When they had heard all they wanted, they
clucked and shook their heads.
“Apparently it went well. Someone on our street gave birth at the wedding,” said one of the “boss ladies.”
“Really, what is the world coming to!”
“They say, ‘you may have seen the world, but have you seen your mother’s wedding?’”
The women hunched their shoulders and tittered. The young people blushed to the roots of their hair.
In the small hours, three days later Jilian was rushed to the hospital and gave birth to a strong baby girl. The
brigade marked Jilian for a serious breach of conduct and put her on probation for a year. Jilian thought nothing of
it, but Lao Yuan’s nose was seriously out of joint.
*
His wife came and left their eldest daughter with him. Actually it was his idea. He thought the girl was clever.
“Let her go to school in the city,” he suggested. And because she loved him, his wife said to the girl,
“Go look after your father.”
He did not like being called “dad.” He insisted on “father.” He did not want his daughter to cook and wash for
him. After school he wanted her to learn to play the pipa.
In those days five children out of ten were made to learn a musical instrument. It was thought that having some
musical skill would open doors to better jobs. Anyone with musical skill could get out of the farming brigades and
become a factory worker or a soldier and be guarantred an “iron rice bowl.”\fn{ Some sort of guaranteed income}
Therefore all the little girls in the town, no matter how tone-deaf, struggled with a violin or a pipa. His eldest
daughter was no exception. He shared a courtyard with a younger brother whose daughter had progressed quite
well with the pipa. She knew a few tricks and could pick out a tune quite creditably, so he decided his daughter
should take lessons as well. He got his brother to find him a second-hand pipa, which swallowed up all his
savings. He and his daughter lived on cereals for two months, without so much as a blade of greens.
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His daughter, clutching the pipa, was all hands and feet. Her small face became sallower by the day. She was
listless, drooping like a frostbitten flower. She was afraid of her father, who loomed over her, glaring, as stern as a
judge. But once she put down the pipa, the girl came alive. She was an active and vivacious child, and living in
the same courtyard with Aunt and Uncle there was always something happening.
But like him, she was tone-deaf. He couldn’t tell the difference, and so he would not give up. The girl became
wan and pale, but all he dreamt of was the future. She would grow up to be a young lady of the city, her face half
hidden behind a pipa.
Her fingers would be supple and white. Perhaps she would marry a refined young man who wore hornrimmed glasses. On Saturday evenings they would stroll together in the park. He would whisper sweet nothings to
her, and she would be romantic and coquettish.
*
A month after she had given birth, several people went to visit Jilian. Then the gossip started.
“Strange, the baby resembles him!”
“What a disaster!”
“The shape of the face, the eyes and the nose: the perfect image of him.”
“How strange!”
“Anything is possible these days!”
They had been suspicious all along. Now someone remembered seeing him kiss Jilian. Someone else said she
had seen Jilian in a cinema whispering and cracking melon seeds with a man, and she thought it was him.
Gradually their doubts turned into iron-clad facts. They had gleefully unearthed a secret. A ladies’ man like him
with an apprentice like her: what could you expect? It had taken an infant to expose them, and suddenly everyone
was filled with righteous indignation.
The stern face he had once pulled had been nothing more than a mask. That gave them another uneasy thought.
They decided he was not the gallant they had thought he was. After all, there were so many older women who
were willing and able. But he had had to pick a virgin. That was the greatest sin of all.
Of course she wouldn’t believe it when Xiao Jiao told her the story. She bawled him out and called him a liar
and a gossip-monger who had nothing better to do.
But afterwards she began to doubt. Lao Yuan had not been seen for many days. Rumour had it that he had
taken sick leave. It seemed too much of a coincidence. She was restless, and her thoughts raced around her brain
like a squirrel in a cage. She became so absent- minded she put machine oil in her teacup. Afterwards, no matter
how she scrubbed it, she could not remove the smell of the oil. In the end she tossed the cup out.
He noticed but said nothing. He only sighed. That annoyed her. I bet he’s going to run Lao Yuan down too, she
thought. I bet he’s really happy. She thought he must hate Lao Yuan, and she knew why. She knew he thought ill
of them both. But she could do nothing about it. That hurt look on his face told her there was nothing she could
say to change his mind, and so she said nothing and left him to think whatever he chose.
In the end he couldn’t help himself. He had to ask her,
“Have you heard what they’re saying?”
“What are they saying?” she asked deliberately.
“About that incident.”
“What incident?”
“Everybody’s talking about it.”
“I don’t know,” she said. “I hate gossiping behind people’s backs. If you have something to say, say it to their
faces.”
She had given him what he deserved. His face darkened, and hers did too. He worked in dogged silence. She
had to bang around and make a noise. She wished Lao Yuan would come back to work. She longed for his steady
gaze; she longed to see him standing there before the lot of them, proud, unafgraid with nothing to hide.
She did not get her wish. Instead a sick-leave notice came saying Lao Yuan had come down with hepatitis B.
Her doubts grew. She had to know for sure. One day she bought a couple of tins of baby formula and a tiny
suit of clothes and went to visit Jilian. She hated herself for doing it, but she couldn’t help herself.
Jilian was happy to see her, pleased with her gifts, and praised her good taste. The baby was asleep. She
glanced at it quickly, feeling guilty, afraid Jilian might discover her despicable motive. In fact she saw nothing but
a blur of pink and white flesh, but Jilian insisted she have a good look.
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“Look at my daughter. When she was born she was as red and wrinkled as an old man, but the doctor said she
would grow up to be a beauty, that she alone glowed in the nursery.” Jilian poked the tender cheek with the tip of
her finger and added proudly,
“The silly girl is actually quite pretty. With eyebrows like willow leaves, almond eyes and a tiny mouth, who
do you think she resembles? Her father says she looks like me.”
Jilian oozed the pride and joy of young motherhood. She was quite something. She had had her own way and
produced a child without a shred of embarrassment or secretiveness. You couldn’t tell whether she was callous or
simple and honest. Jilian urged the child on her, and finally she screwed up enough courage to look at her
carefully. The baby was becoming a real person. Her skin was fair, and her hair was black. Her mouth puckered
like the petals of a flower.
She was dumbfounded. It was true. The baby resembled him somewhere—was it the eyes, the nose or the
mouth?
*
Finally Lao Yuan came back to work. He was still dashing and handsome in his silver gray jacket and his long,
wine-red scarf, one length hanging down his chest and the other carelessly flung over one shoulder. They greeted
him with smiles.
“Are you really recovered?” They were full of concern.
He passed around cigarettes, and a match went the rounds lighting them. They stood smoking, laughing and
chatting about illness and medicines. They were the best of friends. All the buzzing about Jilian and her child was
forgotten. He acted as though there had been nothing more than a serious illness. He seemed more talkative now
and laughed more readily. He was always offering cigarettes and was particularly generous with youngsters like
Xiao Jiao, jabbing them with playful punches as though the physical contact was a measure of their friendship.
Illness sremed to have given him a new perspective on life, and he was determined to live it to the hilt. Only
she recognized the change in him. His smile had become weak and false. He was too anxious to please when he
offered his cigarettes. He seemed to beg for something. Although he did his best to conceal his weakness—and for
the most part he succeeded—he could not escape her scrutiny.
So he took refuge in a crowd and left her alone. When they met they greeted each other, talked and even
cracked the odd joke, but they both understood that something between them was dead. They drifted further and
further apart. In the process he lost something he had never perhaps really possessed. Though she still looked at
him through rose-colored lenses, he was gone from her.
*
She learnt to smile.
She smiled at whoever spoke to her. She even smiled when they did not speak to her. Sometimes her smile was
a trifle mechanical. Then she would remind herself of the ancient adage: art will not crush.
She taught herself to co-exist with her master. She was no longer shrewish. She became gentle. She smiled
softly and listened patiently to him talking about his daughter and the pipa. They both became adept at skirting
unpleasant topics. She was haggard and wan. All he saw in her face was the bland and turbid flow of years. He
wondered about her.
He supposed she was out of love. She had been strongly attracted to Lao Yuan, but the gossip had been a rude
awakening. He felt a keen sense of loss, for the joy and pain of it belonged in another sphere of which he had no
part and never would. His heart contracted with grief when he faced her gentle, bland smile. He longed for the
brief, stormy days they had shared and that were no more.
He wanted to comfort her but didn’t know how and was afraid she would laugh at him. He believed she needed
people around her; she lived and died in a crowd; she suffered in a crowd. She would always need an audience.
He realized that was all he had been to her. He lost interest in songs. He understood now that she had only been
humouring him. Now and then they talked, mostly about practical things of everyday life. Once they drifted onto
the subject of marriage.
“You’ve had a hard life,” he said. She was surprised.
“You can’t cope with hard times, but you sure have a capacity for suffering,” he continued. “You need a
husband who’ll treat you badly: because unless he does, you won’t respect him.”
It didn’t make sense at first, but when she thought about it, what he said was true. She smiled, because he made
it sound so simple. Life was like that.
Sometimes he was more profound than a fortuneteller. Palmistry wasn’t as popular then, although there were a
few fortunetellers in the town. Most people took it as a game, though some fervently believed in it. Someone
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found a fortunetelling manual, which was passed quickly from one person to another. People copied bits of it that
related to themselves. In time it became less a manual than answers to the riddle of life couched in mysterious
sentences preceded by a number. The number was the result of a simple calculation. You took the total number of
brush-strokes in a person’s name and multiplied it by four. Then you looked up the same number in the manual.
They consulted the book together.
He drew “The boat capsizes in an angry sea,” and hers was “He who picks flowers is happy.”
She smiled bitterly.
*
Finally she left. She took the university entrance exam and became a student again.
He thought it was the best thing for her. She would be in a clean, neat place where she could discourse on lofty
things. The others in the brigade commented tartly that talent had been wasted. During the years she had been
there, they could have given her a desk job, let her write a few posters, draw a few plans, or at least do a bit of
accounting.
Xiao Jiao, Xianxian, Jilian and the other young people borrowed a Seagull 203 and took her to the park for
some souvenir photos. They posed on the grass beside the flower beds and archways. Jilian had weathered the
difficult months and filled out. Gone was the clinging smell of milk and wet diapers. She was wearing pretty
clothes again, and she bloomed. She lay on the grass with her brightly colored umbrella open beside her, shading
her eyes with a languidly lifted hand. All the girls followed suit, using the umbrella as a prop.
She bade him goodbye. He tried not to be sentimental, but in the end he still could not hide the feeling that
they would never meet again. He was reminded of Li Shangyin’s line,
“To meet is hard; to part is harder.”
She was going to the mountains and sea of the south, from whence she came. Nothing would lure her back. His
farewell gift was not the usual pen or souvenir album but a small meat grinder.
“Since you like dumplings, it might come in handy,” he said.
She looked into his deeply furrowed face and saw the hurt in his eyes and realized she had caused him great
pain. Instinctively she knew there would never be another who would love her as faithfully, unconditionally and
hopelessly as he. She lingered, dumb with misery. She thought of the little notebook in his drawer, full of idioms
she had jotted down, and all the lyrics of songs that were covered with greasy finger marks.
They smiled.
Lao Yuan gave her an English-Chinese dictionary. He came by when no one else was around, put it on top of
her tool-kit and left with a wave and a smile. Later, leafing through it she found a note:
I know you despise me. It’s not so much whether I am guilty. In your eyes, my conduct afterwards was much worse,
but to the others there are graver issues. I will not explain myself to you or anyone else. Perhaps you will never know
the truth. A little mystery adds spice to life. Would you believe I regret nothing?

She read those tear-blurred lines several times. She rushed from the workshop to find him, but he had gone.
Tanks and columns stood among the wildflowers. Welding guns flashed in the distance. The sun rolled wearily
toward the horizon, where the mountains rose and fell in endless undulations.
The city was a crucible.
191.1 Excerpt from Balzac And The Little Chinese Seamstress\fn{by Dai Sijie (1954- )} Putian, Fujian Province,
China (M) 9
The village headman, a man of about fifty, sat cross-legged in the centre of the room, close to the coals burning
in a hearth that was hollowed out of the floor; he was inspecting my violin. Among the possessions brought to this
mountain village by the two “city youths”—which was how they saw Luo and me—it was the sole item that
exuded an air of foreignness, of civilization, and therefore aroused suspicion.
One of the peasants came forward with an oil lamp to facilitate identification of the strange object. The
headman held the violin upright and peered into the black interior of the body, like an officious customs officer
searching for drugs. I noticed three blood spots in his left eye, one large and two small, all the same shade of
bright red.
Raising the violin to eye level, he shook it, as though convinced something would drop out of the sound holes.
His investigation was so enthusiastic I was afraid the strings would break.
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Just about everyone in the village had come to the house on stilts way up on the mountain to witness the arrival
of the city youths. Men, women and children swarmed inside the cramped room, clung to the windows, jostled
each other by the door. When nothing fell out of my violin, the headman held his nose over the sound holes and
sniffed long and hard. Several bristly hairs protruding from his left nostril vibrated gently.
Still no clues.
He ran his calloused fingertips over one string, then another. The strange resonance froze the crowd, as if the
sound had won some sort of respect.
“It’s a toy,” said the headman solemnly.
This verdict left us speechless. Luo and I exchanged furtive, anxious glances. Things were not looking good.
One peasant took the “toy” from the headman’s hands, drummed with his fists on its back, then passed it to the
next man. For a while my violin circulated through the crowd and we—two frail, skinny, exhausted and risible
city youths—were ignored. We had been tramping across the mountains all day, and our clothes, faces and hair
were streaked with mud. We looked like pathetic little reactionary soldiers from a propaganda film after their
capture by a horde of Communist farm workers.
“A stupid toy,” a woman commented hoarsely.
“No,” the village headman corrected her, “a bourgeois toy.”
I felt chilled to the bone despite the fire blazing in the centre of the room.
“A toy from the city,” the headman continued, “go on, burn it!”
His command galvanised the crowd. Everyone started talking at once, shouting and reaching out to grab the
toy for the privilege of throwing it on the coals.
“Comrade, it’s a musical instrument,” Luo said as casually as he could, “and my friend here’s a fine musician.
Truly.”
The headman called for the violin and looked it over once more. Then he held it out to me.
“Fogive me, comrade,” I said, embarrassed, “but I’m not that good.”
I saw Luo giving me a surreptitious wink. Puzzled, I took my violin and set about tuning it.
“What you are about to hear, comrade, is a Mozart sonata,” Luo announced, as coolly as before.
I was dumbfounded. Had he gone mad? All music by Mozart or indeed by any other Western composer had
been banned years ago. In my sodden shoes my feet turned to ice. I shivered as the cold tightened its grip on me.
“What’s a sonata?” the headman asked warily.
“I don’t know,” I faltered. “It’s Western.”
“Is it a song?”
“More or less,” I replied evasively. At that instant the glint of the vigilant Communist reappeared in the
headman’s eyes, and his voice tumed hostile.
“What’s the name of this song of yours?”
“Well, it’s like a song, but actually it’s a sonata.”
“I’m asking you what it's called!” he snapped, fixing me with his gaze. Again, I was alarmed by the three spots
of blood in his left eye.
“Mozart …” I muttered.
“Mozart what?”
“Mozart Is Thinking 0f Chairman Mao,” Luo broke in.
The audacity! But it worked: as if he had heard something miraculous, the headman’s menacing look softened.
He crinkled up his eyes in a wide, beatific smile.
“Mozart thinks of Mao all the time,” he said.
“Indeed, all the time,” agreed Luo.
As soon as I had tightened my bow there was a burst of applause, but I was still nervous. However, as I ran my
swollen fingers over the strings, Mozart’s phrases came flooding back to me like so many faithful friends. The
peasants’ faces, so grim a moment before, softened under the influence of Mozart’s limpid music like parched
earth under a shower, and then, in the dancing light of the oil lamp, they blurred into one.
I played for some time. Luo lit a cigarette and smoked quietly, like a man.
This was our first taste of re-education. Luo was eighteen years old, I was seventeen.
*
A few words about re-education: towards the end of 1968, the Great Helmsman of China’s Revolution,
Chairman Mao, launched a campaign that would leave the country profoundly altered. The universities were
closed and all the “young intellectuals,” meaning boys and girls who had graduated from high school, were sent to
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the countryside to be “re-educated by the poor peasants.” (Some years later this unprecedented idea inspired
another revolutionary leader in Asia, Cambodian this time, to undertake an even more ambitious and radical plan:
he banished the entire population of the capital, old and young alike, “to the countryside.”)
The real reason behind Mao Tsetung’s decision was unclear. Was it a ploy to get rid of the Red Guards, who
were slipping out of his grasp? Or was it the fantasy of a great revolutionary dreamer, wishing to create a new
generation? No one ever discovered his true motive. At the time, Luo and I often discussed it in secret, like a pair
of conspirators. We decided that it all came down to Mao’s hatred of intellectuals.
We were not the first to be used as guinea pigs in this grand human experiment, nor would we be the last. It
was in early 197 1 that we arrived at that village in a lost corner of the mountains, and that I played the violin for
the headman. Compared with others we were not too badly off. Millions of young people had gone before us, and
millions would follow. But there was a certain irony about our situation, as neither Luo nor I were high school
graduates. We had not enjoyed the privilege of studying at an institution for advanced education. When we were
sent off to the mountains as young intellectuals we had only had the statutory three years of lower middle school.
It was hard to see how the two of us could possibly qualify as intellectuals, given that the knowledge we had
acquired at middle school was precisely nil. Between the ages of twelve and fourteen we had been obliged to wait
for the Cultural Revolution to calm down before the school reopened. And when we were finally able to enroll we
were in for a bitter disappointment: mathematics had been scrapped from the curriculum, as had physics and
chemistry. From then on our lessons were restricted to the basics of industry and agriculture. Decorating the cover
of our textbooks would be a picture of a worker with arms as thick as Sylvester Stallone’s, wearing a cap and
brandishing a huge hammer. Flanking him would be a peasant woman, or rather a Communist in the guise of a
peasant woman, wearing a red headscarf (according to the vulgar joke that circulated among us schoolkids she
had tied a sanitary towel round her head). For several years it was these textbooks and Mao’s “Little Red Book”
that constituted our only source of intellectual knowledge. All other books were forbidden.
First we were refused admission to high school, then the role of young intellectuals was foisted on us on
account of our parents being labelled “enemies in the people.” My parents were doctors. My father was a lung
specialist, and my mother a consultant in parasitic diseases. Both of them worked at the hospital in Chengdu, a
city of four million inhabitants. Their crime was that they were “stinking scientific authorities” who enjoyed a
modest reputation on a provincial scale, Chengdu being the capital of Szechuan, a province with a population of
one hundred million. Far away from Peking but very close to Tibet.
Compared with my parents, Luo’s father, a famous dentist whose name was known all over China, was a real
celebrity. One day—this was before the Cultural Revolution—he mentioned to his students that he had fixed Mao
Tsetung’s teeth as well as those of Madame Mao and Jiang Jieshi, who had been president of the Republic prior to
the Communist takeover. There were those who, having contemplated Mao’s portrait every day for years, had
indeed noted that his teeth looked remarkably stained, not to say yellow, but no one said so out loud. And yet here
was an eminent dentist stating publicly that the Great Helmsman of the Revolution had been fitted with new teeth,
just like that.
It was beyond belief, an unpardonable, insane crime, worse than revealing a secret of national security. His
crime was all the more grave because he dared to mention the names of Mao and his consort in the same breath as
that of the worst scum of the earth: Jiang Jieshi.
For many years Luo’s family lived in the apartment next to ours, on the third and top floor of a brick building.
He was the fifth son of his father, and the only child of his mother.
I am not exaggerating when I say that Luo was the best friend I ever had. We grew up together, we shared all
sorts of experiences, often tough ones. We very rarely quarrelled.
I will never forget the one time we came to blows, or rather the time he hit me. It was in the summer of 1968.
He was about fifteen, I had just turned fourteen. That afternoon a big political meeting was being held on the
sports ground of the hospital where our parents worked. Both of us were aware that the butt of the rally would be
Luo’s father, that yet another public humiliation awaited him. When it was nearly five o’clock and no one had yet
returned, Luo asked me to accompany him to the hospital.
“We’ll note down everyone who denounces my father, or beats him,” he said. “That way we can take our
revenge when we’re older.”
The sports ground was a bobbing sea of dark heads. It was a very hot day. Loudspeakers blared. Luo’s father
was on his hands and knees in front of a grandstand. A great slab of cement hung round his neck from a wire so
deeply embedded in the skin as to be invisible. Written on the slab were his name and his crime:
REACTIONARY.
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Even from where I was standing, thirty metres away, I could make out a dark stain on the ground made by the
sweat dripping from his brow. A man’s voice roared through the loudspeaker.
“Admit that you slept with the nurse!”
Luo's father hung his head, so low that his face seemed buried in the cement slab. A microphone was shoved
under his mouth and a faint, tremulous “yes” was heard.
“Tell us what happened!” the inquisitor’s voice barked from the loudspeaker. “Who started it?”
“I did.”
“And then?” A few seconds of silence ensued. Then the whole crowd screamed in unison:
“And then?” This cry, raised by two thousand voices, was like the rumble of thunder breaking over our heads.
“I started it,” Luo’s father confessed.
“Go on! The details!”
“But as soon as I touched her, I fell … into mist and clouds.”
We left as the crowd of fanatics resumed their mass inquisition. On the way home I suddenly felt tears running
down my cheeks, and I realised how fond I was of the dentist.
At that moment, without saying a word, Luo punched me. I was so taken aback that I nearly lost my balance.
*
In 1971 there was little to distinguish us two—one the son of a pulmonary specialist, the other the son of a
notorious class enemy who had enjoyed the privilege of touching Mao’s teeth—from the other hundred-odd
“young intellectuals” who were banished to the mountain known as the Phoenix of the Sky. The name was a
poetic way of suggesting its terrifying altitude; the poor sparrows and common birds of the plain could never soar
to its peak, for that was the reserve of winged creatures allied to the sky: mighty, mythical and profoundly solitary.
There was no road to the mountain, only a narrow pathway threading steeply through great walls of craggy
rock. For a glimpse of a car, the sound of a horn, a whiff of restaurant food, indeed for any sign of civilization,
you had to tramp across rugged mountain terrain for two days. A hundred kilometres later you would reach the
banks of the River Ya and the small town of Yong Jing. The only Westerner ever to have set foot here was a
French missionary, Father Michel, who tried to find a new route to Tibet in the 1940s.
“The district of Yong Jing is not lacking in interest,” the Jesuit commented in his notebook.
“One of the mountains, locally known as ‘the Phoenix of the Sky,’ is especially noteworthy. Famed for its
copper, employed by the ancients for minting coins, the mountain is said to have been offered by an emperor of
the Han dynasty as a gift to his favourite, who was one of the chief eunuchs in his palace. Looking up at the
vertiginous slopes all around me, I could just make out a footpath rising from the shadowy fissures in the cliff
towards the sky, where it seemed to melt into the misty air. I noted a small band of coolies making their way down
this path, laden like beasts of burden with great panniers of copper tied to their backs. I am told that the
production of copper has been in decline for many years, primarily due to the difficulty of transport. At present,
the peculiar geographic conditions of the mountain have led the local population to grow opium. I have been
advised against climbing it, as all the opium growers are armed. After harvesting their crop, they spend their time
attacking anyone who happens to pass by. So I content myself with observing from afar this wild and lonely place,
so thickly screened by giant trees, tangled creepers and lush vegetation as to make one expect to see a bandit
leaping from the shadows at any moment.”
The Phoenix of the Sky comprised some twenty villages scattered along the single serpentine footpath or
hidden in the depths of gloomy valleys. Usually each village took in five or six young people from the city. But
our village, perched on the summit and the poorest of them all, could only afford two: Luo and me. We were
assigned quarters in the very house on stilts where the village headman had inspected my violin. This building
was village property, and had not been constructed with habitation in mind. Underneath, in the space between the
wooden props supporting the floor, was a pigsty occupied by a large, plump sow—likewise common property.
The structure itself was made of rough wooden planks, the walls were unpainted and the beams exposed; it was
more like a barn for the storage of maize, rice and tools in need of repair. It was also a perfect trysting place for
adulterous lovers.
Throughout the years of our re-education the house on stilts remained almost entirely unfurnished. There was
not even a table or chair, just two makeshift beds pushed against the wall in a small windowless alcove.
Nonetheless, our home soon became the focal point of the village, thanks to another phoenix, a smaller
version, miniature almost, and rather more earthbound, whose master was my friend Luo.
*
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Actually it wasn’t really a phoenix but a proud rooster with peacock-like feathers of shimmering green with
flashes of deep blue. Under the somewhat dusty glass cover of Luo’s alarm clock it could be seen pecking an
invisible floor with its sharp ebony beak, while the second hand crept slowly round the clock face. Then it would
raise its head, open its beak wide and shake its plumage, visibly gratified, sated with imaginary grains of rice.
It was a tiny clock, and it was no doubt thanks to its size that it had escaped the notice of the village headman
when we arrived. It fitted in the palm of your hand, and tinkled prettily when the alarm went off.
Before our arrival, there had never been an alarm clock in the village; indeed there had been no clocks or
watches at all. The people had timed their days by sunrise and sundown.
We were surprised to see how the alarm clock seized the imagination of the peasants. It became an object of
veneration, almost. Everyone came to consult the clock, as though our house on stilts were a temple. Every
morning saw the same ritual: the village headman would pace to and fro, smoking his bamboo pipe, which was as
long as an old-fashioned rifle, all the while keeping a watchful eye on the clock. At nine o’clock sharp he would
give a long piercing whistle to summon the villagers to work in the fields.
“It’s time! Do you hear?” he would shout, dead on cue, at the surrounding houses.
“Time to get off your backsides, you lazy louts, you spawn of bullocks’ balls! What are you waiting for?”
Neither Luo nor I could muster any enthusiasm for the work we were forced to do on this mountain with its
tortuous paths rising ever higher until they vanished into the clouds, paths not wide enough even for a hand cart,
so that the human body represented the sole means of transport.
What we dreaded most of all was having to carry buckets of shit on our backs. These wooden buckets were
semi-cylindrical in shape, and designed specifically for the transportation of all manner of waste, whether human
or animal. Each day we had to fill the “back-buckets” with a mixture of excrement and water, hoist them onto our
shoulders and clamber up the mountainside to the fields, many of which were situated at dizzying heights. With
each step we could hear the liquid sewage sloshing in the bucket just behind our ears. The slurry would seep
through the lid and trickle down our bodies until we were soaked. Dear reader, I will spare you the details of each
faltering step; suffice it to say that the slightest false move was potentially fatal.
One morning when we woke, the thought of the back-buckets awaiting us was so dispiriting that we couldn’t
bring ourselves to get up. We were still in bed when we heard the village headman’s footsteps approaching. It was
nearly nine o’clock, and at the sight of the rooster dutifully pecking away Luo had a brainstorm: with his little
finger he slid the hands of the clock back by one hour. We got back into bed to enjoy our lie-in, which was all the
sweeter knowing that the village headman was pacing to and fro outside, puffing on his long bamboo pipe. The
sheer audacity of our trick did a lot to temper our resentment against the former opium growers who, now that
they had been converted into “poor peasants” by the Communist regime, were in charge of our re-education.
After that historic morning we got into the habit of readjusting the time on the alarm clock. It all depended on
how we were feeling, physically and mentally. Sometimes, instead of turning the clock back, we would put it
forward by an hour or two, so as to finish the day’s work early.
In the end we had changed the position of the hands so many times that we had no idea what the time really
was.
*
It rained often on Phoenix mountain. It rained almost two days out of three. Storms or torrential downpours
were rare; instead there was a steady; insidious drizzle that seemed to go on forever and the peaks and cliffs
surrounding our house on stilts were constantly veiled in a thick, sinister mist. The unearthly panorama depressed
us. What with the perpetual humidity inside the hut and the ever more oppressive damp in the walls, it was worse
than living in a cellar.
Luo would sometimes be unable to sleep. He would get up, light the oil lamp, and crawl under his bed to hunt
for any stray cigarette butts he might have forgotten about. When he re-emerged from the shadows he would sit
cross-legged on top of the bed and pile the damp butts on a scrap of paper (often a precious letter from his family)
and dry them over the oil lamp. Then he would gather together the flakes of tobacco with the precision of a
watchmaker, without missing a single strand. Having rolled his cigarette, he would extinguish the lamp and sit
and smoke in the dark, listening to the silence of the night broken only by the muffied grunts coming from below,
where the sow was rooting busily in the mire.
From time to time the rain lasted for days on end, and the lack of tobacco would become increasingly irksome.
On one occasion Luo woke me up in the middle of the night.
“I can’t find a single fag end.”
“So?”
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“I feel depressed,” he said. “Why don’t you play me something on your violin?”
I did as he said. Raising my bow, still half asleep, I suddenly thought of our parents, his and mine: if only they
could have seen the wavering light of the oil lamp in our house on stilts, if only they could have heard the strains
of my violin interspersed with the grunts of the sow.
But there was no one to hear. Not even a villager. Our nearest neighbourwas at least a hundred metres away.
Outside, it was raining. Not the usual fine drizzle, as it happened, but a heavy downpour drumming on the tiles
overhead. No doubt this exacerbated Luo’s gloom: it felt as if we were doomed to spend our entire lives being reeducated. Ordinarily the offspring of average parents, whether workers or revolutionary intellectuals, could rest
assured that, provided they stayed out of trouble, they would be reunited with their families after a mere two years
of re-education. That was the official Party line.
But for the sons and daughters of families classed as enemies of the people, the chances of retuming home
were infinitesimal: three in a thousand. Statistically speaking, Luo and I were no-hopers. We were left with the
dismal prospect of growing old and bald in the house on stilts, and of dying there too, after which our bodies
would be wrapped in the white shrouds typical of the region. There was plenty of cause for dejection and
insomnia.
That night I played a piece by Mozart, some Brahms, and finally a Beethoven sonata, but even that failed to
raise my friend’s spirits.
“Try something else,” he said.
“Any ideas?”
“Something a bit more cheerful.”
I thought hard, running through my scant musical repertoire, but came up with nothing. Luo started humming a
revolutionary tune.
“How does that strike you?” he asked.
“Charming.”
I launched into an accompaniment on my violin. It was a Tibetan song, which the Chinese had reworded so as
to turn it into a glorification of Chairman Mao. But the adaptation of the lyrics had not done too much damage:
the song was still uplifting. With mounting excitement Luo scrambled to his feet and started jumping up and down
on his bed, to the steady patter of the rain dripping down through the broken tiles.
“Three in a thousand,” flashed across my mind.
I had a three in a thousand chance, and our melancholy smoker here, currently disguised as a dancer, stood
even less of a chance. Some day, perhaps, once I was an accomplished violinist, some modest local or regional
propaganda committee—in the district of Yong Jing, for instance—might open their doors to me, and might even
hire me to perform Red violin concertos. But Luo couldn’t play the violin, I reflected, and he wasn’t much good at
basketball or football either. In fact he didn’t possess a single skill that might help him to become one of the three
in a thousand. He couldn’t even dream of it.
The only thing Luo was really good at was telling stories. A pleasing talent to be sure, but a marginal one, with
little future in it. Modern man has moved beyond the age of the Thousand-and-One-Nights, and modern societies
everywhere, whether socialist or capitalist, have done away with the old storytellers—more’s the pity.
The only man in the world who truly appreciated his gift, to the point of rewarding him generously, was the
headman of our village, the last of the lordly devotees of narrative eloquence.
Phoenix mountain was so remote from civilization that most of the inhabitants had never had the opportunity
of seeing a film, let alone visit a cinema. There had been a few occasions when Luo and I entertained the headman
with stories of films we had seen, and he was eager to hear more. One day, having found out when the next
month’s screening was due at Yong Jing, he decided to send Luo and me to watch it. We got two days off for the
journey to town and two for the return, and we were supposed to see the show on the evening of our arrival. Back
home in the village we were to relate the film from beginning to end to the headman and everyone else, and to
make our story last exactly as long as the screen version.
We welcomed the challenge, and to be on the safe side we sat through two screenings in succession. The
basketball court of the town’s high school had been converted into a makeshift open-air cinema. The local girls
were gorgeous, but we forced ourselves to concentrate on the screen, paying close attention to the dialogue, to the
actors’ costumes and gestures, to the setting of every scene, even to the music.
On our return to the village we put on an “oral cinema show” such as had never been seen before. Every single
villager was crammed into the clearing in front of our house on stilts. The headman sat in the middle of the front
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row, holding his long bamboo pipe in one hand and our “phoenix of the earth” in the other, to time the duration of
our performance.
I was overcome by stage fright and was reduced to a mechanical recitation of the setting of each scene. But
here Luo’s genius for storytelling came into its own. He was sparing with his descriptions, but acted the part of
each character in turn, adjusting his tone of voice and gestures accordingly. He took complete control of the
narrative, keeping up the suspense, asking the listeners questions, making them respond and correcting their
answers. By the time we, or rather he, reached the end of the story, in the alloted time, our audience was ecstatic.
“Next month,” the village headman announced with an imperious smile, “I shall send you to another film. You
will be paid the same as if you had worked in the fields.”
At first we thought it would just be a welcome change; not for a moment did we imagine that our lives,
particularly Luo’s, were about to be completely shaken up.
*
The princess of Phoenix mountain wore pale pink canvas shoes, which were both sturdy and supple and
through which you could see her flexing her toes as she worked the treadle of her sewing machine. There was
nothing out of the ordinary about the cheap, homemade shoes, and yet, in a place where nearly everyone went
barefoot, they caught the eye, seeming delicate and sophisticated. The fine shape of her feet and ankles was set off
by white nylon socks.
A long pigtail three or four centimetres wide fell from the nape of her neck down to the small of her back,
where the end was tied with a brand-new red silk ribbon.
When she leaned over her sewing machine, the shiny metal base mirrored the collar of her white blouse, her
oval face and the sparkle in her eyes—without doubt the loveliest pair of eyes in the district of Yong Jing, if not
the entire region.
A steep valley divided her village from ours. Her father, the only tailor on the mountain, was often absent from
their home, which was old and spacious and served as both shop and dwelling. His tailoring was much in demand.
Whenever a family needed new clothes they would first go all the way to Yong Jing to buy lengths of cloth, after
which they would visit the tailor to discuss styles, prices and a convenient date for him to come and make the
garments. On the appointed day an escort party would call for him at dawn, with several strong men to take turns
carrying the sewing machine on their backs.
The tailor owned two sewing machines. The first, which he took with him from one village to the next, was
old: the brand and name of the manufacturer were no longer legible. The second was new, Made in Shanghai, and
he left it at home for his daughter, “the Little Seamstress.” He never took his daughter with him on his trips, and
this decision, prudent but pitiless, caused great distress to all the young bachelors aspiring to win her favour.
The tailor lived like a king. Wherever he went there would be scenes of excitement to rival a country festival.
The home of his client, filled with the whirr of his sewing machine, would become the hub of village life, giving
the host family the opportunity to display their wealth. He would be served the choicest food, and sometimes, if
the year was drawing to a close and preparations for the New Year celebrations were under way; a pig might even
be slaughtered. He would often spend a week or two in a village, lodging with each of his diverse clients in
succession.
Luo and I first met the tailor when we went to visit Four-Eyes, a friend from the old days who had been sent to
another village. It was raining, and we had to walk carefully along the steep, slippery path shrouded in milky fog.
Despite our caution we found ourselves on all fours in the mud several times.
Suddenly, as we rounded a corner, we saw coming towards us a procession in single file, accompanying a
sedan chair in which a middle-aged man was enthroned. Following behind this regal conveyance was a porter
with a sewing machine strapped to his back. The man bent to address his bearers, and seemed to be enquiring
about us.
He was of slight build, thin, wrinkled, but brimming with energy. His sedan was lashed to two sturdy bamboo
shafts which rested on the shoulders of two bearers, one in front and one behind. We could hear the chair and the
shafts creaking to the rhythm of the bearers’ slow, heavy tread. When we were about to pass the sedan, the tailor
leaned over to me, so close that I could feel his breath:
“Wy-o-lin!” he bellowed, in an imitation of the English word.
His voice was like a clap of thunder and made me jump, at which he roared with laughter. He was the very
image of a capricious overlord.
“Do you realise that here, on this mountain, our tailor is the most widely travelled man of all?” one of the
bearers asked.
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"”In my youth I even went as far as Ya An, which is two hundred kilometres away from Yong Jing,” the great
traveller declared before we had a chance to reply. “When I was young my master had a musical instrument just
like yours up on his wall, to impress his clients.”
Then he fell silent, and the procession set off again. Just before he disappeared from view, he turned and
shouted once more:
“Wy-o-lin!”
His bearers and the ten peasants escorting him slowly raised their heads and let out a long drawn-out cry, so
deformed that it sounded more like an anguished wail than an English word.
“Wy-o-lin!”
Like a pack of mischievous boys they fell about laughing. Then they bowed their heads and went on their way.
Very soon the procession was swallowed up by the fog.
*
Some weeks later we ventured into the courtyard of his house, where a large black dog stared at us but did not
bark. We entered the shop. The old man being away on one of his tours, we were greeted by his daughter, the
Little Seamstress. We asked her to lengthen Luo’s trousers by five centimetres; even his poor diet, insomnia, and
constant worrying about the future had not stopped him from growing.
Introducing himself to the Little Seamstress, Luo told her about our encounter with her father in the fog and
the rain, and he couldn’t resist imitating and exaggerating the old man’s funny English accent. She hooted with
laughter. Luo was a born impersonator.
When she laughed I noticed an untamed quality about her eyes, which reminded me of the wild girls on our
side of the mountain. Her eyes had the gleam of uncut gems, of unpolished metal, which was heightened by the
long lashes and the delicate slant of the lids.
“You mustn’t mind him,” she said. “He’s just an overgrown child.”
Her face clouded suddenly, and she lowered her eyes. She scratched the base of her sewing machine with a
fingertip.
“My mother died far too young. Ever since her passing he has done exactly as he pleases.”
She had a glowing complexion and her features were fine, almost noble. Her face possessed an impressive,
sensual beauty, which aroused in us an irresistible desire to stay and watch her work the treadle of her Made in
Shanghai.
The room served as shop, workplace and dining room all at once. The floorboards were grimy and streaked
with yellow-and-black gobs of dried spittle left by clients. You could tell they were not washed down daily. There
were hangers with finished garments suspended on a string across the middle of the room. The corners were piled
high with bolts of material and folded clothes, which were under siege from an army of ants. The place lacked any
sense of order or aesthetics, and exuded an atmosphere of complete informality.
I was surprised to see a book lying on a table, since the mountain people were mostly illiterate; it was an
eternity since I had touched the pages of a book. I went to look at it at once, but was disappointed: it was an
industrial catalogue of textile dyes.
“Can you read?” I asked.
“Not much,” she answered, unabashed. “But you needn’t think I’m a fool, because I enjoy talking to people
who can read and write—the young people from the city, for instance. Didn’t you notice that my dog didn’t bark
when you came in? He knows my tastes.”
She didn’t seem to want us to leave just yet. She rose &om her stool, lit the iron stove in the centre of the
room, set a saucepan on the burner and filled it with water. Luo, who followed her every move with his eyes,
asked:
“Are you intending to offer us tea or boiling water?”
“It’ll be the latter.”
This was a sign that she had taken a liking to us. On this mountain an invitation to take a drink of water meant
that your host would crack some eggs over the boiling pan and add sugar to make a soup.
“Did you know, Little Seamstress,” Luo said, “that you and I have something in common?”
“Us two?”
“Yes, you want to bet?”
“What shall we bet?”
“Whatever you like. I’m quite sure I can prove to you that there’s something we share.” She reflected briefly.
“If I lose, I’ll lengthen your trousers for free.”
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“Fine,” said Luo. “Now take off your left shoe and sock.”
After a moment's hesitation the Little Seamstress’s curiosity got the better of her. Her foot, more timid than she
but no less sensual for that, gradually revealed itself. A small foot, tanned, translucent, veined with blue, with
toenails that gleamed.
Luo planted his bony, mud-encrusted foot alongside hers, and it was true, there was a resemblance: their
second toes were longer than the others.
*
It was a long journey home, so we set out around three o’clock in the afternoon in order to reach our village
before nightfall. On the way I asked Luo:
“D’you fancy her, the Little Seamstress?” He plodded on with bowed head, taking his time to reply. .
“Have you fallen in love with her?” I persisted.
“She’s not civilized, at least not enough for me!”
*
A pinprick of light quivered in the darkness at the end of a long subterranean passage. The tiny bright dot
wavered, fell, rose again, and continued its precarious advance. Now and then, when there was a dip in the floor,
the dot disappeared for seconds at a time. The silence was broken only by the scraping of a heavy basket being
hauled over the ground and the grunts of a man exerting himself to his limits. The sound reverberated in the inky
tunnel, generating an echo that travelled great distances.
When the light suddenly reappeared, it hovered in the air like the eye of some nightmarish animal whose body
had been swallowed up by the darkness.
It was Luo, wearing an oil lamp secured to his forehead, at work in what was known as “the little coal mine.”
Where the passage was too low he had to get down on all fours and crawl. He was naked except for a harness with
leather straps that cut deep into his flesh. This horrible contraption enabled him to drag a huge basket laden with
chunks of anthracite behind him.
When he reached me I took over from him. I was naked too, my body covered in a film of coal dust which
sank into every fold of my skin. I preferred to push the basket instead of pulling it behind me as he did. Close to
the pit face there was a sizeable ramp, but the ceiling was higher there; Luo would often help me work my cargo
to the top and out of the tunnel. We would drop to the ground from exhaustion in the great cloud of dust raised by
tipping the contents of the basket onto the coal heap.
In olden times the Phoenix of the Sky, as we have seen, was famed for its copper mines (which earned a place
in Chinese history for having been given away in a generous gesture by China’s first official homosexual, an
emperor). Though the copper mines had fallen into disuse and ruin, coal mining continued on a small, manual
scale. The coal mines were collectively owned by all the peasants on the mountain, and were exploited to meet the
local demand for fuel. So it was hardly surprising that Luo and I, like the other city youths, were put to work
underground for two months as part of our re-education. Even the success of our oral cinema show didn’t earn us
a dispensation.
To tell the truth, we accepted this infernal ordeal, because we were determined to stay in the race at all costs,
even though our chances of returning to the city were no more than the infinitesimal three in a thousand. We
didn’t know that our stint in the coal mine would mark us for the rest of our lives, physically and especially
mentally. Even today the fearful phrase “the little coal mine” sends shivers down my spIne.
With the exception of the entrance, where there was a section about twenty metres long with a low ceiling
supported by ill-fitting beams and props made of rough-hewn tree trunks, the tunnel, all seven hundred metres of
it, lacked any protection whatsoever. There was a permanent danger of falling rock, and the three old peasantminers whose job it was to hack at the coal seams were forever telling us of the fatal accidents that had befallen
our predecessors.
Each basketful that we managed to haul all the way from the end of the tunnel became a game of Russian
roulette. One day, as we were heaving a full basket of coal up the final steep incline, I heard Luo say:
“I don’t know why, but from the moment we got here I’ve had this idea stuck in my head: that I’m going to die
in this mine.”
Hearing this, my breath failed me. We continued climbing, but I suddenly broke out in a cold sweat. I had
become infected by the same idea as Luo: from that day on I shared his terror of not leaving the place alive.
During our time at the mine, Luo and I slept in the peasants’ dormitory, a humble cabin clinging to the
mountainside under a rocky outcrop. Waking up in the morning, I would hear the rain dripping from the rock onto
the cabin roof, which was covered with bits of tree bark, and would console myself with the thought that at least I
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was still alive. But each morning when leaving the cabin I was terrified that I would not make it back there at
night. The most trivial occurrence, someone’s offhand remark, for instance, or a macabre joke, or just a change in
the weather, became, in my eyes, a bad omen, a foreboding of death.
I had visions, sometimes, while I was at work in the mine. The ground would become soft, I would have
difficulty breathing and would feel as if I were on the brink of death, whereupon I saw my childhood race before
me at breakneck speed, the way the dying are said to see their lives pass by in a flash. The rubbery ground
stretched elastically with each step I took, then there was a deafening roar overhead, as if the roof were about to
cave in.
Crazed with fear, I would get down on my hands and knees and crawl in the dark with my mother and father’s
faces looming before my eyes. The vision lasted a few seconds, then it vanished as suddenly as it had come,
leaving me in the desolation of the mine shaft, naked as a worm, struggling to heave my burden towards the exit. I
fastened my eyes on the ground at my feet: in the flickering light of my pit lamp I caught sight of a forlorn ant. It
was advancing slowly and steadily, driven by the will to survive.
One day—it was during our third week there—I heard someone sobbing in the tunnel, but saw no light at all.
It did not sound like grief, nor like the groans of a wounded man; it was more like someone weeping with
passionate abandon. The sound bounced off the walls and echoed all the way to the other end of the shaft before
subsiding into the shadows. I was sure it was Luo who was crying in the dark.
At the end of the sixth week Luo fell ill. It was malaria. One afternoon, when we were all sitting under a tree
opposite the entrance to the tunnel eating some rice, he complained of feeling cold. Within minutes his hands
were shaking so badly he couldn’t hold his chopsticks. He rose unsteadily to his feet and headed back to the
dormitory to lie down, but could barely walk. His eyes were glazed. Standing before the open door of the cabin,
he called out to no one in particular:
“Let me in!” This was met with roars of laughter from the miners eating their rice under the tree.
“Who are you talking to?” they wanted to know. “There’s no one there.”
In the cabin that night he was still complaining of the cold, despite several quilts and the coal burning in the
big stove. The men launched into a long discussion, in hushed voices. They debated whether they should take Luo
to the river and dunk him in the icy water, without telling him beforehand. They thought the shock would cure
him. However, this proposal was turned down, for fear of seeing him drown in the middle of the night. One of the
men went outside and returned holding two branches.
“One from a peach tree, the other from a willow,” he told me.
Only these trees would do. He hauled Luo to his feet, stripped him of his jacket and other clothing, and started
whipping his bare back with the two branches.
“Harder!” cried the others, watching from the sidelines. “If you don’t hit hard you won’t drive out the
sickness.”
The branches whistled through the air as they swung, one after the other. The blows left livid weals on Luo’s
flesh but my friend underwent the flogging impassively. Although he was conscious, it was as though he were in a
dream where it was all happening to someone else. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, but I was very anxious,
and the remark he had made in the mine shaft a few weeks before came back to me, reverberating in the cruel
whoosh of the branches:
“I’ve had this idea stuck in my head: that I’m going to die in this mine.”
The man wielding the branches grew tired and asked for someone else to take over. But no one came forward.
Overcome with fatigue, the men had gone to their bunks and wanted to sleep. I found myself holding the branches
of peach and willow. Luo raised his head. His face was pale and his forehead beaded with perspiration. His eyes
had a faraway look when they met mine.
“Go on,” he said, in a voice that was barely audible.
“Shouldn’t you take a rest?” I asked. “Look how your hands are trembling. Are they numb?”
“Yes they are,” he said, raising one hand to his eyes for inspection. “You’re right, I’m shivering and I’m cold,
like an old man at death’s door.”
I found a fag end in the bottom of my pocket, which I lit and offered to him. But it slipped from his fingers at
once and fell to the ground.
“Too damn heavy,” he said.
“D’you really want me to go on flogging you?”
“Yes, it’ll warm me up.”
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Before complying with his wish I thought I would retrieve the fallen cigarette and let him have a good smoke
first. I bent over to pick up the fag end, which was still alight. Suddenly I spied something whitish lying on the
floor by the foot of the bed: it was an envelope.
I picked it up. The envelope, which was addressed to Luo, had not been opened. I asked the men where it came
from. One of them replied from his bunk that it had been left earlier in the day by someone come to buy coal.
I opened it. Inside I found a letter written in pencil. The characters were not evenly disposed on the page and
some of them were poorly drawn, yet the erratic writing gave the impression of feminine sweetness, of child-like
sincerity. I read it to Luo slowly:
To Luo the teller of films.
Don’t laugh at my handwriting. Unlike you, I did not attend middle school You know that the nearest schooL is
located in the town of Yong Jing, and that it takes two days to get there from the mountain. I was taught to read and
write by my father. You can class me among “those who have completed elementary education.”
I heard not long ago that you and your friend are very good at relating what happens in films. I have been to see the
headman of my village, and he has agreed to send two farm workers to the little mine to take your place for a couple of
das. Now you can come to our village to tell us a film.
I wanted to go up to the mine to bring you the news myself, but was told that the men all go about naked there, and
that the place is forbidden for girls.
Thinking of the coal mine, I admire your courage. I keep my fingers crossed that it won’t cave in. You’ll be getting
two days off: at least you won’t be at risk during that time.
See you soon. Say hello to your friend the fiddler.
The Little Seamstress
08.07.1972
PS
I just remembered something funny I wanted to tell you since your visit. I’ve come across several people whose
second toes are longer than their big toes, just like ours. I’m disappointed, but that’s life.

191.111 Excerpt from Son Of The Revolution\fn{by Liang Heng (1954- )} Changsha, Hunan Province, China (M)
12
Once when I was nearly four, I decided to escape from the child-care center. The idea of waiting through
another Saturday afternoon was unbearable. I would stand with the other children in the office doorway, yelling
out the names of those whose relatives we spotted coming to rescue them. I would become frantic and miserable
as the possibility that I had been forgotten seemed more and more real. Then at last the frail figure of my beloved
Waipo, my maternal grandmother, would appear to take me away.
But this week I wouldn't have to wait. I had just discovered a doorway leading from the kitchen directly onto
the Changsha streets, left ajar, perhaps, by the cooks now that the bitter winter weather had passed. So, during
after-lunch nap, I crawled over the green bars of my crib and stole softly out, past the sleeping rows of my fellow
inmates, past Nurse Nie dozing in her chair. I crept into the coal-dark kitchen with its silent black woks. Then I
exploded out the door into the dazzling light of freedom.
The child-care center was hateful. You couldn’t eat sweets when you wanted to, and you had to fold your hands
behind your back and sing a song before the nurses would let you eat your meals. Then, if you ate too fast, they
hit you over the head with a flyswatter. The songs and dances—like Sweeping the Floor, Working in the Factory,
and Planting Trees in the Countryside—were fun, but I was constantly in trouble for wanting to dance the army
dance when it was time for the hoeing dance or for refusing to take the part of the landlord, the wolf, or the
lazybones.
I also had problems with the interminable rest periods. We weren't allowed to get up even if we weren't tired,
so I had nothing to do but stare at a small mole on my leg for hours at a time.
At the time, such early education was a privilege for which only the children of cadres were eligible. Although
neither of my parents’ ranks was high, my father’s position as reporter, editor, and founding member of the Party
newspaper the Hunan Daily, and my mother’s as a promising cadre in the Changsha Public Security Bureau were
enough to qualify me. My parents were deeply involved in all the excitement of working to transform China into a
great Socialist country, eager to sacrifice themselves for others. They dreamed passionately of the day when they
would be deemed pure and devoted enough to be accepted into the Party.
It was only natural that the family come second; Father’s duties at the newspaper often kept him away for
several months at a time, and my mother came home only on Sundays, if at all, for she had a room in her own unit

370

and stayed there to attend evening meetings. So at the age of three I was sent off to the child-care center for early
training in Socialist thought through collective living, far from the potentially corrupting influence of family life.
*
My departure may have been harder for my two grandmothers, of course. They had had the major responsibility for raising the three of us children; I was the last child to go and they would miss me very much.
I had lived first with my paternal grandmother, my Nai Nai, a tall, stem, bony woman who always wore
traditional black. She lived in the apartment the Hunan Daily had allotted to Father, two rooms on the second
floor of a cadres’ dormitory, spacious enough but with a shared kitchen and an outhouse some distance away. She
was a pious Buddhist and a vegetarian, strict with herself and everyone else but her own grandchildren.
At ten pounds, I had been the biggest baby ever recorded at Changsha’s No. 1 Hospital, and Nai Nai had hired
a series of seven wetnurses before she found one who could satisfy my appetite. She was a nineteen-year-old
peasant girl from a town beyond the city whose own baby had died. Nai Nai told me later that she was the only
one who had enough milk so that I could suck her breasts dry without throwing a tantrum immediately afterwards;
I have always given credit to her for my unusual height—I am 6'1".
Then after she left because she had no Changsha city residence card, Nai Nai sent me to live with my maternal
grandmother, my Waipo, who lived off a winding little alleyway not far away. It was much more crowded there,
since Waipo, my Uncle Yan, and his wife and their small children made three generations in a single dark room.
But I liked the place for its liveliness and because I was Waipo’s favorite. She gave me candies and took me
everywhere with her, even to the free market to buy from the peasants who had carried in their vegetables from
the suburbs.
Waipo was a tiny woman with big twisted teeth and little wrinkled hands, talkative and lively and very
different from Nai Nai. Her husband had died when she was young, after only two children, whereas Nai Nai’s
husband had given her nine before he slipped and fell on the icy road in front of the old City Gate. In the old
society, a woman couldn’t remarry and remain respectable, so Waipo had supported herself and her children by
making shoe soles at home. She continued to do this even after Mother and Uncle Yan were grown and had jobs,
and the cloth patches she used were among my first toys.
Another reason I liked living with Waipo was that Mother often preferred to go there on Sundays rather than to
our own home, where Nai Nai was, because she didn’t get along well with her mother-in-law. Nai Nai sometimes
carried her concern for others so far that she became a busybody. She was always the first to sweep the public
stairwell or volunteer to lead neighborhood hygiene movements, and she was constantly scolding Mother for not
dressing us warmly enough or not buying us more milk to drink. She was so tall that she must have been imposing
for Mother to deal with, and tradition demanded that Mother obey her. So although Mother was a feisty woman,
she was supposed to look on silently as Nai Nai spoiled us with candy and, in later years, did my second sister’s
homework for her.
Father was no help, because he was bound by the same filial laws as she. In any case, Mother’s ties to her new
home could not have been strong ones, for she had hardly known Father before they married. Someone had
introduced them as prospective mates; they had exchanged a few letters (Father was working in Guilin at the
time) and decided the question soon after on the basis of their common political enthusiasm. Father was far more
intellectual than she, for he had been trained by the Party as a reporter, had a wide range of literary interests, and
was an accomplished poet as well as an amateur composer and conductor. Mother was capable too, of course, a
strong-willed person who liked to express her opinions, and a loving mother when she had the time. Still, as I
thought back on it in later years, I realized I my parents were so rarely together that it was almost a marriage of
convenience.
So it was Waipo’s home that was my early emotional center, and it was there that I went on the fresh spring
day of my flight. I had to cross a large street, but fortunately I made it from one side to the other without mishap,
and ran the remaining few hundred yards to the narrow room off the little gray alley.
To my utter dismay, Waipo didn’t look at all glad to see me.
“Little Fatso, what are you doing here?” she cried, and with scarcely a pause grabbed my hand and pulled me
the few blocks to Nai Nai’s home in the Hunan Daily compound. From there the two old ladies half lifted, half
dragged me back to my confinement, ignoring my screams and tears.
The nurses had discovered my absence. Without any show of the politeness they usually maintained before
their charges' relatives, they cursed and scolded me as if they would never stop. When my grandmothers had left,
they locked me up in a room with two other offenders, saying,
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“You are not Chairman Mao’s good little boy; you haven’t upheld Revolutionary discipline. You can stay in
there until you think things over.”
My fellow captives were as miserable as I. One had stolen some candy, and the other, having graduated
proudly from wearing slit pants, had promptly soiled his new ones. Although it was certainly convenient to be
able to squat down anywhere and do one’s business, among us children the slit was an embarrassing symbol of
immaturity. It had another drawback too: Nai Nai’s blows still stung on my bottom. I looked at the unlucky boy
with pity. He would now be doomed to at least another year of babyhood and easy spankings.
The nurses’ words had another kind of sting for me, since I had been taught Chairman Mao was like the sun
itself. At home, “Mao” had been my first word after “Mama,” “Baba,” and “Nai Nai,” for I had been held up to
the large framed picture Father had hung over the doorway and instructed in the sound. Later I had learned how to
say “I love Chairman Mao” and “Long Live Chairman Mao.”
But it wasn’t until I got to the child-care center that I really began to understand. He presided over our rest and
play like a benevolent god, and I believed that apples, grapes, everything had been given to us because he loved
us. When the nurses told me the next day that Chairman Mao had forgiven me, I was the happiest child in the
world.
During the next year, my second at the child-care center, I learned how to write my first characters. The first
word was made up of the four strokes in the Chairman’s name. Next I learned to write the characters in my own
name, and I discovered that I was not called “Little Fatso,” as W aipo had proudly nicknamed me, but something
quite different, with a political story behind it: .
On the morning of May 2, 1954, the Vietnamese won a decisive victory over the French at Dienbienphu. That
very afternoon my mother gave birth to me, a ten-pound baby boy, the distant sounds of drums and cymbals an
accompaniment to her labors. My father, reporting the Vietnam story for the Hunan Daily, thought it only natural
to name me Liang Dian-jie, “Liang Good News from Dienbienphu.” He was flushed with a double victory, for at
last he had a son to carry on the family line.
It wasn’t the first time he had chosen a significant name for a child. My eldest sister was born in 1949, so she
joined the ranks of thousands of children named for the birth of New China with the name Liang Fang, “Liang
Liberation.” My second sister, born in 1952 when the Chinese armies were marching across the Yalu River to
defend Korea against the Americans, was called Liang Wei-ping, “Liang Defender of Peace.” As we grew up we
discovered that you could often guess someone’s age by his name, and that at times, if someone had been named
at the height of some movement that was later discredited, a name could become an embarrassment, a burden, or
even a reason for being attacked. My parents’ own names reflected an earlier, less politicized time; my mother
Yan Zhi-de was “Yan the Moral,” and my father Liang Ying-qiu was “Liang Whose Requests Will Be Answered,”
although he usually went by his literary name, Liang Shan.
I came gradually to recognize all of these characters and more, for during the third year and final fourth year at
the child-care center we began our study properly, writing “Chairman Mao is our Great Saving Star,” “We are all
Chairman Mao’s good little children,” “The Communist Party is like the sun,” “When I am big I will be a
worker,” (or peasant or soldier). We also learned simple arithmetic, paper folding\fn{ Oragami} and paper cutting,
and were given small responsibilities like watering the plants or cleaning the classroom.
*
Meanwhile, whenever I went home to Waipo’s, I hoped Mother would be there, for I loved her very much
despite our limited time together. But when I was about four, I began to sense there was something wrong. She
would come home looking worried and she never played with me, just talked on and on with Uncle Yan in a
hushed Liuyang County dialect which I couldn’t understand. Finally, one Saturday afternoon it was Nai Nai who
came to get me, and I was told Mother had gone away and I shouldn’t go to Waipo’s house anymore.
Only years later was I old enough to understand what had happened, and more than twenty years passed before
anyone, including Mother herself, got the full picture. In early 1957 the “Hundred Flowers Movement” had been
launched. Its official purpose was to give the Party a chance to correct its shortcomings by listening to the masses’
criticisms. Father was away in the countryside reporting on something, but in the Changsha Public Security
Bureau, meetings were held and everyone was urged to express his or her opinions freely.
Mother didn’t know what to do. She really loved the Party and didn’t have any criticisms to make; the Party
had given her a job and saved her from the most abject poverty. Still, her leaders said that everyone should
participate actively in the movement, especially those who hoped someday to join the Party. Mother was already
in favor; she had been given the important job of validating arrest warrants for the whole city. So, regarding it her
duty to come up with something, she finally thought of three points she could make.
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She said that her Section Head sometimes used crude language and liked to criticize people, that he should
give his housekeeper a bed to sleep on instead of making her sleep on the floor, and that sometimes when it came
time to give raises, the leaders didn’t listen to the masses’ opinions.
But then, with utterly confusing rapidity, the “Hundred Flowers Movement” changed into the “Anti-Rightist
Movement.” Perhaps the Party was caught off guard by the amount of opposition and felt compelled to crack
down. Or maybe, as I’ve heard said, the “Hundred Flowers Movement” had been a trap designed from the
beginning to uncover Rightist elements. Anyway, every unit was given a quota of Rightists, and Mother’s name
was among those at the Public Security Bureau.
It was disastrous. When she was allowed to see her file in 1978, she found out that she had been given a
Rightist’s “cap” solely because of those three criticisms she had made. Perhaps her Section Head was angry at
her; perhaps her unit was having trouble filling its quota. At the time she had no idea what the verdict was based
on, she only knew that a terrible wrong had been done.
But there was no court of appeal. Mother was sent away to the suburb of Yuan Jia Ling for labor reform. She
lost her cadre’s rank and her salary was cut from fifty-five to fifteen yuan a month. My naïve and trusting mother
went to work as a peasant.
Just as his wife was being declared an enemy of the Party, Father was actively. participating in the AntiRightist Movement in his own unit. Father believed in the Party with his whole heart, believed that the Party
could never make a mistake or hand down a wrong verdict. It was a tortuous dilemma; Father’s traditional
Confucian sense of family obligation told him to support Mother while his political allegiance told him to
condemn her. In the end, his commitment to the Party won out, and he denounced her. He believed that was the
only course that could save the family from ruin.
*
I still remember the first time Mother came home for a visit. It was a rainy Sunday in late autumn, and Father
and Nai Nai were both out. There were footsteps on the stairs and in the corridor, but it was almost a minute
before the knock came, timidly. Liang Fang opened the door.
Mother was almost unrecognizable. She was in patched blue peasant clothing, muddy up to the knees. The skin
on her kind round face looked thick, leathery, and not too clean, and someone had chopped her hair off short and
uneven. There was something both broader and thinner about her.
“Mama!” cried Liang Fang.
Liang Wei-ping and I ran up to her too, and she was hugging us all at once, weeping, forgetting to put down
her oilpaper umbrella. Then as my sisters rushed to pour tea and bring a basin of hot water for her to wash her
face, she sat on the bed and held me tightly for a long time. After she had rested, she busied herself with all the
housework Nai Nai couldn’t do alone, sweeping, dusting, and sharpening our pencils for us, scrubbing our
clothes, and cleaning the windows. She wouldn’t speak of where she’d been, just asked us about our schoolwork,
our health, Father’s health. We were so happy. We thought Mother had come home.
She was tying bows on Liang Fang’s braids when Father came back. He was astounded to see her, and not very
warm.
“What are you doing here?” he demanded. “Did you ask for leave?” Mother lowered her head at his harshness.
“Of course I asked for leave,” she said defensively. “I can come home once a month.”
This silenced Father for a few minutes, and he paced meditatively around the room, his tall thin frame
overpowering hers as Nai Nai’s used to do. Then he poured out a stream of words, political words—on the
meaning of the Anti-Rightist Movement, on her obligation to recognize her faults and reform herself. It was as if
he had turned into a propaganda machine. I suppose he thought it was his duty to help re-educate her. For a while
she listened in silence, her head bowed, but at last she protested.
“All right, I’m a Rightist, it’s all my fault. You don’t have to say anything else, my head is bursting. I hear this
kind of thing all day long, write self-criticisms every week, and now I come home and I have to hear it all over
again.”
“I don’t think you recognize what you’ve done. You’re just wasting your labor reform,” he said.
“What makes you so sure?” Mother’s face was white and defiant. Father exploded:
“Rightist element! Have some thought for your influence on the children.” It was Mother's turn to lose control.
“What did I ever do wrong? The Party asked me to make suggestions, so I did. You give me one example—”
But Mother stopped midsentence, for Father had struck her a ringing blow across the face.
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She fell back on the bed, weeping; Father strode into the other room and slammed the door. Then slowly,
painfully, she picked up her dirty jacket and umbrella as we sobbed miserably. When she was halfway out the
door, Father emerged and shouted after her,
“Don’t come back until you’ve reformed yourself. The children in this house need a Revolutionary mother, not
a Rightist mother.” When she paused and turned her tear-streaked face to him, his voice became gentler.
“It doesn’t matter what you say here, I won’t tell anyone. But please watch what you say at the labor camp.”
Despite Father’s cruelty, Mother came back every month to see us: She must have missed us very much to
endure Father’s lectures and the inevitable fights. Sometimes she slept in Father’s bed and I slept with them; she
never lay still and her pillow was always wet in the morning. On other occasions the quarrel was so fierce that she
left again almost as soon as she arrived. Father often warned us against her, and if we defended her he became
furious, calling us ignorant children who understood nothing.
We didn't know that Father had already raised the question of divorce. He must have reasoned that all of us
were doomed unless he broke off with Mother completely, for the custom in such instances was that the whole
family would be considered as guilty as the single member who had committed the crime. If there were no legal
separation, Father would never be allowed to join the Party, and the files that would be opened on us when we
came of age for middle school would say that we came from a Rightist background. We would be branded forever
as people with “questions,” and it would be difficult for us to go to middle school and college, get decent jobs, or
find husbands and wives. Mother’s misfortune might mean the end of all of Father’s dreams for himself and for
his children; he must have hated her for what she had done.
*
Mother was a proud woman. She believed so deeply she had been wrongly accused that she told him she
would divorce him only after her Rightist label was removed. Her stubbornness enraged Father, particularly
because there was a secondary movement to criticize those with Rightist tendencies, and with his Rightist wife,.
Father was a natural target. He had to criticize Mother publicly, write reports confessing his innermost thoughts.
And the pressure became even greater after what happened to Uncle Yan.
When Mother first came under attack, her older brother had been as outraged as she. He went to the Public
Security Bureau to argue in her defense, and spoke for her at his own unit, the No. 1 Hospital, where he worked
with the Communist Youth League. He even came to our house to urge Father to try to help her, although Father
thought he was crazy to stick out his neck like that. Sure enough, Uncle Yan was punished for his family loyalties
and given a Rightist “cap” of his own to wear, bringing a second black cloud to rest over Waipo’s home. His
experience proved that Father’s sad choice had been a practical one in view of the harsh political realities; when
we were old enough to understand, we could hardly blame Father for what he had done.
Nai Nai was frightened to see how easily the Rightist label could spread from one member of the family to
another. She had been an enthusiastic supporter of the “Get Rid of the Four Evils” hygiene movement, but where
cartoons had once shown housewives sweeping away rats, flies, mosquitoes, and fleas, now they had added a fifth
evil, Rightists. Nai Nai could no longer face lecturing lazy neighbors on the dangers of letting water stagnate; she
could imagine what they might be saying behind her back about how she ought to get rid of that evil in her own
house. When, with traditional filial deference, Father asked for her opinion on the divorce question, she agreed
with relief. The family burden was too heavy for her.
*
Meanwhile, Mother was working hard to rid herself of her “cap.” The calluses on her hands were thicker and
sharper every time she came home, and her shoulders were rough where the shoulder pole rested. Her skin toasted
to a rich yellow-brown. It was a hard life for a young woman who had lived between the protection of her
mother’s home and her Public Security Bureau office.
The Rightists at Yuan Jia Ling were all trying to prove to the political officials in charge that they had reformed
themselves and were ready to leave. There were all types of people, intellectuals, high-ranking cadres, and
ordinary workers, but friendships were impossible because the best strategy for gaining the officials’ confidence
was to report on others. Thus everyone was always watching everyone else, and a grain of rice dropped on the
floor could mean an afternoon of criticism for disrespecting the labors of the peasants. Everything was fair game,
even what people said in their sleep.
The second essential strategy was to write constant Thought Reports about oneself. Few of the people in the
camp felt they were really Rightists, but the only thing to do was to confess one’s crimes penitently, record one’s
lapses, and invent things to repent. Writing these reports eventually became a kind of habit, and Mother almost
believed what she was saying about herself.

374

The last important route to freedom was hard work. One had to add deliberately to one’s misery in small ways,
like going without a hat under the hot summer sun or continuing to work in the rain after everyone else had quit.
Generally the Rightists did ordinary peasants’ work, like digging fish-breeding ponds and planting fruit trees, but
sometimes they were taken in trucks to special laboring areas to break and carry stones. Then they were put
together with ordinary thieves, hoodlums, and Kuomintang (KMT) spies.
The people whose arrest warrants Mother had once been in charge of validating were now her equals; it was
almost more than she could bear. Still, bear it she did, and all the rest of it, and after three long years, when she
could carry more than a hundred pounds of rocks on her back with ease, a bored-looking official summoned her
and told her she was no longer a Rightist. She could go home.
She came to the house late at night, looking like a beggar traveling with her ragged belongings. But when she
spoke, her voice was clear and proud.
“Old Liang,” she announced to Father, “I’m a person again.”
She told us she had been assigned to the headlight-manufacturing plant on May First Road as an ordinary
worker. Her salary would be much lower than it had been at the Public Security Bureau and the loss of her cadre
status would be permanent, but she was free, a normal member of society. My sisters and I thought all the trouble
was over, but that night as I lay in bed with them I heard talk not of the beginning of a new family life but of how
to institute divorce proceedings.
The difficulty lay in what to do with us. We were fought over like basketballs that winter, for Mother insisted
that she wanted at least one of us, preferably Liang Fang, who was already eleven and understood life better than
Liang Wei-ping and I. Mother was staying at Waipo’s, but she came every day to the house. When I got home
from the Hunan Daily’s Attached Primary School, she was always there, waiting.
One bitterly cold Sunday she took the three of us out to the Martyrs’ Park so we could talk alone. No one else
was out in that weather; they were all at home huddled under their blankets or warming themselves by coal
burners. We were bundled up in everything we had, and I felt as though I could have been rolled down a hill, but I
was still cold. The park was desolate and beautiful, the huge monument to the dead martyrs a lonely pinnacle over
the city, the pavilions gray and defenseless against the wind. We walked to the large man-made lake, the park’s
main attraction, and sat by the water, usually filled with rowboats but now covered with a thin layer of ice. I
crawled between Mother’s knees and Liang Fang and Liang Wei-ping pressed up on each side of her. She spoke to
us with great emotion and tenderness.
“Your mother is an unlucky woman. When you’re older, you’ll understand how I’ve wept for all of us these
three years. Now I won’t be able to come see you any more, but. you can visit me at Waipo’s house. Liang Fang
will live with me, but I don’t have enough money for all of you …”
Liang Wei-ping and I were in tears, saying that we wanted to go with her too. Soon everyone was crying.
Mother held us so tightly that I could hardly believe it was true that she would go away. We stayed in the park for
a long time, but when Mother noticed that my cheeks were chapped red, she took us home. She brought us to the
stairwell and refused to come up. Her parting words were:
“Remember, Liang Fang, you’ll come with me.” That evening Father called us into the inner room.
“Children, you’re still small and there are many things you don’t understand,” he said sadly. “If you went with
your mother, your life with her would be unhappy. Look at the way your father has to criticize himself because of
her. Stay here with me and Nai Nai and we’ll take care of you.”
Liang Fang wouldn’t listen.
“Mama isn’t a Rightist anymore,” she said. “What difference does it make who I go with? Isn’t it glorious to
be a worker?”
“Your mother’s political life is over,” said Father with annoyance. “Her file will always have a black mark, and
the Party will never trust her again. Don’t you know that if you want to go to middle school you’ll be asked if
your parents have made any political mistakes? If you stay with me, you won’t even have to mention your mother,
because there will be a legal separation. But if you go with her, you might not even get to go to middle school, to
say nothing of joining the Communist Youth League or the Party. And you,” he said angrily, turning to me and
Liang Wei-ping. “Can’t you guess why you haven’t been allowed to join the Young Pioneers? Isn’t it because of
your mother?” Nai Nai rushed into the room to urge him to control his temper, then she turned to us.
“Children, your father is good to you, he understands the situation. Don’t I wish I had a good daughter-in-law?
Don’t I know you need a good mother? But Fate is inevitable. Stay with us, children. It’s the only way.”
Ultimately, the question was decided in court. Father came home one afternoon looking exhausted and said,
“It’s settled, you’ll all stay with me. Mother is coming in a little while to say good-bye.”
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We had dinner with her that night, and even Nai Nai’s eyes were wet. No one said anything, and no one had
any appetite for the fish or the tofu soup. As Nai Nai took the dishes away and washed up, Mother went through
her possessions, leaving almost everything for us. Father sat smoking furiously, as he did whenever he was upset.
Finally she stood up to leave.
Then the three of us broke out of our numbness and ran to her, begging her not to go, pulling her back,
wrapping ourselves around her legs so she couldn’t walk. Father didn’t interfere; he just let her embrace us again
and again and at last shake us off and close the door firmly behind herself. We ran to the balcony and called after
her until her broad square figure turned the corner and she was gone.
*
In fact, Father had been much too optimistic, and the divorce did nothing to rid us of having a Rightist in the
family. He even forbade our having the slightest contact with Mother, thinking that if we drew a clear line of
separation, things might be better. But there wasn’t the slightest change in our status: in the eyes of the Party, my
sisters and I were the children of a Rightist and Father had a Rightist wife. Liang Fang still had to say she had a
Rightist mother on her application to go to middle school, Liang Wei-ping still found “Rightist’s child” written on
her desk in chalk when she went to class, and I was still turned down when I asked to be allowed to join the
Young Pioneers.
When I first went to the Attached Primary School in the Hunan Daily compound at age six, my classmates had
often teased me about Mother. I had always shrugged off their taunts because I did well and achieved more than
enough recognition to offset a few minor slights. I remember how pleased Father was when I started to take prizes
for my paintings; my drawing of a morning glory was first in the whole primary school.
But as I got older, more and more stress was placed on the three stages of Revolutionary glory: the Young
Pioneers, the Communist Youth League, and the Party itself. It became clear to me that success in the political
arena was a prerequisite for success in anything else, and if I had the slightest ambitions for myself I had to
achieve these basic signs of social recognition. Those students who had the right to wear the Pioneers’ triangular
red scarf received much more praise than those who didn’t, no matter what their grades; and at home Father and
Nai Nai were constantly asking me if my application had been approved.
But it was no use. I was rejected year after year, until I found myself in a tiny minority of outsiders whose
“political performances” were the very worst in the class.
One day I was given a clue to the trouble when our teacher gave us a lecture.
“We all have to join forces to oppose Capitalist thought,” Teacher Luo said. “Some students want to eat well
and dress well from the time they are small. This is Capitalist thought. Some students are from good worker or
Revolutionary cadre backgrounds; they should be careful not to be proud of themselves. And those students from
families with questions—they must be more careful to draw a clear line of separation.”
He looked meaningfully at me and at the other boy with a Rightist in his family. And all the other students in
the classroom turned to stare at us too.
In fact, after the divorce I had continued to go secretly to see my mother despite Father’s warnings that doing
so would harm my future. She was always overjoyed to see me, and, even during China’s hard years, just after the
breakup, she always found a way to give me a few fen, or a roasted sweet potato. But after Teacher Luo’s lecture,
it really began to bother me when other students mocked me as a Rightist’s son.
And they became bolder in their mockery as well. They would slap me, or kick me when I wasn’t looking, and
then pretend not to have done anything. Sometimes I would get into real fights, and then there were reprimands
from Father and the teachers. The other Rightist’s son was as lonely as I, but we never spoke much, for that might
have made things even worse.
So perhaps inevitably, over the years, I came to resent my mother for making my life so miserable. I began to
believe that she really had done something wrong. My father and teachers said so, and my classmates hated me
for her supposed crimes. At last I no longer wished to visit her despite my loneliness, and when I saw her at a
distance I didn’t even call out to her. I cut her out of my life just as I had been told to do, and became solitary and
self-reliant. But that was when I was much older, and many things happened before then.
2
It was in 1960, just around the time of the divorce, that all China fell on hard times. I was almost seven. Rice,
cooking oil, and soybean products were severely rationed, and meat, eggs, flour, and sugar gradually disappeared
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from the market completely. The cost of fresh vegetables went out of sight, and the mantou (steamed buns) we
bought in the dining hall became rough and dark because the good flour was all gone. We were always hungry.
Father explained that the rivers and lakes had overflowed and the peasants couldn’t grow anything for us to
eat.
“But you’re lucky,” he said. “You live in a big capital city, and the Party and Chairman Mao are giving you
food from the storage bins. The peasants have to find a way out for themselves.”
The situation dragged on and got worse, month after month, until a whole year had passed. I grew accustomed
to going with my sisters to the Martyrs’ Park to pull up a kind of edible wild grass that could be made into a paste
with broken grains of rice and steamed and eaten as “bittercakes.” Gradually even this became scarce and we had
to walk miles to distant suburbs to find any.
Many of the old people and almost all the children I knew had the “water swelling disease,” dropsy. Our
bodies puffed up and wouldn’t recede, and we walked listlessly to school and arrived exhausted. When
acquaintances met, they squeezed each others’ legs to see how swollen they were, and examined each others’
skins to see if they were yellow. It was a game for me to poke Nai Nai’s cheek and leave a hole that would fill up
again only very slowly, like dough.
One day Father came home unusually silent and depressed after he had been reporting on the situation in the
countryside for a week. Finally he told us that in a commune in Hengyang District to the south, nearly an entire
Production Team had died of hunger, and there was no one left with enough strength to bury the bodies. They
were still lying scattered about in the fields from which they had been trying to pull enough to stay alive.
By the second year Nai Nai’s condition was very bad, because she often gave away the small share that was
hers. Father used his press card to buy a jin\fn{Just over a pound} of sugar and a jin of candy for her every month at
a special store for cadres, but she would pass it to us secretly, saying,
“Eat it so you won’t be sick. You still have a lot of growing to do.”
We were too ignorant and hungry to refuse.
Then one day, when my sisters got up, Nai Nai stayed in bed. She slept so long that at last they went to rouse
her. Finally they called in Father. When he too failed to awaken her he threw himself on her body weeping,
cursing himself for having been a bad son. I had never seen my father cry before, and found it strange and
frightening. He was acting like a fellow child who had been beaten. I wished he would stop, but he cried for a
long time.
The mourning took three days, according to custom. Many people came to pull the white cloth from Nai Nai’s
face, look silently at her, and bow three times. Incense was burned to cover the bad smell, and a big black coffin
and a colorful wreath of paper flowers were purchased and placed below the stairwell in readiness for the burial.
No one paid any attention to me except to pin a black armband to my left sleeve. Only one thing comforted me,
which was that Waipo, whom I hadn’t seen in many months, came to the house to pay her respects. When she
uncovered Nai Nai’s face, she wept for a long time. Then she embraced me tightly and called me “poor child.”
Nai Nai was buried on Liberation Mountain in the suburbs, at what was said to be a favorable site, with good
“wind and water,” and a long view. A simple gravestone with the name Liang Shu-xiao (Liang “Devoted and
Filial”) buttressed the mound above her.
After the funeral Father was silent for many days.
*
After Nai Nai died, there was no one to take care of us. Father brought rice and vegetable tickets at the
newspaper compound dining hall, and we exchanged them for meals, staying there to eat when Father was away.
My sisters mended our clothes and kept the house clean, especially Liang Wei-ping, who took on this role very
early. But my father’s colleagues knew that we needed a mother and urged him to remarry, and eventually he
found himself a girlfriend, an old classmate of his whose husband had gone to Taiwan with the Kuomintang. She
would have made an excellent match, since she was both a Party member and a high-ranking cadre in a factory.
Her name was Mrs. Yao, and she was very kind to us, even asking us to call her Mother. Sometimes she invited
me to stay at her apartment and sleep in her fresh clean bed with her., as if making up for the early years of
mothering she had missed. It was she who changed my name to Liang Heng, “Liang Constant,” to show that I was
beginning a new life of stability and perseverence. She was an interesting woman, plump, dark, and pretty, and the
only woman I had ever met who smoked cigarettes. I used to stare at her in fascination whenever she lit one, and I
got the distinct impression that Father didn’t like her strange habit.
It seemed that the relationship was pretty much decided, except for that old trouble spot, my mother. Like
everyone else, Mrs. Yao urged us to make a clean break with her, but in her case it was for the simple reason that
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she was jealous. My father must have explained that there was little feeling between his ex-wife and himself, but
she probably believed that it had been a purely political divorce, like so many others at that time.
Thus she was constantly accusing Father of maintaining relations with Mother’s family, using my sisters’ and
my stealthy visits as evidence. Perhaps, too, Mrs. Yao had doubts about Father’s relatively low salary and the fact
that he was not a Party member. The relationship faltered and finally ended when an emergency necessitated
Father’s spending two entire days, including one night, with Mother.
It happened in April of 1962, when the government announced that Chiang Kai-shek was launching an attack
against the mainland. Loudspeakers called at all hours for people to prepare for war: We were told that if the KMT
made it to our shores they would shoot our cadres, steal our food, turn us all into slaves, and make us “suffer for
the second time” by returning the country to its pre-Revolutionary feudal state.
Everyone not working or in middle schools or colleges—mostly young children and old folk, that is—was to
be evacuated from urban areas for protection in the event of attack, and all the adults scurried about in alann
trying to make arrangements.
Of course, if you had relatives in the countryside, the question was settled, but if not, you had to find another
solution. The government had no time to organize such things. Father had no one, but Mother had her aunt,
Waipo’s sister, so he was forced to bite back all his bitterness and bridge the gulf he had wedged apart so
desperately. After an agonizing internal struggle between his loyalty to the Party and his loyalty to his family, he
walked timidly to Waipo’s house, and, speaking more politely to Mother than he had in years, he reopened
commerce between the two families. Mother received him correctly and patiently, and agreed to write
immediately to her aunt on Luojia Mountain outside Changsha. Liang Weiping, myself, my two younger cousins,
and Waipo would go, leaving Liang Fang and my older cousin at home to continue attending middle school.
Mother and Father would accompany us there, returning home the following day.
The railroad station was packed with refugees, most of them old grannies and children. All had brought, to the
extent possible, their most precious belongings, hanging from shoulder poles in net bags, baskets, boxes, and
parcels. They had brought furniture, woks, and bedding, clocks and lamps and fishing poles. Grandmothers
clutched children, sisters carried siblings on their backs, and the sounds of babies crying filled the waiting room.
Our family had brought less than most. I had my wooden gun and my books; my sister had her scissors and
colored paper. Waipo clutched a little cloth purse tightly in her hand. She rarely left home, so she looked about
nervously while Father went to buy tickets. Mother sat on the pile of bedding and fanned us gently, for the heat
had already burned rashes onto our foreheads. She was overjoyed to be together with us again.
The stampede onto the platform was violent; fortunately, Father and Mother were able to find seats on the train
for most of us. At every stop, simple country folk waited to meet city slickers; brown, coarse, barefoot peasants
with economically shaved heads trying to identify pale, hysterical relatives and acquaintances whom they had not
seen for years. It was a slow train, and it took us nearly an hour to get to Luojia Mountain.
I had never met these relatives, but Liang Weiping had been there just a few years earlier to cure a scalp
disease, so she immediately picked out Uncle Hou and his son in the crowd. He was Waipo’s sister’s son, and we
called him “Uncle” for the sake of simplicity. Privately, we also called him “Uncle Big Ears,” and said he would
live to be one hundred.
It was ten li through the fields and halfway up the mountain to his home. The countryside was lovely, with
large lotus flowers growing in the ponds, and mud-brick houses with thatched roofs nestled in clusters of
evergreen and palm trees. At last we arrived at what looked like a tiny village, for seven or eight families had built
their homes onto one another to form a single courtyard. Waipo’s sister and the rest of the relatives and neighbors
were waiting by the entranceway to meet us.
Our great-aunt was even shorter and thinner than Waipo, but with the same big twisted teeth. She stood up with
a little cry and received her sister with tears in her eyes.
“It seems it takes a terrible thing to happen for me to have the chance to see you,” she said in a thick country
accent, tears of joy in her eyes. “Maybe I’ve done something to offend the Heavens.”
My first view of the inside of a peasant home left me both more curious and a little repelled. It was much
dirtier than our tiny apartment, with an earthen floor pounded hard by many feet, and a layer of ash over
everything from the open fire in the kitchen stove. The mosquito netting had been patched so often it was hard to
tell if it was made of newspaper or cloth, and there were spiderwebs in every corner. But the rooms were big, with
a large threshing room in the center, and piglets and chickens ran freely from the courtyard into the house,
delighting me.

378

The peasants were very courteous, bringing out a special tea I had never tasted before, brewed with soya beans,
sesame seeds, salt, and ginger. Then they served dinner, explaining with embarrassment that there had been some
very lean years, and that usually there wasn’t much rice. There was no meat, but they brought out a small dish of
smoked fish. Uncle Hou had caught it months earlier and had been saving it for a special occasion. The rest was
squash, gourds, and cabbage, dishes that were to become our staple foods for nearly a month.
After dinner, Uncle Hou showed us our room. It was large and dark, empty except for two beds and a variety of
farming tools, grasscapes, and conical peasant hats, which hung on the wall. After some discussion, a rather
strange sleeping arrangement was worked out. Waipo would sleep on one bed with Liang Weiping and the two
cousins; I would sleep on the other with Mother and Father.
I was still a child so I didn’t pay much attention to what certainly must have been a peculiar situation for my
parents emotionally. They had barely spoken to one another during the trip or during dinner, but did nothing to
correct our peasant relatives’ impression that they were still happily married. Perhaps they didn’t want to mention
their shame or spoil the festive atmosphere of family reunion. In any case, they put their pillows at opposite ends,
placed me in the middle, and got into bed on each side of me. I don’t know if they slept well or not; there had
been a lot of excitement in one day for a small boy, and I fell asleep almost immediately. I’m sure I would not
have thought about it one way or the other had I not later been called upon to bear witness to the position of the
pillows.
My parents left early the next day, not walking beside each other as they had on our arrival, but far apart, as if
they were strangers who happened to be traveling the same road. I watched them go with an aching pain. My
mother was a good person and her kindness toward us had never wavered. Why did she have to be a Rightist?
Why couldn’t they be together like they were yesterday? My overwhelming loneliness suddenly became mixed
with anger, and with tears of confusion, abandonment, and fury, I turned back into the house.
I found my way to the rear of the main room, where there was a niche for the ancestral tablet, a wooden
placard on which were written the names of all the Rou family ancestors. It was carved on top with a golden
dragon with a long tail and sharp talons. At the foot of the tablet were some wooden figures and a blue-and-white
porcelain incense burner. With sorrow I realized that if we had been from the countryside we wouldn’t have
known how to write down our parents’ names because Mother wasn’t allowed to be our ancestor anymore.
Then I discovered Waipo at my side.
“Little Fatso,” she said, “do you know what those little figures are?” I found comfort in her voice and
answered,
“Aren’t those supposed to be Uncle Rou’s ancestors?”
“No, those are spirits. That big one there is in charge of keeping mountains steady. And that one keeps away
drought, he’s the water Buddha. The others protect us from fire, disease, and ghosts. And there’s another Buddha
near the stove in the kitchen, and one hidden up near the roof to bring wealth to the family.”
“Why don’t we have any Buddhas in Changsha?” I asked, happy to be distracted.
“We used to, but just after Liberation the army asked the people to stop believing in superstitions. We all
brought our Buddhas to be burned. But every time somebody goes to the temples on the Southern Peak of Heng
Mountain, I ask him to burn incense in our names.” I looked at Waipo with a new curiosity.
“Does Mama do that too?” She smiled.
“No, such foolishness is only for us old people. And the peasants like to keep the old traditions too, because
they have many things to worry about. But you shouldn’t trouble yourself, because you’re going to grow up to be
big and strong. Now let’s go out to the well and wash our faces for breakfast.”
*
Our life in the countryside was harsh and primitive, but we children liked it very much, for we ran about freely
with the peasant children and had no schoolwork to trouble us. Even the work was a kind of game. Every morning
we had to get up when the sky was as pale as the belly of a fish and search the wet grass for droppings left by the
dogs during the night, for use as fertilizer. We had to hurry through the mist, or the children from the other
households would pick it all up first, and we would have to go home to Uncle Hou emptyhanded. Then, after a
breakfast of squash or pumpkin, Uncle Hou’s son took us up a nearby mountain to collect brush.
Firewood had been a big problem in the countryside since the Great Leap Forward of 1958 to 1960. Chairman
Mao had ordered the peasants to stop tilling the fields and cut down the big trees to run iron and steel smelting
furnaces, and now there was little fuel left except for the brushwood and grass on the mountainsides and the rice
grass in the fields left over after threshing. It was always difficult to keep the kitchen fire going under the stove,
and usually one of the girls had to feed it constantly while an older woman cooked. The kindling burned fast, and
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the rice grass often went to feed the Production Team’s water buffalo, make a mattress, or repair a roof, so we had
to go out nearly every day for more. Even leaves were welcome, and we put everything into two big bamboo
baskets for Uncle Hou’s son to carry on his shoulder pole.
While Uncle Hou's son, buried under the huge collections of vegetation, was making his trips down the
mountain, we children played games. Most of them were about Chiang Kai-shek. The peasants knew nothing
about him, so we city kids gave full rein to our imaginations, painting for them a picture of a true monster who
killed and burned everywhere he went, just as we had seen his armies do in the movies. We’d draw a picture of his
head in the earth with a stick, round and bald, and have contests to see who could come closest to hitting him with
a stone; we boys had a second version as well: long-distance peeing and spitting competitions in which he was
always the target.
The peasant children loved us for introducing these new games and for telling them about the outside world.
When we were all tired out from our play we would talk about things like trucks and buses and airplanes, and they
listened in openmouthed wonder, confusing the ji in feiji (airplane) with the ji that meant chicken, and wondered
how a flying chicken could get up above the clouds.
We learned from them, too, wonders we could never have imagined on our own, such as how to make fishing
poles out of bamboo to use in the pond, and how to catch fish with our bare hands in the rice paddies. We also
learned how to capture wild birds in baskets overturned and baited underneath with a little food: You propped up
the side with a stick tied to a long string, and when the bird was underneath, you pulled the stick away, the basket
dropped down, and the bird was yours.
The peasants’ eating schedule we found very strange, for after the nine o’clock breakfast, lunch wasn’t until
three, and then there was the long nap and the long wait until dinner at nine. There never was anything to eat but
beans, pumpkin, squash, and wax gourds, and I was frequently hungry even though Waipo often gave me part of
her portion, telling me to grow up big and strong and fight Chiang Kai-shek.
The peasants never read books, nor did they seem to think much about anything but the weather and their
planting, transplanting, and harvesting. The only time there was any conversation was right after dinner, when
Uncle Hou would light his brass water pipe and tell a story about the hard life before Liberation, pointing to the
carved table that had belonged to the local landlord and saying,
“Chairman Mao is truly our Great Saving Star. If Chiang Kai-shek comes back, he will take my table away
again.”
It was during that brief period after dinner that they told us about the ghost who lived in the pond just outside
their door. A bad little boy had been pulled into the water, never to be seen again.
“You can hear him at night,” Uncle Hou’s wife said, “calling to his mama from the bottom of the pond.”
At first we didn't believe it, because we were city children and our father had told us there were no such things
as ghosts. But then Uncle Hou inhaled deeply and said with real nervousness,
“I saw him one night myself, a little white water ghost, deep in the middle of the pond. He was very pale, not
like a person, but you could see his little arms and legs, and he was moving toward the bank as if he had seen me
and was going to pull me in.”
At these words, we four city children trembled, for Uncle Hou was a grownup, and he knew everything about
the land and what it could do. Hadn’t he cured Liang Weiping’s scalp disease by putting buffalo manure on her
head and binding it up in a turban? But his wife burst into laughter and said,
“Anyway, you have nothing to worry about. Your ears are so big you’ll live forever. I’m sure it wasn’t you he
wanted to eat.”
So we all laughed, and went to bed, but in the darkness beneath the mosquito netting, with nothing but the
bedbugs and fleas and the whine of the mosquitoes to keep us company, I clutched my cousin tightly and
imagined I could hear the soft squish of wet footsteps just beyond the window.
The peasant children loved nothing better than to imitate the ghost to frighten people. They usually caught us
city kids on dark nights when we were walking outdoors, and because of the political situation, they had plenty of
opportunities.
It was August, when one crop was being harvested as the new one was being planted, the busiest time of any
year, and this year there were also many meetings aimed at mobilizing against the threatened invasion. The slogan
TO GROW A SINGLE ADDITIONAL GRAIN OF RICE IS TO PRODUCE ONE MORE BULLET AND KILL ONE
MORE ENEMY was written on all the walls. People scarcely had time to eat, for the fields were nearly one li

away from home. Thus, we children often had the job of carrying food to the men in the fields at dusk, and on our
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way back home again it would be dark, with black trees on either side of the path. It was then that the little ghosts
came out to play.
The first time it happened, my cousin and I were with our neighbors Little Fellow Lan and his little brother,
Buck Teeth Lan. The moon was low and bright, and it cast our shadows long and trembling on the ground. The
brothers had gone slightly ahead, and when we came to a twist in the path two ghostly white figures leaped from
behind a rock, groaning and wheezing and calling our names. Weeping with fear, we ran stumbling all the way
home, dark footsteps in pursuit, until we fell gasping into Waipo’s arms.
When the adults heard what had happened, they seemed strangely unconcerned. I suppose that they were
accustomed to the children’s pranks, and had evoked ghosts themselves commonly enough as a threat when they
wanted to keep discipline. So they told us it was only a game and that we should just go to sleep and forget about
it. But I couldn’t forget about it. When I awoke the next day I was still furious.
It was about a week later that Little Fellow Lan’s grandmother died. The coffin was placed in the central room,
between our families, with the ancestral tablet and the Buddhas. As in the city, the three days of mourning began.
In the countryside they couldn’t afford a beautiful wreath of paper flowers like the one we had bought when Nai
Nai died, so instead the peasants made what looked like little white flags with strips of cloth, bamboo wheels, and
poles, and placed them on the coffin. A blind man came and sang songs all night long for three nights to
accompany the mourning. He sang very sadly and very beautifully, sometimes about the old woman’s hard life
and how kind and honest she had been; sometimes ancient and moving songs about history, like “Mrs. Meng
Jiang Weeping at the Great Wall,” about a woman who traveled to the North to look for her missing husband,
conscripted to work in construction by the emperor, only to find her husband dead and the completed Great Wall
in his place. The peasants came from miles around to hear the singer, many of them strangers to the family, and
even they wept bitterly.
I felt extremely ill-at-ease among all these mourning adults. Liang Weiping and my cousins were of no help,
for they were staring at the singer with glazed eyes, so I decided to go to the storeroom and get a sweet potato to
eat. I soon emerged with my booty, and my cousin saw me and went in and got one for himself. Little Fellow Lan
soon followed. By that time I was ready for seconds, and made my way back under the dark lintel.
And then my heart stopped and my stomach contracted to the size of a pea, for I was attacked by a real ghost,
grabbed under the armpits from behind and tossed to the ground with what seemed like superhuman ease. In the
blackness, all I knew was that I was to die, to spend the rest of my existence under the water as a white shade
calling out to unsuspecting little boys. Now I would never be able to go back to the city to tell my playmates all
about my new experiences; now I would never be able to fight against Chiang Kai-shek.
The next moment I heard the familiar laugh of Little Fellow Lan, well pleased with his success at ghostliness
and ready to share it with me. But my rage was beyond all control. I seized him blindly and bit him as hard as I
could in the shoulder, then threw him back against the sweet potatoes. He kicked back instinctively, and I ran out
of the storage room, my fury at him expanding into fury at his entire family.
Like a little mad bull, I attacked it at what I must unconsciously have known was its most sacred spot. I ran to
the coffin where the flaglike offerings were arrayed and seized a large one on a good-sized bamboo pole and
swung it in an arc, knocking the whole display into the group of mourners and reducing the blind singer and the
whole funeral to horrified silence. I was bawling incoherently, and when the peasants rushed to restrain me, I
began to howl, kicking myself out of their hands. No one could control the hysterical guest from the city except
Waipo herself, who spoke to me sharply and threatened to tell Father if I didn’t quiet down.
As the peasants restored the paper offerings to their places and the “night songs” resumed, Waipo lectured me
severely on paying respect to the dead. Then she made me kneel down before the ancestral tablet and the
Buddhas, with everybody watching, and place my forehead on the ground and recite,
“I am wrong I should die, I am wrong I should die, I am wrong I should die.”
And I felt it was true, for I was so wretched and ashamed that I really wished my life were over and I could
travel on the road to Heaven too. But then Waipo helped me up and dried my tears and held me while we listened
together to the songs for the dead lady.
The next day, Waipo’s sister brought me a large thick silver circlet borrowed from a neighbor.
“You should wear this around your neck, and then no ghost will dare to harm you,” she said.
I had seen other children wear this charm, large, awkward, and shining against their skinny naked chests. I had
thought it laughable and superstitious, but, when I considered that Little Fellow Lan might believe its power, I
consented to put it on, and wore it for the duration of our time in the countryside. My great-aunt also found a
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blunt-tipped iron ghost-repelling sword, which she placed in my bed, and after that 1 had no more trouble with
squishy footsteps or ambushes in the night.
As the summer wore on, 1 began to long to go back to school, and 1 missed Liang Fang and my parents. Then
one early September evening Mother’s brother, Uncle Yan, showed up with the news that there would be no
invasion and he had come to take us home.
The whole village turned out to see us off. 1 gave Little Fellow Lan the wooden gun he had always coveted,
and he gave me a live magpie on a string that he had caught for me in an overturned basket baited underneath
with rice. I felt sad and promised to write, but I knew it was useless because he couldn’t read anyway. At the train
station, Uncle Yan let my magpie go because he said I would have nowhere to keep it, and it flew crookedly up
into the air with its long string trailing behind it. I worried all the way home about how it could live with a string
tied to its foot.
*
While we were away, Father’s temper had gotten worse, for now he never offered to read us stories and
became furious if we quarreled. Liang Fang told us that maybe it was because Mrs. Yao and he weren’t getting
along; she came less frequently and when she did, they argued.
Then one evening after we had been home several weeks, Father asked me not to go out and play.
“Auntie Yao is coming to our house, and she wants to ask you something. Just answer whatever she asks.”
When Mrs. Yao arrived, she looked as plump and strong as ever but seemed a bit worried, and she lit a
cigarette as soon as she sat down. Father looked unhappy.
“You can ask Liang Heng now if you want to,” he said. But she seemed unwilling to say anything, and finally
Father asked,
“Do you still remember that day your mother and 1 took you to the countryside? Tell Auntie Yao if you slept
on the same pillow as Father or on the same pillow as Mother.” I thought this was a very peculiar question indeed,
but 1 answered immediately,
“I slept in the middle, and 1 wasn’t on anyone's pillow. My head was near Father’s back and my feet were near
Mama’s.”
I felt as if they were questioning me about something I had done wrong, but I couldn’t figure out what it was.
Apparently my answer was not good enough; after that, Mrs. Yao never came to the house for dinner again.
When Father lost Mrs. Yao, his wish that we cut all ties with Mother became an obsession. He did everything
he could to separate himself from her, even requesting a reduction in his already low salary to prove his
ideological purity.
It was all useless. The culmination of his efforts came when he asked Liang Fang to write a report exposing
Mother, which he planned to send to her factory on May First Road. He hoped in this way to prove that his loyalty
to the Party superseded all ties to his ex-wife, and to help Liang Fang in her struggles to join the Communist
Youth League.
Of course Liang Fang didn’t want to write the report, for she still missed Mother desperately, and had
continued to go see her long after I had stopped. Father was furious whenever he found out, and she was always
afraid that Liang Weiping and I might tell on her, as we did more than once. There was greater temptation for her
since Uncle Yan’s oldest daughter was in her class, always willing to carry gifts of food and clothing and
messages arranging meetings. Liang Fang often went all the way to Mother’s factory to see her, afraid to go to
Waipo’s because it was too near the, Hunan Daily and someone might tell Father.
Years later she told me that until she was more than thirty years old she had a recurring nightmare that Father
found her out, beat her, and informed her school and the Communist Youth League branch. When she gave in to
Father’s angry pressure it was the first in an agonizing series of concessions to the demands of society; according
to his instructions she accused Mother of Capitalist thought, saying she had always told us we should try to go to
college rather than do manual labor, and that she had tried to gain influence over us by giving us gifts of clothing
and food.
This sort of thing made me unusually thoughtful for a young boy. I was finding out how life worked. As
Chairman Mao said, everyone had his own class position, and human relationships were class relationships that
could not be transcended. There was no room for a personal life outside the one assigned to you by the Party, and
the Party’s values had to govern your private life or you would be punished like Uncle Yan and Mother. The Party
had made us strangers to the woman who loved us more than anyone else in the whole world.
It didn’t make sense, but it was reality. …
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256.2 The Citizen Camera\fn{by Ai Xiaoming (1954- )} Hubei Province, China (F) 7
I was born in Hubei Province in 1954. My father was a high-school teacher, but during the Cultural Revolution he was
persecuted as a “counter-revolutionary”, and was unable to work again until the 1980s. It was my mother who supported the
family in the meantime, working as a librarian.
I finished high school in 1969, at the height of the Cultural Revolution. At that time, universities stopped taking new
students. Most high-school graduates were sent to rural areas to learn and work among the peasants; 1 spent five years in the
countryside. We would all share our books, and took turns reading classics by the fire while cooking for the other students. In
1972 universities were re-opened; I entered the department of Chinese literature at Central China Normal University in 1974.
The university had relocated to the countryside so that we could reform our worldviews, and our classes involved reciting
poems by Mao and little else. Still, we managed to borrow books from our teacher—Stendhal, Tolstoy.
After graduating I was assigned to teach in a school for the children of coal miners. Then, in 1978 I enrolled in a master’s
programme at Central China Normal University back in Wuhan. After completing it I stayed on for awhile to teach, and in
1985 began a PhD on modern Chinese literature at Beijing Normal University. My first book, a study of the writer Ba Jin,
came out in 1989.\fn{Ba Jin: pen-name of Li Yaotang (1904-2005)}
The 1980s were a period in which people felt encouraged to think independently, and to reflect on history, as part
of a wider liberation of thought. I was not involved in the demonstrations on Tiananmen Square in 1989, but like other
observers of the event, I was very concerned. I couldn’t believe the authorities would send in the army—it was totally
unthinkable. At the time, I thought they would see the error they had made; I never expected them to go on sticking to the
same mistake for twenty years.
After 1989, the intellectual climate changed. It had a strong impact on literary scholars: it became impossible to discuss
contemporary writers such as Su Xiaokang\fn{A journalist and critic (1949- ) who scripted River Elegy, a 1988 TV series attacking
traditional Chinese culture} or Liu Binyan,\fn{A journalist and outspoken critic of official misrule (1925-2005) who was twice expelled from the
Chinese Communist Party (in 1957 by Mao; in 1987 by Deng Xiaoping)} or to teach “reflective literature” (fansi wenxue).\fn{A literary
genre that emerged in the early 80s, encompassing fiction, poetry and essays which reflected critically on China’s experience since 1949 }. This was
partly why I turned to foreign literature. But there were also increasing restrictions on academic research: one step at a
time, one would discover more and more limits to what one could think. Political exiles could no longer return, and many
others were leaving. So I decided to move to Sun Yat-Sen University in Guangzhou in 1994, thinking that the South
would be a more open place, with freer media and a better quality of life.
For a while I led the ordinary life of a teacher, but one of the things that unsettled me was a visit to the US in 1999.
Before then I had never left China, and observing the country from such a long distance, I saw that it had too much
bitterness, too many disasters.
But the main challenge to my thinking came from feminism and gender studies. Before this I had read some books on
feminist theory, but had never related it to my own work or behavior. It was also during this visit, in early 2000, that I first
read The Vagina Monologues, which turned into one of my first film projects four years later. After I returned from the
US, I began to teach classes on feminism and organize discussions—for example, of the way advertisements objectified
women. Some of the other professors looked down on this, refusing to treat it as serious academic work.\fn{ How would you
describe the relation between your exposure to feminist theory and your concern with social issues? }
If we talk about equality, we need to make connections between various kinds of inequalities in society. In my opinion,
the unequal treatment of migrant workers in Guangzhou has to do with feminist theory. And in the US, for example,
discriminations along the lines of race, gender, ethnicity or sexual orientation are talked about in connection with each other.
I think theory cultivates in us precisely this ability to see things in connection with each other.\fn{When did you begin to take
an active role in public discourse? }
I started writing social commentaries in early 2003, when China was threatened by a SARS epidemic. A reporter had
called the first SARS patient “the virus king”, and I wrote a piece in the Guangzhou paper Southern Weekend protesting
against this discrimination: the patient was himself a victim, and hadn’t done anything wrong. Soon after that I wrote on the
death of Sun Zhigang, a young man who died in police custody. He came from a peasant family in Hubei province, studied
at university and then worked in Shenzhen before coming to Guangzhou to work as a designer. On March 17, 2003 he left
his house at around 10pm to go to an internet café. The police detained him for not having a temporary resident card, and
sent him to a detention center, where he was beaten to death.
His case exposed the evils of the “custody and repatriation” system in China. Introduced in the early 1980s, this allowed
the authorities to detain and deport anyone without a residence permit; by the 1990s it had led to the creation of a network
of detention centers—“black prisons”. The majority of those who fell victim to this system were the “floating population”
from other provinces, especially migrant workers from rural areas who had come to cities in search of work. A great deal of
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violence was inflicted on detainees in these centers, as well as extortion of money from their families.\fn{ Why did the Sun
Zhigang incident trigger such a national outcry? }
There were four reasons for this. First, the reporting of the case in the Southern Metropolitan Daily was the first time that
the violence in the detention centers was exposed. Second, Sun Zhigang’s profile was not that of a conventional migrant
worker: he was a university graduate working for a design firm; urban residents and intellectuals more readily identified with
him. Thirdly, the proliferation of internet technology had begun to make many websites into platforms for public opinion; this
was one of the first events to generate massive discussions in web forums. Fourth, 2003 was the first year of the new
administration headed by Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao; the government had demonstrated a more open attitude earlier
that year during the SARS crisis and subsequent media uproar, which greatly encouraged the citizens.\fn{ The
parallels with the case of Khaled Scud, the young Egyptian killed by the police in 2010, are very striking. Presumably the PRC
authorities proved more sophisticated than the Mubarak government in responding to the public mood? }

The outcry over Sun Zhigang’s death in the end prompted the State Council to abolish the “custody and repatriation”
system. But “black prisons” continue to exist at all levels, from Beijing downwards, and the government has set up “legal
education” classes aimed at containing petitioners. The authorities have promoted institutions designed to “maintain
stability”, which in practice cover up and avoid social conflict by limiting people’s freedoms. Current practices resemble the
former “custody and repatriation” system: one can find many media reports of petitioners being kidnapped and held in
“black prisons” by the security services.\fn{You mentioned the role of online discussions. Was this when you began to make use of
the internet?}
Yes. The newspapers refused to publish the article I wrote on Sun’s case demanding a thorough investigation, so I
published it online. I also sent it to several officials—to the Chairman of the People’s Political Consultative Conference in
Guangdong, to delegates at the People’s Congress and the People’s Political Consultative Conference—to no effect. Since
Sun was, like me, from Hubei, I invited his relatives to visit our university. That year we had just started to develop a
website, so we did an interview with them and put it on the site. My article was also posted on other internet forums, and
people responded describing their own experiences in holding cells or those of friends. It was very moving to read these
accounts, and I began to visit internet forums often, especially the commemorative website for Sun Zhigang. It was there
that I found out about the case of Huang Jing.\fn{What happened to Huang Jing? }
Huang Jing was a music teacher at an elementary school in Xiangtan, in Hunan Province. On 24 February 2003,
she was found dead in the dormitory of her work unit. The night before, Huang had been with her boyfriend. There were
bruises on her body, and her boyfriend’s semen was discovered on tissues found under the bed. Huangs mother, Shuhua,
believed that she had died from sexual violence, and asked the police to begin an investigation. However, the police
insisted that Huang had died of sudden cardiac illness, and refused to bring the case.
Huang’s mother repeatedly pressed the police to investigate the case properly, and they eventually arrested the
boyfriend. According to the evidence heard in court, Huang Jing had refused to have sex with her boyfriend; therefore,
the sexual activity that followed must be considered rape. Huang’s mother had also commissioned two independent,
academic assessments of the medical evidence. Their findings contradicted the conclusions of the police, yet when the
case was heard, the court didn’t recognize these assessments. Huang’s boyfriend was acquitted and released in March
2004.\fn{How did you get involved in the case? }
As soon as I heard about it, I recognized the significance of the case and felt we must intervene. It had to be considered
within the framework of violence against women and of citizens’ rights campaigns. When I went to the website set up for
her case and analyzed what had happened, I believed it was date rape—a concept which many people didn’t accept at the
time. I wrote an article called 'Stop Phallus-Worshipping', about the likelihood that debate would center on whether or not
there was penetration, ignoring the violation of Huang Jing’s will and the psychological injuries she had suffered. I then met
with Huang’s mother, and we tried various initiatives, but none of them had any useful consequences. So I thought that
maybe we could make a documentary.\fn{This was what eventually became Garden in Heaven. What made you opt for the
documentary format?}
I had recently encountered the work of Hu Jie, and in particular his film Searching for Lin Zhao’s Soul, about a young
student who was imprisoned for defending those persecuted during the Anti-Rightist campaign in the late 1950s. In prison,
she continued to write—in her own blood, since she had been deprived of pen and paper—but was finally executed in
1968. At the time I could hardly believe anyone would turn her story into a documentary—I didn’t expect anyone to
succeed in tackling such a taboo subject.
I was also struck by the figure of Lin Zhao herself. I had heard about her before, but had only a vague impression; after
seeing the film, I felt very strongly about her experiences, her persistence. I felt that if we could make a film about the
Huang case like Hu Jie’s on Lin Zhao, we might be able to reach a wider public. When people saw it, they might be drawn
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in to participate and discuss the case, as with Sun Zhigang. I also felt that it was time for a Chinese feminist documentary
film tradition to begin.\fn{How did your collaboration with Hu Jie develop? }
In 2003, I invited Hu Jie to the Sun Yat-Sen University to give a lecture and screen his films. He filmed some activities
we organized in connection with a case of date rape that had happened on our campus, and edited the footage into the film
White Ribbon.\fn{The White Ribbon Campaign, which started in Canada in 1991, urges men to protest about violence against women }
Soon after that I asked Hu to come back to film an adaptation of The Vagina Monologues performed by my students. When
we were filming this, I made most of the directorial decisions, since we produced the stage performance, but Hu shot and
edited the film—I had no idea about how to shoot at that time. We had only one small camera, so Hu shot one rehearsal in
long shot and a second in close-up, and edited the two together.
Then I asked Hu to work with us on the Huang Jing project. For this, I also borrowed a bigger video camera from my
university department—they were encouraging the use of multimedia in teaching. I didn’t read the manual, instead
learning to operate the camera by trial and error. I didn’t feel much distance from the camera; I remember my father
worked with his hands a lot during the Cultural Revolution—fixing watches and bicycles, repairing pianos—so at home,
we never felt that using one’s hands was difficult. One important event made me decide to make real use of the video
camera.
One day, after Hu and I finished an interview at a hospital with one of the doctors who had examined Huang Jing’s
body, we walked out into the street. There, some street singers were performing a folk opera, and as I started to film them,
I suddenly felt a connection between this scene and the Huang Jing case—the same voice had been passed on since time
immemorial, stories going from mouth to mouth, past to present—and wanted to record the moment, to express this
feeling.
Hu Jie wasn’t sure why I wanted to make a film on the Huang case when I first asked him, and became more confused
the more involved he got. His opinion was different from mine—at one point he told me he couldn’t work on the film any
more, since he didn’t believe it was rape. We argued a lot about this.
Eventually I told Hu it was fine if he didn’t do the filming: he could be my protagonist, and I would film him
interviewing people in order to find out about the case. He set aside his doubts about the project, and helped me complete it.
In the winter vacation, I took the video camera and went with Huang Jing’s mother to do interviews in Xiangtan, and when
the verdict of the case was announced, I went to film it. Then Hu Jie and I edited the film together—I had never done any
editing, and he thought it would be irresponsible to leave me with all the tapes. We had many discussions, each of us
contributing ideas and suggesting footage to be added.\fn{What materials did you draw on when putting the film together? }
The title, Garden in Heaven, comes from a website set up by Huang Jing’s friends to commemorate her. The narrative
centers on Huang Shuhua and her fight for justice for her daughter, and these interviews are obviously the core of the film.
But it also includes images from media reports about the case, interviews with police, local coroners, medical experts from
outside the province, lawyers, women activists, ordinary citizens and “netfriends” of Huang Jing. The soundtrack is a
mixture of Chinese classical music, street music and folk-style guitar and singing.\fn{Your next project was Taishi Village. Tell
us about the incident in question}
The incident took place in September 2005 in Panyu district, just south of Guangzhou. Taishi is a small village where
most of the population has lost their farmland, sold to developers by the village committee. Some of the villagers believed
that the financial accounts of the village committee were not transparent, and suspected the committee of colluding with the
developers and profiting from the sale of their land. In accordance with the Organization Law of Village Committees, the
villagers requested the recall of the committee’s chairman. The police then intervened, arresting the villagers’ representatives
who had campaigned for the recall. In protest at this, the rest of the villagers organized a sit-in at the village committee’s
office, to demonstrate their support for the recall campaign and to prevent the financial accounts from being taken away.
The majority of those present at the sit-in were elderly people and women; the men all had to go to the city during the
day to work. I saw the news about the sit-in online, and since the village was very close to my university; I took my camera
and went down there, together with some activist lawyer friends.\fn{How is the film structured? Music again plays an important
role}
The narrative unfolds chronologically, in four episodes which each document an important event. The first, after giving
the background to the story, records the public verification of signatures for the villagers’ petition to recall the committee. In
the second part, we see riot police come and drive away the people surrounding the village committee office with highpressure hoses. The third follows the election of a new village committee, while in the final episode, the seven newly
elected villagers are forced to resign under pressure from the authorities.
In short, we see how the villagers’ protest started, how it was frustrated and in the end entirely suppressed. The titles of
the episodes come from Cantonese folk songs—the soundtrack in fact consists of traditional music from the Guangdong
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region. These titles express popular aspirations, and form a contrast to what actually happens in the film.\fn{ What about the
process of filming—what difficulties did you experience? }
The filming went quite smoothly to begin with—the villagers were eager for the media to spread news about them, and
early on there were many reporters from the province’s newspapers, television and radio in the village. However, the media
soon received orders to stop reporting the events, and the villagers themselves were under heavy pressure from the authorities.
I continued filming, including confrontations between the villagers and the police; there was also a moment when the
authorities were filming the events themselves, and I filmed them filming too. But my lawyer friends and I were eventually
driven out of the village by thugs hired by the police, and were also attacked on our way back to the city. This is where the film
ends. Since then, I haven’t been back to Taishi Village.\fn{Did shooting the film have consequences for you personally? }
After filming the Taishi Village protests, my situation changed dramatically. There was a rumor going around that I
would be arrested. Then some colleagues from the university came to my home, all very nervous, and told me to protect
myself. Around this time I also managed to see an internal government document which stated that I—a “so-called rights
activist”—and some other people had been behind the Taishi incident in the first place. I realized that my phone was being
tracked, because even when I changed numbers the police still knew my whereabouts. Later I was not allowed to travel
abroad, and even within China, if I planned to go somewhere to do an interview, the Party secretary in our department
would fly from Guangzhou to the place in question to stop me. Of course, the university officials were only doing this
because they were under pressure from above.\fn{But this political pressure didn’t dissuade you from making more films? }
Others have asked me how I overcame these difficulties, and the fear. I asked myself this too, and thought of Lin
Zhao—how could she be so courageous? Then I understood that it was because she didn’t think she had done wrong.
Likewise, for me there wasn’t anything to overcome—I hadn’t done anything wrong. It’s not like academic research,
where sometimes one has to go through a complex thought-process to identify at what stage one has made a mistake.
Concerning what happened in Taishi Village, or the HIV infections in the villages of the Central and North China
Plains, the rights and wrongs are plain for everyone to see.\fn{ In 2006, you made two films on AIDS in central China. Epic of
the Central Plains focused on villagers in Henan who, desperate for cash when the tax burden on them was raised in the early 1990s, had
begun to sell their blood to a licensed local medical body—“Only a needle in my arm, a fifty-yuan note in my palm”, as one interviewee
put it. Over time, many of the villagers contracted HIV; the film begins with very striking shots of fields scattered with one burial mound
after another, and we then see the abandoned houses of those who died or committed suicide. Care and Love documents a similar situation
in Xingtcii, further north in Hebei. How did your approach to this subject compare with those of other filmmakers? }

Chen Weijun made To Live is Better than to Die in 2003, also focusing on villagers who had contracted HIV after
selling their blood in the 1990s. But his film centered on the sad fate of a single family, whereas for Epic of the Central
Plains I shot more footage of the villagers’ struggles, their push to defend the rights of AIDS patients. I also included
interviews with activists such as Gao Yaojie, an elderly doctor who has spent her retirement providing the villagers with
information and raising awareness of their plight. So, the film emphasized the power of popular resistance.
Similarly, Care and Love revolves mainly around the efforts of people living with AIDS to defend their rights, and in
particular around the legal battles of Liu Xianhong, a villager who contracted AIDS from a blood transfusion she received
during childbirth. As in Taishi Village, music plays a prominent role in Epic of the Central Plains, here tied to a feminist
motif throughout the film we hear the Ballad of Hua Mulan, a Henan folk-opera song telling the story of a girl who
dresses as a man to fight in the imperial army.
“Who can say women are inferior to men?”, she sings. The title of the film also has rich historical associations: the
central plains are often considered the historical heartland of China.\fn{ Apart from Chen’s film, when making the two
documentaries on AIDS were you aware of the work of other filmmakers on contemporary social issues? }
After I made Taishi Village I knew that Wu Wenguang had filmed village elections, and that Hu Jie was
working on topics relating to China’s recent history. But I wasn’t aware until recently of anyone else who filmed
social conflicts as I do.\fn{ It seems that more and more films have emerged in the past few years documenting the civil-rights
movement. How would you explain this phenomenon?}
The year 2008 was a very important turning point for “social cinema” and for civil-rights campaigns in China. The
Sichuan earthquake in May was a critical event; the documentary wave you mentioned is in many ways the earthquake’s
aftershock. The disaster was different from other such events, because of the special role of images. When we remember
the Great Famine, for example, we might think of texts like Yang Jisheng’s Mubei (Tombstone) or Yang Xianhui’s
Gaobie Jiabiangou (Goodbye,Jiabiangou), but not images.\fn{Mubei, a two-volume work on the Great Famine spanning over 1,000
pages, was published in Hong Kong in 2008; it is banned in mainland China. Gaobie Jiabiangou (2003) presents fictionalized testimony from
survivors of a labour camp in the northwestern desert of Gansu. It was published in English in 2007 as Woman from Shanghai; Wang Bing’s 2010
feature film The Ditch was based on the book}. Even with the snowstorms of early 2008—my film Train to My Hometown was

about the difficult homeward journeys of migrant workers during that period—what we recall are not images. But with
Sichuan, images had a number of functions, especially in the earthquake’s aftermath.
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First of all, images served as relics, showing what was left behind by the victims. Many parents went to look for their
children’s bodies, but the sites of destruction were no longer there; they could only identify their children by looking at
police photos of victims on a computer screen. Images were also evidence. Many citizens witnessed the moment when the
school buildings collapsed, and they held up their digital cameras, video cameras and mobile phones to record it
happening. And when parents protested the poor construction of the school buildings—the “tofu-dreg projects”—they
marched holding up photos of their children.
Images were also means of struggle. For example, when police cars tried to stop the parents’ protests, they took photos
with their mobile phones and sent them to journalists and lawyers, and to us documentary filmmakers. We edited them
into our films, and used these images to make their voices heard.\fn{ Between 2008 and 2011, you made five films relating to the
aftermath of the Sichuan earthquake—Our Children, Citizens’ Investigation, Why Are the Flowers So Red?, River of Oblivion and Enemy of the
State. Can you tell us about these projects, and how they related to one another?}

None of the five films had been planned in advance. Initially, I didn’t think I would make a film about the earthquake,
because many filmmakers went to Sichuan at that time and there were plenty of news reports. But not long after, I realized
that the stories of school building collapses had been suppressed, and when I got a call from a friend in Sichuan inviting me
to visit, I overcame my hesitations. I went around sites with volunteers, and started filming. At the time I had no idea what
kind of film it would be. Because of all the difficulties and setbacks I had experienced—tapes got confiscated, interviewees
would no longer agree to talk to me, or I had to stop for one reason or another—I told myself I was just going to gain some
understanding; I traveled without feeling I must make a film.
But then, this is the most attractive aspect of documentary: it’s an unknown journey. With historical documentaries, of
course, there are written materials we can refer to, and we know in advance how the film might turn out. But documentaries
about the present have many contingencies, and these unknown factors are what attract me.
Our Children was filmed on two trips, in June and August 2008, and followed the fight for justice of parents whose
children had died at school during the earthquake. It originally contained a section on Tan Zuoren, a citizen activist and
environmental worker who, together with his friend Xie Yihui, had begun an independent investigation into the collapsed
school buildings. The concept of a “citizen investigation” is a new one in China, fuelled by the emergence of civil-rights
protests and the rise of the internet; it has become widespread since 2008. The idea is that individuals go to the site of an
event as “citizen journalists” to conduct their own investigation and report. By doing this, they can end the government’s
media monopoly, break through taboos in news reporting and give real substance to citizens’ rights to know, to monitor
and to express their opinions. Tan Zuoren and Xie Yihui hoped to compile a list of student victims, and collect materials
about the conditions of school buildings, in order to understand the man-made reasons for the buildings’ collapse during
the earthquake.
In March 2009, when I had finished editing Our Children, I invited Tan and Xie to Guangzhou to see it. I felt I should get
their consent to featuring in the film; the government didn’t want this matter to be discussed, and I wanted to make sure they
understood the risks. They were happy with the film, so I sent it out to contacts in the media, to friends and so on. At the end of
March, a week after returning from Guangzhou, Tan Zuoren was arrested. I had not thought of making further films on the
earthquake issue, but Tan’s arrest changed that. If someone related to my films gets into trouble, I must continue to film.
In May, on the anniversary of the tremor, I went to Beichuan to film the reconstruction of the school there. When I came
back, I had so much material that I edited it into two films: Citizens’ Investigation and River of Oblivion. The first documents
Tan Zuoren’s and Xie Yihui’s investigation, expanding the material from Our Children. It includes some images shot by them
during the process, and in the last three minutes of the film, I used 180 still photographs of Tan Zuoren at work, taken by Xie.
River of Oblivion records the old and new Beichuan, before and after the earthquake, with testimony from volunteers, victims’
families, teachers, architects.
Shortly before Tan’s arrest, I had heard that Ai Weiwei had begun a “citizen investigation” of his own, compiling a list of
the names of student victims of the earthquake. So I decided to interview him and follow that process. Why Are the Flowers
So Red? was the result.
Enemy of the State, meanwhile, documents the. trial of Tan Zuoren in Chengdu, from the autumn of 2009 until early
2010, when he was sentenced to five years in prison. I interviewed Tan’s family members, and got the views of writers
and academics in Chengdu on the case, as well as following the work of the lawyers.\fn{ It’s very striking that the Sichuan
disaster should have led to so many documentaries. }
Many deep conflicts in Chinese society had accumulated in the earthquake zone—environmental issues, conflicts
between economic projects and human rights, children’s rights to live, citizens’ pursuits of social justice, as well as
government responses to media coverage and the civil-rights movement. In a sense, the disaster of the earthquake has not
yet ended: what the collapse of the “tofu-dreg projects” in Sichuan brought to light is still troubling Chinese society,
compelling people to face the underlying problems.
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After completing the five films, I understood how important it was to document these realities, before they disappear.
With these images, we can record the pulse of social change in China.\fn{ How do you explain the current strength of imagemaking, as opposed to textual production?}
I think visual works, including feature films and documentaries, are visual systems of knowledge. In the past, we
acquired knowledge through the written word. Today, due to the proliferation of images and image-making technology, it is
visual forms of knowledge that are being created. I have gained a lot of knowledge from films that is impossible to convey
with words. Unlike language, images are direct and concrete, full of specific historical details. Words can make it easier for
us to understand things conceptually, but images mobilize our senses, allowing us to experience with our emotions.\fn{How
has the citizen documentary movement developed since Sichuan? }
A lot more documentaries have emerged recently—the year 2010 saw many important breakthroughs. There have
been a few important nexuses, such as the Tiger Temple News Station (Laohu Miao), where the blogger Zhang Zhihe
posts interviews with figures from civil society. Ai Weiwei and the team under his direction also played an important role,
introducing many valuable practices for documentation. For example, a direct attitude towards conflict. In the past, we felt
we could only film with a hidden camera—we felt we had no power to confront the police. But Ai Weiwei and others
encouraged the idea of facing the authorities, emphasizing the rights of citizens to film and scrutinize their actions. This
was a huge breakthrough, not in terms of content, but in attitude: the documentarian no longer runs away, but instead
stands up, insists on filming to the end, facing the opponent’s camera. Ai Weiwei and his team also manage to upload their
work in a timely manner—speed is important to the effectiveness of the film. He has experimented, too, with
organizational structure: when working together, the team has a collective power that cannot be replaced by individual
filmmaking. Finally, Ai Weiwei has introduced free-of-charge circulation for his films, shooting large amounts and giving
it away. This has encouraged people to discuss, to participate. This experience of public participation is an important step
forward.
Another important breakthrough in 2010 came with the case of the “three Fujian netizens”. The three activists—Fan
Yanqiong, You Jingyou and Wu Huaying—campaigned in support of a mother seeking justice for her deceased daughter. As in
the case of Huang Jing, the victim was a young woman, and there was evidence she may have died from sexual violence
during a gang rape. Her mother disagreed with the coroner’s report issued by the police, and demanded further investigation.
The three netizens backed her struggle, making video clips and uploading them to the web, and posting comments in online
forums. They were arrested in 2009 and in April 2010 were convicted of slander—two of them sentenced to one-year
imprisonment, the other to a two-year jail term.
When the sentences were due to be announced, people who supported the netizens mobilized widely on the internet,
bringing hundreds onto the streets outside the court in Fuzhou to protest the verdict. The activist Wang Lihong played an
important role—she wrote two dozen letters to the Fujian Party Secretary in support of the netizens, and it was she who
organized the demonstration outside the courtroom on the day of the trial. The filmmaker He Yang made a documentary about
them which circulated widely.
Supporters of the netizens made great use of cameras, continuously recording and uploading material in order to keep
attention focused on the case. They further developed the power of confrontational documentary, and filmed facing the
cameras of their opponents. These experiences—the confrontation with the authorities, the clear orientation to social
movements, the ability to turn online networks into a presence on the streets—have been extremely important
advances.\fn{What role have the documentaries themselves played in China's civil-rights protests? }
I think they have had a huge impact. Ai Weiwei’s influence, for example, has a lot to do with the wide circulation of his
documentaries. I also read online that many netizens only got to know about the AIDS villages in Henan after watching
Epic of the Central Plains. Taishi Village also had a broad circulation, because many friends have made copies themselves
and passed them on. Many people have been able to see Our Children too. I have put all of these works online, but people
have to break through the “Great Firewall” to see them, which is not so convenient. I put them on domestic websites but
they are soon deleted, so for now they can only be viewed on websites overseas.\fn{ This brings us to the question of
distribution and funding—what channels are there for this?}
We can’t do much about distribution right now. We can’t have any distribution within the country, which makes it
impossible for us to cover production costs. Filmmaking is very difficult without grant support. For some of my earlier
films, I got project funding from Oxfam, but they stopped supporting me after Epic of the Central Plains. On topics such
as the Sichuan earthquake, which happened suddenly and was politically sensitive, funding was very limited.
In the past few years it has been very difficult to continue working. Friends at the Hong Kong Social Movement Film
Festival helped me raise funds by screening my films and holding charity sales; I used that money mainly to produce
DVD copies of my films. A good proportion of the income from earlier films is donated—for example, to support the
villagers who collaborated with us on Epic of the Central Plains and Care and Love, or to earthquake victims in Sichuan.
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Last year\fn{2010} I was awarded the Simone de Beauvoir prize, which has helped me to continue working in relative
peace.
But I don’t have any regular financial support for my films. If I could openly dis tribute my films, screen them in
cinemas, the situation would be totally different—I wouldn’t have any problems in supporting the operations of a whole
independent film studio.\fn{Filmmaking aside, how do you see citizen-rights struggles developing in China? }
I think we can view it from two aspects. Firstly, the government is imposing more and more restrictions, creating a strict
system of control to maintain stability. It has brought back some previously abandoned practices—for example, sending
petitioners to mental asylums. Residence permits and IDS are used to identify those who must be put under surveillance, and
there are now more advanced ways of finding people’s whereabouts. The technologies of control are becoming more precise,
attacking more concrete targets.
On the other hand, the growth of a citizens’ rights consciousness can’t be reversed, and people’s ability to use the internet
has also grown. The fact that the police have to spend so much time on the internet monitoring comments is also important—
are the policemen still the same after reading all these critical viewpoints?\fn{ So far this year you have made two films, Let the
Sunshine Reach the Earth and Postcard, following the rights activist Wang Lihong, who was arrested in March for “inciting social unrest”.
What other projects are you working on at the moment?}

I have filmed some fragments on the story of Tian Yu, a young woman from Hubei who worked at Foxconn, a Taiwaneseowned electronics company best known for making the iPhone. She began working at their Shenzhen plant in early 2010,
aged barely seventeen, and at the end of her first month there she wasn’t paid her wages. No one gave her any advice on how
to solve the problem, and after exhausting herself running between different offices in the factory, she jumped from her
dormitory building in despair.
She was one of more than a dozen desperate workers who attempted suicide by jumping off factory and dormitory
buildings at Foxconn between March and May 2010; she was the only one to survive, but she was paralyzed from the waist
down. I heard about her case and went with some volunteers to visit her in hospital, to learn more about her experiences. I’ve
also interviewed her parents, and have been very moved by their love for her, and their refusal to see this child as a burden.
But my thinking on this project hasn’t yet matured, and I am unable to see what kind of story it could become.
Sociological studies on Foxconn have been published, including one report on labor conditions drawn up by experts from
twenty universities, and scholars have reached their conclusions.
But Tian Yu’s story has unique attributes that differentiate it from any master-narrative. It includes the history of her and
her family’s everyday existence and problems. What will the family do now that the eldest daughter, in whom the parents
invested great hopes, has been struck by disaster? How can they overcome their difficulties, and what kind of life will Tian
Yu have? She is only seventeen, there are still many possibilities for her. I don’t really mind how the story now develops, or
whether it becomes a film. In any case, the success of a documentary doesn’t depend on the importance of the topic—
everything has its own importance. Whether one can complete a documentary or not depends on how much determination
one has in filming something to the end.\fn{What are your plans for the future?}
I would like to continue investigating how civil-rights campaigners can use the powers of technology, art and the media.
I will also try to document Tian Yu whenever I have a chance. I think it is important to capture these moments in time—
they pass so swiftly. I recently went to Tian Yu’s hometown to interview her younger sister. She didn’t want to speak; I
asked questions, but she still didn’t say anything. So I suggested we change positions and she ask me questions. Eventually
I ended up giving the camera to her brother, who shot lots of images of the sheep they were herding. To me, it doesn’t
matter who holds the camera. What is important is where to place it, what to shoot, and what to do after shooting. It isn’t
important who shoots. But whether you shoot or not makes a huge difference. If you don’t shoot, then nothing remains.
1955

83.82 Wedding Night\fn{by Liang Heng (c.1955?- )} Hunan Province, China (M) 4
The traditional practical jokers who made a nuisance of themselves in the wedding chamber had long gone.
Her husband was not yet back from seeing the guests off. She sat quietly by the table, cupping her chin with both
hands as she muttered to herself. A sound from outside broke into her thoughts. It was the sound of the north wind
as it whistled through the electric wires. She stood up, got a broom from the kitchen, swept up the melon seed
husks and candy wrappers discarded by the guests and dumped them into the blazing fire.
She watched the sparks fly as the flames flared and crackled. Soon the candy wrappers became cinders,
dancing and twirling slowly up toward the ceiling. She couldn’t help feeling that she too was suspended in midair,
several feet above the floor just like those cinders.
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“What if I tell him about it? What if I tell him about it?” She repeated the question to herself humbly, like a
Buddhist nun chanting liturgies.
Outside, the howling of the wind became more intense, and the whole house seemed to shake. She waved her
hand impatiently as if to drive away an unpleasant thought. With great difficulty she finally managed to calm
down and turned to walk into the kitchen. She filled a basin with hot water, placed it on the floor and slowly sat
down, taking off her shoes and stockings.
After she finished washing her feet, she came out from the kitchen and glanced at the brand new embroidered
quilts and the pair of pillowcases embroidered with mandarin ducks. She hesitated a moment, then started to make
the bed. She started to make the two quilts into one bedroll, but on second thought, she shook her head and
separated them into two bedrolls.
“Why can’t I tell him?” she sighed long and hard as if to vent all her troubled thoughts. She lifted her head
ever so slightly and looked at the picture on the wall, their wedding picture. Again she walked toward the window
and touched the red paper cutting on the window pane. It was a cutting of the character which meant double
happiness. Outside, the snowflakes were stuck to the window frame forming a white crystal ring around the
window. Against this background the red paper cutting seemed especially beautiful. But she kept brushing it
gently with her fingers. Part of the character broke off.
There seemed to be some noise outside the door. She turned sideways, held her breath listened. Nothing!
Nothing whatever, except the howling of the chilly north wind.
Her husband was not back yet. She crossed her arms, leaned against the wall, and closed her eyes deep in
thought. She was used to engaging in her own secret thoughts.
There was something that she could not tell her husband. Yet this thing caused her such agony that when. even
she thought about it, she would begin to tremble.
When she graduated from high school, the Cultural Revolution was at the halfway point. A group of young
intellectuals between the age of 15 and 16 was sent to an out-of-the-way village in western Hunan to settle among
the local people. She was one of them. At that time her only family was her old mother who lived alone in
Changsha. Two years later others in her group could not take the life in an impoverished village any more and,
one after another, they all managed to be transferred elsewhere. She did not have the money to buy an escape
route, nor were there any strings she could pull. She could only await the dictate of fate.
Soon afterwards her mother became ill. Her mother was quite old and lived alone with no one to look after her.
How she wished then to be able to return to her home and to her mother! Just at that time a Changsha factory
wanted to recruit workers from her commune. The secretary of the commune who was in charge saw his
opportunity. He forced her to give herself to him as a condition for her getting the job. In the end she gave in.
This happened many years ago. To her, however, it was a nightmare from which she could not wake up. She
had never told anyone about it, nor would she dare to confide in anyone. She was aware that the same thing had
happened to other girls, but once it became public knowledge, these girls were scorned the rest of their lives.
“I am unclean.” She said bitterly. She felt a stab of unspeakable shame. She opened her eyes, walked to the
wardrobe, and looked at herself in the mirror. She was small and slender, with narrow eyes and a small mouth.
She seemed to be praying that the person in the mirror could be changed into somebody else.
She turned around and looked at the wedding picture. In the picture her husband was holding her in his arms
and smiling.
“How can I be faithless to him?”
She closed her lids in order to avoid her husband’s eyes.
She knew that her husband was very happy with her. She knew how to do all the household chores. Before the
wedding, whenever she had time to visit him, she always cleaned his rooms, washed his clothes, cooked and
sewed. She worked nonstop, and this was exactly what he wanted of her. Since they had fallen in love, he seldom
if ever lost his temper with her. Furthermore, in his mind she was a doll, pure and lovely.
“He is usually very tolerant about everything. If I told him, he would surely forgive me.”
This idea flashed through her mind suddenly and positively, as if at that very instant, she could sense her
husband’s deep love and understanding. “It was not your fault. Forget about this bitter experience.” She thought
he surely would say something like that. What’s more, he would protect her with the care of a loving father. She
would then kneel before him, clasping his legs as she poured her heart out in gratefulness.
So thinking, she hurried to the door and listened. She was hoping that her husband would return quickly, so
that she could reveal the secret in her heart. What a relief that would be!
She pushed the door open, looking anxiously into the distant darkness. The entire silvery white world was
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asleep. With the help of the dim street lights she could see that the foot prints her guests had left were being
covered again with fresh snow. The bone-chilling wind blew a flurry of snow against her face. The road was
empty; there was no sight of her husband. She sighed and closed the door.
But she had made an important decision. She dashed light-heartedly toward the bed to rearrange the bedding
once again making the two rolls into one and moving the pillows closer together. She put fresh briquettes in the
stove, covered it with an iron lid. And then she filled the basin again with water.
This time she washed her face and neck. She even flipped up her blouse and wiped her breasts lightly with the
hot towel. The fragrant oil! Suddenly she thought of the fragrant oil. It was not on the stand where the basin was
so she hurriedly opened the drawers one after another, but after going through them, she still could not find it. She
was at a loss.
“I must have some of that oil. He would like it,” she muttered to herself.
Finally, she found it in the pocket of an overcoat. She smeared it over her face and hands, applying more than
she would ordinarily use.
Another few minutes went by and her husband had still not returned. Now, she sat down happily and looked
around the bridal chamber. This was their new home, his and hers. It was their small world built entirely with their
sweat and blood. They had whitewashed the walls themselves. They had spent one whole afternoon in the Arts
and Crafts Store choosing the landscape paintings on the wall. This bed, the chest of drawers, the dining table, the
chairs, and even the alarm clock, the radio, and the bicycle against the wall in one comer of the room were all
items purchased in the last four years. Purchased with money they had saved, penny by penny. She allowed
herself to enjoy all of this to the fullest. Of course this was not the first time she had taken stock of things. Each
time she looked at them, she would feel a deep sense of possession, wondering how she could manage to possess
all this forever.
This time her feeling was quite different. This was their wedding night. In a year or two they would have a
child, a bright and happy child. Of course she hoped for a boy, because her husband had mentioned time and again
that he only wanted boys. At this point, she visualized a small boy sitting on the bicycle seat, clapping his hands
and asking his mother to ring the bell.
“A little boy!” she murmured.
Suddenly she dared not continue her daydream. “The mother of this child is unclean.” Again the thought
flashed through her mind, quick as lightning, shattering her dream to pieces. Instantly, all the neat and beautiful
furniture turned into junk around her feet.
“I cannot tell him. I cannot under any circumstances tell him.” She immediately changed her mind. The joyful
excitement she had felt a moment ago turned into tension and fear.
She hoped that he would not come back just yet. She even imagined that some of his friends might have
dragged him into their house to toast him again, and then, he would be so drunk that he would have to spend the
night in their home. To tell the truth, she was deathly afraid of the ordeal of the wedding night. What would
happen if her husband discovered she was not a virgin? She actually knew very little of the biology of
maidenhood, but the ethical aspect was deeply engraved in her mind and heart. God in heaven! She shivered.
Outside, the north wind had increased in intensity as if it wanted to blow away everything on earth.
She stood up and moved uncomfortably back and forth like a little white rabbit in an iron cage. She wanted to
find something to do, but did not know what. She walked dispiritedly toward the wall, reached out and took down
the wedding picture, caressing the sweetly smiling lovers with her finger tips.
“My darling, I’ve failed you,” she said in a whisper. As a traditional Chinese woman she felt that a wife who
had been untrue to her husband deserved to die. Ever since she had known him she had been silently begging for
the forgiveness of this smiling man, hoping that her silent and secretive prayers would help to rid her of her
burden of guilt and to find peace of heart and mind. On this her wedding night she felt an urgent need to repeat
this silent beseeching, so, once again she offered her repentance to her husband, her eyes clouded with tears.
“Bitch! Why did you wait till our wedding night to tell me?” That smiling man made a complete about-face,
grinding his teeth with anger. “Now I finally really know you. You are a cheat, a whore and a depraved woman.”
He could not accept the cruel fact that his wife was not a virgin. He was screaming wildly at her, his eyes bloodshot; spitting saliva as he threatened her and demanded that she compensate him for his loss. Then, he again fell
into agonizing despair. How could he face people! They would be pointing at him behind his back and making fun
of him, calling him the world’s biggest fool. All of a sudden he was out from the picture frame, waving his fists at
her. He punched and kicked at her to vent his anger, hatred and shame. The last blow fell on her chest. Blood
spurted out of her mouth.
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Crash! The picture dropped on the floor, the glass shattering into bits and pieces. It startled her out of her dazed
thoughts. She rubbed her tear-filled eyes and hurriedly picked up the broken pieces, cutting her finger in the
process. She immediately began sucking it as she looked for an adhesive strip to cover the wound. Next she
dashed into the kitchen to get the broom and start sweeping. Just then, she felt a gust of cold air on her back; her
husband had come in.
He closed the door behind him, his face flushed, smiling broadly.
“I’m sorry, my darling. Did waiting make you anxious?” He opened his arms, waiting for her to come into his
embrace.
“What’s the matter? Don’t you feel well?” he asked, watching his hesitant wife. “Why are you so pale?”
He immediately noticed that she was holding the picture frame with one hand, while the other one had a piece
of adhesive strip on it, and both hands were trembling.
“I was trying to find another place to hang this picture so that it will be more prominently displayed,” she
answered mechanically. “But I was careless and broke it.”
“Just look at you! You really scared me. I thought some earth-shaking event had taken place.” He stomped the
snow off his feet and made a playfully sad face at her. To him the wedding night was a blessed exciting time. It
certainly never occurred to him that his wife had something to be unhappy about. “Leave it on the table for now.
We will get a new piece of glass for it tomorrow. Now”—he stopped, winking at her as he continued with a smile
—“let us enjoy our wedding night to the fullest.”
She was silent, trying hard to find something to say in response to her husband’s gaiety.
He took off his thick-padded cotton coat, and brushed off the snowflakes, then hung it on the hook behind the
door. He stretched out his strong and sturdy arms a few times, rubbed his frozen fingers, and walked toward his
wife. He took her tear-stained face in his hands and kissed it.
“Look, this is really childish, to cry for breaking something.” He wiped the comers of her eyes gently with his
hands and taking the frame from her, put it on the table.
She was touched by his kisses and his gentleness. These small gestures held great comfort for her. She started
to recover. “How very handsome he is!” She glanced at the picture on the table, afraid that her husband”s smile
might have disappeared. Quickly, she said, endearingly, “I will get you some hot water to wash your face and
feet.”
She walked into the kitchen, poured half a thermos bottle of boiling water into a washbasin, then added a little
cold water to it. All the while she was very nervous, her senses tuned to every sound and movement in the outside
room. The kitchen door was left ajar. She could see from the comer of her eyes that her husband was taking off his
socks while eyeing the arrangement of the quilts and pillows. He was smiling knowingly. It looked as if he was
quite satisfied with everything.
She wanted desperately for her husband to continue smiling at her this way.
“I can’t tell him. I’ve kept it a secret for so many years, surely I can keep it a secret on my wedding night!”
She had made up her mind to risk it. Her desire to live gave her the strength to devise a strategy. She thought of
lying to him, pretending a stomach ache. Maybe this would be the way out.
“Come and wash yourself,” she said, trying to control her emotions. She brought out the basin of hot water and
put it gently on the floor. She smiled and nodded at her husband who had already settled himself in a chair. She
helped him place both feet in the water.
He slapped the water, with both feet, the way ducks swim, splashing water all over.
“Don’t be naughty,” she glared at him, pretending to be stern while lovingly massaging his feet, slowly, one
toe at a time.
“One, two … give me another one, three … give me another one, four …” thus she washed and counted his
toes. Yet in her mind these numbers meant “One day, another day, yet another day, still …”
“One of these days it will be exposed,” said a voice in her mind while she was drying her husband’s toes. “One
of these days it will be exposed.” “One of these days it will be exposed.” She shook her head ever so slightly, and
without lifting her face she picked up the basin and quickly walked into the kitchen.
“What can I do? If I manage to get through today, there will still be tomorrow I can’t have a stomacha che
every day.”
She was deeply troubled. She dipped a towel in the cold water and wiped her forehead to cool down.
“I will not tell him, come what may. I will never tell.” The imaginary picture of her husband beating her had
not yet completely disappeared from her mind's eye. She bit her wounded finger to remind herself that she must
not tell under any circumstances.
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“Go and wait for me in bed. I have to use the toilet.”
She heard her husband’s order from the other room. He put on his shoes, threw his coat over his shoulders,
took the flashlight and went out. The toilet was outside, an outhouse shared by all in the dormitory.
She dashed out from the kitchen while he was gone, undressed hurriedly and got into bed. She was afraid that
her husband might detect her secret from her face.
“What am I to do?” She bit into the corner of the bedding, worried that she might start to sob.
Outside, the wind was beating against the windowpane. A gust of strong wind rushed by, making noises in its
wake. Then all was quiet again.
From outside of the door came the sound of her husband’s footsteps, and it caused a tightening in her heart.
She knew that her wedding night was about to begin. “I may be unclean, but I want to live.” She warned herself
again that she should keep her mouth shut. “I don’t want to lie to him, but I need his love.” She swore that she
would double her effort to beg silently for his forgiveness, that she would give him all of herself. He could beat
her all he wanted; he could abuse her. She would not mind, so long as his abuse was not because of her loss of
virginity.
“He will soon know.” At this time and at this moment her only sensation was fear. She was trembling all over.
“Don’t be so agitated,” her husband gently comforted her. “I have heard it said that lovers on their wedding
nights always feel this way.” Afterwards, she could only remember hearing him getting out of his clothes.
Suddenly, quick as a flash, his big hands stripped her of the rest of her clothes.
“This is it.” She was totally dazed, so much so that she completely forgot her plan of feigning a stomach ache.
She did not dare look at him. She could only let him manipulate her limbs at will. She waited for the moment
when he would discover her secret.
He fell heavily on her, pulled the bedding roughly over his back to keep warm. He was breathing harder and
harder, eventually his breathing was louder than the roaring of the storm outside. At this moment her smiling
husband had become an animal who was seeking a basic happy fulfillment.
All was quiet now. She felt numb. There would be no need for her husband to pronounce his last judgment on
her. She was already stunned.
After a long while she regained consciousness. Strangely, there was no sound nor movement. She gathered up
her courage and opened her eyes. There was her husband, mouth slightly open, snoring lightly and rhythmically.
How soundly he slept! The expression on his face was one of total satisfaction; a smile of happiness at the corners
of his mouth.
“My loved one …”
All her fears, and sorrows, all her shame and happiness melted into those three little words. Tears rolled down
her cheeks, wetting her hair, her pillow. She held on tightly to her husband, lest he should slip out of her arms.
188.56 Guilt By Association: Life As A Dissident’s Wife\fn{by He Xintong (c.1955?- )} Peking?, China (F) 1
In many ways I think it was worse to be a Chinese prisoner’s wife than to be a prisoner. We have to put up with
the political repression that deprives us of our husbands, then we have to put up with hatred from people in the social environment, and we also have to take care of our families.
Prisoners only have to care of memselves!
My daughter was just eight when Xu Wenli was put in jail. I had to take care of her while working more in order to make enough money since I was the sole person providing for the family. I also started studying again so I
could find a new, better paid job.
But my husband was me one who cost me the most money. I would try to find good things for him to eat, with
nice wrapping and everything. He only realized how expensive these were when he came out and saw the prices
for himself. I never told him, of course. My daughter would see what I was bringing her father and say,
“I want to go to jail, too! You get good things to eat when you're in there!”
Poor child—I couldn’t afford such luxuries for her.
During the Cultural Revolution, I wasn’t allowed to look for a good job because of my “bad background.” My
father had studied Japanese in Japan before 1949. In 1945, he was an interpreter for some Japanese left behind in
China after the war. Then he was taken to Taiwan by the Kuomintang army and couldn’t make it back before the
communists took over China. My mother suffered a great deal because of his absence.
In 1968 I was made to work in very bad conditions in a small factory. I had to work with my arms in hot water
all day. I was still doing this job when Xu Wenli was arrested. When I saw that I could not make ends meet with -
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out my husband’s salary, I started studying to become an accountant and finally got a job at college teaching accounting and economics.
At first they were very harsh to me. Since I was the mother of an only child, I was supposed to get a monthly
one child allowance, like everyone else, but the school stopped giving it to me. Even if it was only a few yuan a
month I needed the money badly. When Xu Wenli heard about this, he got very angry and told the prison authori ties that my unit shoud stop bullying me. Someone was actually sent from the prison to talk to my work unit’s di rector and explain that Xu was not an ordinary criminal and that tliey should treat me correctly.
The school’s attitude changed immediately, but I was still made to feel that I was a “bad element.” When oth ers got a promotion, I didn’t, and they onIy gave me half the monthly allowance awarded to other one child families. They constantly made me feel that I was without a husband.
Of course things have been better since Xu Wenli came home, because now we can be together again, but life
is not much easier. I am constantIy followed wherever I go. As my health is bad, I have to go to the hospital fairly
often and get massages for my back. Two men follow me even then. The doctor knows he has to leave the door
slightly open and when I am lying on the table, I see them peeking into the room.
After Xu came out of jail, my college didn’t really want to have anything to do widh me any more and I was
allowed to take an early retirement for health reasons. It was obviously out of the question that Xu would be al lowed to take a job or get some kind of pension or allowance. We now have to srvive on 398 yuan\fn{About $50 in
1995} a month. The rent, electricity, and so on, cost 60 yuan a month. With what’s left we go shopping three times
a month and eat what we have in the meantime. If we want to go somewhere we have to ride our bikes since the
minimum taxi fare is 10 yuan.\fn{“Have you ever talked with the people who follow you?”}
Oh, yes. They’ve been after us ever since the Prime Minister of France, Balladur, came to Peking in March,
1994 and Xu Wenli was taken away for a week again. I’ve often asked these people why they follow me every where, but they just act very unpleasant and reply with vulgar words, pretending not to know me. At one point,
they used to threaten us and say things like,
“You’re looking for death!” and
“We’re going to beat you up!” But Xu Wenli sent a formal note of protest and things have gotten better. They
even used to ilirow stones in our direction but they don’t any more.
Everyone who knows us knows them. The gatekeepers at my old college offer them cigarettes when I go there.
The other day we went to a park to enjoy some tranquility by the lake. We rented a rowboat and after an hour we
headed toward me shore. The followers had rented two boats and shouted to us,
“Hey! Why are you going home so soon? We were having such a nice time.” But we couldn’t afford to pay for
another two hours rental time.
These people get very well paid for this kind of job: 1,000 yuan or more. They like it when we go to the cinema twice a month, and would like us to go out more often.\fn{ “I see that the press is making a lot of fuss over the May First
model workers and have chosen the ten most capable Chinese wome. Who would you put on that list?” }
First, Ding Zilin for her exceptional courage in collecting the names of the dead and wounded of the June
Fourth Massacre. Then I would choose women like writer Yang Jiang, the wife of novelist Qian Zhongshu, or
journalist Feng Yuan, who is married to Wang Ruoshui, former deputy chief editor of People's Daily.
I would like to be able to work again. And I would also like to spend a few months abroad, see what the world
is like—and be able to come back.
187.26 An Autobiographical Statement\fn{by Shiao (c.1955?- )} “along the Yellow River,” China (F) 3
My mother married a big capitalist and Koumintang officer in Shanghai. He abandoned my mother, me, my
sister, and my brother and went to Taiwan with his concubine before the Chinese Communist Party took over
China in 1949. My mother supported my sister, my brother, and me by her hard work which she had never
experienced in her life before she married my father.
We lived in a red oak house on Weywey Road in Shanghai which was considered one of the capitalists’
residential areas. The ceilings of our house were sculptured with flowers, cranes, dragons, and birds. On the first
floor, we had a kitchen, a large living room with a grand piano in it, and a washroom. On the second floor, we had
four bedrooms and one washroom. Next to our house, there was a large rose garden with walls. On summer
evenings, my mother used to tell us stories of ancient philosophers and masters of literature such as Confucius,
Mencius, Li Po, Ouyang Hsiu, and Wang Hsi-chih. Those stories are still so clear in my memory:
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When he was a child, Li Po, a great poet of the Tang Dynasty, liked to play every day instead of studying. One day
when he was wandering along the street with nothing to do, he came across an old woman grinding away at a bar of
iron. When he asked the old woman what she was doing, the woman replied:
“I want to grind this iron pestle into an embroidery needle.”
Li Po laughed and asked her how many years she thought it would take to finish. The woman answered:
“As long as I keep grinding away each day, I’m bound to finish some day.”
Deeply moved by what the old woman said and did, Li Po vowed to study diligently from that day on.

My mother told us that this story shows that perseverance and continued effort can lead to the accomplishment
of many difficult tasks. In order to let us not take our rich family background for granted, my mother used to tell
us a lot of good learning stories. I remember:
There was once a little boy in the Chin Dynasty whose name was Ch’e-ying. He liked to read very much, but his
family was so poor that he could not even afford to buy candles. A little girl who lived next door to Ch’e-ying
wondered one day:
“If Ch’e-ying’s family is too poor to buy candles, how come he can study at night and become so learned?”
The little girl became so curious that she decided to find out the truth. One night, she hid behind a tree, she saw
Ch’e-ying coming home with a bag full of a glittering substance. The little girl became more curious than ever. She
followed Ch’e-ying into his house. She seized the bag and said:
“What have you got there?”
Before Ch’e-ying could stop her, she pulled the bag open and hundreds of glowworms escaped, lighting up the
whole room. Ch’e-ying became a big scholar later on. The little girl also became very scholarly when she grew up.

My mother said that we should value every piece of happiness and study hard to be scholars someday.
Since my mother graduated from a private English Christian school, she spoke very good English and was
knowledgeable in the arts, music, and literature. Sometimes she would read me English fables or stories in a soft
musical voice. She made me a half Chinese and half Western dress, which became one of the excuses for people
to criticize me during the Grand Cultural Revolution. I was called “the little bourgeois Yiao Gui (witch).”
My mother’s talents in the arts, music, and literature instilled in me a variety of interests. My father’s
antirevolutionary background pushed me, my sister, and my brother to try doubly hard to be revolutionary. My
sister and brother were working so hard to get accepted as Chinese Communist Youth League members while I
was never accepted.
*
My mother used to bring me to Western restaurants to enjoy the delicious steak with mashed potatoes and
mixed vegetables, exotic flavored dessert, and beautiful Western music. Sometimes I would wear a fancy white
princess long skirt and go to a concert or ballet with my mother, my sister, and my brother.
Since I liked music so much, my mother bought me a grand piano and hired a very talented piano professor
from Shanghai Conservatory. My piano teacher went through rigid Russian style training. She would make me
practise at least three hours a day. If I played a wrong note, she would beat our red oak floor with a ruler and
shout:
“Wrong! Wrong! Wrong! Do it again.”
She dared not beat me like a lot of other piano teachers since my mother insisted that a good student needed a
strict teacher but not necessarily a brutal one. My mother’s educational belief was quite different from the Chinese
saying:
“A loyal son is cultivated with severity, a good student from a strict teacher with severe punishment.”
As time went by, I was able to play Chopin. My piano teacher always came to my house with a very elegant
dress and wearing Parisian perfume. While I practiced the lessons, she would stand beside the window and smell
the fragrant flowers from our garden and urge me:
“Play the notes with your heart, Shiao, my little princess!” Sometimes she would demonstrate her performance
with her eyes closed:
“Shiao, got it? This is the way you should do it!”
*
My mother was a very good gardener. Our garden was always filled with wonderful fragrances. Even in the
winter, the red and yellow cherry flowers would be inblossom. I was like a little dreaming princess surrounded by
flowers, music, ballet, French steaks, and chocolate. However, in 1966, my beautiful dream was shattered.
*
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One day in August, 1966, as I was approaching the school yard, I saw Da Wang, the son of the Reds (working
class family) in my class, leading a group of the Red Guards and grabbing Mr. Liu’s hands behind his back in a
chastising march in the street. Mr. Liu, my language teacher, graduated from Peking Normal University which
was considered one of the most prestigious universities in China. He had never got married and there was a rumor
about this.
People said Mr. Liu once fell in love with a woman. Since that woman’s rich parents arranged for her to marry
a capitalist, Mr. Liu remained single all his life. He devoted his whole life to teaching and he was well respected
by the students. He used his life savings to help the students from low salary working class families. I heard some
slogans parroting:
“Down with Zhetao Liu!”
“Zhetao Liu is a bourgeois dog!”
In my mind, I was visualizing Mr. Liu patiently instilling in us the Confucian educational philosophy in our
language course, giving money and nutritious food to some of my classmates, visiting peasants’ and workers’
families to persuade them to support their children’s schooling.
*
Da Wang was now dragging Mr. Liu back to our classroom where he was the master a few months ago and
now the posters were wall to wall up to the ceiling. Da Wang and others in Red Guard uniforms forced Mr. Liu to
kneel down on the teaching platform to admit that he had polluted our brains with bourgeois ideologies. Mr. Liu
insisted that he was doing what the Party asked him to do: to educate the young to serve the people and country.
“You are lying! You used to ask us to work day and night to read the books and do the assignments. You
heartless dog!”
Some Red Guards began to beat Mr. Liu. I held back my tears and the others stood there completely subdued.
The Red Guards shouted at us:
“You bourgeois pig dogs. You are not allowed to leave or shed your bourgeois tears. You have to watch!”
My lips were bleeding. In my heart, I also worried about my family, especially my mother who married a
Koumintang officer.
The chastising meeting was interrupted by a messenger sent from the Red Guard Headquarters. They had to go
for a big ceremony in the Central city Square. Mr. Liu was finally temporarily relieved. But who could guarantee
that he would not be attacked again or further denounced? I tried to look at Mr. Liu with a forced smile. I
remembered my mother told me:
“Shiao, do me a favor and smile secretly at any people who are chastised and just let them know that
somebody cares about them.”
*
Once school was closed for the whole day due to the City Red Guards’ big ceremony. I was rushing home. I
sensed that something might happen to my family. When I got home, I found some big posters across my house:
“This bourgeois house is confiscated.”
In front of the house, my mother was subdued among a waste of broken vases, photos, bowls, paintings, and so
forth. My grand piano and princess long skirt were torn into pieces and thrown all over the place. I could have
cried and cried over my piano and princess long skirt for months.
But the misery in my heart was so deep that I did not have the strength to mourn for them. I was relieved to
find that my mother was not hurt. I asked my mother:
“Mama, where are we going to stay?” My mother looked at me and said:
“Now we have nothing left. We can stay any place. Don't worry, Shiao.”
*
Our luxurious house was confiscated by the government. We moved to a little shabby suburban house. One
day, the Red Guards came over to our house and told us that if we wanted to be revolutionary, we should break off
our relationship with our mother since “her brain was full of bourgeois waste.”
My mother was confined to a dark room in the countryside and was forced to confess her antirevolutionary
marital background. I was put into a boarding school which was far away from my mother. I could only write to
my mother, and each week I did so with tears from my heart.
We worked half the day and studied the other half. During the morning, we read newspaper editorials, recited
Chairman Mao’s instructions, and exchanged our self-criticism diaries. Sometimes some peasants and workers
were invited to give us lectures on their miserable lives before the Liberation. They were telling us how bad those
capitalists and landlords treated them.
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We were assigned to eat the meals they ate when they labored as peasants and workers. Those meals were very
bitter. But we were told that eating this kind of meal would educate us never to forget the miseries in old China, to
appreciate and love our socialist new China, and to become “promising successors of the socialist China.”
*
I remember one summer day, a peasant was invited to our school platform where our principal, excellent
teachers, and students used to deliver their speeches. With a thunderstorm of applause, the old man began:
“My father died when I was three years old. My mother passed away when I was eight. I had no shoes or
clothes. I had to walk on the freezing ground with bare feet. My landlord asked me to start work at five o’clock in
the morning and fed me only porridge. I was almost starved to death. Thanks to Chairman Mao, he led the
People’s Liberation Army to liberate us. Then I began to live a happy life.”
We were taught to hate landlords and capitalists.
The old bourgeois textbooks were eliminated and new revolutionary textbooks were used. I remember our
language textbooks were full of stories of Chairman Mao and his colleagues: how Chow Enlai and Zhu De
became revolutionaries; revolutionary heroes who sacrificed their lives for the New China such as Wang Ji Guang
and Dong Ren Rui; new heroes such as Ren Feng and Jiao Yu Lu.
Our mathematics textbooks were based on class struggle too. For instance, we learned to measure how much a
landlord or capitalist exploited workers or peasants during a certain period of time.
Sometimes, we would attend a city chastising meeting with thousands of people. On the stage, the working
class and peasant representatives were giving lectures while the landlords or capitalists were kneeling down at the
other side of the stage. The meetings were often filled with revolutionary slogans, songs, and collective lovingChairman-Mao dances.
*
I had never been allowed to join the Red Guards. But because of my musical talent, I was admitted as a
member of the Red Guards’ Performance Arts Propaganda Team. In the afternoon, we were assigned to work in
the factory. Instead of an afternoon break, a collective “ballet of loyalty” was performed. The workers used every
part of their bodies to demonstrate their loyalty to Chairman Mao.
When the shift was over, a political study lasted one hour. The workers were requested to confess any
selfishness or doubts or to examine their aqctions either by themselves or in public. Before leaving, people lined
up in front of the picture to report their daily progress to the Chairman.
I was totally swallowed by all that craziness. I became a very active “ballet of loyalty” dancer. And I learned to
sing the melodies and harmonies.
*
After I graduated from boarding school, I was sent to a factory to receive the working class’s re-education for
ten years while my brother went to an uncultivated farm up north to receive the peasants’ re-education for more
than ten years. My sister broke her ties with my mother and joined the People’s Republic Army to demonstrate her
revolutionary spirit. She would criticize my mother and father in revolutionary slogans using her adopted
revolutionary language. My mother never blamed my sister for doing that. Instead she encouraged us to follow
her.
My brother and I decided to take the reforming labor instead. We never uttered a single word of complaint
when we suffered from heavy labor.
*
I secretly listened to some classical Chinese and Western music. All my spare time was spent in reading the
stories of great musicians and masters of literature. I would pick up any books I could get hold of and read under
the lamp. My mother told me:
“Shiao, keep studying. I believe that some day China will need knowledge. Or China will come to an end.”
I self-studied middle school language courses, English, geography, history, and so forth. I read hundreds of
novels and short stories. I read the Red Chamber’s Dream by torch light. In my mind resounded the story of Ch’eying reading by the light of a bag filled with glowworms and the story of Li Po’s experience of an old woman
grinding the iron pestle into an embroidery needle.
*
Due to our lard labor which was considered the symbol of being revolutionary, we were finally chosen to enter
university. At that time, only the revolutionary cadres’ children could enjoy such a privilege. My brother and I
joined the Chinese Communist Party and dedeicated ourselves to the CCP and people. I went to the music
department in Peking University while my brother studied law in the People’s University in Peking.
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183.153 Prisoners And Wardens\fn{by Xiaoyu (c.1955- )} Peking, China (F) 4
I was the baby of our family. I had four older brothers named Xiaogang, Xiaojiang, Xiaobin, and Xiaonan. My
oldest brother, Xiaogang, was a freshman at the Numnber Two University of Foreign Languages in Peking.
Xiaojiang lived near Xiaogang, in a Peking boarding school. My two youngest brothers lived at home.
Prior to the Cultural Revolution, my father was a highly placed official in the Ministry of Public Security. We
lived in a remote suburb some one hundred li\fn{Approximately thirty miles} from Peking, close to the H jail for
important political criminals. I frequently watched the prisoners fetching water from the boiler room or laboring
in the courtyard.
We were reasonably well-off in those days, with a maid in the family to cook and clean the house for us. A
chauffeur drove me to school every day. I was constantly spoiled by everyone in my family. I lived in a child’s
paradise. I never knew how different my family was until the day my oldest brother was arrested one winter
Saturday in 1966.
*
On the day we learned of his arrest, my mother had come home earlier than usual to help the maid prepare a
special dinner for Xiaogang’s birthday. Once the dinner was ready and the square table set, we sat down to wait
for him to arrive.
We waited and waited. The dinner got cold. The maid warmed it up. We began to get worried. Dinner got cold
again. It was warmed up again. By now my mother could not cover her anxiety. She kept walking out of the
house, expecting to see my brother coming down the road. When the clock standing by the front door struck nine,
my father said,
“Maybe he isn’t coming home. Perhaps we should start eating.”
Just as we were about to begin, the front door opened and my second brother rushed inside, slamming the door.
My mother ran to his side and asked him where Xiaogang was. Very much out of breath, he told us that Xiaogang
had been arrested.
Keeping his voice level, my father handed Xiaojiang a glass of water and asked him what had happened.
Xiaojiang answered,
“I went to my brother’s dormitory late yesterday afternoon to ask him to come home today. That’s what mother
asked me to do. When I got there, his room was a disaster. It looked like someone had turned it inside out. He was
not in the room; neither was his roommate. I had no idea what had happened, but my intuition told me that it was
trouble. On my way to the dormitory phone to call home, Li Geng, Xiaogang’s roommate, stopped me and told
me what happened. He told me that some counterrevolutionary graffiti had appeared on the campus and that
Xiaogang had been arrested for the cnme.”
Xiaojiang learned that Xiaogang was being held in the Peking Municipal Public Security Bureau. My brother
told Li Geng that Xiaogang would be fine as long as they took him to the Security Bureau, which was controlled
by my father’s ministry. Li Geng suggested that my brother was a primary suspect because of my father’s political
problems and that it might not be wise to call home. Xiaojiang continued,
“Li Geng told me to go home and tell you what happened. I left the dormitory and hid in the city. If the
situation was really as bad as it seemed, I didn’t want to be followed. At three o’clock this morning I started
walking home.”
My father asked the maid to bring a basin of hot water so my brother could soak his feet. He had walked more
than sixty kilometers that day. Despite his safe arrival, Xiaojiang was still wrought up. In his right hand he still
grasped the brick that he had carried against potential attack while he walked through the dark.
*
What none of us had known before learning of my elder brother’s arrest was that my father had been put under
house arrest by revolutionary Rebels in his department. He had lost his right to speak in public and his influence
on the Peking Municipal Public Security Bureau. Before my father could do anything to free Xiaogang, he was
charged with crimes against the state and, without a court hearing or trial, was transferred to the H jail. This was
just the first of a string of arrests on similar charges. Following the path walked by my eldest brother were my
father’s older brother, then my mother’s brother, then my mother’s sister-in-law (who was Russian and a
Revolutionary Party member), and finally my father.
Four or five days after Xiaogang’s arrest, I heard a friend talking to my father. He said that the revolutionary
Rebels would search our house the next day. They wanted to find some “written evidence” they could use against
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my father so he could be executed for counterrevolutionary activities.
That night I could not fall asleep. I did not know if my father had anything that could be used as written
evidence. I knew that I had a lot of children’s books that had been bought for me by my father. He liked to give
me books as a reward for good grades in school and as birthday and New Year presents. I imagined that the
Rebels would find those books and use them as evidence against my father. I got up, gathered up the books, and
stole into the courtyard, where I ran into Xiaojiang and Xiaonan.
“What are you doing here?” Xiaojiang asked.
“What are you doing here?” I asked back.
“You tell us first,” Xiaonan said, adding, “or else I won’t help you with your math anymore.” I hated math and
would never have had decent scores on my math exams without his help, so I surrendered. “I want to bury my
books. Will you help me dig a hole, please?” He agreed and told me they wanted to bury their hunting rifles and
bullets.
While they dug a hole under an apple tree, I helped them put wax on their bullets and remove parts from their
rifles. We buried our treasures and our dreams there. Years later my brothers and I went back to where our house
had been, thinking we might recover our treasures. Where our house and orchard had been a number of new
buildings were under construction. There were a few trees still standing, but there was no way we could tell which
might be the one we sought, and we returned to the city. Maybe it was better to not dig up the secrets of our
childhood, better to let the nightmares of the past remain buried.
*
One afternoon shortly after my uncle’s arrest, the Rebels came to throw us out of our house. With the
exception of a few personal clothes and toilet articles, all of our belongings and household goods were sealed in
the house. A short, bony man, who used to be one of my father’s subordinates, was now the head of the Rebels.
He shouted at my father,
“You must plead guilty in front of the revolutionary masses. Otherwise you put yourself on the road to ruin.”
I wondered how such a small man had this much power. Why was he allowed to shout at my father? I thought
he must be some kind of dangerous demon.
Our whole family was driven to a military academy in Peking. This made it more convenient for the Rebels to
interrogate my parents. It also would allow them to turn my parents over to the revolutionary citizens’ committees
for public criticism and denunciation.
At the academy, our family was housed on the first floor of an H-shaped building. Where we had previously
enjoyed an entire house, we now had to live in two rooms, one for my parents and one for my two younger
brothers and myself There was no lavatory or kitchen. We used the public facilities of the military.
My mother had to go alone to the canteen to buy our food. The first time she sent me, the children of the
military spit in my face and shouted abuse at me. She never even tried to send my brothers for fear that they
would only get in trouble by fighting with the other children.
But she didn’t find it easy to go either. One morning after she came home with breakfast, I noticed that she was
covered with mud and dirt thrown by the rebellious children. Every time the children saw us, they would bare
their teeth at us and shout,
“Da doo.”\fn{Down with} If they got a response or thought we looked scared, they would continue to shout, “Da
doo,” and add my father’s name.
My brothers would have gladly sought revenge had my mother not restrained them. She didn’t want to stir up
any more trouble. She knew that our actions would only bring more misery down on my father’s head.
Every morning after breakfast my mother sent us out of the apartment and away from the academy. She didn’t
care where we went. She just wanted us out of the sight of the Rebels. In those days counterrevolutionary slogans
were often scrawled on the walls somewhere in the academy. My mother did not want any of her other children
thrown into jail.
*
One morning around seven o’clock, before my mother sent us from the apartment, I went to a public lavatory.
On the wall in the lavatory were the characters for the words Chairman Mao written upside down, with an X
drawn through them.\fn{A literary commonplace suggesting that the individual whose name appears be done away with } When I
saw this, I ran home immediately and told my mother. While she was frightened, she also knew that if she
reported the incident to the Rebels, they might be a bit easier on my father. However, I was frightened that the
Rebels might think I had written the characters on the wall. I wrapped my arms around my mother’s legs and
begged her not to report the writing. She then asked me if anyone had seen me in the lavatory or along the path.
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When I assured her that no one had been around, she relented. Worried that we might get blamed anyway, she
rushed us out of the apartment, saying,
“Hurry and get out before those rats smell something and try to start more trouble.”
The slogan went undiscovered until noon. Once they found the writing, the Rebels gathered up everyone they
could find who had been near the lavatories that morning. When they came to our house, my mother told them
that we could not be responsible. She had sent us to the city early that morning before the “reactionary event” had
taken place.
For all the necessity of the visit, the lavatories were scary places to go. You never knew when you would be set
upon and cursed by the Rebels or their children. Since the most dangerous times were at night, my mother had a
house rule forbidding us to go to the lavatory unless we absolutely had to. Every night after dinner she would
place a bucket in our room so we could urinate, and then she would lock us in where we would be safe.
This arrangement didn’t bother my brothers; they were teenagers and not modest at all. I was much too shy to
use the bucket, however. My solution to the problem was not to drink any liquids or eat any soup at dinner. In this
manner I was usually able to wait until morning to use the toilet.
One midnight I was awakened by a noisy, upset stomach. I tried to ignore it. I lay on my back, then on my left
side, then on my right side, and then on my stomach. Soon my stomach hurt so much that I was wet with sweat. I
woke up my brothers, and they suggested that I climb out the window. We didn’t want to tell my mother because
she would be worried.
Although it was midwinter, I climbed out of the window in my nightgown. It was no protection from the cold. I
ran as fast as I could toward the lavatory, about four hundred meters from the apartment. I was almost there when
I saw another person headed in the same direction.
I quickly lay down behind a small pile of bricks. I didn’t want to be seen by the wrong people. They would
report me, and I might be accused of writing the counterrevolutionary slogans. I peeked over the top of the bricks,
trying to see who was there. It was the daughter of one of the Rebels.
Once a little bad luck finds you, more soon follows. I stayed on the cold ground behind the bricks, hoping she
would not be long. My hands and feet were numb with the cold, and I was frightened that she would hear my
teeth chattering. She was not in a hurry to finish her business. I began to imagine that she had seen me and was
waiting in the lavatory to catch me and report me to the authorities. I tried to hang on, but my body wouldn’t wait.
I lost control of my bowels.
Now I was in real trouble. I couldn’t go into the lavatory for fear of being discovered, and I couldn’t return
home because I was too embarrassed. Fortunately for me, Xiaobin was worried about me and had come to look
for me. He picked me up and carried me home. We did not tell my mother about what happened.
*
My father was labeled the biggest zouzipai\fn{Capitalist-roader; one who favored a return to the Old Regime which, under
the Chinese Nationalists (the Kuomintang) had dominated China prior to the success of the Communist Revolution in 1949 }in the public
security and court bureaucracy. Every time he was denounced at a public meeting, my mother was sent to
accompany him to the denunciation.
My mother was a reticent person. She had to be because of her position as a director of the General Office of
the Ministry of Public Security. She was in charge of the top-secret documents section. The Rebels tried to get her
to testify against my father. She just kept her mouth shut firmly. When this failed, they tried to force her to divorce
my father. She steadfastly refused this as well.
One morning she failed to return from her meeting with the Rebels. No one, not even my father, was able to
find out where she was taken.
When the Rebels were unable to find sufficient evidence of my father’s counterrevolutionary activities to have
him executed, they exiled him to a camp in northeast China. My brothers and I were not told of his transfer. For
many weeks we lived in those two rooms, wondering if either of our parents was still alive.
One day my brother told me he had overheard two Rebels talking about our mother. He learned that she was to
be denounced the next day at a meeting called the “Hundred Thousand People’s Meeting”. My brothers and 1
went to the meeting, which was held in the Workers’ Sports Arena in Beijing. On the platform 1 saw my mother
standing along with other thought criminals. Hung around her neck on a piece of thin wire was a large iron sign
that read,
“I am the cursed wife of XX.” Her neck was bowed by the heavy sign, and the wire was visibly cutting into her
neck. Her head was splotched with bald spots.
The Rebels forced her to a microphone at the center of the stage. They commanded her to publicly state her
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guilt. She refused. One of the Rebels kicked her in the knee. She lost her balance and fell down on the platform.
The leader of the Rebels stepped on her back and shouted,
“You are dead! You are dead!!”
My brother and 1 could not bear to watch, and we ran from the meeting.
*
We didn’t hear anything from my mother and father for about a year after the meeting. People told us that they
were forbidden to write to anyone. One spring day a little boy told me that my mother had returned to the city but
that she was still forbidden to go home. He was the son of one of the Rebels, and he had overheard his father
talking at the dinner table. He said he could take me to see my mother.
The next day he came for me. We traveled across the academy compound, through several buildings, until we
came to the southernmost part of the camp. We entered a deserted building, filled with broken furniture and castoff household goods. He took me to a window that faced out of the compound and told me to watch for the
workers while he stood guard at the door.
Through the window I could see a huge field. Several dozen people were laboring there, planting the land
without talking, singing, or laughing. The scene reminded me of a concentration camp I once saw in a movie.
Everyone in the field looked old and exhausted. I looked at them carefully. A weary, thin woman caught my eye.
The way she moved reminded me of my mother. I was about to take another more careful look when the boy
pulled me from the window.
“Let’s get out of here. Someone is coming.” Once we were clear of the building, I asked my guide if he was
sure that my mother was working in the field.
“Definitely,” the boy answered. “You mean you didn't see her? What a pity! We can try next week if you are
not afraid. Women prisoners do reform through labor there every Thursday under the surveillance of the Rebels.”
I was upset that I had to wait for a week, not knowing whether I would see my mother or not. Since it was my
day to use the showers, I decided to take mine early and try to wash away my blues. I went to the public
bathhouse, hoping that I would not have to share a shower. Usually three or four people would have to use a
single stall. I undressed and walked to a stall in a remote corner where I could have some privacy.
I was standing under the shower rinsing my hair when I noticed a pair of feet standing in the stall with me. I
froze, with my hands on the top of my head, wondering who had joined me and why. Then I noticed that the feet
looked familiar.
They were my mother;’s feet. I could recognize them from the way her small toes curled under the big toe on
her right foot. Slowly I raised my eyes to the woman’s face.
It was my mother! I almost collapsed. I couldn’t refrain from saying “Mama” in a little voice. She put her
index finger across my mouth in response. Then she turned my back to her. She started rubbing my back and
shoulders with her hands. Her hands were so rough, but her touch was light. Nevertheless, my back was on fire
from the pain and love in that touch. She did not say anything.
As we dressed after the shower, a few people in the room criticized her with their looks. Others showed their
sympathy but were afraid to say anything in her support. When we were finished dressing, my mother pointed to
the door, meaning that I should leave first without her. I took her hint and left, but I did not head home. I hid
behind a tree to watch my mother as she left.
Sitting in front of the bathhouse was a pretty woman who looked familiar. She appeared to be in her early
thirties, with an athletic figure, fair skin, and a delicate mouth. Suddenly I recognized her. I knew her from my
father’s office. She had been one of the arraignment secretaries and had been nice to me when I visited the
ministry.
I was about to come out of my hiding place and find out what she was doing there when my mother walked out
of the bathhouse. She looked around a bit as though she was trying to find me, but I remained hidden behind the
tree. I knew she was not allowed to see or talk to anyone, especially a family member. I didn’t want to give the
Rebels any reason to give my mother more trouble. From behind the tree, I could hear the pretty woman yelling at
my mother,
“Don’t move! Hands up!”
I peeked around the tree to see her search my mother roughly. When she didn’t find anything, she shouted;
“What are you looking around for? Move!”
My mother lowered her head and moved away, the woman following her. That was the last time I saw my
mother alive. She died in 1976, just before the Gang of Four was brought to justice. She was fifty-two years old.
I often wonder why I didn’t ask my mother anything about herself when we were in the shower. I wonder why
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I didn’t talk to her much during her life. Why had I let her reticence keep me from knowing her? Now it is too
late.
*
Five years after she died, the Ministry of Public Security gave a memorial in my mother’s honor. The
memorial speech declared that my mother had been a Communist Party member par excellence.
My brothers and I were unmoved. Such abstract honors would not bring her back to life, nor could they atone
for the pain and agony she needlessly suffered.
At the memorial meeting, her former captors tried to shake our hands.
Like my two surviving brothers, I stood motionless, staring at them with my hands clasped behind my back.
I will never forgive them.
183.162 A Treat For My Father\fn{by Xiaohong (c.1955- )} Peking?, China (F) 4
The Cultural Revolution?
Well, politics was completely crazy during those years. The CCP\fn{ Chinese Communist Party} refused to trust
anyone who had come from landed or middle-class family backgrounds, even long-time Party members from
those classes. The Party only trusted illiterate peasants and the working class. And the army. Mao Tsetung said it
was necessary for the educated people of the cities to go to the countryside and be reeducated by the peasants.
My father came from a wealthy, landed family in the south part of China. Because of his family background
and his status as an intellectual, my father was accused of being a traitor to the Party. He was stripped of his
position as the general manager of the government publishing house in Peking.
A traitor? My father? Nothing could have been more ridiculous. In his teenage years my father had rebelled
against his rich family and had plunged into the revolutionary movement. During the 1940s, he had helped pool
money and goods the Party badly needed. Now he was being repaid.
My sister Xiaozhong was the first of our family to be taken away, sent to the countryside to be “reeducated” by
those illiterates. Soon afterward my mother was sent to the Mao Tsetung Sixiang Xuexiban.”\fn{This was the Study
Class for Mao Tsetung Thought} Although this “school” was in Peking, where we lived, my mother was not allowed to
come home. At the age of thirteen I was left to take care of my father and my younger sister, Xiaoming.
I remember the moment my father took my sister Xiaoming and myself into our living room. On the central
wall, where a classical Chinese painting had hung, was now a portrait of Chairman Mao. The classical Chinese
poems by artists known for their calligraphy that had flanked the painting were also missing, replaced by cheap
prints ofMao’s quotations in his script. I still remember two of them: “Serve the people heart and soul,” and
“Fight selfishness. Repudiate revisionism.”
My father took my younger sister’s hand and mine in his. Standing between us in front of the portrait of Mao,
he said quietly to Mao’s portrait,
“Trust the Party. Trust the masses.”
Now I ftequently think of what my father said that day in front of that picture. He knew what was happening in
China, but he didn’t have the heart to make our life miserable or difficult by explaining. He probably thought that
I was too young to understand him or the politics of the situation. But I knew he needed somebody to talk to. His
own spiritual burden needed to be shared. The Party had turned against him, and once you lost your credit with
them, your political and work career came to an end. Your political tragedies could also ruin your children’s
future. I knew that’s why my father was feeling sorry for us.
The Cultural Revolution also turned a lot of people into Judases. My father never reported anyone to the Party.
However, as the Cultural Revolution progressed, he was reluctant to trust anyone either. He believed in and
trusted the Party and the masses. But neither the Party nor the masses ever returned his trust. In 1967 he was
arrested and sent to the Gan Xiao in Hubei Province, central China. He was charged with being a zouzipai.\fn{A
“capitalist roader”}
Imagine; the intellectual power of such a wonderful old man was put to work raising a few hundred ducks. I
normally cannot bear to think about it.
*
Sometime around the Spring Festival\fn{ The traditional Chinese New Year} in 1970, my sister Xiaozhong and I
were granted permission to visit our father in the countryside. This was the first time we were allowed to see him
since he was sent away. Travel for personal reasons was expensive during the Cultural Revolution. Fortunately for
us, the government had continued to pay our father a small salary during his reeducation so we had money for
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railway fare. We traveled first to Shanghai to see my father’s older brother. The two brothers were dearly close to
each other.
Now Chinese tradition says that when you make a visit to a family member or a friend, you are supposed to
bring that person some food as a gift. The best gifts are local delicacies or something that demands skillful
preparation on the part of the bearer. We were too young to really understand this, and we had not prepared
anything for our father. I was so excited about being able to see him again that I did not think about anything else.
I felt so happy.
But my uncle said that it was not right to go to him empty-handed. Since Shanghai enjoys a reputation for
exceptional desserts, he sent my aunt to buy some biscuits and other desserts for us to take to my father.
As we continued on our trip, I carried the desserts in my schoolbag. I remember imagining how much my
father would enjoy the desserts and how he would tease me as he always did when he received a gift. The picture
came into my mind, clear and vivid, reminding me how much I missed him. I did not want to seem weak, and I
did not want my sister to see me crying, so I bent my head over my bag, pretending to check the desserts as the
tears came.
*
I was born and raised in Beijing, where the winters are dry and cold. This was my first time making a trip to the
south in the wintertime. The weather at that time of year was damp and cold, typical winter weather for the south
of China. There were no heating facilities in the second-class carriage, and we rode on hard wooden seats. I felt
like the blood was frozen in my fingers and toes and the blood circulation of my whole body was blocked. The
blood in my heart, however, was warm with anticipation. My face was hot and red with excitement.
It took us one day and night to get to Hubei. My father was not in his room when my sister and I arrived. He
was out working in the fields. One of his two roommates, an elderly man, volunteered to go find my father. The
elderly man told us that he was home sick that day; otherwise he would be working in the fields as well.
After the elderly man left, I had a chance to look around my father’s living quarters. There was no kitchen and
no bathroom. Although the dwelling was separate from the others, this so-called house had in fact only one small
room, in which my father and another two men ate, slept, and wrote the required self-criticism for the authorities
of the CCP. In the center of the room was a knee-high table. Under the table were three short bamboo chairs. This,
I thought, was the total living space for three old men?
Since the house lacked kitchen facilities, I dug a knife and one of the desserts out my bag. I cut it into bitesized pieces and put them into an enamel mug I found on the table. On the top of the dessert I placed a note
reading, “Father, I beg you eat these secretly!” and then I put the lid on the mug. Whenever my father had
something delicious, he always shared it with someone else. Selfishly, I did not want anybody other than my
father to taste our gifts.
My father’s roommate soon came back from the fields, saying that no one was allowed to leave before
lunchtime. We would have to wait until one o’clock before we could see our father. When he finally appeared, I
was as stunned as if someone had struck me in the head. He looked like a piece of paper, pale and lightweight, but
his skin was darker than any paper. The wind could have blown him away. He was really old-looking but with one
exception: his hair had not turned gray. It was still black and neat.
When my father walked into the room, he acted as though he did not remember who I was. When I burst out
crying, “Dad, I’'s us, Xiaozhong and Xiaohong,” he half opened his mouth, pausing in the air as if he was seeking
his power of speech or the memory of his relation to us.
It was so miserable to see him in that condition. Where was our humorous and cheerful father, usually so full
of wit? First he stuttered a greeting and then hurried from the room to buy lunch in the canteen of the Gan Xiao.
When my father carne back from the canteen, the other two men removed themselves from the table to their own
beds, sitting there to eat.
The “lunch” my father returned with was almost inedible. All he had to eat was coarse rice with some thin soup
made from some kind of canned vegetable. My father apologized for the food, saying that there was rarely
anything else to eat in the camp. I could hardly imagine that my father had to eat this every day of his life. As I
learned later, this kind of treatment was normal in the reeducation camps for zouzipai. In the Party’s view, people
in these places were expected to become so humble that they would eat whatever was served, even food a pig
would refuse. My father easily ate up two bowls of this horrible rice. Each bowl held about one-half cup of rice. I
wondered how his stomach was capable of accepting such awful food.
My sister and I exchanged glances, and then we looked at our father and at the lunch in front us. Silence
overwhelmed the house. Looking at the bowl of soup on the table, I could see my father’s clouded face reflected
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there, floating with a few vegetable leaves.
“What? Is this soup or an edible mirror?” I muttered, trying to release my anger and lighten the mood in the
room.
No one responded, but I could sense my father’s eyes inspecting me. I looked up into his face, and I could see
that he was laughing at me for being so picky. I dropped my head and stuck my chopsticks into my rice bowl,
stirring the soup up and down, up and down, without tasting the food. My chopsticks unexpectedly struck
something soft at the bottom of the bowl. It must be sausage, I thought. The smell of sausage rushed into my nose
and the taste of sausage into my mouth. I love sausage.
I looked back into my father’s eyes and saw a light that I was quite familiar with. He loved to give us children
gifts. These gifts did not have to be expensive or fancy. Usually they were something like a cute pencil, or a
storybook, or candies and cookies. Whenever we were happily surprised, we could see the light of love twinkling
in his eyes. I dug up the soft thing from the bottom of my bowl.
What caught my eyes was no sausage but a preserved egg. In the meantime my sister found another egg buried
at the bottom of her bowl. I was surprised, but with disappointment rather than happiness.
“I do not care for preserved egg,” I said quietly. I removed the egg and placed it in my father’s bowl. I noticed
the light of love dim in his eyes, replaced by sorrow and guilt.
I have since come to understand and regret what I said to him that day. I was such an inconsiderate and
juvenile girl, without any way of understanding how much my words might hurt my father. I now realize that my
words hurt him deeply. But as was his way, he did not say anything about my inconsiderate remark. He just sighed
deeply.
It was his roommate, sitting on his bed by the wall, who told me not to put any more weight in my father’s
heart. He told us that my father bought the preserved eggs from the canteen during the Dragon Boat Festival (the
fifth day of the fifth lunar month) more than a half-year ago. Each person at the Gan Xiao was allowed to
purchase two eggs. The Party said that reforming zouzipai was the Party’s historical mission. The zouzipai were
not entitled to decent food. They were accused of having “capitalist” stomachs that needed to be properly
“socialized.”
The two eggs were not simply eggs. They were the expression of the Party’s human sympathy. My father had
saved the eggs.
“Oh!” my father said. “You never liked preserved eggs? I’m so sorry, but this is the only thing I can provide
that would improve the meal.”
These were the first words he had said to me since our arrival. His voice was full of guilt and carried a message
far beyond an apology for the food he was serving us. I was uncertain what it was for a moment. I couldn’t help
looking into his eyes again, looking for a reason for his sorrow. His eyes reflected a melancholy emotional sea
with a calm surface but turbulent bottom.. They reminded me of the days before he left home for the Gan Xiao.
Looking at his sad face, I tried to cheer him up.
“Father, don’t you want to find our secret here? I mean a real secret.”
I passed him the mug containing the dessert. I was hoping he would read the note and realize that I did not
blame him for his problems. I wanted him to know that I loved him and missed him.
He lifted the lid of the mug and read the note. His hands began to tremble and his eyes filled. However, he did
not cry. He did not say anything to me, and he did not taste the dessert either. He just patted me on the head,
letting out another deep sigh.
In my ignorance, I did not know how to comfort him. I mean, what I was supposed to do? Hug him? No.
That’s not the Chinese way. So I sat there quietly.
After lunch I wanted to do something to ease my guilty feelings and to cover my awkwardness at the same
time. I wanted to wash his bedding. I knew that such work was too heavy for him in his state of health. My heart
began to really ache when I cleared his narrow single bed.
There was no mattress or any other soft, warm items like the cotton-padded quilts that are otherwise so
ubiquitous in Chinese households. On the bed frame were some unpolished wood boards, and on the boards was a
straw pallet, thin and damp. His only covering was a worn blanket. I doubted that it could keep out either the cold
or the humid-ity, especially since my father’s bed was by the window.
My father was neat and clean. He had folded the blanket in a square, military style. On the top of the blanket
he placed his pillow. The bed was then entirely covered with a piece of plastic. He said he had been unable to
wash the bedding since he arrived in this camp a year and a half before, yet it was still reasonably clean.
It was a fifteen-minute walk to the pond where my father did his wash. The water seemed clean and deep. It
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reminded me of my father, clean, pure, and innocent. Both of them, my father and the pond, deserved better than
they were getting in this place.
There was little I could do for my father here, nothing except cleaning his house and washing his clothes. But I
could not do even these trivial things for him every day. I would have to leave soon. Life under such
circumstances was so difficult.
But the Party would not let its prisoners die. Neither could prisoners commit suicide because such action
would place their children in jeopardy. Suicide was seen as bringing humiliation upon the Party, which would then
retaliate against the living.
Suddenly I realized that I was crying, ice-cold tears running down my face, dropping from my chin. I was
pinched with cold.
The Party bureaucrats at the Gan Xiao had imposed a two-day limit on visits by relatives. It was terribly unfair.
We had waited three years to see our father but were only allowed to be with him for forty-eight hours. How many
hours are there in three years?
Early on the third day before we left for home, my father took my sister and me to a downtown restaurant for
lunch. He told us that the restaurant served Wuchang fish but that only two fish were served per day.\fn{ Wuchang, a
city of Hubei Province, is well known for this kind of fish, a blunt-snout bream, so it is named after Wuchang } Therefore, we needed
to get there early.
However, our father had not been to the restaurant before. There was only one fish left when we got to the
restaurant. The other one had been ordered by an elderly man for his daughter. We stopped to talk to them and
found out that, like us, his daughter was visiting him at Gan Xiao. But their situation was much better. This man
had been found innocent of any political wrongdoing. He was waiting for the Party to call him back to Peking,
where he expected to return to his previous position in the government. After lunch the old man and his daughter
planned to climb Lushan Mountain.\fn{A popular scenic attraction in China}
At the restaurant I felt like we were having our last meal together. I didn’t know if or when I would see my
father again. I did not notice how the fish tasted, although it was rare and expensive. My father seemed to feel the
same way. He concentrated on cutting as many bones from the fish as possible and serving my sister and me. He
did not taste the fish at all. When my sister and I tried to serve him some of the fish, he pushed the dish back at us,
saying,
“Eat more. Eat more.”
After lunch it was time to go to the Jailway station. The station was a sea of many heads floating up and down
and hands stretching out, reaching back and forth. People on the platform were trying to touch hands with their
friends and relatives on the train. Those on the train were stretching out of the windows, reaching for those on the
platform.
My sister and I managed to get through the crowd and onto the train. We pushed our way through the crowded
car with our elbows, trying to reach the windows. Those we pushed aside cursed us.
“What’s your hurry? Do you have an appointment at the cemetery?”\fn{ A humorous Chinese curse, implying that the
other person is already dead and therefore should not hurry since the only place she or he is going is to the next world—there being no
reason to hurry to a graveyard, because it will be open anyway when the person gets there } My sister warned me to ignore them.

She knew that holding my tongue was not my way. Such treatment was humiliating. But for the sake of my father
I did not return the curses. I did not want to worry him, but I wanted desperately to take one last look at him
before the train left.
A young man was wedged next to a window. I squeezed forward and asked him,
“Comrade, I beg you, let me share half of the window. My father is out there.”
Maybe it was the despair in my voice or perhaps because I was a girl. In any case, he gave up his spot without
saying anything. I took advantage of a chance to drag my sister up next to me. From the window I could see that
my father was jammed in among the crowd.
“Father, here we are!” I screamed as loudly as I could.
He was so tall and had such long arms that his hands were able to reach ours as he stood by the train.
At that moment, the arms reaching up and down toward each other seemed to be bridges linking lives across an
abyss of death. People felt as though they had to reach someone, whether or not they knew the person whom they
were touching. My father’s hands touched mine briefly and then suddenly were lost, and mine were firmly
grasped by the hands of someone else.
The train whistle sounded. It reminded me of the folk saying
“The devil rings his bell when he comes to get your life.”
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The whistle brought everyone in the station to tears. My sister burst out crying. My father was carried away
from the window by the crowd. He tried to reach our hands again and again. But he failed.
Now the train began to move. My father stood there, looking frightened and hopeless, crying with his mouth
half open. This was the only time I ever saw him cry. As the train left the platform I got my last look at my father,
shaking and bent over at the waist, moaning.
His face and voice have haunted me ever since. I know I grew up to be a different kind of person than my
father expected. My father was a generous and forgiving man. Well, sentimental, too. He would have wanted me
to grow up and be generous and forgiving, but I am not.
I don’t want to forgive or forget.
Because of the Cultural Revolution, my father’s life was a complete tragedy.
40.179 If Things Could Only Be This Way\fn{by Shi Ran aka Lok Sik Yin (1955- )} Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region, China (F) 6
1: The Gecko
I just happened to look up, not on my guard or anything, when I saw a gecko climbing the thin wall between
the kitchen and the bathroom.
If my line of vision had not left the television screen, perhaps I wouldn’t have seen it. But it was too late. A
shudder suddenly passed over me like a wave. My body was bathed in a cold sweat, goosepimples covered me
from head to foot, and I was overcome with fear. My scalp felt numb as I fixed my gaze on the gecko’s unmoving
stance. I have been terrified of geckos ever since I was a little girl, and that terror has not diminished one bit with
the passing of time.
We lived in a timber house when I was young. The geckos that I remember from my childhood would appear
in our home anywhere, anytime. That was one of the everyday fears I had to live with. They liked to climb up on
to the beams between the rooms, and would sometimes stay put for hours in one corner. They rarely lost their
balance and fell down, but every time I walked past the beam that they were crawling on, my heart would still
thump wildly and I would quicken my pace. At night I would lie in bed watching one long, fat gecko as it crawled
on the ceiling, and would wrap the quilt over my cold, shivering body. All I could do was cover my head with the
quilt and cuddle up next to my little sister. In my childhood nightmares, gigantic pale-gray geckos would drop
down from the ceiling and squash my defenceless body, and before I was able to scream I would wake up,
terrified. Those nights were very long. I didn’t want to wake my parents, so with wide eyes I would scan the
blurred shadows of the four walls of my bedroom. Tense and anxious, my eyes would finally get so tired that I
would drop off into a dazed sleep.
My memories of childhood come in fragments. The tracks left by thosegeckos inhabited the darkest corners of
my memory, and after I grew up I tried hard not to remind myself of them. I used to say that if I could choose any
period of time in my life to return to, I definitely would not choose childhood. Children make so few demands on
life, but then their choices are also very limited. Childhood is a one-way track, a road down which we are dragged
by time, pushed and pulled towards the future.
During the summer vacation of my fifth year in primary school my family moved into the city, into a newly
built eight-storey tong lau-a kind of apartment building typical of Hong Kong at the time. Ever since then, a tong
lau to me has always been a building with stairs, no elevator, and two flats on each floor. We lived on the seventh
floor, and as a child running up and down the stairs was no problem. Many of my memories of life as a young
woman in the late ’60s and early ’70s are of going up and down those flights of stairs, entering and leaving the
building. So many things happened in those days, things related to this city and to my own life.
I started to take moody walks, pondering and questioning life. The lights on the stairways were always too
dim, which was why I never saw geckos or other insects there. But the geckos did not leave me along with my
childhood. Wherever I lived, the places that they haunted most frequently were the kitchen and the bathroom.
The strongest gecko-related memory I have from my girlhood was the time when I came face to face with one
in the bathroom. I had never before seen a gecko’s eyes so close up. I was in our tiny bathroom and had half taken
off my clothes. I was bending down when, to my horror, I saw the gecko, its flesh-colored body not more than
half an inch away from my nose, its evil-looking eyes flashing as it watched me. I felt so sick I screamed, then
opened the bathroom door and fled. Everyone in my family knew I was absolutely terrified of geckos. Still, these
creatures kept coming and going, and I could no more stop them than I could stop all the people and events that
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came into my life in the days that followed.
*
Later on I left Hong Kong. That was at the end of the 1970s, and when I left, I also said goodbye to my youth.
The years are like a vase holding a rich variety of experience: the neck of the vase is long and narrow, and each
time I reach down into it my hand can only grab hold of a few things. But time has taught me hope. When I left
this city all I wanted was to live in a different place for a while, where I could experience another way of life.
I never imagined that living abroad “for a while” would turn into more than ten years. The vase was still full of
variety, and if I ever felt uneasy or scared it was never because of a gecko. For more than ten years I never once
saw a gecko in my home. Now and then I would see a group of reptiles outside in the bushes. Close kin of the
geckos, they were usually dark green in color and had larger, uglier bodies than geckos. I would still flee in terror,
but the appearance of these reptiles didn’t create such negative imprints in my mind.
I didn’t view the city where I lived as foreign territory. If you live somewhere for more than ten years, if you
are sincere and participate in that community, that place becomes your home for that period of time. Throughout
the 1980s I lived very far from my birthplace, in a city where I studied and worked and loved and made friends
and spoke a language that was not my mother tongue. Thinking back, that phase of my life was also filled with
achievements and disappointments. In the interstices of that time, I experienced doubts about life, hesitations and
indecisions. My friends who stayed in Hong Kong said that I missed an entire glorious decade. But just as
different planets are home to different forms of life, each of which evolves at its own rate, so we all have our own
path to follow. Living in a far-off land, I learnt to be grateful just knowing that the people I missed were living a
good life. And I shared with them the marvels of this wonderful city by thinking of it fondly.
Every now and again I would come back here, to this place so full of gecko-memories. Even though I would
stay for just a short time, still I could see and feel the changes which swept the city like running water. On the
faces of some of my childhood friends I could see both worry and complacency—they were like fire and water,
and yet they co-existed and accommodated one another. This is a society that offers people great material comfort,
and my friends have learnt to demand an ever higher standard of living. But beyond that, beyond those material
objects that could be held on to, I could sense a deep anxiety pervading the whole city, an anxiety my friends were
unable to shake off, try as they might.
“This city,” they said. “We can’t stay here much longer.”
I felt like a lost child here. I returned to the streets that I thought were familiar, and yet I couldn’t find the roads
that existed in my memory, although now and then vague traces of my old life would stir up disturbing emotions
lurking just beneath the surface of my mind. I seldom saw any geckos, and I thought I was no longer afraid of
them.
*
Just as people were rushing to leave this city in droves, I returned.
And now there was a new term in Hong Kong: “returnee,” and that was what they called me. Oh well, they
could call me what they liked. My past is part of my life, and in future it will still be so. There is no need for
explanation in matters to do with an individual’s choice. If you call a rose by any other name, that doesn’t change
its shape. The reasons that I left Hong Kong so many years ago were different from those of the people who are
leaving today, and the reasons why I decided to return now are probably also different from those of other people
who are returning.
When I chose to return, my friends and relatives in the city where I had lived for over ten years could not
understand my decision. When I quit my job, my boss said that he was very sorry to see me go. If only I would
stay, my career prospects would be so wonderful. That I already knew. For many years, while working in the same
field I had moved from one company to another and the outcome was always the same: every year I got a
promotion and a raise. All this gradually became the norm and there was no surprise to speak of. I wasn’t even
afraid of the tumultuous environment of office politics, where so many people stepped on others in order to get to
the top. Because I knew how to play the game, no one could easily walk all over me, but I’ve always maintained
that I would never do the same to others.
In nature there are many creatures that are always doing senseless things: fish that struggle to swim against the
current to lay their eggs and then die, completely exhausted birds that leave their familiar environment, even
flying at night, to go to another place where they don’t even know if the climate will be suitable for them or not,
plants that like to stay facing the sun’s rays so much that their branches and trunks become deformed and twisted.
Despite all these strange phenomena, people still say that if water doesn’t flow downhill, it is violating the laws of
gravity.
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*
The only thing I have in common with other people who have lived abroad and then returned is that sometimes, walking in the streets that have changed so much, I find myself trying to look for familiar traces. Actually,
soon after my return I had stopped trying to search out the streets of my past. The city was still changing, and I
too, was still changing. Sorrow at what was no more and shock at what had taken over would sometimes soar like
birds and wheel back and forth in the sky of my fragile mind, but I would never think to drive them away:
everything in life has its cause. Thus I learnt to adopt a calm and equanimous attitude, and would just watch them
hover in the air, wings fluttering.
After I had been living in this apartment for six months, the gecko appeared without a sign of warning. When I
was looking for an apartment and chose this one, what I liked best was its simple style and white walls. Before
moving in I carefully swept it clean, and then sprayed insect repellent in every corner of every room, in every
closet and every wardrobe. After I moved in I made sure to always keep it spick and span, and didn’t once see an
ant or a cockroach.
This gecko was an outsider—one who ran in by accident, not following its usual route.
His sudden arrival took me by surprise. The skinny little gecko was only as long as my little finger, and I only
saw it stay on the wall for a few seconds. By the time my shocked body reacted, the gecko had already fled and
was hiding behind the dark kitchen door.
How I wished I hadn’t lifted my head—then perhaps I wouldn’t have seen it. I sat weakly on the sofa, staring
blankly at the gleaming white wall. From the television in the other corner of the living-room came the sound of
people shouting and laughing, but that did not draw my gaze to the screen. My nerves were like a tightly drawn
bow, ready to let fly but checked somehow.
I recalled once again a horrible childhood scene of some grownups killing a gecko: first they picked up
wooden sticks and brooms to knock the gecko off the wall, then they grabbed any hard object they could find and
beat the gecko, who was scrambling away for cover, until it lay on the floor in a pulpy mash. Blood and guts were
indistinguishable, and its little tail, which had separated from its body, was still twitching. I hid in one corner, eyes
half shut, my heart pounding wildly to the rhythm of the tail on the floor, my hands tightly covering my ears—
grandma had told me that geckos’ tails get revenge by digging into your ears in the middle of the night.
I’ve always been an independent person, and have never feared anyone, not even when I was travelling alone
in a strange city and staying in a dark room by myself. But the thought of a little stray insect thrashing about
inside my ear and scrambling for a way out is enough to drive me mad.
It had been a long time since I had had the experience of terror settling upon me for an entire evening and
occupying my mind completely; I couldn’t sit down, couldn’t relax. The gecko hiding behind the kitchen door had
turned into a shadow a thousand times bigger than its actual size, totally enveloping my living space. I reduced the
number of my movements in the room to their absolute minimum, and purposely made loud noises to warn the
gecko, who was possibly hiding in some corner, of my approach. When I had to go into the kitchen or the
bathroom, I even acted like a thief. Before entering I turned on the lights and searched the ceiling and walls, and
only then tiptoed in. After quickly finishing what I had to do, I escaped in terror.
Exhausted, I lay down on my bed, considering whether or not I wanted to close the door. The reality of the
situation was pathetic: my fear of these horrid reptiles, I now realized, had not subsided with the passage of time,
nor with changes in circumstances, and not even with the approach of an entirely new era; on the contrary, my
defencelessness and vulnerability had exacerbated. my fear, making it even more awesome and overpowering.
The next day I fled from my home like a refugee, and I didn’t want to go back even after a whole day at work.
My home used to be the place where I most enjoyed spending time, but with the appearance of the gecko, my
daily routine was disrupted and I was reduced to a bundle of nerves. All day long I felt panicky, and when I
thought about going home I just didn’t want to. If I told anyone else that I didn’t want to go home because there
was one gecko in my flat, wouldn’t they think that I was wildly exaggerating and laugh at me?
Finally I dragged my tired body home. As I opened the door I exaggerated every sound I made, and in a replay
of the night before, I sneaked in like a thief, trembling with fear. This home that I had spent so much time and
effort setting up, bit by bit, seemed to have been destroyed overnight because of my irreconcilable fear.
2: The Battlefield
The gecko wasn’t there.
My mind, worn out by continual fear, started to become somewhat numb.
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Maybe the gecko didn’t care for the unfriendly atmosphere of my flat and had left?
By the time I got settled down in my study and started to work it was nearly midnight. Midnight passed. I was
sitting beside the fax machine, watching it swallow up the paper as I sent documents one by one across the seas.
Then, as the machine made its low, grumbling sound, I saw—with the shock of one being struck by lightning—
that skinny little ghost-like gecko climbing up the wall beside the fax machine. It flashed its blinking, rotating
eyes and looked at me.
All at once I leapt up out of my chair and retreated behind the door, barely able to stop my body from shaking.
Perhaps it was this series of rapid movements that scared it, for in a flash the gecko had escaped behind the
curtain.
I leant against the door and surveyed the tiny room. This was intolerable. I could not imagine myself able to
bear sitting there and concentrating on my work, only to look up and see that ugly, flesh-colored reptile arrogantly
crawling past my line of vision. It was no longer a question of being intimidated by fear. What was at stake was
my personal space, which I needed in order to think and to work, and I had to defend it. I retreated to the bathroom and picked up a can of insect spray from the corner. I pulled out the long thin nozzle and returned to the
study.
My left hand shook as I grabbed hold of the curtain. The gecko was cowering behind the curtain in one corner,
not moving. With a shout I half-closed my eyes and raised the spray in my right hand, pressing down as hard as I
could with my forefinger. A puff of white smoke shot like an arrow on to the gecko’s body. I didn't see blood
splatter everywhere, but then geckos are cold-blooded animals. The sprays of white smoke came one after the
other and the gecko still didn’t move. I did not release my finger, but continued to press firmly on the nozzle as I
attacked with the spray. Then it started to climb upward. I raIsed my right hand and kept the long, narrow nozzle
about three inches from the gecko, going after it with the killer spray. Because this type of insect repellent has a
long, thin nozzle attachment, one can take accurate aim, so it’s impossible to miss. It’s something no home should
be without.
At long last, the gecko struggled up to the ceiling, and I stayed the hand holding the insect spray. If I tried to
follow it upwards with my attack, the spray would only fall back down on to me, and I had no intention of joining
the gecko in death. The terrified reptile was still running for its life, trying to reach the corner at the top of the
door, hoping to make its escape from the room. But just as it was about to reach the door, it dropped to the floor
with a soft thud. I rushed forward, taking aim with the spray in my right hand, and pressed with my forefinger
once more, sending forth an arrow of white fog. If there had been a mirror next to me at that moment, I would
have been able to see the murderous expression on my face, my eyes flashing with bloodlust, no different from a
crazed soldier on a battlefield raising his sword, or an angry madman with a gun chasing after his enemy.
The gecko stumbled its way out of the study, its movements getting slower and slower. If I had been more
ruthless, I would have crushed it to certain death with one step, but I didn’t dare. The memory of that gecko in the
past, whose tail had separated from his body but wouldn’t stop twitching, tore at my already overwrought nerves.
The gecko, more desperate than ever, started to crawl in the direction of my bedroom. I stepped forward to block
its way and shouted:
“Don’t you dare go into my bedroom!”
It seemed to understand me, because it then crawled, as if drunk, first underneath the tea table in the livingroom and then escaped under the sofa.. I followed it and squatted there, held my breath, and in a fit of hysterical
anger sprayed under the sofa in one wild burst.
At last all was quiet. The battle was over. I collapsed on to the other sofa, staring hard at the dark corner just
opposite where the gecko was hiding. The room was filled with the smell of the insect repellent, but heavier still
was the feeling of resentment in my heart.
*
At the office, when the news spread that I was planning to leave and return to Hong Kong, what touched me
most was the way people urged me to stay—with words and with the expressions on their faces. The younger
colleagues said quietly to me: without you by our side, this place is going to seem even more like a jungle.
But the law of the jungle—survival of the fittest—does apply to office politics. You can either be a wolf who
goes after the fattest calf, or a bird that flies above the jungle and yet also lives in it: which one you are depends
on your own choices and on your staying power. In the last three or four years, I had spent quite a lot of time
counseling several fresh university graduates who were hired as administrative trainees in my office. Sometimes I
felt that the effort I was putting in went way beyond the call of duty, but I know that I did it because I could see in
them a vague silhouette of myself at that particular stage in life. Sometimes when one of those young people got
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upset because of internal power struggles, or became the victim of other people’s rivalries, I comforted them—the
often arbitrary and malicious attacks of the other side were actually the result of their own fear and insecurity.
In the jungle, most animals will only kill weaker animals out of hunger, or will only fight when being attacked;
the world of humans, however, is much more complicated.
I’ve always demanded of myself that I be a woman of strong moral integrity. For this reason, when I found
myself in situations that would normally make one lose one’s nerve, I would stick to my principles, and this
always enabled me to ride the storms with dignity. And yet now, the deep resentment in my heart makes me feel
sad and sorry for myself. To think that one tiny gecko could unleash in me such a strong wave of panic and fear
that I had to resort to violence! I felt completely deflated. I feared that in the long run, I would not be able to
retain a sense of compassion as I went through life’s even darker and gloomier valleys.
The reptile underneath the sofa could be dead or still alive—in any case, I no longer needed to worry about it.
3: Agreeing on Some Ground Rules
I woke up as the sky was brightening. It was a subtle feeling that roused me from sleep. I sat up in bed, and
following the early morning light that shone through the curtains behind me, I scanned the floor in front of the
bedroom door. The gecko was lying there quietly, head raised, looking right up at me.
The gentle, fresh fragrgnce that belongs only to the early morning hours circulated in the air. The smell of
insect spray was gone. In the morning light the gecko cast a long, thin shadow on the gleaming surface of the
polished floor.
“I don’t want to keep trying to kill you. Let’s agree on a few ground rules, all right?”
It lifted its head and listened.
“Originally I lived alone in this flat. You can stay here now, but you must follow a few rules: You mustn’t
come into the bedroom, and you mustn’t go into the study either—these two rooms are off—limits to you. When I
go out, you can move freely about the living-room, but please don’t hide in the bookshelves. I don’t want to pull
out a book and accidentally squash your tail. As for the bathroom, there aren’t many concealed crevices there, so
don’t let me see you crawling up a corner while I’m washing my face or taking a shower. I’m sorry if this hurts
your feelings. Please understand that I’m sincerely trying to find a way for us to live together.”
The gecko continued to listen, patiently keeping its head raised.
“When I’m home, it's best if you stay in the kitchen, okay? There’s lots of space for you on top of the kitchen
cupboard and I can’t easily reach up there. In short, you can stay, but I definitely don’t want to see you. If you
agree, please raise your front leg.”
The gecko, which had been lying there on the floor all along with its head raised, now gently lifted its right leg.
I let out a satisfied breath.
“Good. May we live together happily. Now feel free to move about.”
It put its front leg down and slowly retreated from the bedroom, then disappeared in the direction of the
kitchen. In that instant, the air in the room was filled with a feeling of forgiveness and tolerance. I lay back down
on the bed and wrapped the quilt around me. My whole body happy and at ease, I fell into a deep sleep.
*
After this my life began to change almost imperceptibly. Little by little. Silence and harmony. I didn’t see the
gecko after that, but I could feel its continual presence in the flat. This was an extremely obedient and trustworthy
gecko—never once appearing before my eyes. Every time before I left home, I always opened one window in the
kitchen and one in the bathroom so that the gecko could go in and out. On rainy days, I would still leave the
windows slightly open so that the gecko wouldn’t get stuck outdoors. The insect spray was no longer needed, and
if there were mosquitoes, well, they would be food for the gecko.
I had always kept a few plants in the flat. If I observed them carefully I could see the buds sprouting at the tips
of the branches, and the leaves changing direction to face the sun every morning and evening. Through these
things, I could appreciate the simple joy of living. I also liked to keep cut flowers, and would watch the colors as
they blossomed, as well as their tired postures as they withered. Many a time, as I sat reading in the corner of a
room, I would hear the sound of flowers dropping on to the table. When I raised my head the fallen flowers would
be there on the table, their smell still permeating the room. We existed together, sharing the same space and time,
but the flowers’ lives passed even more rapidly than my own. Slowly I learnt that the withered leaves of potted
plants didn’t have to be thrown away—I could leave them on top of the soil in the pot and they would dry up and
blend in with the soil. Just because their form of existence was different, who could say that they had completely
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disappeared?
Ever since the gecko started living here, I had the feeling of another type of life inhabiting the flat. Every time
I came home I could sense, on opening the door, an expectant bustle inside. In the flat, in the corners where I
didn’t have to look, there was always a silent life waiting for me to return, breathing the same air as me. There
was a feeling of affection in the air that you could almost touch.
Just one occasion, when I was in the kitchen cooking, I turned around to open the door of the cupboard and
caught a glimpse of the gecko’s tail as it quickly darted away. In a cheerful tone of voice I teased the gecko on top
of the cupboard:
“I almost saw you! Better be more careful next time.”
As I spoke, I thought I saw the embarrassed face of the gecko in the corner. It was this belief, cherished so
tenderly, that slowly smoothed away my fear.
As time went on I began to enjoy more and more the kind of subtle and harmonious living arrangement that we
shared. The gecko’s existence gradually seemed to take on a similarity to certain religious beliefs: if you have
faith that something exists, then it does. Countless religious followers have never once seen the gods they believe
in, but that doesn’t shake their faith one bit.
*
Yet another stretch of time had passed since I came back to this city. I had not, however, brought my lifestyle
from abroad back with me. I knew that each place had its own rhythm. Anyway, I didn’t mind starting anew. But
some of the attitudes and value judgements that surrounded me here made me feel like a stranger, and I wasn’t
sure if I could take everything on board. If I really had faith in myselL then these concerns could not be
groundless. Would it be possible not to give up the standards I’d so painstakingly established for myself over the
years, whilst at the same time adapt to the rapid changes of these times? This was something I often thought about
when I was alone.
Time passed. There were still those who wanted to leave, and those who wanted to return. Amongst the waves
of people coming and going, there were always some faces that seemed familiar, wearing expressions of joy or
fear—countless numbers of people. I only knew that each one of us had to go along life’s complicated and
winding road until we reached the end.
*
One day several friends and I got together. Because we were very close, when we were together we never held
back anything—our successes, failures, and doubts. As we were chatting away, I saw that it was raining outside,
and for a moment thought about the gecko and whether it was caught out in the rain. And then I heard N saying
close to my ear:
“I just said, you’re wearing a smile that only women in love have. Tell us, have you finally met a kind and
responsible man that you can rely on?”
How could I tell my friends? If I said that the sweet smile on my face was because I was thinking of the gecko
I was living with, could they accept that? Would they believe me?
Then there was another night when I was in the bathroom and had just finished my bath. I had turned off the
tap and the gurgling water was disappearing down the drain when I heard the clear song of the gecko in the next
room. There was a note of happiness\fn{ The continuous text ends abruptly here; apparently, an intervening page of material was
not been scanned before the following words, which end the story, were scanned:} the window allowed me to see with an almost
exquisite clarity my reflection on the polished floor: spray in hand, my posture looked just like that of someone
holding a gun.
63.56 The Widow\fn{by Zhang Xian (1955- )} Shanghai, China (M) 8
Dear Weiming:
It’s been twelve whole years since we parted. Twelve years today. During those twelve years I’ve written a
steady stream of letters, and even though I’ve known that you’ll never read any of them, I still can’t help myself.
For a lonely person who is thinking of someone else, writing letters is a comfort, a sort of sustenance, a way to
ease the heart. As I sat before a sheet of clean white paper, trying to make some sense out of my confused
thoughts and moods with my pen, you would appear before me and be by my side. I would embrace you and
whisper into your ear intimate expressions that can be revealed only to a husband. Ah, dear Weiming! Only you
know what a vulnerable woman I am!
Tonight the moonlight is hazier than usual, the subtle fragrance of orchids floats in the air. It’s just as it was
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twelve years ago. I remember It as clearly as if it was yesterday: how you unhurriedly straightened your collar,
slowly picked up your traveling bag, and walked over to the doorway, where you stopped for a moment, as though
you had forgotten something.
Yes, you had forgotten to kiss Lanlan and Wangwang goodbye. Maybe you had wanted to avoid waking them,
or to keep them from realizing that Daddy was leaving, going away in humiliation with two shady characters. I
remained completely composed and silent as I walked with you downstairs and across the courtyard, then watched
the Peking jeep disappear into the hazy moonlight. But as I turned back and saw those two little faces distorted by
looks of sheer panic, plastered up against the window, I could no longer hold back my tears. . .
Lanlan is now a skilled auto mechanic. Last year she fell deeply in love with someone, although she kept it a
secret from me. Her boyfriend, the second son of your old comrade-in-arms, Lao Shi, is a promising young actor
with the Municipal Drama Troupe. The two of them are now busily making plans to start their own family. Wangwang left two days ago. He was admitted into Qinghua University—his entrance-exam score was the third highest
in the city. I’m sure you can still remember the look of self-satisfaction that sometimes appeared on his upturned
face. He spent the last few days busily running back and forth on errands: spreading the good news to relatives,
hurriedly finishing a self portrait to leave with his elder sister as a memento, consoling a girl who had failed the
exams—a classmate of his with large, shining eyes—and giving her every single book he had used to prepare for
the exams.
Yes, our children are no longer fledglings, and now they want to leave their confining little nest to soar into the
bright blue sky that awaits them. They cannot be bothered with the aging and lonely mother bird that has stayed
behind to watch over the old nest, or maybe the thought never even occurred to them. When Lanlan heartily
announced that her “personal matter” had been “resolved,” and Wangwang, playing the part of an experienced
traveler, placed his canvas bag onto the luggage rack of the train, neither of them could figure out why Mommy
was crying. How could they ever understand what was in their mother’s heart!
Only you ever understood that, dear Weiming, only you. But now there is someone else who understands me,
and that is he.
Oh, I should tell you who he is, since he’s the reason I’m writing you this letter!
Your photograph is in front of me at this very moment. You are smiling from behind the glass, gazing warmly
at me. I always thought that there was a trace of mockery in that smile of yours, which made me feel indescribably guilty. Dear Weiming, am I wrong? Shouldn’t I have felt that way? Please tell me, and not as a Municipal Party
Secretary would tell his subordinate or a husband would tell his wife. Weiming, tell me as you would a friend or a
comrade, tell me how you feel, tell me what your thoughts are, give me your opinions.
You never met him. He played no role in our lives together. You were always busy in the service of the 250,000
—later on 400,000—residents of the city: industry, agriculture, commerce; meetings, decision-making, grassroots work—you never seemed to have any time for your own family, for your young wife. A common citi-zen
like him had no place in your thoughts. And if he had, it would only have been as one out of 250,000 or one out of
400,000, which is next to nothing!
Weiming, do you still remember how we met? Do you still recall that day in 1954 when we were seeing in the
new year, and Hospital Director Li dragged me, a nineteen-year-old girl fresh out of nursing school, over to meet
you? Do you remember the shy look on my face? Do you remember how my hand trembled in yours as you
clumsily danced across the floor?
My first meeting with him, however, was under totally different circumstances. In fact, I was barely aware of
his arrival.
“Comrade Zhou Lianghui, a letter for you.”
He must have knocked at the door and I must have responded, but I have no recollection of it, since at the time
I was so worried about you. He spoke very softly, only once, not wanting to disturb me, then placed the letter on
the table beside the door and walked away noiselessly. I turned in time to see the retreating back of a man dressed
in green.
It was your letter that he had brought over, your first letter after having been taken away, and the last letter you
ever wrote in your life. In that letter you said many things that seem so funny to me now. Things like, “We must
test our mettle in the blazing fires of the Cultural Revolution,” and “The road taken by the rebels has always been
the correct one.” Then you copied out passages from Mao’s Quotations, word for word. But it was the last
sentence you wrote that moved me and has been indelibly etched upon my heart; you said:
“You must be strong!”
Yes, I needed to be strong. Lanlan, who was twelve, and eight-year-old Wangwang needed a strong mother.
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The family needed a strong homemaker. You, with your future so unpredictable, needed a strong wife who could
come to your aid like someone traveling in the same boat. The Party, which was temporarily in a state of disarray
and low morale, needed a strong member. I needed to be strong, that was for sure! It was then that my tears dried,
and I steeled myself to meet the hard times ahead. Dear Weiming, it has been like that for twelve years, right up to
this very day.
I waited impatiently for your letters and I waited impatiently for his visits. For the first time in my life I understood the loftiness and greatness of the poetic expression “man in green.” But this particular “man in green,” our
postman, also brought me disappointment. He came at 10:30 sharp every day, knocked softly at my door and,
without stepping inside, placed the day’s newspaper, with its huge photograph and red-lettered headlines, on the
table beside the door. When he saw the expectant look on my face he lowered his head remorsefully, as though it
were his fault that there was no letter.
But the day finally came when he showed up before ten o’clock; he rushed in, his face flushed with excitement. I, too, was overcome with excitement as I took the letter from him, but I saw at once that it was Yang Lili’s
handwriting on the envelope—you remember her, don’t you, my best friend at nursing school? She was the
beautiful, slim girl who followed her heart, asking to be transferred from the provincial capital to a mountain
region to be with the man she loved. She sent me her warmest regards and cautioned me not to be too anxious,
saying that the “liberation of the Party Secretary” was just around the corner. She also invited me to visit her
“peaceful little county town,” where I could forget my cares. I’m sure I must have smiled when I read that. He
was still standing in the doorway, unwilling to leave, looking greatly relieved; his buck teeth gave him an
engaging smile.
“Thank you. Won’t you come in and sit for a moment?” I asked him. .
He just shook his head and walked off. But his smile lingered long after he had left.
Ah, that smile! During that red reign of terror, throughout those many months when everyone seemed to have
donned masks, when the Party Secretary’s wife became “the stinking old lady of a traitor” overnight, how precious and dear that sincere, friendly smile was! Even to this very day, a sincere, friendly smile has not reappeared
on the faces of all our friends. Recently, in fact, the smile on the face of our future in-law, Lao Shi, has had a
stifling effect on me.
Dear Weiming! I still remember your smile during those early days. It was filled with such self-confidence and
charisma. When Director Li told me that you were the youngest and most promising Deputy Secretary in the
municipal committee—only, 35 years old—that your wife had recently died, and that you were living a bachelor’s
life, I immediately sensed the emotions hidden in that smile of yours. But I didn’t have the time to mull it over, or
look closely, or, for that matter, even to hesitate, for you won me over, deftly and with ease. You were like a mischievous child who wins out over a weak little kitten. Our courtship—if it can be called that—lasted only three
months before the wedding arrangements were made. And you … afterwards you laughed at me and said:
“What’s wrong, don't you think three months was long enough?”
Ah, but the feelings between him and me developed over a period of agonizingly long months!
Lanlan was sent down to the countryside the year after you died. She’s a bright, mature girl who grew up fast
during those chaotic years. But she’s really only a girl, barely sixteen! I almost wept aloud when I read her first
letter from the fanning village.
“How is Lanlan? Is she homesick? Does she need anything? If not, why not scribble an answer to her right
now? Or send a parcel. I’ll take it with me, and it’ll get out in today’s mail …”
He was watching me with a look of deep concern on his face. He stood off to one side wringing his hands, not
knowing what he could do to help me.
Weiming, you never once had a look like that on your face. All the help you ever gave me was of a totally
different kind. My application for Party membership was approved a month before we were married. When I was
pregnant with Lanlan I was transferred from the hospital ward and assigned clerical duties at the Secretariat
Division. Later on I was sent to the Propaganda Section, where I was promoted from a clerical worker to a Deputy
Division Head. After the first round of the “Four Cleanups” campaign came to an end, I was appointed Assistant
Director of the Municipal Party Secretariat Office. From start to finish I fought to be strong and to perform my
duties conscientiously, so that I would never bring shame upon you. Naïvely I thought that all my promotions
came as a result of my own efforts. It wasn’t until I entered the hospital in 1965, where I met my classmate Xiao
Zhang—she was still a duty nurse, and she deferentially called me “Director Zhou”—that it hit me like a bolt out
of the blue: my steady advancement up the ladder was a perfect example of that ancient saying, “The husband’s
nobility brings glory to the wife!”

413

“Don’t talk nonsense!”
I can almost hear that annoyed drawl of yours.
“I was just helping you get ahead!”
That’s right, where politics were concerned, you were very demanding with me. You often talked to me of the
spirit and intentions of your superiors and instructed me in how to avoid making mistakes. “That’s all I did for
you?” you might ask. No, that’s not all. You were also a good husband: you knew I loved flowers, so you had the
gardener bring me some orchids; you knew I loved books, so you had the people at the bookstore bring the new
arrivals over for me to select the ones I wanted; you knew I liked to look nice, so you allowed me to buy a few
pretty outfits that were selected only after long, careful thought; and you knew I loved you, so you frequently took
the time to be affectionate with me, showing me the attentiveness and tenderness that only a husband can offer—
all of this you called love.But love like this is anything but equal! Those are only the sorts of kindnesses bestowed
upon someone by a superior!
The minor spat we had the first time I accompanied you to a dinner party is something I won’t forget for as
long as I live. Being in the presence of that senior official who was the city’s representative on the Provincial Party Committee and his wife so terrified me that I didn’t know what to do. When it was my turn to offer a toast, not
knowing the proper flattering remarks made me look like an awkward fool. The wives were twittering about my
being a “little nurse,” and their condescending looks put me on pins and needles the entire night. I would have
given anything to sprout a pair of wings that would allow me to fly right out of that splendid dining hall. But
when I looked at you for help, you pointedly turned your face away, a sure sign of your displeasure at my lack of
social graces.
That night I cried into my pillow. I hated myself for bringing you shame! After that I made every effort to learn
how to socialize like the rest of those smug wives with their superior attitudes, even though I loathed them with
all my heart. And you rewarded my efforts by praising me:
“You’re learning.”
That, of course, was a result of your “help!”
But he—a lowly “man in green”—what help could he give me? He delivered and picked up my mail; occasionally he delivered parcels and money orders; he took the children to the doctor on his bicycle; on his days off
he made repairs to the roof; and that’s about it. Everything was so commonplace, as commonplace as water. But
isn’t there a difference between the water that rushes out through an open faucet and that which bubbles up from a
spring in an endless stretch of desert?
Was it only sympathy? Was it only friendship? No, for glowing in the depths of that sympathy and friendship
were sincere, kindhearted, magnificent embers. Admittedly they were weak, but they were strong enough to illuminate a faith in life. Look: sincerity exists, kindheartedness and ideals exist, which must mean that truth exists as
well. And not behind us, either, but directly in front of us.
Dear Weiming, last autumn, after you had lain in the ground for years, your case was finally “cleared up.” As a
result, my days of “standing off to the side,” my long period of enforced idleness, also came to an end. When I
told him that I would be going back to work, he let out a sigh of relief and his face lit up with that toothy smile of
his. He broke precedent by staying over to eat that day.
“A toast to your new life!” He drained his glass of wine. Just before he left he gazed out at the orchids in front
of the window, and his eyes suddenly grew sad.
Oh, those orchids. Wasn’t that the pot you had the gardener bring over to me? It died long ago, the same year
you left us. I couldn’t bear to throw the dead branches away, and I often stared at the yellow, waxen leaves until I
was nearly spellbound, almost as though I was expecting the arrival of the spring that would breathe life back into
them. He was aware of all this. Actually, he understood my heart better than I myself. One night toward the end of
spring he brought over a pot of fresh orchids, which he placed on the table beside the door.
“I planted it myself.”
He smiled shyly, then looked at me searchingly.
“You … won’t refuse it, will you?”
I was so touched that I didn’t dare look at him, for fear that tears would flow against my will. My eyes remained fixed on those tender green leaves so full of life …
I returned to my job at the Municipal Party Headquarters. Everything there was both familiar and strange to
me. Problems and difficulties had accumulated: there were three times as many complaints, much more idle talk,
laziness and irresponsibility.
I returned home every day, my heart weighted down with worries, which included an anguish that I was unable
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to face: I wouldn’t be able to see him every day anymore.
On that first Sunday I was up bright and early to await his arrival. I wanted to talk to him for ten or fifteen
minutes, when it wouldn’t interfere with his work, of my feelings about the previous week. Finally I heard the
familiar sound of a bicycle bell.
“Newspaper!” The crisp voice carrying across the courtyard belonged to a young woman.
“What's wrong? Where is he? Is he sick?” I asked as I rushed downstairs.
“You mean the regular postman? He swapped mail routes with me. He’s working in North City.”
Ah, Weiming! When I had sunk to the level of an “untouchable” and had to struggle against the lashing storms,
without any fanfare he brought me news of my family, and he brought me warmth, brightness, and frag-rance.
Now that I had regained my position as Assistant Director, the Housing Section Chief enthusiastically of-fered to
assign me to new housing; the manager of the hardware outlet stubbornly insisted on sending me a hard-to-get
Honeybee sewing machine; the head of the aquatic products retail department brought freshly caught fish “on his
way by;” the Director of the Women’s Federation, as “representative of all the women in the city,” nomi-nated me
for Deputy Director. As all of this was happening he quietly removed himself from the scene.
Ah, when the water faucet has been reconnected, so that for twenty cents a cubic meter you can use filtered
water to your heart’s content, the spring water in the desert flows back into the earth!
I recall asking him once why he never got married.
“My family background is no good,” he had said with a forced smile.
“That doesn’t make any difference these days.”
“But who could ever take a fancy to a 38-year-old postman who earns thirty-eight yuan a month?”
I tried to comfort him by saying that a person’s worth can’t be measured by his family background, his position, or his salary. There will always be some nice young woman who could love a decent man like him (I said
this with all sincerity, but I was stopped by the mocking expression on his face). Then one day I discovered that
the person who had fallen in love with him was not just any nice young woman, but me!
Dear Weiming, I was terrified and I was bewildered. I denied my feelings vehemently, and I berated myself for
having them. No, no! It’s not possible! It’s not practical! It’s not normal! It’s not right! I’m already 43 years old!
My children are already grown! I’m a Party member! I’m the widow of the Municipal Party Secretary! I must
treasure my good name and that of my departed husband! I stood in front of your photograph, silently begging
your forgiveness.
You were looking at me with smiling eyes.
“You must be strong!” you were saying.
Yes, I had to be strong. I had to overcome these improper feelings of mine. I had to throw all my energy into
my work. I voluntarily took on the job of reassessing the office of Assistant Director, which any number of cadres
had avoided like poison. And so my life was filled with receptions, explanations, examinations, discussions, disputes, sympathy, anger, anxieties, urgings, and reproaches. I offended many of my superiors, many of our closest
friends—yours and mine. I used this as a burden to weigh myself down so hard that I could barely breathe.
As I ran into one obstacle after another in my reassessment work, Lao Shi was my staunchest supporter. He
was still the Deputy Secretary in charge of organizational work. He frequently praised me in various situations as
being a strong woman. But he couldn’t keep from linking me with you. "She has proved herself worthy of her
position as wife of Comrade Weiming, our old Party Secretary!" This heartfelt praise made me feel guilty, because
every time I had a moment's peace, the image that floated into my mind was that of his smile, with those
prominent buckteeth of his, the smile that had given me courage during those trying days. I was powerless to
drive it away.
Dear Weiming! When I was young I once heard a tale of the agony of widowhood: in order to overcome her
feelings of emptiness and loneliness, a widow tossed a hundred coins onto the floor every night, then turned out
the light and groped around on the floor picking them up one by one. By the time they were all back in her purse
she was finally tired enough to go to bed and fall asleep. And that’s how she spent her nights right up till the day
she died, letting a hundred coins, shiny from being rubbed countless times, stand as proof of her bitterly attained
virtue. She died with a clear conscience and a sense of pride.
Now that our children have left their mother’s embrace, the moonlight shines dimly onto the head of my bed,
the subtle fragrance of orchids gathers at the window, loneliness and solitude gnaw away at my heart, and I am
reminded of that ancient tale. Am I, too, expected to turn out the light and grope around on the floor for the “coins
of chastity” stained by blood and tears? No! Let those widows die with their clear consciences and ttieir pride. I
need love, I need a husband, not a fading photograph, but a living, breathing man! I ask myself angrily: Why is
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that impossible? Why is it impractical? Why is it abnormal? Why shouldn’t I? After all, I’m only 43 years old.
Why should a Party member take pride in scrupulously abiding by feudal moral standards instead of doing away
with them? Why must my happiness be locked up in a casket in order to gain the respect of others?
The pains of love filled me with courage. One day, as I was investigating a misjudged case at the Post and Telecommunications Office, I asked for and easily obtained his address. Then when the weekend arrived, I washed
my hair and changed my clothes in the late afternoon, giving myself a once-over in the mirror. Yes, I was still
young. There was even a youthful blush to my cheeks. Just as I was leaving I slyly splashed on a few drops of our
daughter’s cologne—ah! Please forgive me, dear Weiming! Look how shameless I’ve become!
I located the crude and simple room that he shared with his aging mother. Not having the nerve to even glance
at the look of pleasant surprise on his face, I forced myself to tell him matter-of-factly that I just happened to be in
the neighborhood and dropped by to say hello. I casually asked him why he no longer came by to pass the time of
day and why he still hadn’t resolved his “personal matter.” All in all, I conducted myself rather foolishly and
could feel my cheeks begin to bum. I knew that he was watching me attentively and could see right through my
deception, not that it was all that clever in the first place. Beginning to feel extremely restless, I hastily said I had
to be going.
He walked me out onto the secluded narrow street. My heart was refreshed by the early summer evening
breeze, making it feel younger, happier, and more sensitive than ever. I was waiting for him to speak, knowing
that I’d be moved by anything he said. But his mood seemed gloomy, and he didn’t say a word, seemingly lost in
thought. Suddenly, he let out a short, bitter laugh and said:
“I can’t figure out why you’re paying me this call. You’re now the Director—if it’s kindness you’re giving, I
don’t need it.”
I was stunned. Kindness! The word was like a dagger! Could it be that the change in my professional status
automatically brought with it a change in the nature of my emotions? I was powerless to defend myself, and could
only stare dumbly at him, as I began to feel cold all over. In that brief moment I felt that the ground between us
had suddenly opened up and we were quickly being driven apart, separated by a fathomless chasm.
Had he misunderstood my actions? Had I been wronged? Was I disappointed?
No, Weiming! For someone deeply in love, this meant very little. In fact, his masculine reticence and personal
self-esteem hit me like a bolt of lightning. He was even more worthy of respect than I had imagined, more
precious and more admirable. Oh, I knew I had to break down his misconceptions about me, even if I had to
abandon my most fundamental self-respect in the process. Had we been separated by a real chasm, I still wouldn’t
have hesitated to cross over.”
Early the next morning I showed up again on his doorstep. No one was home, so he must have already left for
work. I turned around dejectedly to leave. Suddenly I was stopped by a familiar and friendly subtle aroma. Oh, it
was orchids. The delicate, dew-laden petals and green leaves were smiling at me! The aroma’s silent explanation
was so detailed, so moving!
Weiming! He and I fell quietly in love. But our love was beset by so many hardships! We didn’t dare to be seen
taking walks together, or going to a movie together, or being alone behind closed doors; we didn’t even dare to
take the slightest liberties when we talked. It goes without saying that we didn’t have the nerve to squeeze one
another’s hand when we were in darkened comer of a stairwell where the lightbulb had been stolen. We had none
of the freedoms to express our love that young people have, nor did we dare to strive to get them. All we could do
was exchange ardent looks and listen to the happy beating of our hearts.
And even that was to be denied us! Two weeks later, Lao Shi gave me a warning during a casual chat. First he
expressed concern over my predicament, then praised me for being a model wife and mother, telling me how
much I was respected by all the office cadres for safeguarding the reputation of “Secretary Weiming.” He even
used phrases like “upholding one’s integrity in one’s later years,” which he intended as a clever pun. Finally he
smiled and said:
“There’s talk about a postman who is five years younger than you … of course, it’s just a rumor, and I trust
you …”
That phony, sanctimonious grin of his nearly suffocated me.
Weiming, do you remember how sincere his smile was at our wedding, when the widowed Deputy Secretary of
the Municipal Party Committee took as his wife a young nurse who was fifteen years his junior? For that matter,
who didn’t feel that ours was a marriage made in Heaven?
I didn’t try to mask my irritation. Before he had even finished, I got to my feet and walked off. After work that
day I made my way home very slowly, trying to figure out how to deal with them. I was surprised to find some-
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one waiting for me at home—it was my old classmate, Yang Lili.
She had hardly changed at all. She was still slim and pretty and straightforward. Her warm embrace drove the
unhappiness right out of my heart. How I had longed for a close friend to whom I could pour out my innermost
feelings!
“What, you're still a widow? Are you trying to earn a memorial arch to commemorate your Confucian chastity,
or is your heart really as dead as an ancient well, never again to be stirred by love?”
She looked me over very affectionately.
“You’re not old,” she said, “not old at all. That sort of foolishness is a waste of time, Lianghui! Weren’t you the
cleverest one among us back then? Back in the fifties we were mired in all those traditional concepts, dream-ing
about pure, true love, while you sneaked off and married a Party Secretary! Boy, in those days you were the topic
of conversation! But afterwards we realized that you were the clever one, that yours had been the right way.”
“No, Lili, no!” I hastily disputed her. “I believed then and I still believe today that pure, true love does exist!”
“Sure it does!” she said with a mocking laugh. “I’ve seen right through all that ‘I pledge my eternal love, till
death do us part’ stuff!”
“What? You and that doctor you fell head-over-heels in love with aren’t having troubles, are you?”
“We’re divorced! He has the kids. And since I’m still young, I’ve found myself another one.”
This took me completely by surprise. Just then I heard the sound of a car pulling up outside, followed by the
deferential shout of a driver:
“Comrade Yang!”
“Coming, coming!” She glanced at her wristwatch. “I have to run. The old guy can’t get along without me for
a minute. Remember, if you feel like talking, you can call me long distance—just ask for Deputy Political Commissar Wang’s home at the Provincial Military District switchboard. Lianghui, use your head. You don’t have to
coop yourself up here all the time. Take a trip over to the provincial capital and leave your cares at home. Your
municipal guesthouse isn’t as comfortable as my place!”
She picked up her fancy purse, turned, and strode bnskly out the door, the sound of her milky white highheeled shoes tapping out a sense of contentment. I accompanied her down the stairs.
“He’s twenty years older than I,” she said as she put her arm around my shoulder, “and his eldest daughter is
just my age. But he’s still physically fit. Why, he …” She fixed her eyes on me and whispered in my ear a couple
of anatomical terms in Latin, then laughed raucously.
My face flamed with embarrassment, and I couldn’t laugh at all—I wanted to cry. I had genuine doubts as to
whether the silhouette of the woman slipping so easily into the back seat of the car really belonged to Yang Lili,
my old classmate.
Weiming, I want you to know that the day after Lao Shi came by to talk to me, my romance was the topic of
the day all over the Municipal Party Headquarters. News of it quickly spread in the halls, in the cafeteria, in the
bathrooms, in the offices, even in conference rooms where they were discussing “practical standards.” It traveled
from ears to lips and back to ears, and even in that short distance the plot thickened and grew in true creative
fashion. Legitimate love was thus transformed into an obscene scandal. That very day, as I was walking past the
office of the Women’s Federation, I overheard them loudly discussing “that loose woman,” and the Director, the
“representative of all the women in the city,” was laughing louder than any of the others.
The Organization Bureau’s reaction to this incident was swift. They asked me in for a talk, saying that in light
of the city-wide prestige enjoyed by the late Party Secretary, they were transferring me to the Municipal Political
Consultative Conference as its eleventh Deputy Director (I don’t know if this was Lao Shi’s idea or not, but I’m
sure he approved). It was obvious that they felt that the dignity of the entire Municipal Party Headquarters would
suffer if I continued workipg there. Their sensitivity, concern, and decisiveness in this matter was at least thirty
times greater than one of their official responses to an obviously misjudged case.
But I had not suffered through the ten-year calamity in vain. If I was able to endure being labeled the “stinking
old lady of a traitor,” why should I worry myself over the slanderous gossip everyone was spreading behind my
back! In fact, it had the opposite effect on our love: the rumors, the reproaches, and the pressures brought to bear
on us had the same effect as trying to douse a fire with alcohol. Before I had a chance to finish expressing my
outrage to him, he rushed over to me, hugged me tightly, and said in a trembling voice:
“Let’s get married!”
“The sooner the better!” My voice was also trembling. We kissed passionately, our hot tears running down our
tightly pressed cheeks and mingling together.
Was this then the second time I had fallen in love? No, Weiming, it was the first! This is what love was sup-
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posed to be. Nothing else could be called love! All this “office director,” “eleventh Deputy Director,” department
rankings, new houses and all the other fringe benefits, including, of course, that most glorious title of allCommunist Party member (which people these days have laughingly taken to calling a “Party meal ticket”!)—all
of these things that I really have no right to claim, things that were bestowed upon me because of your position
when you were alive or your posthumous influence—please take it all back! Allow me to return to my humble
situation as a nurse. That’s the only thing that will free me once and all from the humiliating fetters of “The
husband’s nobility brings glory to the wife!” and allow me to recapture my independence, my self-respect as a
woman, and the right to love!
I wanted to shout this out boldly. In the Organization Bureau. In Lao Shi’s face!
But, Weiming, when my prospective mother-in-law came over with a tear-streaked face and talked to me about
something that was very painful to her, what did I have to shout about?
“Director Zhou, you and I are both ill-fated women! I come from a poor, simple family, and when I was studying at a girls’ trade school, I caught the eye of a military officer who took me as his mistress. He died on the eve
of Liberation, leaving me and my only son. I don’t have to tell you what our lives were like after that, you know
perfectly well. Just knowing that you think highly of us, that you have shown us your kindness, is a debt of
gratitude we—mother and son—can never repay. You’ve been a widow for many years, and as someone who has
had the same experience, I know only too well how hard it’s been for you. But the worst is over now, since your
children are grown, and you should enjoy the years you have left to you. That child of mine has no sense. He can’t
have what he wants, but he won’t settle for less—he’s almost forty, yet he still acts like a little boy! How could he
ever aspire to Director Zhou’s heights? Ai! He’s not really worthy.”
I looked at her silver strands and listened without saying a word. I understood only too well. She didn’t want
her son to marry a widow with children of her own. A widow was impure. A widow was unlucky. There was no
honor in marrying a widow. And that, even though she herself had suffered through thirty years of widowhood!
I bit my lip, for my heart was screaming out, “No, no, I am pure! I can bring good luck! I want to fight for,
create, and enjoy love and happiness, without a shred of shame! I’ll have nothing to do with the widows ‘chastity
coins’ of your generation, venerable old mother!”
The moral codes of her generation had to die away. I was unafraid!
What does frighten me is the younger generation. Weiming, I am truly frightened by my own dear children!
Lanlan, with her young lady’s sensitivity, was the first to detect it. Many times she looked searchingly at me
with doubt in her eyes. One evening, as he and I were in the room sitting across from each other at the round table
and listening to Schubert’s Serenade, Lanlan rushed in through the open door.
“It’s already nine o’clock!” She snapped the radio off. “Mama, you need your rest.”
Her face was deathly pale and her eyes sparkled with a cold, threatening light.
She had rudely chased off this “uncle” whom she had once affectionately snuggled up against. She had forgotten that it was this “uncle” who had ridden her over to the hospital on his bicycle when she had an acute lung
infection, and had spent the entire night beside the makeshift bed they had set up for her in the corridor, until her
condition had improved slightly; that it was this “uncle” who had mailed every parcel that was sent to her when
she was working in the rural production team, and who had always included an expression of good wishes of the
kind only a family member would send; that he had delivered every one of her letters to me with his own sweaty
hand, bringing with them his heartfelt concern.
Now neither she nor Wangwang calls him “uncle.”
They refer to him as “that guy.”
Unavoidably, the rumors eventually reached the children’s ears. When I returned home from work one day, I
heard Wangwang shout emotionally:
“I refuse to believe it! Mama couldn’t possibly be that shameless!”
Lanlan was sobbing loudly.
“If … if that really happened,” Wangwang said, cracking his tender knuckles loudly, “I’ll kill that guy!”
My heart froze. I supported myself on the door frame with trembling hands, unable to find the courage to enter
the room.
From that day on, whenever Lanlan saw me, she turned a reproachful back to me. Either that or she’d avoid me
by staying in her room and keeping the door tightly shut.
As for Wangwang, he claimed that since he had to prepare for exams, he might as well stay at the home of a
classmate. I suffered the children’s ostracism in silence. I wanted to take them aside so many times and have a
heart-to-heart talk with them. I wanted them to understand and forgive their mother. Your mother doesn’t want to
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stand in the way of your happiness, but she’s a living, breathing human being who, like you, wants to find her
own happiness! I went over and over what I wanted to tell them, but when I was face-to-face with them, the words
wouldn’t come. I couldn’t muster up the courage. I was so afraid!
Oh, Weiming! A single child’s tear is enough to extinguish a mother’s ardent love, the lonely sigh of a son or
daughter is enough to diissipate a mother’s resolve to fight for happiness!
Late last night Lanlan came into my bedroom, barefoot and with mussed hair, threw herself down beside me
like a girl possessed, and sobbed:
“Mama, why are you doing this? Why, Mama?”
Her red and swollen eyes bored into me.
“Are you afraid there’ll be no one to take care of you? No one to be with you? No one to look after you? You
have us! We’ll take care of you, and be with you, and look after you. Dear Mama, please reconsider. Your own
daughter is about to be married, so how can you remarry now? How could you stand all the talk? How could your
daughter, your son-in-law, your own son face society? Mama, won’t you even think about us? Dear Mama, your
Lanlan is begging you, I’m begging you! Please do as I ask! Mama, this is the last time I’ll ask. If you really go
through with—” Her choking sobs tore at my heart.
Oh God, dear God! Why are you so brutal, so cruel to I an unfortunate widow, to a vulnerable, middle-aged
woman, to a devout seeker of love, to an innocent child who has just barely become conscious of the dignity of
human life!
I don’t have the strength to go on. I’ve been bent over my desk writing since dusk—an entire night—shedding
bitter tears and looking at your photograph. To whom can I pour out these feelings of mine? No one but you,
Weiming! And you are beyond knowing, beyond feeling, and cannot answer me. Who knows, maybe I’m able to
bare my soul to you without holding back precisely because you are beyond knowing, beyond feeling, and, except
for smiling warmly cannot answer me!
Dawn is about to break, for I can see the darkness begin to give way. The orchids are eaterly sending me their
fragrance. Not to console me, but because it is their nature to greet the sun’s rays. And me, how am I to greet my
tomorrows?
I hope that another world exists there in the regions of darkness, and that somehow you will see this confusing
letter of mine. In that world there should be no prestige associated with the Municipal Party Secretary and no
charity bestowed to the low by those on high. In that case, answer me as an equal, as a friend; I’ll be waiting here
for you to enlighten me in my dreams!
75.59 Rejecting Fate\fn{by Han Chunxu (1955- )} Peking, China (F) 5
I’ve passed into another time.
*
Never has my heart torn so painfully, every last residue of feeling destroyed from within. I tremble with mad
impulse; no longer can I bury all that’s inside. Shasha, I stand wide open before you.
*
Shasha, can you imagine? On a simple canvas cot. Every agony God gave woman in the creation of new life
was mine. But from it came nothing: I am not a mother.
*
Little one, how can I tell you! This small life, unborn and yet already sentenced to death. Shasha, he (she), with
feet firmly planted in the soil of our universe, called to me, called to the blue sky above. Knowing. Knowing that
he (she) was a real living being of flesh and blood, of a soul. What am I doing? The blood of murder stains my
hands. I don’t know anymore. I twist in agony, my eyes grasping, seeking … I tremble, gasping for breath,
reaching out instinctively to grab on to something, but all that come back are fingers, fingers and this hopeless
struggle … I wish I could die … really wish … I could leave this world with the small life in my womb.
I am not human. I am not a woman. He (She) breathed with me for six months. I am the one who strangled him
(her), I am the one who strangled the soul of my own passion!
Shasha, and I must tell you, it was the fruit of our most perfect moment of passion.
*
Shasha, a miracle came to me in a dream: that small life was yet inseparably one with me. Without a cry, he
(she) serenely faced heaven and passed from this earth.
I am a mother.
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I am his (her) mother.
*
I struggle to hold on to what is no longer one with me, stopping up the torrent of blood from my heart. And I
must know:
“Is it a boy or girl?”
Their eyes (the eyes of these women doctors) cut me like knives:
“You still have the face to ask?”
No more brutal answer can be found.
I am but a filthy slur, that which I have borne, a disgrace. Suddenly there is only black; I know nothing.
*
All has died, already dead. Shasha, when I opened my eyes with a groan, an unbearable emptiness came pressing down—I wanted to cry; I wanted to cry out loud, but nothing came out.
All that I had hoped for, was it just an illusion?
Who knows to cry for the crimes humanity commits against life?
Life, do I understand life? Shasha, I have to ask myself this.
I want to rise up, run far away … but … every nerve in my body clenches me, holds me.
*
How I wish I could be a real woman, as lovely as a poem, a woman who understands love, who knows how to
love, who loves with warmth, with passion, with delight; to be a lover, a wife, a mother. And to experience all the
sensibilities of a woman for myself. I’m not afraid of the pain that comes with love, nor the solitude. I want to let
my life drown every moment in feeling. I want to let my life unfurl and blow, like the air, like sunlight.
Shasha, is this my mistake? Am I not a woman! Can there be anything more disheartening, more stifling, than
those hateful looks of scorn?
The air I breathe here is the bitter cold of night’s darkest hour. I am a pale streak of cloud rejected by the
moon’s bright beams.
The mothers here shine with pride and a kind of holiness. Creators of those tiny sprouts of life, they bask in
their husbands’ tender affection. They rejoice at the first stream of milk to jet from their breasts. The room breaks
into laughter watching that small, thin mother’s flustered attempts to hold her baby. A young couple peers intently
into the face of their new child, arguing about who she looks like. Here is a wonderful celebration of life, an
eternally pure, sweet oasis from the world.
I know what they’re whispering behind my back—“outside lover,” “unmarried and pregnant—names only we
Chinese could come up with. Names that will get their full usage out of me .
My heart laughs in anguish. What else can I do? I don’t regret anything.
*
Shasha, my one sorrow is that I could not break free from their filth and courageously become a mother.
I thought I was whole, but here, here I’ve been completely shattered. I’m wound up inside as tight as an alarm
clock.
I can only weep silently in my heart.
*
The standards humanity lays down for itself both wrap us in layers of pain and sow between us barriers to
understanding.
Isn’t that so? If they (the women) can cherish the fruit of their own passion, why is it they can’t treat me—treat
my small one already in heaven—with the same genuine love of life?
Is there really a hierarchy of difference inherent in that mingling of body and soul?
I lie here in my anguish and think about us (us women). Some say we were put on earth for the sole purpose of
propagation. They say it’s our bounden duty, our vocation. Shasha, don’t think I’m so terrible. I can’t help
thinking: of all the children born in China, how many were conceived in a perfect moment of giving and
receiving? How many?
I can be proud.
*
The stars outside dilute and fade; my vision is blocked by the coming darkness.
I know the greatest human fear is the fear of death. And I know we won’t live forever. But how many of us
lucidly value this brief life? How many of us take our lives out into the boundless natural world and really live! I
can’t help but look at myself and see the piles of great dead boulders I’ve stacked up in the riverbed of my life..
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Something suddenly confuses me, makes me feel life is crammed with things I can’t understand. All that I
valued about myself seems a ratty imitation.
How pitiful. I’ve never been so worn down, so exhausted … I’m already buried.
*
Shasha, at a time when I should have cared for nothing but the blue sky and white clouds, I fell in love with
two people—my teacher and my father. The men I’ve loved since all bear the faint imprint of those two, those two
who took the blue sky and white clouds from my heart.
I’ll never forget. Never forget his pressed blue Sun Yat-sen suit and spotless black cloth shoes. Never forget his
steady, sure gait, the way he planted one foot firmly before lifting the other. I liked his writing on the board, so
careful and neat, just like the red characters on my calligraphy sheet.\fn{ A note reads: Children learn to do calligraphy in
school by tracing with a brush over practice sheets of red characters .} I could feel his warm, deep voice reach down to my
heart every time he read the text.
It was one day at lunch when we sat solemnly eating our simple meal. He brushed past and stooped to pick up
the piece of corn husk biscuit my classmate had just spit on the floor. Chewing it down, he declared indignantly:
“Students, we must not forget the days when all we had were tree leaves and burlap sacks to eat.”
I was suddenly looking into the face of a stranger The stench of that chewed biscuit, already fermented,
seemed to rise from his stomach and fill my air, It wasn’t long before the whole school was talking about my beloved teacher—as if he’d faced a martyr’s death. How I wished I could yank out my heart and wash it clean in the
rain! Then use it to cover that terrible stench.
*
To this day, I can’t figure out why that fire crackled so violently. Those weren’t freshly cut tree branches, and
only oil could have blazed out that noxious wet heat; its sharp snaps burned fear in my heart. I buried my face in
my mother’s bosom, afraid to look at the Red Guards\fn{ A note reads: In the Great Proletarian Cultural Revoluti9on (19661976), Mao Tsetung invoked the support of china’s fanatical revolutionary youth to ferret out “those in the Party who take the capitalist
road.” The result was the creation of the Red Guards, youth in their teens to early twenties who, at the climax of their career, occupied
Party headquarters and government buildings, ousted public officials and roamed the country ransacking, burning and smashing they
could find intellectual, foreign, official or old. Books, priceless heirlooms and old photographs were some of the greatest losses for many
families.} in their green army get-up, afraid to look at the red fire. Afraid, most of all, to look at my father’s face

glowing in the light of the flames. I was terrified he’d rush at them with raised fists: then go straight for the fire.
Over the piercing sound of the loudspeaker:
“Revolution is no picnic,”\fn{ A note reads: Mao Tsetung’s idea that revolution through class struggle requires conflict and
sometimes violence. Directly translated: “Revolution isn’t treating your friends to dinner.” } came my father's cool praise: “Good
job, Red Guard fighters. They’re burning well.”
I couldn’t believe my ears. I wanted to go over and crack open my father’s skull to find out what he was really
thinking. Ever since I was a toddler I knew about that wall of books in our home. I knew my father always
washed his hands before opening a book. I knew my brother had once gotten a good spanking for taking a book
without asking. Everything was changing … everything. I cried as if my heart would break, as if I’d lost something very important
*
You can’t tell me people don’t have it in them to shed a genuine tear, to dream a real dream, to feel a true
emotion—I just don’t believe it.
We Chinese may all put on the same look; we may all have inherited our ancestors’ watered-down emotions,
but I dare say that nobody can live a life that is so innocent, so pure and simple. How full of hidden secrets the
heart when comes time for the final plunge! If someone were to collect revelations of the souls passing into
heaven, wouldn’t they be overwhelmed by the loneliness and illusion, passionate love, hope, cries in the dark …
to come showering from this real world of living beings?
*
Shasha, don’t think I’m crazy. Don’t think I’m a bad woman who can’t control her emotions. You are so
spotlessly pure; my thoughts stand naked before you.
And the nights, when I stared up at the stars, how often did I think I’d go crazy! Once I felt so all alone: there
were only the two of us, myself and that shadowy moon. I remember talking, sharing my thoughts, when it began
to wrap itself in a dim cloud. I cried and begged it to wrap me up with it, to let my soul disappear into the haze.
But it paid me no mind. I longed to knock it down with my fist and throw half into the ocean, half into the river.
Never let that moon be whole again.
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I’m suffocating. This must be what it is to go crazy.
*
Since the day I realized my existence, all I’ve wanted is to become a whole person. If not completely whole,
then at least true.
*
The babies’ cries, the laughter in this room, cut at my heart. I’m like a piece of garbage pulled from the trash
and tossed in the corner. What spring, what faraway shore, can wash the chill from my bones and restore the
warm brilliance?
*
Shasha, when I loved him, loved him with such a passion, I’d tremble all over. Awkwardness would overtake
me, words fail me. And when I’d finally found his eyes, something inside me would topple, like a slave; if before
me he stood a mighty king, I was the dirt at his feet. Everything I had, body and soul, I was ready to give him. For
him to hold me in his arms, take me in his deep gaze, I didn’t care if he’d love me in the future. The present was
all I needed. That was enough.
*
I am a woman who loves men. I love their magnanimity, their imprudence; I love all the things about them we
women can never be. And I hate them. Hate all the things that let them keep on going. Love to them is just one
part of life. When they love you, they want you to fit into their world, but they’ll never waste their life on you.
Shasha, it was too late by the time I understood that. I now regret letting myself go so completely. Love, I now
know, also requires distance. I wanted him to give me all the love that flowed through his veins; I wanted him to
live for me; I wanted to breathe only air that passed through his lungs. Ah, Shasha, I had it all mixed-up. He was
my everything, my life.
That’s the foolish love of women. Drunk with illusion, we burn our past worlds to ashes and end up a binding
nuisance. That’s our tragedy. That’s the mistaken love I traded my life for.
*
This hazy white day feeds my loneliness and sorrow. Back from the delivery room, she snuggles close against
her husband’s chest. He softly smoothes her tangled hair and she smiles, peacefully. I weep.
*
I think of us, and that place where the moon rose bright and clean, that place where the night air floated balmily, where the ocean kicked up splendid froth beneath the azure sky. Shasha, I can’t forget, though the memory
brings only pain.
That night at Marco Polo Bridge, the moon slanted west and disappeared behind a bank of clouds. We tore off
our clothes and, falling to the ground, let the stone bridge marker stand proudly as our roof. To live! To live is to
feel; we broke through the cloud bank and found the brightest star beside the moon. The mosquitoes came in for
attack. Go ahead, eat your fill. We clung to each other. In that great deep silence, the world was ours—what
greater happiness can there be!
*
We’d found the loveliest shore in all of Asia. It ran to the edge of the world, with us standing in bare feet on its
silky sands. We faced the sea, the waves brushing toward us in neat rows. Then would come a surge, a grand
green wall, pouncing playfully, surfacing foamy white.
Nobody but us. The sea and sky opened for us alone, purified us in their wash, transfigured us..
We played with the surf. We scooped up the fine sand to build a golden wall, but a wave came and mercilessly
rolled over, leaving not a trace. Ha, ha, we laughed, pointing with fingers of sand, then bent to build anew.
I’d never played so happily, so earnestly, with the sea. To be human! Knowing for certain the ultimate destruction of our wall, knowing it’s all a game, but insisting on proving ourselves to nature with sand. To be so perfectly
human!
At the coming of dusk, the sky deepened and laced in the edges with puffs of rose. The sea paled, drawing a
line at the horizon where all had been one.
That was nature. But what about us?
In the long river of sensation, were the beautiful moments only that—fleeting moments?
*
Shasha, I don’t regret. I never thought later why I’d done it. Why think about it? I’d thrown myself in
completely—isn’t that the only way to live?
*
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What is it we shouldn’t forget about the love, so Chinese, that Zhang Jie writes of in Love Must Not Be
Forgotten?\fn{A note reads: [This novel] opened a new phase of contemporary Chinese literature when it appeared in 1979 for its
revelation of a woman intellectual’s inner emotional world and the confrontation of a previously tabooed subject—extra-marital love. As
the narrator suggests, love in this story is not expressed through passionate abandon but rather through illusion, memory and sacrifice .} A

love like that, so shrunken, so pitiful, so hideous Love is great, powerful, and it’s not enough for me to just say
those words—I must. feel it for myself, even if it means a bump, a scrape, a fall into the river Shasha, why is
love’s visit to our lives so short? Has it fit so well into civilized regulations? Only once, only as a prelude to
marriage, and if you can’t comply, you’ll be yoked and branded. No. Like the sun, the rosy clouds at dusk, like the
stars, love should companion our every living moment.
*
I dare to say the best thing in life is love. Human virtue itself springs from the soil of love, and without it, how
dull-witted, how mediocre we would be. Love helps us transcend ourselves.
*
Shasha, I’ve never felt this exhilarated, this stirred up—the world seems suddenly to have grown very large.
But I don’t even have the strength to sit up and drink water. I’ve lost too much blood.
You know, induced labor at six months is just like giving birth. The only difference is their fruit was ripe and
ready to drop; mine was cut as it grew on the stem. I suffered in labor as much as they, but I don’t even know the
sex of my child. He (She) didn’t scream out a newborn’s cry, but just the same, soaked in the blood of his (her)
mother’s womb. I’m no different from those other mothers, my heart as full with a mother’s love.
*
That’s him … that’s him … just as I had pictured in my dreams, lying peacefully at my side … every line in his
face so innocent, so happy. Ah, my little morning star. I want to take you out into wild open meadows and let you
run and run. I want you to know you belong only to yourself, that you never have to do anything you don’t want
to. I want to teach you what it is to live, to have your own will, to transcend. I want you to become the noble
master of yourself.
*
But I’ve lost that. Destroyed it. Cut it painfully away.
*
Shasha, I’m exhausted. All this crazy thinking is wearing me down. I don’t ask for only happiness or love.
What is happiness anyway? What does it give? It’s pain that follows you through life.
But I thank the pain and unhappiness. I learn through its ridicule. It brings me wealth, emotional wealth.
*
How could a dream frighten me so, fill me with such empty illusion! I saw my spine slip to the ground; clutching it against my chest, I raced for the hospital. Then I saw my head clamped between two high mountains,
floating somewhere above red clouds.
Dreams. I’ve never trusted them, never let them ruin my life. A dream’s a dream and nothing more.
*
Now, Shasha, now I wish I were healthy. Healthy enough to climb from this bed and run outside. Outside to
that boundless sea of red grass. Outside to the blue mountains of sundown. Outside to that moment when the sun
and moon hang together in the clouds. To cast this hurt and hopelessness into the burning crimson sea. To let the
sun give succor to my life, let nature permeate my blood. To release my spirit to the open and let fire and ice, life
and death, love and hate, brew into these hot tears; and then in solitude, in solitude recover that deep, enduring
experience.
*
We go through this life, Shasha, forgetting to meld with nature. We know only to shrink ourselves under the
eaves, happy with our cup of tea, busy with our talk of neighbors. We know only to prove who we are, to tighten
our belts so we can buy a stereo (with or without the cassettes). We know only two lifeless words: should and
shouldn’t. Never comprehending the wealth of language and consciousness that nature in its every turn extends to
us. Whenever I see the phrase “It’s better to stay confused”\fn{ A note reads: This saying, attributed to a Qing Dynasty
painter and calligrapher, can also be translated as: “Confusion is hard to come by.” It’s better, in other words, to go along in life
maintaining a safe level of confusion. Don’t think too much, don’t become too clear, or you’ll create problems for yourself .} hanging on

some-one’s wall, I feel only death and ignorance in the room.
You must know, the true calling of every person who comes into this universe is to realize her own existence,
not to just scrape by living.
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*
I can’t recall ever leaning for so long against the wall.
It’s not that I’m such a proud person. There are times when my spirit shakes and wants to curl up inside.
Shasha, it’s often when I’m happiest that the awareness of death strikes me. When my life does finally rend, I’ll
let my spirit go peacefully with the flesh. I won’t be like those who wait until the last moment to realize their
existence.
*
Agitation takes over where sorrow has left off. I’d give anything to leave this spiritless place and run to hold
you in my arms. One more thing: I want to take my own road, the road that leads toward life and the sun. I want
to grow in my own soil, mold myself from my own clay. Even though I’m weak, even though people will say:
You’re too young.
82.73 King Of The Pool Players\fn{by Kuo Cheng aka Tao Te-shan (1955- )} Hwangkang, Hupei Province, China (M)
10
No sooner did the poolroom open than Woody carne in. He walked straight toward the innermost table. Every
day, before the shop closed, he would hide his favorite cue stick at the bottom of the pile, and like a dog digging
up a bone, he retrieved it the next morning. Then with great exactitude, he aligned the balls, lightly powdered his
hands and the tip of his cue. His gestures resembled those of a great chef preparing a big meal.
He bent low over the pool table, as if he were going to strike the cue ball with his eyes—it was only at such
times that his eyes seemed to sparkle—rather than with a cue stick. Unlike the other players, who struck the balls
with a loud crack, he never used excessive strength when making a shot. The balls were his children, and with
tender hands he cradled them in the pockets.
I often imagined that if Woody died, the balls would cry, rolling uncontrolably over the table like tear drops,
lamenting him so that other players would be unable to pocket them.
Every day Woody came to practice for one hour or more, then he might run downhill to school or he might not.
Regardless of whether he went to school or not, Monkey, the others and I made our way around the barracks,
climbed halfway up the slope to that gloomy brick building where we would meet Woody and hold our
tournaments. He would butcher us like pigs.
Normally, Woody attended his two afternoon classes, where he sat, well-behaved, dozing off to conserve his
energy so as to practice pool right after school until the pool-room closed.
We never could figure out why Woody became so crazy about the game. Shortly after entering Hsin Hsing
Vocational College, he couldn’t have told you whether a ball was square or round. The first time we taught him
how to grip the cue was an unforgettable experience; he made each and every one of us mad. At that time we
never expected a stupid guy like him to become so good at the game.
If we exclude pool from consideration, then one more person like Woody would be too much for the world,
and if 10,000 were to suddenly disappear, the world would be unaffected. I especially felt this way, because he
was simply my burden.
I don’t understand why I shouldered this strange burden. So strange, in fact, was it that I felt I had contracted
some shameful illness, because every time I saw his meek little daughter-in-law look, I flew into a rage. Mi Mi,
that bitch from Ming Hsing Business College was right when she said:
“Whenever I see him, I think of garbage.”
Actually, if I were to say he was dirty, that would be too strong; if I were to say that he was sloppy, that
wouldn’t be any more accurate. Anyway, he just made you feel something was unclean and wrong.
He had a wart on his right cheek around which grew a few hairs. His eyes resembled two hastily drawn triangles, with the acute angles hanging downward. His lips looked like the ends of a broken stick and he was always
drooling. Sometimes, in the midst of joking around and having a good time, we discovered that Woody was there
and our good times were spoiled right away.
When it came to fun, Woody was like a wet blanket. Knowing him was the greatest misfortune in my life.
I still remember quite well the day I made such an effort to attend the freshman orientation class at Hsin Hsing
Vocational College, even though it was more than ten years ago. The minute I saw the school gate—it looked like
a memorial gate to a public cemetery—I couldn’t help being pleased with myself for finally having found a school
I could get into. In the eighth grade, my teacher called my name to stand up and, pointing to my nose, said:
“You! You’re an incurable, rotten kid!”
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I cut a big fart right on the spot. It was at that moment that I foresaw my future in school. The day I entered
school, I was in no way surprised when I saw freshmen like myself as far as the eye could see.
The dumb ass drill instructor wanted us to form a line according to our height. “Form his damned line!” said
some of the students. The instructor didn’t even care.
After each student was assigned a number and entered the classroom, they all began spinning yams of their
heroic past. We all knew very well that it was all nonsense, but still we did it with all seriousness.
In no time at all I got on well with Little King and Monkey who were in the row in front of me. Then I realized
that the guy sitting to my right hadn’t opened his mouth yet. I turned to look at him and he looked at me. His face
was full of sagging lines. The more I looked at him, the more uneasy I felt, especially since he was still wearing
his junior high uniform. He looked so stupid that I just had to give him a shove:
“Hey, go find another seat.” My voice still had a tone of politeness.
As if surprised, he raised the corners of his eyes a bit, and confusedly excused himself:
“The teacher told me to sit here!”
Boy, did he make me mad. Who was bigger, me or the teacher?
“Oh, the teacher, I see,” I replied. Monkey and the others laughed. Woody couldn’t see the ill intent in my
smile, and replied directly:
“Yes, the teacher.”
I nodded my head and then ignored him until the bell rang at the end of class. Then I waved to him, “You,
come with me.”
Like an idiot, he followed me behind the auditorium.
“Whose side are you on?” I asked him.
He seemed unaware that anything was wrong and said without hesitation, “The teacher—”
I raised my hand and slapped him.
“Kid, you’ve got to learn some new rules.”
He took two steps back, covered his face with his hands and cried. That I had hit some cry baby bastard made
me pause.
“Well, what the hell are you crying about?” I asked.
He just kept on crying, like some snorting pig.
“Stop crying, or I’ll hit you again,” I warned him over and over.
He finally stopped but continued to look as if he had been wronged; he pouted and rubbed his eyes.
I patted him on the shoulder, telling him there was no need to change his seat, but in the future he wasn’t to
make me mad.
With that meek little daughter-in-law look of his, he made me feel like a sadistic old lady.
Several days later, some sophomore bullies came to “discipline” the freshmen. They came directly to our
corner.
Of course, we had no reason not to go. Without a word, Monkey, Little King, Slim, and I stood up at the same
time and walked out the door. Unexpectedly, Woody followed us.
We fought with those damned jerks over who was going to teach who the rules. In the scuffle, I saw a
sophomore rush up to Woody and shake a fist under his nose:
“Are you with them?”
That dumb ass Woody just blinked his eyes. He really took a beating that time.
After the fight, I took Woody to the restroom where I washed off the blood that was running from his nose and
the side of his mouth. I asked him, “Why? They weren’t after you?!”
He didn’t cry. He was just confused. “I don’t know …” Later on I wanted him to tag along with us, though
Monkey and the others disagreed and always looked sourly upon him.
Actually, Woody was a great help to us because his family owned a grocery. At first it never dawned on me to
make use of this, but one day Monkey suggested:
“Why don’t you tell him to bring several packs of cigarettes?”
That’s a good idea. I was really stupid—the thought had never crossed my mind.
Woody took my suggestion. He brought ten or more packs of Longevity cigarettes in a bag to school the next
day. When he gave me the bag I noticed a kind of flattering expression in his eyes, which made me uncomfortable. I scolded him:
“Why did you bring so many? What are you trying to do, poison us?”
Then he gave me that meek little daughter-in-law look of his, and said, as if nursing some grievance, “You
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guys can take your time …”
I took two packs and threw the rest back to him, and then added, “From now on bring us some each day.”
Woody was happy again. He enjoyed swiping things from home.
I never asked him why he liked to hang around our asses all the time. I figured it was because we did things he
never dared to do; besides, he needed friends.
According to Woody, ever since he was small he never had anyone to talk to—alone he’d go to school, alone
he’d go home, alone he’d study and sleep, like a ghost in a deserted graveyard. His mother was a very nervous old
woman. Woody didn’t want to take us to his house, as a result we went on our own. We saw his old mother sitting
on a small bench in the corner; she stared at us and murmured something no one understood. The grocery was
small, dark and messy enough—not to mention his mother’s muttering—to make people really feel uneasy.
His father was a quiet guy. His eyes looked confused just like Woody, and only when he was making change
did his eyes brighten.
Woody once described his home as “a crazy bird’s nest.” That was probably the only time in his whole life that
Woody showed his literary genius.
At noon we usually ate at the snack shop behind the school, because we never brought lunch-boxes, but Woody
always had a lunch-box because his mother made it an iron-clad rule.
By the end of the second class, Monkey always complained that he was hungry. He told Woody not to go to
steam his lunch-box so that they could have a snack. Then at lunch time they’d pool their money and buy him
lunch. After two or three times, Woody’s lunch was shared by all, but nobody was willing to buy lunch for him.
They even made faces and complained:
“What the hell! Some people just never carry money.”
Hearing these words, Woody was embarrassed, so he invented all kinds of excuses not to eat with us:
“Someone from the chess club invited me,” or “I want to go to the school factory.” He always said it as if it were
the truth and his lunch was taken away from him without fail.
One day I found him shooting baskets, and I asked him what he was up to? Embarrassed, he shrugged his
shoulders and said:
“Nothing, I am building up an iron belly.”
I scolded Monkey and the others and made it a rule that they pay for his lunch. After that, Woody got something to eat at lunch. But Woody felt bad about it for a long time:
“Why did you scold them? We’re all good friends,” he kept telling me.
I was on the verge of telling him that nobody took him as a friend, but I swallowed my words, thinking it better
to keep him in the dark rather than destroy his illusions.
After lunch, our program included some pool. In those days pool was as popular as video games are today.
Fighting in the pool hall was also a popular game.
Woody went pale the first time he heard we were going to play pool.
“Play pool?” he said haltingly. “If we get caught in a place like that, we’ll get demerits.” He kept whispering
and, even though he was afraid, he still came along with us.
It seems as if there is always a deserted military barracks located near every vocational college or middle
school. Everyday we wore our uniforms to school, which made us look a little like soldiers; but the ten-minute
bus ride every day to and from school made us seem more like tourists visiting second-rate scenic spots. A military barracks in the vicinity meant that there were a few dilapidated brick buildings where the soldiers could spend
their money. The buildings were built halfway up the hill like a temple to the Earth God, which neither reached
heaven nor the earth. We had to climb and roll to get there. There were a number of shops there: one for dog meat,
a grocery, two poolrooms and a house where a fat, middle-aged woman with a kind face lived, taking care of four
or five kids. Much later we learned that she was the one prostitute there.
Upon entering the poolroom, Woody sat on a bench in the corner, but kept shifting around. When he saw that
we were clearly at ease, he relaxed a bit, and stared wide-eyed at the other tables. After a while, when someone
came in, he wouldn’t be anxious in the least.
“Why do people …” he frowned and suddenly said to me.
“Is it your business?” What I hated most about him is that he had no opinion of his own.
“Right! Never mind other people!” he nodded happily. After that he came with us to the poolroom, watching us
play or playing with the big yellow dog from the dog meat shop next door. When he got bored he took a pool cue
to hit a few balls. Monkey and the others complained that he didn’t know anything. They told him to get lost, but
he didn’t mind—he kept taking shots, though he didn’t pocket any.
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At an empty table I taught him how to grip the cue, and no matter how I tried he just couldn’t do it right.
Monkey and the others came over to help him when they had the time. If he didn’t do it right they would slap him
on the head, but it didn’t seem to have any effect on him. He just stood there looking dumb, which made us even
madder.
However, he was always keen to try. Each time before taking a shot, he would squat down very seriously,
gazing over the edge of the table, eyeing things like a sharpshooter in a foxhole aiming at the enemy. While
Woody was considering a shot, Monkey took the chance to knock a ball into the air, which struck Woody square
on the forehead. Woody uttered a cry and held his head; the blow was heavy and tears came to his eyes. We nearly
laughed ourselves to death. Woody rubbed his forehead and laughed with us. The blow seemed to clear his mind.
Playing with us every day, he made great progress, and within three months he could beat us all, routing us so
badly that no one wanted to play with him.
We all thought this was strange because Woody wasn’t all that smart. He was more nervous and had a lower IQ
than most people. He failed in most of his school work, and besides, when we went to watch a mystery movie, we
usually had the plot figured out halfway through, but he was still asking: “Who’s the murderer?” One time,
annoyed by his questions, I told him the murderer was her husband, even though I knew it was her lover. In the
end when the murderer turned out to be her lover, Woody said indignantly: “Makes no sense, the murderer should
have been her husband.” Then he complained about the script writer of the film.
Before I went to sleep, while I was smoking in bed, I suddenly realized that Woody probably didn’t want me to
feel bad because I hadn’t guessed correctly.
During the second semester of the first year, Woody became a celebrity at school. Frequently, some of the
upperclassmen came to challenge him. All were surprised by his stupid appearance, but even more surprised by
his ability to play pool.
After about ten minutes, most of them gave up and said: “He’s not kidding.” Leaning their cue sticks against
the wall, they left humbly. To rub it in, Woody pointed at me and said: “This is my great master,” then pointing at
Monkey, “this is my second master,” and pointing at Slim, “this is my third master.”
Their sense of defeat was so great, that it was six months before they’d again set foot in the poolroom. At the
same time, we suffered from what he had told them because we couldn’t play with so many students around
without giving ourselves away. The prowess of the three masters was as poor as it had always been.
At times, I couldn’t help thinking that one’s fate is predetermined and that if one has certain abilities, sooner or
later they would become apparent. Woody was an example. From the very beginning, he played differently than
we did. As soon as he picked up the cue stick, all the sagging lines on his face would live and I think it’s safe to
say that any girl who saw him at that moment would be crazy about him. If there was a good player at another
table, he would sit to one side, watching carefully. Later he would go to an empty table and imitate the player’s
style, practicing, never tiring of it. Occasionally, he would stop to give it some serious thought as if he were
Einstein thinking out the theory of relativity.
His way of aiming the ball never changed from the first time he learned. He squatted down, leaned forward,
squinting in the most unflattering way. We often teased him that if there were another world war, all the enemy
troops could be defeated if we had only ten others like him.
“You’re right,” he said, “the fun part of playing pool is facing the shot, striking the balls and pocketing them
all.”
I don’t know whether or not Woody had any hatred in his heart—deep down in his unconsciousness he probably did, and he took Monkey, Slim and me as those balls. I tend to think that playing pool was a continuation of his
playing soldier when he was a child. Because he was so wrapped up in the game of pool he didn’t go with us to
the movies or to meet girls after school. He went straight to the poolroom and there he forgot himself, playing
alone, his right hand against his left.
We met him one time after class at the school gate. His steps were as light as if he were going to meet his
bride. I laughed at him and told him that he could get a PhD. degree from Harvard if he would put as much
persistence and concentration on his studies as he did on pool.
“You’re right. If I had put as much effort into my studies, I would have entered a regular high school,” he said
happily.
His head was bathed in the lingering sunlight. Rubbing his hands, he walked a few steps and said, “As soon as
I think of pool … damn … I don’t know how to express it … I just start to tremble … damn!”
I can’t forget how cheerful he was as he walked away into the sunset—that one moment is stronger in my
memory than my whole stay at Hsin Hsing Vocational College.
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For the first two weeks of summer vacation, we couldn’t find Woody. We didn’t bother to go to the poolroom
by the military barracks near school. We figured he was probably playing pool there.
One day when we were walking by Hsimen Ting he suddenly appeared out of nowhere, swaggering and selfsatisfied. We asked him where he had been and he said in a new-found land. He stopped us in the street and with
the air of a Columbus reporting back to the King of Spain, he announced:
“There’s a kind of pool table you’ve never seen before.”
We all said “nonsense.”
He took us then to an old rag shop in one of the alleys on Wuchang Street. We climbed up a long stairway, and
with every step we wondered who the ghost was who came here to play pool. There, we saw a table that had no
pockets and only four balls, two red and two white, looking for all the world like bird eggs.
“See, I didn’t lie to you. This is called ‘carom,’ the earliest pool table.” Woody said, as if tremendously proud.
We circled the table and looked at it with respect as if we were looking at an antique from before the time of
the Republic. We watched Woody draw one of the white balls over and hit it, and listened to him explain how
points were scored. We didn’t get very much, but we understood that points were gained through bank shots in
geometric patterns and sequence shots.
Monkey asked him how he discovered this monster.
“Well, one day I couldn’t find a place to play—all the poolrooms in Hsimen Ting were full,” Woody said.
“Finally I ran into this place. It was an old, dark and dirty place, and all the lights were out.” Woody looked
inside, then at the stairway, and then continued:
“At first I didn’t know this was a pool table, it looked so strange. I was about to leave when an old man walked
out from inside. He didn’t utter a sound, but picking up cue and balls, began playing at the table. Though I didn’t
understand the game, I knew he played very well. God! You should have seen how he cut the balls, and how he
bridged the cue. If he wanted a ball to end up at a certain spot, there it would end. What control! He could make
any shot he wished. I stood there watching for a long time, until I finally understood—not the rules or the scoring
in carom, but the reason behind all games!”
Woody’s eyes were shining like two flaming torches. He struck the table and said:
“This is really playing pool, the others are easy if you can play this one.”
Monkey couldn’t stand seeing him so swollen with pride. He made a cutting sound to deflate him.
“You know shit, you watch it once and you know everything!”
“More than once,” Woody hurried to explain. “I’ve been here watching for more than two weeks. Business is
bad here, most of the time there’s just the two of us—he plays and I watch until it gets dark.”
“He plays by himself everyday?”
What a strange old guy. “Where is he today?” I asked.
“He didn’t show up today.” Woody looked toward the stairway.
No wonder he had time to look for us.
“Maybe he’s the owner of this place,” Slim said stupidly.
Woody shrugged his shoulders; he looked confused. “I don't know. I’ve never talked with him.”
We looked at each other and wanted to laugh, but we didn’t.
“You’ve been watching him for two weeks and you’ve never talked to him?” I asked.
Woody scratched his head, as if he’d done something wrong. His eyes and the corners of his mouth bent downward. “He didn’t open his mouth, and I didn’t know what to say.”
“Didn’t you even ask him how to hit this ball or that ball? You are dumb!” Monkey shouted.
“I knew how to shoot by watching him, why bother to ask? Besides if he found I didn’t understand, he would
strike that ball again.” Woody laughed.
“What is he, a teacher?” I asked.
“Seemed that way,” Woody answered like an idiot. Since we didn’t have anything else to do, we decided to
hang around to see the strange old guy. All the while, Woody played to his heart’s content on that strange table.
We were surprised to find that he didn’t squat down anymore to take aim; he was also very light with the cue
stick, his hands like those of a woman taking a bath, but the force of the ball was neat and sharp. It looked like the
old guy did show him something. We waited till it got dark and he still hadn’t shown up. I started wondering if it
wasn’t just Woody's bizarre imagination.
“May I die if I’m lying.” Woody looked upset. As a result of the long wait, Monkey had lost all interest.
“Anyway, this is all god damned crap! Damned old guy, damned table, and damn you!” They cursed with
anger.
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Woody seemed on the verge of tears with all the cursing. Nevertheless, he defended the strange table: “To play
this kind of game, the plan is very important. You must see all of the balls, not just one; you have to know how to
plan a sequence of shots to set the balls in position for pocketing.”
After such a flow of eloquence, he didn’t seem like such an idiot. Monkey and the others kept saying ‘shit,’ and
slapped his head several times.
Later we often teased him with his speech. Whenever he began to say something, we would ask him: “Are you
setting for your next words?” or when he took out a cigarette, we asked him: “Are you setting for your next
cigarette? You creep!”
We never went back to that dark poolroom, nor did we ever see that strange old guy. Regardless of whether it
was a ghost story made up by Woody, he had achieved a high level of skill. When he played, the white balls
seemed like floating clouds, the surface of the table like a flowing river, and the colored balls like stars falling
from the Milky Way—his cue stick was a magical wand, and his hands were like a mother’s hands, performing
marvels.
There are three types of tragic characters in the world. The first type is the hero fated to die—like the Great
King of Chu who killed himself at the mouth of the Wu River. They are very sad, even the most hard-hearted
would cry for them. The second type is the beauty past her prime, which really isn’t so bad since Max Factor
cosmetics are available in helping a little. The third type is the superhuman type who meets with misfortune, such
as when the Monkey King was bitten by a dog—now that’s a real joke. Woody could be put into the third category
because as soon as he was away from a pool table he couldn’t do anything.
We didn’t laugh at his grades, because ours weren’t much better. But we couldn’t understand why he was so
incompetent when he faced a girl. He dared only to give a girl a stealthy look, and if he were caught by her, he
would panic so much that we were embarrassed for him. We took him out to meet some girls several times, but we
just ended up losing face, so we decided not to include him in our social activities. Woody was more than happy
to get out of what he called inhuman torture. Only one time did he ask to come along on our hunt—later we found
out that his object was MiMi, the girl who treated him like trash. I guess he was interested in MiMi because her
tits and ass were like king-size cue balls.
The students of Ming Hsing Business College took the same bus we did to school. Each time MiMi walked by
swinging her ass, Woody was all agog. He would tremble and his guts would growl. I told him that the bitch was
out of his league and instead of wasting his time on her, he should work on Little Grace. Little Grace was also a
student at Ming Hsing Business College. She wasn’t pretty, but she had good taste and sometimes she was sort of
silly, like Woody.
Woody took my suggestion, though he really wasn’t interested in her. Instead he went to play pool after school.
I scolded him and he listened to me. He took her to the poolroom and expected her to stand by and watch him
play.
I asked him why he did such a thing. He made a face and said:
“Well, there’s no electricity between us, what can I do? Besides, I don’t know where to take her.”
I scolded him again. Embarrassed, he said:
“Well, I don’t have money, how can I take her out? I’d best forget about it so that I won’t feel bad and she
doesn’t get bored.”
I didn’t understand what got into his mind to make him reach this conclusion. Not long after that, Mimi told us
that there was a joke going around over at the Ming Hsing campus. Seems that Woody finally took Little Grace
out to see a movie—Paul Newman’s\fn{American actor (1925- )} The Hustler.\fn{Released in 1961.} Woody didn’t
know who Paul Newman was or anything about the plot—the only thing he paid attention to was the pool playing
in the movie.
“That shot’s just for show.”
“He didn’t hit the ball right, he should have made a draw shot to the left, so that the cue ball would …”
She said he never stopped talking like this, and that other people in the theater told him to hush up and even
kicked the back of his chair. Thus Little Grace was so annoyed by his behavior at the theater that she broke up
with him.
It was not until he got out of the Army that he finally realized he was really stupid to let her go. Later, he
mentioned her to me many times.
“I was dumb,” he said. He then looked at his hands and shook his head. “It’s a good thing there was nothing
serious between us.”
Quite early on, I knew there were many things in the world that couldn’t go on the same way forever. For
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example, for some guys in our class, fifty dollars a month was enough, but even if we had many times more, it
was never enough.
So we thought about money all the time and it was very depressing. Monkey and the others again set their
sights on Woody; they said Woody was a natural pool player and it was a shame not to make use of his talent.
Though Monkey had never been a pool shark, he knew quite a lot about it and he explained to Woody about the
weaknesses of the human mind. Woody nodded his head and responded to him with “I see, I see.” Actually, his
own weaknesses were clearly evident to those around him.
The first time, we were very confident. Every one of us put fifty dollars into a basic fund, and by a conservative estimate, we planned to roll it into seven figures by the end of the month. Realizing that his responsibilities
were heavy, Woody began chain smoking. I saw something was wrong, and warned him:
“Don’t smoke when you are playing. They’ll be able to see through you. Did you know that even your puffs of
smoke are trembling?”
We walked around Hsimen Ting and finally found a pool room at Kaifeng Street where we saw a fool who
looked like he had some money in his pocket and thought he was good at the game. We made a few shots at the
next table, and he walked over to us.
“How about a game?” he asked with a careless manner. We agreed and each of us played a round and retired,
which left only Woody.
“You’re not bad, how about a bet?” he said arrogantly.
‘I don’t have much money,” said Woody, grimacing. His expression was so annoying that most people who
saw it would just want to slap him.
“We can make it a small bet, say thirty yuan a pocket?” he pressed.
Woody hesitated for a while, then managed to say “yes” with some difficulty. He held back and lost to him for
three sets in a row.
Enjoying the taste of victory, the guy asked to increase the bet, but Woody said, “No, no.” The guy answered
Woody with, “Yes, yes.” They sounded like what you overhear under the trees in the park.
Monkey intruded telling Woody to take out all the money he had in his pocket, then Monkey waved to the
cashier and said: “Let’s put this away: two hundred for the last set. Winner takes all.”
The guy quite happily took the bait.
According to the plan, Woody had to play breathtakingly, so we could hook him. He almost used up all his red
balls before he started to play seriously. At that moment we saw Woody tremble, he couldn’t grip his cue nor
control the speed of his cue ball and was unable to pocket a single ball. Monkey was anxious and whispered in my
ear, “The bastard, he’s impossible.”
Since Woody’s score was higher, the guy had some points to make up. When there was just five points
separating them, the black ball, worth seven points lay at the edge of a pocket. We took a deep breath to cheer for
Woody, but the idiot shot wide and the other guy easily made the shot.
Monkey left right away, and we walked out of the poolroom when the guy happily expressed his thanks.
Woody dragged along behind us, taking ten yuan out of his pocket, and stammered, “Our fund has only 10 yuan.”
“You’ve got some nerve! You owe each of us fifty yuan,” said Monkey leaping forward to slug Woody in the
belly.
Woody felt very bad about his loss and about turning our hopes of a seven figure win to nothing. He agreed to
Monkey’s generous suggestion. A few days later, he stole money from home to pay us back. He paid everyone
else back first; I was the last. When I found out what he had done, I slugged his wretched face and said:
“Why did you pay back the money? No one owes anyone anything!”
“I felt it was my obligation,” said Woody, his lip curling.
“Why didn’t you tell me if you felt that way?”
“I was afraid you’d hit me,” he said, laughing at last. In the second year of college, we often went to Ku Pei on
Hankow Street to play pool. A lot of young delinquents hung around there and they liked to watch Woody play. At
first Woody was uncomfortable with them watching. He never spoke to them, and the most he would venture was
a smile. I never liked them, but I could see that Woody was getting closer to them, because he enjoyed their
flattery. Soon he was a leader among them. At that time, I didn’t enjoy watching him play; he’d play anyway to
win their applauses. He no longer seemed to understand the rules of playing pool and was unaware of what he was
doing. Monkey saw that Woody had people to back him up now, so he didn’t dare bully him. Sometimes he would
even try to please him, and that angered me.
One day we went to the snack shop near school. Woody tried to find fault with the shop manager, and threw a
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dish on the floor.
“Woody, you’re playing the big shot, but why bother a small businessman?” I said to him as we walked out of
the shop.
“Shut up, or I’ll have them give you some trouble,” he said pointing a finger at me.
Actually, he was just joking, but I didn’t take it as a joke. I dragged him behind the temple and beat him up. He
tried to fight back, but finally he just covered his head and let me hit him.
“Woody, you can’t do anything, you can’t even be bad,” I told him.
He curled his lip, nodded his head, but didn’t cry. I found an old newspaper to wipe the blood off his face, then
we walked back.
“Damn, I’ve been confused,” he said, suddenly cheering up.
We patted each other on the shoulder. However, once in a while he’d still hang around with those guys.
Just before the semester ended, we got hold of the black list of the bad students. Monkey, Slim and I were
listed, but what surprised me was Woody's name was also on the list. He must have been upset about it because
what he had done was trivial—at most, he played hooky, but he had not received three full demerits like us. For
us, a demerit was nothing: “I cursed ‘fuck your mother’ and I got a demerit, what king of school\fn{ So the text.}
was that?” Monkey received his last demerit when he was swearing and joking around with some other students.
The military drill instructor overheard him: “What did you just say?” “Nothing,” Monkey answered him. “You
said something.” “I didn’t.” "Say it again, nothing will happen.” “You’re serious?” “Say it again,” “Fuck your
mother.”
“Well, if I have to quit the school, I quit. I fucked his mother already.” That was Monkey’s opinion and we all
agreed with him. Nobody took it very seriously. For nearly one week we got together after class started and
walked around the campus right in front of the drill instructor, in and out of administrative and educational offices
the way the Japanese did a long time ago. We listened to the class bells which no longer meant anything to us. We
poked our heads into classrooms yelling for someone to come out and have some fun.
That was our golden age.
Deep down in our hearts we were at a loss, though no one said so in order not to spoil the fun we were having
like at a party; Woody, with his dry, rasping voice, was the only one that said anything:
“My Old Man and Old Lady will jump all over me.”
The day of final exams, our tutor half persuaded and half forced us to take the tests, in case we needed more
units to transfer to another vocational school.
“Do we have to take Chinese at another school? I thought if you went overseas to study, you wouldn’t have to
take Chinese.” Monkey asked.
The tutor smiled dryly. We were the first to turn in our exams. We wrote like Chin Sheng-t’an commenting on
All Men Are Brothers—flourishing his brush to finish off the job. Then we would sit outside the auditorium
watching the other students suffer through the testing. Slim never got along with the English teacher, but he took
quite a long time to finish the test. We watched him through the window, his nose buried in his exam, writing
something with great care. We wondered what he was doing. When he finally came out, we asked him what he
had been up to.
“I was drawing a turtle.”
“It doesn’t take that long to draw a turtle,” said Monkey.
“I was going to draw one, but I changed my mind and drew ten baby turtles,” said Slim.
We all laughed until we cried. I said that if studying was always so much fun, then we’d spend the rest of our
lives in school.
“That’s right. But those who opened the school don’t have any brains, otherwise they’d have fun collecting our
lifetime of tuition,” said Slim.
Monkey clucked and said, “We learn nothing at school, and we’re not allowed to have any fun, damn these
suckers, we pay to suffer.”
I said that education is suffering and you are doomed to suffer from the day your Dad potty-trains you in a
chamber pot till the day you die.
Slim sighed, “Life is no fun at all, why do we have to learn all this stuff?” He thought for a moment and then
continued, “Woody is the luckiest; at least he learned how to play pool and is good at it.”
Woody pulled a long face, remained silent for a while, and then burst out unexpectedly:
“Playing pool? What’s so damned good about playing pool?”
We sat at the edge of the flower bed till all the students had left. The setting sun drew our shadows out over the
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ground. No one said anything, and I didn’t know what they had on their minds, but I knew very well that the good
times were over.
Woody lowered his head and whispered to me:
“I passed the exam to get into a regular high school, but I thought I would never pass the exam to get into a
college, that’s why I came to this five year vocational school, damn it, I never expected …”
His words made me uneasy, and I said to him, “No one’s going to die, why do you have to make such a face!?”
Woody gave me a look, much like the one the first time I hit him.
We were happy again when we got on the bus. We argued about whether to go to a movie first or to find some
girls. Then I discovered that Woody wasn’t on the bus. Turning my head, I saw him standing at the gate of the
school, and in no time he was swallowed by the darkness behind the moving bus.
At that moment, I thought I wolnd never see him again. Time seems shattered—here a piece, there a piece;
filling in at odd jobs, transferring to different schools, getting serious again, joining the army and being
discharged …
I had no goals, no paths. Those were depressing days. The day I left the army, I told myself I was hopeless and
that I’d better start early to save enough money for my coffin. I found work repairing cars, burying my time in
black grease. I often thought of Woody but never got around to visiting him—I didn’t want him to see me so lazy
and depressed, but even more, I didn’t want to see him doing worse than me. However, I heard the worst about
him.
After getting, out of the army, he went back to hang around with those guys. One time they got together to go
to Pao-an Street. Woody was walking in the front, looking around, when the guys behind him started fighting with
some of the local hoodlums. Not knowing the score, he stood there even after those guys had run away. One of the
hoodlums raised a sword to swing at his head. Woody blocked the sword with his arms—he lost both hands.
I went to the hospital to see him. As soon as I entered the ward, I saw his suffering face, his bandaged arms
lying on the sheet.
“Did you have fun, Woody?” I asked.
“I never expected …” he looked the same as before—pitiful.
“You made friends with the wrong people—one deserves what one gets.”
I figured he would know that I was talking about myself, but he just shook his head and, looking at me blankly,
said, “Well, let’s not talk about it, those damn guys …”
After his wounds were healed, he stopped fooling around outside. He spent most of his time at the grocery.
With the bare, pointed stubs of his arms, he’d help his old parents take care of the business. I felt obliged to visit
him and lend a hand with the things he couldn’t handle on his own.
One quiet night in the shop, when we were bored, he suddenly said: “Let’s go play pool!”
“How can you play?” I was surprised.
“Let’s try,” he smiled out of the corner of his mouth. When he picked up the cue, I knew he had been practicing. He held the cue with his stubs, using the rail as a bridge. Though he was unable to keep the cue from sliding,
he did manage to make several good shots.
“Fuck! A few more months and I’ll kill you!” said Woody with a smile that quickly froze on his cheeks. He
violently hit the cue ball, scattering the colored balls all over the table. It was as if he were pursuing and attacking
an enemy.
“Stop it, Woody!” I told him.
I truly hoped he would never touch a cue again, but he continued to play by himself. Each time he drew a lot of
onlookers. They made stupid sounds of surprise which irritated him. When too many people had gathered, he quit
playing. When he played, his eyes no longer shone with brightness, but rather with a kind of desperation. He
struck the balls with a great crack, like snapping skeletons.
I never dreamed that after ten years Woody and I would return to play pool by the barracks near Hsin Hsing
Vocational College. The area was still the same—dim and dilapidated brick houses, the grocery where the goods
were heaped in such a mess that even roaches were reluctant to eat. The only thing that had changed was the
butcher in the dog meat shop—he looked more out of the corners of his eyes than before, which was probably the
result of killing too many dogs. I wondered if the rope he used to hang up the dogs was the same one he used ten
years before. We made several shots in the poolroom.
“Some things in the world never seem to change.” Woody smiled wryly as he looked at a cue as crooked as a
fried dough twist; then turning his eyes towards the deserted barracks, said: “I wish nothing ever changed.”
“Stop this god damned sentimental nonsense. If you don’t want to play, let’s have a drink.”
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“And what are you!” Woody turned his head staring at me as if I were one of the red balls on the table. “You
were a big somebody before, but what about now?! You’re a nobody just like me!”
That was the first time I felt his hostility toward me, but I wasn’t surprised.
“That’s right, I don’t know anything, I just hit you and taught you how to play pool.”
Woody laughed and made an obscene gesture. “Your playing?! Huh!”
Eating dog meat, he was once again depressed, turning his cup around and around, he said: “MiMi told me that
Monkey is a manager in a trade company.”
“Never mind what he is and what he’s doing.” I said. “That guy, damn, how’d he ever do anything?” He said.
I began to get upset and wanted to hit him the way I used to do: “Stop it, never mind somebody’s business,
that’s the way is!”
A week ago, he ran into MiMi on the street, when she was causing quite a stir. She made a big fuss, pulled
Woody aside and asked if he still played pool.
“Yes,” said Woody, showing her his stubs.
She got really excited. It turned out she was the assistant manager at a pool club; each month she arranged a
high level championship contest for the club. The coach of the club was a national champion, who challenged any
outside player. Anyone that can beat him would get 50,000 yuan.
“Why don’t you come and play ‘nine ball’—five wins in nine innings wins.” She pressed on, “if you lose, you
still get travel expenses.”
Woody swallowed some “dog whip” wine, and his face looked about as ugly as a dog whip.
“She thinks I’m a circus monkey, everyone’ll come for the greatest show on earth: a pool player with no
hands!”
I told him if he didn’t like the idea, he didn’t have to go. The members were probably happy enough watching
MiMi shake her big ass.
Woody laughed coldly. “She took me to the club. Guess what? There’s one table to a room, and each room has
a sofa and a telephone; you can even have coffee and western-style meals there. Damn it, we never imagined that
there was such a poolroom in the world.”
I looked next door, the cue like a fried dough twist was lying on the patched pool table.
“Right,” I said just as surprised. “Times are different,” was all I could say.
“They are,” Woody was confused. “There’s also a national champion, who was on TV and who’s going abroad
to compete. How bizarre! In the old days if we got caught playing pool, we were sent to juvenile hall. It’s really
strange.” He burst into a rage for no apparent reason. His face was red on account of the wine, and he was filled
with hatred because his life was such a mess.
“How strange,” he murmured, shaking his head as if giving up.
I stayed with him till the evening, then we took a bus to the Grand Cue Club. Stepping down to the basement,
we were welcomed by Mimi, who acted like a social queen or something, displaying a cold but proper manner.
“Welcome. Hi, haven’t seen you for a long time.”
I didn’t respond to her, and walked straight ahead. Unexpectedly, she pinched me.
“Fuck, still the same old face, you never change.” The big room was crowded with odd people who played
pool for five yuan a minute.
Mimi walked to the center, introducing Woody to the crowd. She added so many sensational details to his past,
that the crowd didn’t know whether or not to believe her. I got goose bumps listening to her, but Woody was
preoccupied with choosing his cue. A man who looked like the manager walked toward Woody to shake hands,
but immediately realizing his mistake, he hurriedly patted him on the shoulder.
Woody took up his cue, and quietly walked to the table, his eyes looking down, fixed on the balls. The national
champion of the club was unable to give any opening remarks so prepared to play.
I didn’t have much confidence in Woody. No matter how hard he had practiced, he would never match his past
performance. But the moment he started, he possessed an imposing manner, making his shots with ease, the way
he used to. In no time at all, he pocketed the ninth ball and won the first inning. He received a lot of applause.
MiMi came up to me and watched Woody play:
“Hard to believe that he is still so good,” she said with a smile.
I told her that seventy percent of playing pool was in posing, and thirty percent in skill.
“I know that, but Woody was never very imposing.” said MiMi.
I laughed and said nothing.
“Did he tell you that he ran into Little Grace the other day on the street?” MiMi asked suddenly.
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“No,” I answered.
“Little Grace has two kids already. Woody came to see me that day, he was very depressed.”
“Leave him alone,” I told her.
She looked at me and asked, “How about you? How are you doing?”
“I’m doing okay,” I said.
She sighed. “You two have the same problems,” she stopped and hesitated for a while and continued: “You two
should—”
“Should what?” I asked.
“Be smarter,” she said shrugging her shoulders. “Forget it, I’m just talking nonsense.”
During our short conversation, Woody won another two rounds which made MiMi worry.
“Is he playing for real? You mean we’ll have to pay 50,000? What a joke.”
I had to laugh: “You didn’t calculate correctly; you thought you got a cheap circus act?”
“He must at least let our champion save his face,” she argued.
“He used to like you a lot. If you go and give him a pretty look and let him feel your ass, he’ll probably listen
to you.”
MiMi did go and say something to Woody after he won his fourth game. Woody didn’t listen to her, he neither
shook nor nodded his head, he kept his eyes fixed on the table.
When he broke for the fifth game, he was still in good form. MiMi could only shake her head and gestured
hopelessly to me. I saw the manager walk hurriedly to his office and come out again with a bundle of bills just as
Woody was about to rack up his ninth ball. The manager laid the money to one side and clapped his hands. The
others followed him. Woody wasn’t in the least disturbed, and easily pocketed the ninth ball. I walked over to help
Woody carry the money, then we walked out of the door.
“Why are you in such a hurry? Why not take a rest?” said MiMi rushing up to us.
I told her I couldn’t afford it.
“Wait till next time when there’s no crowd,” said Woody. We walked up the stairs. At the entrance, we heard
Mimi shout from downstairs, “Woody, damn you.” Then for no apparent reason, she began laughing to herself.
Cold winter rain fell down our necks as we turned into the crowd on Chung-hsiao Road.
“Woody, you finally hit the big time,” I told him.
He smiled. “It’s just pool, that’s all.”
I asked him if he remembered the time when we tried to play game with a guy.
“It would have turned out better if I’d have had more confidence at the time. You are right, don’t meddle in
other people’s business!” said Woody, looking at me. He accompanied me to the bus, then yelled to me:
“We’ll go to eat dog meat tomorrow.”
I suggested he ought to sample MiMi’s ass. He laughed and waved to me.
The bus started. I turned to see him pulling his head down between his shoulders, swing his two stubs and
move off amid the crowd. Suddenly that image of him at the school gate as he started to move off in the sunset
floated up before me. That shining golden image remained before me for a while, then I had the feeling that it was
all a long long time ago.
87.77 Hints\fn{by Fang Fang aka Wang Fang (1955- )} Nanking, Jiangsu Province, China (F) 18
When it occurred to Ye Sang that she had not done her laundry yet, dusk had already fallen, dyeing the air a
pinkish-gray. Smiling inwardly, she told herself,
“I’m so stupid today!”
She began stuffing dirty clothes into the washing machine. Xing Zhiwei, her husband, was talking on the
phone. As she dropped the last piece of laundry into the machine she noticed that he was modulating his tone.
The washing machine started humming. Ye Sang watched closely as the clothing and washing powder sank
slowly into the swirling water. Outside, a feminine voice was singing:
“Let me move along, and find a home for my heart.”
The voice was charged with such emotion that Ye Sang felt as if it came not from outside the window but from
the heart of the tiny whirlpool in the washing machine. It sounded like someone in there was pleading. She smiled
to herself, thinking how life was full of sentimental emotion. Ye Sang liked to listen to pop songs, but this did not
change her opinion that most pop songs were nothing more than whines without good reason. They were like
pickles: cheap and lacking nutrition, yet everybody liked them with their meals. Her husband’s younger sister
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happened to be a pop singer; she had stopped dropping in to see her elder brother since she heard Ye Sang’s
remark.
The swirl of water in the washing machine churned up one of Xing’s shirts, and it reminded her that she had
forgotten to check that the pockets were empty. She frowned.
“I’m so scatterbrained today.”
The other day, a red cinema ticket had been left in the pocket, which stained Xing’s cute “Crocodile” shirt. He
had hastened to explain he had been given the ticket by his office, and that the leading star in the movie had been
such a flop that he hadn’t mentioned it. Ye Sang now recalled that on that day, to her great discomfort, he had
been unusually courteous. But she had declined to pursue the issue, thinking it beneath her to hold an apparently
trivial incident against her man—only a woman with no dignity was capable of that. This thought had set her
mind at ease in the days that followed.
As the sentimental song continued to waft in, she joked to herself about what Xing might say if another ticket
turned up in a pocket. At that moment, her fingers touched something in one of the pockets, and she pulled out a
slip of blue paper. As she unfolded it the unknown singer continued obstinately,
“Let me move along, and find a home for my heart.” The message on the paper said,
“Could I see you at the same place? Miss you so—Ding Xiang.”
The handwriting was graceful to the point of being ambiguous. A jolt, like an electric shock, shot through Ye
Sang, and she saw stars drift down like dust.
“Am I just going mad today?” she asked herself.
With the slip of paper in her hand, Ye Sang walked softly over to her husband. Her heart ached faintly. Xing
was talking to his boss on the phone. In between saying yes, he never forgot to slip in a fawning phrase or two. Ye
Sang placed the slip of paper before him, then she sat herself down at the other end of the couch, eyeing him
across the cold distance between them.
“Let’s see how you account for this,” she said to herself.
Xing replaced the telephone receiver and picked up the slip of paper. His face expressionless, he asked dryly,
“What do you mean? What are you driving at?”
The question left Ye Sang speechless. Indeed, what was she driving at? By now the singing, “ … find a home
for my heart,” had turned from murmuring to howling, echoing in agitation between Ye Sang and her husband.
While Ye Sang was seized by sudden palpitations, Xing behaved as if nothing had happened. Grinning grimly, he
sauntered away without so much as casting her a glance.
The door closed with a bang, shutting out the howling of the singer. Ye Sang let out a gasp of astonishment.
She wanted to cry, but no tears came. She looked at the newly laid linoleum floor she had just cleaned with a mop,
and thought, if tears fell on this floor they would look like clear crystals glittering under the ceiling lamp. Even
this thought failed to move her to tears.
The night deepened as Ye Sang sat dry-eyed on the couch. Outside, insects warbled faintly and made the night
feel darker. Xing did not return. Did this mean he had gone to the “same place” to see the woman named Ding
Xiang, to hug and kiss her? Or to reach a hand to her breast, sliding it downward, just as she herself had
experienced, while he said, as if he were delivering a speech, that he wanted to “know more” about her? Ye
Sang’s scalp became numb at the thought. Her brain hummed, and she had difficulty breathing. Silently she asked
herself, is my face flooded with a river of tears? But to her continued surprise, not a tear drop came to her eyes.
The alarm clock rang, as it did at this hour every morning, filling the otherwise empty room with some
semblance of a homely atmosphere. Ye Sang passed a hand over her face as she stood up. Her tearless eyes felt
parched. She went into the bathroom, washed with unusual fastidiousness, and tucked her shoulder-length hair
into a bun at the back of her head. While she was doing this, her thoughts turned to the pop singer Wei Wei, who
also wore her hair like this. She knew Wei Wei had married an American and borne him a child, and that her
career was going downhill. Judging from what was said in the press, she led a happy life, but what lay on the
other side of the coin was hard to tell.
For breakfast, Ye Sang made herself a bowl of congee by soaking the previous night’s rice in boiled water, and
ate it with some Sichuan pickles. Picking up the bag she had often used for business trips, she went out of the
door. She did not leave Xing a message—that did not occur to her at all.
The sun had just risen as she stepped out of the residential building. Its rays shone on her face, erasing all
traces of the insomnia of the previous night as if melting ice. She hailed a taxi, and in an unhurried voice said to
the driver,
“Just keep going.”

435

Thus she left home, without so much as a glance back at the building in which she had lived for eight years.
The cab drove through the streets under boughs of green foliage. The glistening form of the imposing building
in which Xing Zhiwei worked came into view, but she acted as if she did not see it at all.
“You want to stop here?” the driver asked.
“Why? For what?” she retorted.
“I just asked,” the driver said. “Many of the people from that building of yours work here.”
Ye Sang sneered. “So you know all about the people who live here, do you? I am not one of them.”
The driver sulked. “That’s your business, but you have to tell me where you want to go.”
It took her five minutes to come up with an answer.
“Perhaps, Xiaguan Dock is an appropriate place.”
*
Jiangshen, the ship Ye Sang boarded, set sail from Xiaguan Dock at half past six in the evening. The prolonged
tooting of the steam horn startled her into reality. She realized she was running away.
“Where am I going?” she asked. “What am I doing?”
She had thought of taking a second-class cabin, venting her spleen by squandering some of the money Xing,
the family’s chief breadwinner, had earned. But she ended up purchasing a ticket for a berth in fourth class, as if
some divine force had changed her mind.
There was an offensive odor in the fourth-class cabin, which Ye Sang shared with a dozen or so passengers,
most of them men from the countryside. She had sat on her bed for barely three minutes when the smell proved
too much, and she left the cabin in disgust. Out on deck she leaned against the handrail, before her an
unobstructed view of the landscape. She stared out, yet at the same time it was as if she saw nothing. She
remained there, dazed, for what seemed like an eternity.
The ship negotiated its course, gently cleaving through the placid river like a sharp knife, and sending foamy,
white waves rolling sideways towards its banks. In mere seconds, the scar left by the “knife” disappeared without
a trace, as if it had never been made. That is the essence of water, Ye Sang thought. This reminded her of the old
saying that women are like water. She decided that the meaning was implied in this motion. Women had always
taken the comparison as a compliment coined by men to refer to female innocence and tenderness, never
perceiving the spitefulness that underlies it: that women have to endure the pain of having their wombs opened
and closed while concealing the pain without a trace—because women are water.
Through her distracted thoughts Ye Sang was faintly conscious of the pitch dark surrounding her. The foamy,
white waves had suddenly disappeared. Like an interminable black ribbon the river undulated alongside the boat,
to the accompaniment of the noise and vibration of the engine underneath. As Ye Sang gazed raptly, the lights on
both shores flickered as if about to be extinguished by the wind or abandoned by the boat. Whether blown out or
abandoned, the result would be the same: they would finally disappear into the gigantic backdrop of the sky.
Ye Sang was carried away by the flow of this ribbon.
“How interesting!” she thought. “What is the driving force behind this perpetual flow? Is it noisy or silent in its
depths? What would it feel to be at one with this flow of water? If people lived naked in this water, there would be
no possibility of secrets between men and women.” Sighing ever so softly, she sensed an aged voice ringing in her
ears,
“Child, aren’t you taking all this too seriously?”
The song she had heard the previous day came back to her mind in a soft, lingering tone:
“Let me move along, and find a home for my heart.”
Ye Sang looked over her shoulder and imagined she could see an old man with silver beard and hair, and her
smile froze at the sight of his eyes, the pupils so black against the whites. The aged voice rose once again,
“Give up all your foolish fancies, and go home where it’s safe.”
With these words the old man left. Ye Sang shuddered as she watched him drift away as if he was not governed
by gravity at all.
It was near midnight when Ye Sang returned to her cabin. Her fellow passengers were snoring away and every
seam and pore of the room was filled with the stench of their exhalations. On the upper berth opposite hers a man
was reading in the dim light. When Ye Sang had eased into her bed she thought he asked her in a ghostly voice,
“Why don’t you go?”
This gave her a start. She raised her head and flashed her eyes at him, wondering what he was hinting at, but
the man was flipping through his book, oblivious to her presence. Ye Sang was suspicious: If it wasn’t him, then
who else? Before she could get a clear answer, sleepiness got the better of her, and she succumbed to slumber.
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Despite the sickening odor in the cabin, Ye Sang slept, and she dreamed. When she woke up in the morning,
she had all but forgotten of what she dreamed, save a hand waving frenetically at her through a dense smog which
was shattered by someone shrieking. She racked her brain but could not recollect what the shriek was all about.
That morning Ye Sang had instant noodles for breakfast. They came in a green package, spare ribs and chicken
flavor, her husband’s favorite. As soon as his image was summoned to her mind it dawned on her that the
protruding hand in her dream was encircled by the cuff of his “Crocodile” shirt, its blue stripes clearly visible. Ye
Sang had bought the shirt for him on a business trip to Shenzhen. Her hands shook violently at the thought he was
beckoning to her. She wondered if he would lose interest in Ding Xiang if she were flat-chested. He had said he
liked Ye Sang because she had voluptuous breasts, that he was really turned off by a woman with a chest as flat as
a runway. Ye Sang straightened her back and lowered her head to observe her own chest. As she stared into her
cleavage she felt everyone else was, too. She hastened to bring her arms across to conceal it, and in so doing
knocked the bowl of instant noodles to the floor. She was flustered as she looked about herself. Her fellow
passengers gave her curious looks. Someone asked,
“Did you hurt your feet? There’s a clinic on board the ship if you need it.”
In a stupor she answered no. Her shoes were covered with noodles, and her feet were scorching hot.
By the time the boat had reached its destination Ye Sang’s feet had become so swollen she had difficulty
walking. The pain, however, distracted her from the endless torment of wild thoughts.
“See how weak I am now,” she thought, “even a bowl of noodles could cripple me like that.”
Naturally no one was at the dock to greet her. Although the ticket she had bought covered the entire route, she
had had no idea where she would disembark. The ship had pulled into Hankou Harbor without her realizing it. As
she disembarked she was surprised to see the Turtle and Snake isles and the giant clock atop the tower of Jianghan
Pass. Then excitement mounted when she realized she had returned to her home town. Coming home never needs
the guidance of the mind, for instinct is what counts.
Ye Sang hailed a taxi. In the local dialect she deftly told the driver,
“To Luojia Hill.”
The thought of her parents’ home at the foot of the hill reminded her of a childhood spent picking acorns and
playing hide-and-seek up on the hill with her two younger sisters. She even remembered the day when, in hushed
silence, they watched a couple of college students emerge and kiss each other.
Ye Sang pushed the door open and stepped into the house. Her parents were not home. Only Second Sister was
by the window, squinting at a tree leaf in her hand against the sun, all the while oblivious to Ye Sang, who
plodded up and stopped by her.
“It’s a hint,” Second Sister whispered to herself.
“Sister, I’m back,” Ye Sang said.
“Is that so?”
“I haven’t been back for two years. Won’t you even look at me?”
“You want me to look at you?”
Ye Sang sighed. She entered the room she had shared with her two younger sisters. Everything looked the
same as she remembered. It was now five years since Second Sister had been diagnosed as schizophrenic. To Ye
Sang, what the disease really affected was not her younger sister’s mind but her age. She looked like a five-yearold girl, her expression full of childlike naïvety as she listened uncomprehending to adults talking to each other.
Whenever she lost her temper the best she could do was to whimper in the corner of the room. Yet Second Sister
had a well filled-out figure. She was as buxom as Ye Sang. The third year into her college life she had become so
smitten by a young man that her heart would arrest itself if she did not see him even for a single day.
The young man dated her twice, and on both occasions kissed her warmly. Their third tryst took place late one
afternoon. Second Sister, her eyes sparkling with tender love, tore one leaf after another from a tree they were
standing under. He took one leaf from her hand and told her that he did not love her but he was grateful to her for
her attention. She could not believe her ears. Straining to avoid her gaze, he raised the leaf and eyed it against the
sunlight. The leaf became transparent, with every vein visible.
“I have tried to hint to you, hinted repeatedly to you, but each time you refused to take it,” he said. Transfixed,
she asked,
“You hinted?”
In the class the following day, she had stood up, and, ignoring the teacher and the roomful of classmates, said
repeatedly, “It’s a hint …” Her tone, serious and sad in a strange way, held the entire class in silence for minutes.
She left college then and there, and had never returned.
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Ye Sang lay down on Third Sister's bed. An old-fashioned wall clock, Father’s favorite keepsake, rang a
number of times. Ye Sang knew it was a gift her aunt had given her parents when she had returned home on a visit
from Xinjiang. The clock was still ringing when Second Sister entered the room and sat down in a chair. Gazing
raptly at Ye Sang, she said,
“It is a hint, haven’t you realized it yet? It’s a hint.”
Ye Sang blinked blankly at the ceiling. She imagined she saw foamy, white waves rolling sideways; then a
hand flicked across the ceiling, and in a few strokes tamed the river into an idyllic landscape painting. She replied,
“Yes, I have come to realize. It is a hint.” Second Sister said,
“Impossible. Nobody could have guessed it.”
*
Darkness fell. It seemed as if an entire century had elapsed when Ye Sang heard the door being unlocked.
Her parents entered together with Third Sister. Father was amazed at Ye Sang’s unexpected return.
“What a great surprise,” was all he could say.
Mother, too, looked pleasantly surprised. She took Ye Sang by the hand and could not take her eyes from her.
“Your daughter has come home; what is there to be surprised about?” she retorted.
Third Sister threw herself at Ye Sang, crying, “Marvelous, sister, it is high time you came to see us.”
Ye Sang smiled thinly. Pushing her sister away she said,
“My feet hurt.”
Only then did her parents see her swollen feet, which could no longer fit into her shoes. Both cried out in
alarm.
Ye Sang was applying medicinal ointment to her burns when the telephone rang. Mother picked up the
receiver, listened, and handed it to Ye Sang.
“It’s for you,” she said.
Ye Sang hesitated for a moment, then took the receiver. From the other end of the line came her husband’s
calm voice,
“What are you up to?”
Without saying anything, she hung up.
“A hint?” Second Sister asked. Ye Sang stared at her.
“Yes, that was a hint.”
In exasperation Mother shouted at Second Sister to go to her room. Watching Second Sister’s retreating back,
Ye Sang stood up, and took two tentative steps forward.
“I’m tired,” she said. “I want to go to bed.”
She followed Second Sister’s shadow into the room. Behind her she could sense that Father and Mother were
looking at each other in blank dismay. When she closed the door behind her she heard Mother murmur softly,
“My goodness!”
The next morning Ye Sang woke up to find Third Sister sitting by her bed, beaming.
“Good morning, Elder Sister, did you sleep well?”
Ye Sang smiled. “Not bad.”
“Don’t you want to hear my news?”
“What?”
“I’m going to be married.”
“Really?”
“Yes, I’m marrying Ning Ke, the postgraduate student Father tutored the year before last.”
This reminded Ye Sang of the tall young man she had seen at the dock a few years earlier when she arrived
home for the summer holiday. He had come to meet her on behalf of her father, refined in bearing but looking
rather solicitous. During the holiday, he had often come to seek Father about his studies. When Father happened
to be away, he would sit on the couch in the sitting room and talk to Ye Sang. As he talked his eyes would bore
into hers. Ye Sang said,
“Oh, him?”
“Elder Sister, you still remember him?”
“Certainly.”
Third Sister clapped her hands and giggled.
“Terrific! Our parents met yesterday. Today, his elder brother has invited me to dinner. Do go with me, please.
He will have his elder brother while I have my elder sister to boost my courage. That puts us on an equal footing!”
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Ye Sang recalled that when she had left Hankou at the end of the holiday, it was the same Ning Ke who had
come to see her off at the dock. He had lingered with her until the departure time arrived, and Ye Sang had had to
be the first to say goodbye. To her surprise he had suddenly blurted out,
“Had I come to know you a few years earlier I wouldn’t have let you leave Luojia Hill—we shouldn’t have let
the opportunity slip through our fingers.” Ye Sang had smiled, and said,
“How silly of you to say something like that.” He simply said,
“You—don’t believe me?”
At the time Ye Sang had thought a man behaving like that was rather lovable in a ridiculous way. But now, for
no reason at all, a feeling of listlessness gripped her.
“Ning Ke will pick me up in a cab,” Third Sister said.
“I don’t want to go. I can’t walk,” Ye Sang replied.
“With the taxi you don’t have to walk.”
“I said I don’t want to go.”
Third Sister looked at her with startled eyes. After a pause, she said,
“Elder Sister, it’s kind of odd, you coming home like this.”
Ye Sang answered dryly, “Is it? There’s nothing wrong with me. I just don’t want to be forced to hear all about
your happiness, that’s all.”
“What did brother-in-law do to upset you? I won’t let him off lightly!” Third Sister said.
“It has nothing to do with you,” was all Ye Sang said.
During breakfast the atmosphere was rather stifling. The silence was broken only when Second Sister repeated,
“It’s a hint.” Third Sister tapped at her bowl with chopsticks and said,
“Sister, keep your mouth shut, or say something else! The way you say it makes me feel there are hints
everywhere.”
Ye Sang’s heart missed a beat. She felt that hints and implications were indeed all-pervasive.
Their parents pulled long faces. Father remained silent, and Mother kept adding pickles to Ye Sang’s bowl,
something she usually only did for Second Sister. Mum is implying that I am the same as Second Sister, she
thought. Ye Sang had just put down her bowl when Father said seriously,
“Ye Sang, I want to talk to you.”
“About what?”
“About your frame of mind.”
“What is there to talk about?”
“Did you quarrel with Xing Zhiwei?”
“I wouldn’t say it was a quarrel.”
“Then why did you return all of a sudden, and refuse to talk to him on the phone?”
“I just wanted to see my mum and dad, that’s all. Is there anything wrong with that?” Ye Sang snapped.
“There is a reason for everything,” Father intoned. “You wouldn’t just come to see us on a whim.”
“But it was just a whim,” Ye Sang nodded.
“Did you ask for leave of absence?” Father persisted.
At a loss, Ye Sang blinked at Mother. It suddenly struck her that she had indeed forgotten to ask for leave of
absence. Sighing, Mother said,
“Whatever happened, happened. Now let the child stay home and relax for a few days.”
Father became angry.
“They get this from you. None of the children can stand the test of things. One of them has already been
ruined. I can’t just sit here and watch another go to waste.”
Second Sister said, “Dad’s hinting at something?”
Ye Sang glanced at her, thinking how utterly perceptive it was of Second Sister to make this observation.
“I don’t think I’ll go that far,” she said. “All I want is a rest. I feel so tired.”
“Why do you have to say such frightening things?” Mother said to her husband. “The girl is just feeling tired
and she wants to be home for a rest and see her parents at the same time. That’s all!”
“I have a foreboding about all this. On our wedding night thirty years ago, I saw a hand flicking to and fro at
the window curtain, and I knew that it meant I was to be punished. Now I feel it’s about to happen.”
Ye Sang was stunned.
“A hand?” It reminded her of the waving hand in her dream. But what was the shriek all about?
“It’s a hint.” This time it was Third Sister that said this. Father and Mother turned wide-eyed to look at her.
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“Just be careful you don’t become like Second Sister,” Third Sister said.
“That is exactly what I meant,” Father said. And with these words breakfast came to an end. Sunlight filtered
through the window, and the air was filled with floating particles of dust—whether they were dancing nimbly or
struggling on leaden legs depended on the mood of the spectator: the real manipulator of life.
Ye Sang was wearing a knee-length gray woolen sweater, and nothing else. She tried to walk around the sitting
room, her feet looking better after medication. The skin on her thighs was so fair that light blue capillaries beneath
it showed through. Second Sister was again sitting by the window perusing her tree leaf, her face as pale as white
paper from long years of being indoors, her eyes darker than those of normal people. Her monotonous facial
expression made her look like a paper puppet. As she observed the veins in the leaf, the sun tossed its beams on
her hands and her attentive face. Her appearance, dainty and romantic, touched Ye Sang deeply. Second Sister’s
world must be very beautiful, she thought, or else how could she be so completely satisfied in herself, as if no one
else existed in the world.
“Sister, can we go for a walk together on the hill?” Ye Sang said.
“A walk?”
“Yeah. It’s a long time since I went there. Don’t you remember, when you were small I often took you there?”
“When I was small?”
Ye Sang took her hand and said, “Come on, come and give me some company.”
Thus the two of them went out of the house. The ground was hidden beneath a covering of autumn leaves that
had fallen the previous night, and that snapped under their heels.
“What a beautiful sound,” Ye Sang said.
“It’s a hint,” Second Sister said.
“Perhaps,” Ye Sang responded.
They rambled about with soft steps. Their shadows swept just as softly across the fallen leaves, causing, or so
Ye Sang believed, a slight cracking sound of their own.
At that juncture Ning Ke happened to be passing in a cab on his way to pick up Third Sister. He had not
expected to see the two sisters walking here, gingerly, on the fallen leaves. With their slow movement they
instilled some life into the otherwise dreary-looking residential blocks surrounding them. Ning Ke’s heart skipped
a beat. What a strange couple of women! he thought. Recognizing Second Sister, he asked the driver to stop by
them. As he got out, his eyes froze on Ye Sang’s expressionless face. Then he cried out excitedly,
“Ye Sang!”
Ye Sang smiled. “How are you?” she said. “Third Sister is waiting for you.”
Without pausing she strolled past him. Ahead, a footpath came into view.
Autumn had set in, yet the trees still gleamed with a fresh greenness. The hill was no longer as deserted as it
was in her teenage years. The road was too smooth, without the slightest suggestion of its former ruggedness.
Thus the leaves were robbed of their sanctity and sequestered serenity. Second Sister began to cry out
inarticulately. Ye Sang, her nerves stretched taunt by her sister’s cries, wanted to restrain her, but Second Sister
pulled free of her hand and began running and jumping along the tree-lined hill slope. Her clumsy actions struck
Ye Sang as being rather congenial to the scenery, for it seemed to her that only with the commotion caused by
Second Sister did the tiny hill gain motion and naturalness. In spite of herself she laughed loudly at the thought
that here, on this hill, Second Sister was like a sprite.
“Sister, are you having fun?” she called at the top of her voice.
“Having fun?” Second Sister repeated.
As Second Sister’s voice rose, Ye Sang felt as if she could see fragments of Second Sister’s thoughts floating
through the forests like so much gossamer in the wind. Some had risen to an unbelievable height, and now flew
beyond the tops of the trees, where they dissolved into the clouds. Others were weighing down the green leaves.
In the sunshine they glistened a dazzlingly purplish-blue. Stunned by what she imagined she had seen, Ye Sang
cried,
“Ah! Ah, how beautiful this is.”
“Come over and have a look,” she said to Second Sister, and catching her younger sister’s hand, pointed a
finger at the sky full of her thoughts.
“Red, pinkish red. Lovely …” Second Sister said.
Ye Sang watched fixated. Some red gossamer was indeed floating with those fragments of Second Sister’s
thoughts. The rosy threads were especially refreshing and intense, drifting merrily in the wind. Ye Sang was
dazed. They could be mine, without a doubt, she thought.

440

*
When dusk fell, Second Sister began to run a temperature. Then fever struck with a vengeance. Her face was
flushed red, but all the time she was beaming.
“She caught cold on the hill today, that’s for sure,” Father said. “Give her some antipyretic, and see if she can
stick it out until tomorrow.”
“I’d rather take her to hospital now,” Mother said.
“Why do you always make things difficult for me?”
“I am only thinking of what’s good for our child.”
“I bet if I had suggested you take her to the hospital now, you would have offered to give her some medicine at
home!”
Mother paused for a moment.
“It’s possible.” Annoyed, Ye Sang said,
“Why do you always act this way? You’re quite mad, both of you!”
“Ye Sang, what are you talking about!” Father demanded angrily. Second Sister smiled demurely and said,
“It’s a hint.”
It was very late when Ning Ke brought Third Sister home. At the sight of Ye Sang, with a mirthless grin on his
face, he said,
“How are you?”
“You have no manners,” Third Sister interjected. “You should have addressed her as elder sister.”
Embarrassed, Ning Ke became tongue-tied. Ye Sang smiled faintly and said,
“Second Sister is ill.”
The moment Third Sister went into the room to have a look, Ning Ke began to eye Ye Sang up and down
without inhibition.
“You haven’t acknowledged me as Elder Sister yet,” Ye Sang said.
Ning Ke said, “Do you want me to?”
Then from inside the room they heard Third Sister shriek.
“She’s running such a fever. We must get her to a hospital.” Aroused by her voice, Father and Mother
scrambled from their bed and emerged with coats draped on their shoulders. Third Sister came out of the room
demanding,
“Dad, Mum, Second Sister is very ill. Were you intending to let her die?”
“How dare you!” Father shouted.
“You shouldn’t say such things,” Mother chimed in. Intervening, Ye Sang said,
“Let’s not debate that now but decide whether we should get Second Sister to hospital or not.”
“That goes without saying,” Third Sister said. “We cannot afford not to send her to hospital! Ning Ke, will you
help me take my sister to hospital?”
“Don’t you have an appointment early tomorrow morning?” Ning Ke asked.
“Then let me go to the hospital,” Father said.
“Don’t you have two classes tomorrow morning?” Mother said, adding, “I am afraid I can’t go either, for the
Provincial Education Commission people are coming on an inspection tour of our lab.”
“I have no plans. I’ll take her,” Ye Sang said.
“In that case, it’s best that Elder Sister and I take Second Sister to hospital,” Ning Ke said.
Under dim light the emergency room looked deserted. The night wind was not strong but it kept rattling the
unhooked windows, pelting the silence of the room with single or repeated bangs. Ning Ke moved awkwardly
into the room, one hand shoring up Second Sister and the other holding high a transfusion bottle. Ye Sang was lost
for words.
Second Sister was laid on a bed. She was so ill she allowed Ye Sang to edge her languid body into position. All
the while, much to Ye Sang’s surprise, she was saying,
“Funny.”
“You’ve stopped saying ‘it’s a hint,’ haven’t you?” Ye Sang said.
“Funny,” was all Second Sister said.
“She’s being philosophical—there is an intrinsic relationship between ‘hint’ and ‘funny’,” Ning Ke intoned.
“Stop your glib talk!” Ye Sang snapped.
Ning Ke reddened in embarrassment and fell silent. Inwardly, Ye Sang found him rather ridiculous.
Second Sister gazed fixedly at the infusion dripping from the bottle into the tube. There was something
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peculiar about the look in her eyes, and in spite of herself, Ye Sang found her own eyes becoming glued to the
infusion bottle as well. She fancied she could hear its pleasant metallic dripping sound in the tube, which hissed
occasionally too. Ye Sang had trouble discerning the origin of the hiss; it took a while for her to realize that it was
the infusion being sucked into Second Sister’s vein. She thought she heard Second Sister say, “Water is running
hua-la-la, the nose is greeted by a sweet smell,” and it seemed to Ye Sang she could see and smell the gurgling
water. The scent was of roses, while the water flowed like a limpid brook. Ye Sang wondered if in the height of
her fever Second Sister had sobered up. The thought jerked her back into reality. Rising to her feet, she asked,
“Sister, how do you feel?”
“She is quiet. Her condition seems rather stable. Don’t you worry.” The voice was Ning Ke’s. As he said this
he placed both hands on Ye Sang’s shoulders and pushed her ever so lightly down to her seat.
“Did you hear what Second Sister said?” Ye Sang asked.
“She said nothing,” Ning Ke answered.
“Yes, she did. She said the river was flowing hua-la-la,” Ye Sang said. “And that she could smell a sweet
scent.”
“I’m absolutely sure she didn’t say anything,” Ning Ke replied. “She is sound asleep.”
Ye Sang stared at him without seeing anything. Instead, she asked herself, “Why didn’t I see she was asleep?
Was I hallucinating, or affected by Second Sister's illusions?” Seeing her stony expression, Ning Ke laughed.
“Sometimes you look as naïve as a little girl.” This caused Ye Sang to lose her temper.
“Mind what you say!” As she said this that slip of blue paper came scudding out from a remote corner of her
mind, and with it a bouquet of lilac. Recovering her composure, she said,
“Remember, I am your Elder Sister.” Ning Ke looked at her and said,
“Have you heard the saying, ‘Love for a house extends even to the bird on its roof’?”
Ye Sang's heart sank.
“Third Sister isn’t a bird.”
“In my heart she is,” Ning Ke replied. “I love the bird because I want to be near the house.”
“I really don’t know whether you are being gallant or you just have no sense of shame,” Ye Sang said.
Ning Ke fell silent. In the dim light Ye Sang could not make out his countenance, but she surmised he must be
blushing. This reminded her of her husband’s unperturbed expression. If he still knows what shame is, that means
he’s not entirely bad. There are others who are not ashamed of anything.
Just as dawn was about to break, Second Sister woke up. The first words she said were,
“Very beautiful.”
“Can you imagine where her soul had gone when she was asleep?” Ye Sang asked Ning Ke. Ning Ke
answered,
“It must have been a place where birds sing and flowers have the sweetest fragrance.”
“That was quite a mouthful for you,” Ye Sang said. The thought of sweet scent and gurgling water drifted back
to her mind.
*
It was about lunch time when Father and Mother hurried over to the hospital. Second Sister’s fever had gone.
The doctor told them that she need not remain in the hospital another night but that it would be better to keep her
in for observation for a few more hours. The parents stayed, allowing Ye Sang and Ning Ke to go home and get
some sleep. Before Ning Ke left Father thanked him profusely.
“Don’t stand on ceremony,” Ning Ke said. “We’ll soon be family.”
Ye Sang was yawning sleepily, but out of the corner of her eye she caught his surreptitious glance.
They took a taxi together. Shortly after she got in Ye Sang dozed off. In her dream she could not decide if she
was warm or cold. When she woke up she found they had arrived at their building.
Ning Ke gave her a shove, and she realized she had been leaning on his arm. Raising her eyebrows, she saw
him smile warmly, a smile she thought was tantamount to cunning. She scrambled out of the cab without so much
as a goodbye or a thank-you, and made directly for the door. She flung herself to the bed, her heart throbbing
rapidly, thoughts thronging to her mind as she mulled over the expression in Ning Ke’s eyes. It was so easy to be
entrapped, she thought, and self-control can be so fragile. How would she react if Ning Ke appeared at her
bedside then and there? She decided it was quite possible that she’d say to him,
“Come here. I need you.”
But Ning Ke did not appear. Her sleep was a tangle of dreams until she was awakened by a noise. The sun was
setting. Opening her eyes, she saw Second Sister lying in the bed opposite. Mother was tucking in the corner of
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her quilt, and Father was pouring water into a cup. Third Sister was talking loudly in the sitting room.
“Ning Ke,” she said, “why didn’t you sleep a little longer? See my elder sister—she’s having a nice long
sleep.”
Ye Sang recalled that she had embraced a man in her dream, but that the man was definitely not her husband.
Ning Ke entered. At a glance he saw Ye Sang’s sleepy eyes were wide open.
“Hi, did you sleep well?” he asked.
Ye Sang noticed the smell of his body was familiar, the same smell which had permeated her dream.
“Yeah, did you?” she asked.
“Yes, though not for very long,” Ning Ke said. Second Sister giggled and said,
“That’s a hint.”
Most television programs were boring and of bad taste, and every day it was the same, viewers had to put up
with it. Ye Sang could have avoided watching television but seeing Third Sister enter the inner room with her
hand around Ning Ke’s waist, she had no choice but to lie languidly on the couch and stare at the television.
“Do you want to read a book?” Mother asked.
Ye Sang shook her head. She strained her ears in the direction of the inner room, feeling rather perturbed.
“Why don’t you call Xing?” Mother suggested.
“Why?”
“He is, after all, your husband. And you are but a woman.”
“I don’t know about other women, but I intend to follow my own ideas.”
“Do you mean to quit your job and stay home?”
“Certainly not.”
“Then what are you up to?”
“I am waiting.”
“Waiting for what?”
“I don’t know. But I know what I am waiting for will come about soon.”
“You are talking exactly like Second Sister. I don’t understand at all.”
“As a matter of fact, Second Sister is quite perfect in a simple and untouched way. I envy her greatly. In my
whole life I may never find the same peaceful world that she inhabits. If I could enter such a realm, I would go
farther, and let myself go completely.”
As Ye Sang talked, she felt part of her being lifted into a vast sky so blue and pure as to be beyond expression.
“There I would have a place of my own.”
“Don’t say such spooky things to me, Ye Sang,” Mother said. “You used to have such a clear mind.”
“I still have a clear mind. In fact, it is getting clearer all the time,” Ye Sang said.
A few minutes later, Ye Sang watched Mother enter the study and say to Father,
“You’ve got to talk to Ye Sang. She’s not quite herself.”
“That’s ripe coming from someone who’s not quite right in the head herself,” Father said. “To me, Ye Sang
seems rather normal. She’s trying to teach that bastard a lesson, that's all.” She heard Mother say,
“Even so, she and Xing are husband and wife. We have to try and help them make a reconciliation.” And
Father said,
“They may be reconciled for a time, but will they be reconciled for the rest of their lives?”
Ye Sang couldn’t take this any more. A sense of frustration gripped her tightly, and in spite of herself she
stopped her ears with both hands.
She realized Mother and Father were poles apart from where she was. Understanding, she thought, is but a sign
of self-deception and a means of getting around in the world. People’s hearts are so far apart that no amount of
‘understanding’ can bridge the gap. Has anyone really ever understood someone else in this world?
Ning Ke and Third Sister were flirting with each other as they emerged from the room. They were startled to
see Ye Sang with her hands over her ears, her face grimaced in a pained expression.
“Ye Sang, what’s the matter with you?” Ning Ke asked. Third Sister glared at him and said,
“Address her as Elder Sister. Be polite! Elder Sister, are you not feeling well?”
Their voices aroused the attention of Father and Mother, who hurried to the sitting room, their faces aged and
worried, making Ye Sang feel even more perturbed. How could they behave like that? she thought. She felt as if
myriad alien noises were tearing her inner world to pieces, and felt a desperate urge to throw all the pieces out.
She wanted to shout loudly, to smash things in a frenzy, to tear at her hair, or burn herself. She was about to lose
control when she heard Father’s voice, which could not have been more amiable,
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“Ye Sang, can you come with me tomorrow? I want to burn incense for your aunt.”
Ye Sang raised her head. In an instant the turmoil inside evaporated into thin air. In her mind’s eye she saw the
charming face of a woman. She used to sit beneath it on the woman’s lap as a child and receive her gentle
caresses. She could still imagine the warmth of her palm. Then came the day when Father went berserk, drinking
and smashing things as if it were the end of the world. The commotion had caused Second Sister, still a toddler, to
cry herself hoarse. Mother remained rooted to the spot, watching all this with cold eyes. Many days later Ye Sang
had asked Mother what had happened. Mother had whispered,
“Aunt died.”
Amongst her old memories, Ye Sang spied the ambiguous colors of bygone days, and it helped gather the
fragments of her spirit together.
“All right,” she said, and in that instant she knew Mother’s face had darkened.
*
Many years earlier, Ye Sang and Mother had been on their way to Guanshan Hill when they had passed a tiny,
run-down temple. With the air of a victor Mother had said that Aunt’s remains were there.
Now, as Ye Sang stepped into the hall where the urns were kept, Mother’s triumphant smile merged with the
image of the crumbling temple. The interior of the hall came as a great surprise, for she had never expected a
place for keeping the ashes of the deceased to be as large as an assembly hall.
Ye Sang followed behind Father, whose face had clouded over the moment he entered the building. He
lumbered up towards an urn, and extended a hand to it. Ye Sang knew to whom it belonged. In silence he caressed
the photograph attached to the urn the way a lover caresses his beloved. Tears trickled down his emaciated cheeks.
Aunt’s urn occupied a single slot on the shelf. It was painted with black lacquer, shiny and without a speck of
dust despite the passage of twenty years. Father must have come often to caress it, Ye Sang thought, gazing at him
demurely. But if the ashes were her Mother’s, would he do the same? If that woman called Ding Xiang died,
would Xing weep and grieve like this before her urn? The thought brought a malicious smile to her lips. Aunt’s
ashes had already lain in the hall for twenty years; they had yet to be buried. Was it Aunt that was waiting, or was
it Father?
At last Father stopped weeping. He remembered the few sandalwood incense sticks he had brought along, and
telling Ye Sang that this was Aunt’s favorite incense, he carefully planted them in the burner in front of Aunt’s urn
and lit them. He did all this so softly and fastidiously that Ye Sang fled the hall in disgust. The smell of
sandalwood followed her, enveloping her heart with its insidious charm. She felt the smell penetrating all the
pores of her skin and flowing about inside her. Then the long-forgotten palm of the hand returned to her mind,
caressing her with such warmth as to leave a lasting pleasant sensation. The feeling reminded Ye Sang of a song
which went:
The golden sun shines brightly;
when the rooster has crowed three times,
the flowers awake,
and birds begin to preen their plumes.

She wondered if Aunt now lived in such a place of enchanting beauty. She imagined she could see Aunt
standing there looking like an angel, her face beaming with radiance, her breath violet blue. And as Ye Sang’s
mind wandered, Aunt’s lips quivered as if she was saying,
“Ye Sang, how are you?”
Ye Sang was torn between answering “I’m unhappy” and “I’m fine.” She said nothing, her jaw dropped open.
Ye Sang’s mind was still swimming in the clouds when she felt a pat on her shoulder.
“Aunt!” she burst out.
But it was her father who patted her. As she collected her thoughts, Father stared at her with surprise in his
eyes.
“Ye Sang, what’s wrong with you?”
“Nothing,” she replied. “I was remembering how Aunt was when she was alive, that’s all.”
Father's eyes moistened. In a resonant voice he said,
“It is so touching to know you still care about your aunt. In this world almost everyone has forgotten her.”
“How come?” Ye Sang said sarcastically. “You are still around. In my opinion there isn’t a single day when
you don’t remember her.”
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Father fell silent. Ye Sang walked with Father for a long time. The bus came, but they let it go, and Father said,
his tone resonant with all his years of experience in this world,
“Ye Sang, you are curious about Father’s relationship with your aunt, aren’t you?”
“No,” Ye Sang replied, “I’m not. Everybody has his own private affairs.”
“But I want to tell you all about it.”
“How come?”
“It’s not that I need your understanding and forgiveness, but that I want you to know the pain I have endured
all these years. At the moment it is so great that I don’t think I can bear it much longer. I chose this occasion
because I know a person in pain is able to share the pain of others.”
“You think I’m in pain?” Ye Sang asked. “If you think that way you are mistaken.”
“Ye Sang, I know you have been sensitive and proud of yourself since you were a little girl. But you needn’t
cover everything up before your father. If nothing else, I am your father.”
Ye Sang grinned coldly.
“Why would I be so foolish as to hide myself? All I want to do is to straighten myself out.”
“Straighten yourself out?”
“Yes, to rid myself of certain impurities, that’s all.”
Father sighed a long sigh.
“What can I say to you? Let me tell you my story.”
Whether Ye Sang was willing to listen or not, Father began talking, perhaps because he could not wait any
longer, because he wanted someone to share his past experience. Above the constant buzz of the fast-moving
traffic on the road, Ye Sang listened as Father’s story mixed in with its strange noise.
Father told her that the only woman he loved while a young man, and had loved all his life, was Aunt. They hit
it off so well that they had decided to get married right after they finished college. They even went so far as to eat
the forbidden fruit, the fulfillment and happiness of which Father could not forget even to this day. Aunt lived
with her family in an old-fashioned red house by the riverside, a legacy bestowed on them by Aunt’s ancestors.
Rather dilapidated, the house was shared by Aunt and her parents, an elder sister, and two younger brothers. Aunt
and her elder sister shared the same room, but because the sister was attending college in Sichuan, Aunt had it to
herself. This offered good opportunities for the lovers’ rendezvous. To avoid her parents’ watchful eyes, Father
would climb into the room through the window at midnight and out again before dawn broke. For this he suffered
a great deal but he was never tired of it.
There came the day when Father was supposed to meet Aunt in her room as usual but it happened that her elder
sister had just returned on leave of absence from college after falling ill for disappointment in love. Aunt, who
was still busy rehearsing for her graduation ceremony, was not yet home and had not been able to tell him she had
been delayed. Thus, as midnight came, he slipped into the room, which had long been the source of his pleasure
and exhilaration. Without speaking a word, he flung himself on the woman in the bed. To his surprise she
trembled as never before in her arousal. He thought it was all because they loved each other so much that a threeday separation was like three long years. This thought unleashed burning passion in him. Then, after their climax,
he heard a strange voice that said,
“Who are you?”
He all but slammed his head into the wall.
Aunt’s trauma was palpable.
“She almost cried herself to death,” Father recalled in a plaintive tone.
Her parents were outraged. They would have sent Father to prison had Aunt not implored them beseechingly
not to. They finally swallowed their pride for the sake of their daughters’ reputation. Aunt eventually forgave
Father. Her elder sister agreed to let him go; she had much to thank him for, for oddly enough, that night’s
passionate love-making cured her of the psychological trauma which all but destroyed her. However, before
Father could celebrate, it was discovered that Aunt’s elder sister was pregnant. The only choice was for Father to
marry her right away.
“That was your mother,” he said.
As Father recounted his story in a gloomy voice, Ye Sang had to fight the urge to laugh. How stupid of you,
Father, she thought, to make love to the wrong woman without knowing it. Funny stories like this were such a
rarity in this world. Yet the fact that Father had the guts to relate it to her made it impossible to laugh at him.
Suddenly an important question came to her mind, and as it did, the streets quieted down and she felt she had
received a blow on her head which caused such pain that she saw stars falling down like dust; reminding her of
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her ominous experience by the washing machine a few days earlier. The blood drained from her face.
“Was I the child?” she demanded.
The question had her on tenterhooks, for if the answer was yes she would have been party to a death even
before she was born. She waited anxiously before Father replied,
“No, you are not.” His answer was definite. Obviously he was not lying but Ye Sang refused to believe it.
“How come?” she asked. He smiled bitterly.
“Good question. Because you were not the baby she conceived.”
“Then what happened to it?”
“It was aborted.”
“Why?”
“This was my only condition for marrying her,” Father said. “I didn’t want to have to live with the child that
was the cause of my pain.”
Ye Sang fell silent. Her taut nerves relaxed. However, she felt, somewhat disappointed.
“You were born three years after our wedding.”
Only after Aunt, who had gone to work in Xinjiang in a fit of pique, had written to say she had married, did
Father begin life with Mother as husband and wife. The years thus wore on by. A year after Third Sister was born,
Aunt returned from Xinjiang due to problems with her heart. Only then did Father learn that she had never
married. The old passion was rekindled, and he began chasing Aunt as he had done before. He wanted to divorce
Mother and compensate Aunt for her lost love. In loneliness Aunt responded to Father’s passion, and in so doing
she fell into the trap she had dodged so successfully thus far. In the old-fashioned red house, Father and Aunt
renewed their love affair.
Aunt gradually regained her former beauty, and Father recovered his self-confidence. Then came the day when
Mother suddenly descended on the scene. She stared at them as they lay together in bed before staggering away
on enfeebled legs. Worried, Aunt told Father,
“Go home quickly, she will be unable to cope.”
Father said these were the last words she said to him. As he returned home to talk to Mother about divorce,
Aunt committed suicide by slitting her wrist.
“By the time I got to her, she had already bled to death, her face was as white as the wall, and there was a faint
smile on her face. She lay there so calmly, my heart broke,” he said. “After your aunt died, all your mother’s
insecurities were gone, but gone, too, was my happiness.”
Ye Sang broke into a cold sweat. Her legs were shaking. The smiling face of her aunt lying in a puddle of
blood came rippling into her mind. Was she smiling at having severed her love and with it her torment? How, after
this heart-breaking experience, could Father still live on peacefully in this world? In spite of herself Ye Sang
turned to look at her father. What she saw was a face covered with a spider’s web of wrinkles which had its center
between his eyebrows. He looked so old, and too emaciated to withstand a gust of wind.
“Ye Sang, how do you feel?” Father asked.
“Let me ask you: how do you feel?”
“I am pained to the extreme, but I can still manage to laugh.”
“Is that so?”
“That is what I wanted to tell you today,” Father answered. “The durability of a person’s life is rather strong,
so strong that it’s hard to fathom. For a time I thought I would die or go insane. But at the end of your aunt’s
funeral, I discovered I was still here, I had got through it. I hadn’t gone insane, nor did I want to die, although I
knew I would never for a moment forget her. What you should remember is this: Don’t put life on a pedestal or
expect too much from it. Human life is cheap and it can struggle on for a very long time. It can withstand
anything, no matter how heavy the burden or how great the humiliation. To remain alive is our most fundamental
instinct; the chain of life has to be carried on. In this world, you are just one link in the chain. Life turns you into
its vehicle. You will overcome everything; so long as you are not unreasonable and don’t lose sight of this, there is
nothing in this world you cannot put up with. Your first cry is life’s first hint to you that you should always keep
your life as fresh and vital as your first cry. You have no right to desert life. You can only extend and substantiate
your link in the chain, until the time comes for you to be detached from it, or until life deserts you.”
As Father presented his case, Ye Sang could see strands of his thought come wringing together. She felt the
punch of his words as each additional strand was released. By the time Father finished his soliloquy she had been
deeply moved, and all her worries were gone without a trace. Ye Sang distinctly heard the tooting of automobile
horns and giggles of children. The river of life flowed by with a calm assurance that was teeming with fresh life.
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Laughter and cries were the light of life, but so were misery and happiness, enthusiasm and indifference,
brightness and darkness.
*
Ye Sang wanted to go back to Nanjing. She decided she had to face up to whatever was in store for her sooner
or later. Her career was there, and she needed a normal life.
When she got up the next morning, Second Sister had drawn open the curtain and was surveying her leaf again.
The bright sunshine showed the veins so clearly that Ye Sang could see them even from where she was, sitting on
her bed.
“Sister, what did you see in the leaf?” she asked. Second Sister cocked her head and said confidently,
“A hint.”
At the breakfast table, Ye Sang asked Third Sister to buy her a boat ticket.
“Today I’m escorting a tourist group to Jingzhou,” Third Sister answered. “I won’t return until tomorrow. Can
you wait till I’m back? I promise I’ll get you a boat ticket then.”
Ye Sang looked at her for a lingering moment.
“All right.” She thought of the sentimental look in Ning Ke’s eyes. In the back of her head she felt she had
heard someone saying, “This is the last day, and some story is going to unfold.”
That afternoon Ning Ke arrived with two pink tickets in his hand. Third Sister had gone to work. Disappointed,
he said,
“Why didn’t she tell me she was going to Jingzhou? I didn’t come by these concert tickets easily.”
“Never mind, it’s just a concert,” Mother said. “You’ll have plenty of opportunities in the future.” Ning Ke
sighed and in a helpless tone said,
“You are right. Let’s just throw them away. They only cost one hundred and twenty yuan after all.”
“How much?”
“One hundred and twenty yuan,” Ning Ke repeated. “Sixty yuan apiece.”
Mother was unaware that the price of concert tickets had increased so quickly, and so much more than the
price of chicken, eggs, and pork.
“Seems like so much money. You can’t just throw the tickets away like that.”
“Let’s do it this way,” Father said. “Ye Sang hasn’t been anywhere in the last few days. Why not let Ning Ke
take Elder Sister to the concert. Ye Sang, what do you say?”
“I don’t feel like going, Father. Ask Ning Ke to take you.” As she said this she glanced at Ning Ke. A
chagrined Ning Ke stared back at her hard, then said,
“Why don’t Mr. and Mrs. Professor go together?” Mother, with a deadpan expression, said,
“That’s for you young people to go and enjoy, not an old couple like us. It’s better that Ye Sang go, so that
Ning Ke’s money won’t be wasted. Ye Sang, it is time you went out and had a good time.”:
Ye Sang raised her hands and said, “All right. Now that everyone has persuaded me that I should accompany
the gentleman, at the risk of my life, so be it.”
Ning Ke laughed.
“Elder Sister, it’s so humorous of you to put it that way. Do you think I might produce a knife midway through
and kill you?”
Father and Mother laughed.
Ning Ke had dinner with the Ye’s. Ye Sang wanted to dress herself carefully. In Nanjing, she had never gone to
a concert without sprucing herself up, but this time, after thinking it over, she only draped a black coat over the
dress she wore. However, she deliberately changed into a fine, sexy undergarment. As she followed Ning Ke out
of the door she thought,
“Am I dressed like this for Ning Ke to seduce me?”
The concert hall was far from her home, with the Yangtse and Han rivers lying in between. Outside, Ning Ke
hailed a cab.
“You are out to impress,” Ye Sang said.
“That depends on whom I am going out with and what we are going to do,” Ning Ke replied, opening the door
for Ye Sang, and putting a protective hand to the door frame. The gesture changed her attitude in an instant. She
sank down in the soft seat and gazed out the window at the urban scenery with the eyes of a dignified woman.
Ning Ke hopped into the car from the other side. When he had seated himself comfortably he laid his hand softly
on the back of hers.
Ye Sang did not move. She wondered if this was the beginning of the story. Next he took Ye Sang’s hand into
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his and Ye Sang felt the palm of her hand begin to sweat. In her heart, desire mingled with refusal.
“You must have heard the phrase, ‘Give him an inch and he’ll take a mile,’ haven’t you?” she asked.
Ning Ke said nothing, simply withdrawing his hand.
“That’s right.”
After she had said this she fixed her eyes on the street scenes that flashed by. Remembering Ning Ke was a shy
man, she wondered if he was still capable of blushing. Then she found she was somewhat disappointed at the
removal of his hand from hers.
The concert turned out to be a flop. The singers sang distractedly. Half-way into the show at least three of them
had obviously mimed to a pre-recorded voice track that was set a pitch too high. As the audience watched with
rapt attention, an actress in red loose-fitting knickerbockers swung affectedly, while her belly remained absolutely
taut flat as if she was not breathing at all. She finished to thunderous applause and had to answer three curtain
calls before she was allowed to leave the stage. In her smile Ye Sang discerned craftiness and pride. In a low voice
Ning Ke said,
“Those who come here don’t really have a love of music. They just like the atmosphere. They want to make
themselves feel elegant by coming to a place like this, and it gives them something to talk about.”
“Are you one of them?” Ye Sang asked. Ning Ke smiled.
“Certainly, but at least I’m aware of what I do, because I know they are the very people who spoil music. They
are capable of mistaking dregs for cream and kicking cream into the dustbin of history.”
Ye Sang sneered.
“There are people even more disgusting—those who spoil language, who cannot speak like normal people,
whose mouths contain nothing but high-brow language to impress people.”
Ning Ke laughed.
“Verbal abuse comes to you so easily! You want me to speak like a normal person, but if I do, I bet you won’t
listen to me. For example”—he paused, then continued—“I’ll just stick to my high-brow language. Ye Sang, can
we go back to nature and take a walk amidst flowers in the moonlight, so that the music here won’t spoil us any
more?”
Ye Sang smirked, and stood up.
The moment they left the theater Ning Ke slid his arm around Ye Sang’s waist. Ye Sang wanted to wriggle
herself free, but she ended up going limp in his arms.
In the same way they had come, Ning Ke ushered Ye Sang into the cab and he himself climbed in from the
other side. The moment he had seated himself he had pulled Ye Sang onto his lap. The space was cramped, and Ye
Sang felt rather uncomfortable, but she endured, wanting to know where the story would lead to. Ning Ke
wrapped an arm around Ye Sang’s neck. In this position he, too, was uncomfortable but his excitement quickly
overwhelmed the discomfort. As he brushed Ye Sang’s hair aside with his hand, he was stunned by her charm.
What a unique woman, he thought, so very, very different! He placed his lips on Ye Sang’s. Ye Sang kept her eyes
shut, for she did not want to see his face. If I see his face, she thought, the spell would be broken. She felt scalded
where Ning Ke’s lips touched hers, as if a bundle of dry firewood had been thrown into the flames of her burning
heart. The fire flamed, and then it raged.
In a trance she let herself be carried from the car and into a room. Her mind was spinning, while she herself
was enveloped in the embrace of another man’s arms. As her mind spun she saw a toy she used to play with as a
young girl, a toy called “Lotus Throne.” When the lotus was spun, the petals would flip open one after another
until a throne emerged where the pistil should be. The throne was empty. Moaning and groaning now, she asked
herself why the throne was unoccupied. If it was unoccupied, what was the point of opening up the flower in the
first place? Did the flower open simply to display its emptiness? Did it mean that emptiness lay doggedly at the
heart of everything?
Ye Sang’s thoughts roller-coastered. She was in turmoil. The force of life flowed and ebbed in her reverie. All
the joints in her body seemed to crack. All her nerves were stretched taut. All her organs were competing with
each other to make themselves felt. The air was filled with sound, which in mere seconds grew from a soft
sizzling to a deafening thunder, as if a storm had swept her away from the mundane world which was so familiar
to her, and set her down in an entirely new place where everything glittered like crystal and exuded a heady
fragrance. She believed she had never been to this wonderland before. She was so struck by it that she all but
screamed.
In anticipation she opened her mouth, and a strong current of hot air puffed unexpectedly into her mouth.
When she heard the gasps which were unmistakably hers, her vision went black. Lightning flashed across her
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mind, and she found herself wondering if staying alive was the only alternative in life.
A tiny lamp was switched on and blue light illuminated the room. Ye Sang saw herself and Ning Ke, naked.
She knew what she had done. I’ve become that woman named Ding Xiang, or my aunt herself. The thought
induced peace to settle in her mind. She began to collect herself.
“Can’t we stay this way for a while?” Ning Ke asked.
“I can still make love to you again in a moment,” Ning Ke said.
Ye Sang thought it over and lay down again. Ning Ke lay beside her, his skin smooth like a fish against hers.
When their skin moved against each other they felt no obstacle at all.
“Let’s talk,” Ning Ke said.
“About what?” Ye Sang asked.
“Whatever.”
“May I tell you the story about my aunt?”
“You have an aunt?”
Ye Sang recounted all she had heard from her father about her aunt and about his theory about life.
“Father has sobered me up,” she said.
“The professor's story is contradicted by his conclusion,” Ning Ke pointed out. “Life is cheap, and cheap
things are more easily destroyed. In fact, every life has its weak links that come to light at different phases of life.
Take your aunt for instance. She lived alone for many years in Xinjiang, which meant she was rather strong in
coping with solitude and enduring hardship and pain. But there was one thing in life which she could not stand.
That is why she committed suicide.”
“What do you think it was she could not stand?” Ye Sang asked.
“She couldn’t stand sin.”
Ye Sang shuddered. She had a feeling that both her soul and body had been torn apart and smashed to pieces.
Gazing at the eerie blue light, she felt as if she had seen Third Sister’s face.
“You leave me lost for words,” she said.
“Don’t you start imagining things. You are different from your aunt,” Ning Ke said.
“How so?” Ye Sang asked.
“You can endure both pain and sin, but you—”
He stopped short.
“Go on.”
“You cannot resist temptation.”
“So now you're mocking me for being unable to resist your seduction.”
“Don’t you ever cast doubt on my feelings for you,” Ning Ke said. “Tonight the two of us are cemented by
love, aren’t we? It happened so naturally and in such harmony, didn’t it? We have feelings for each other in our
hearts, haven’t we? Our hearts have always been in communion, or we would not have felt so unlike strangers
after all these years, would we? We have become one because we are a part of each other, one life corresponding
with another. People are torn apart by unpredictable changes in this world, so that it’s almost inevitable that they
lose their ideal partner. Some never even find them, some lose their partner at close range. I always believed that
you are my partner, otherwise how can I explain why you looked intimately familiar to me at first sight and why,
after seeing you, I could not forget you? I don’t believe in love at first sight, but that I am ordained by fate to be
with you. I have always wanted to prove this to you, and to myself. Now that we have made love I know I am not
mistaken.”
“Your wild thoughts are your weakness,” said Ye Sang coldly. “You’re starting to make me believe you are like
my second sister.”
Ning Ke fell silent. Suddenly, imitating Second Sister's tone, he blurted out, “It’s a hint.” Then he laughed.
Ye Sang did not laugh. What rubbish he was talking, she thought, saying that Aunt could not stand sin. She
could stand it about as much as me.
*
It was close to midnight when Ye Sang arrived home. The cab drove her right to the doorstep. Unexpectedly,
Ning Ke didn’t get out to say good night. He just blew a kiss goodbye. As Ye Sang watched, he pulled the door
closed, and the car whizzed away. Presently the tail lamp disappeared into the night smog.
Ye Sang knew that with the taillight gone, the story had come to an end. She felt relieved from head to toe. The
depression which had been haunting her of late was utterly gone. Her heart was back on an even keel. As she
opened the door she thought she had evened up the score with her husband. I simply did what he has been doing,
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and more beautifully at that, she thought. Now I can go home with an unburdened heart, live the way life should
be lived, and spend the days as they should be spent, that is all.
The telephone rang the moment she stepped into the sitting room. Her heart gave a slight jump. Is it Third
Sister wanting to know the whereabouts of her fiancé? The last thing Ye Sang expected was a call from her
husband.
“Went to a concert?” he said. “Your brother-in-law sounds like an interesting guy. This is the fifth time I have
called.”
Ye Sang tried to keep her composure as she asked, “Why seek me out tonight of all nights?”
“You sound like you’re in a better mood, willing to talk to me,” he said.
“I have thought it through,” she answered. “To stay alive means that so long as I don’t care, everything will fall
into place. From now on, I won’t care who you sleep with, me or that Ding Xiang of yours.”
“So, in the space of a few days you have turned this vulgar,” he said. “Let’s put aside the question whether
there is anyone called Ding Xiang for the time being. What I want to know first is, what has suddenly made you
so open-minded? I wonder if you are yourself anymore. Or has your brother-in-law straightened you out?”
Ye Sang laughed.
“You are jealous.”
“Jealous or not, I have the feeling that while the voice is yours, nothing else is.”
“Amazing,” Ye Sang said.
“When will you come back?”
“I’ve bought a ticket for the boat tomorrow,” Ye Sang answered.
“Very good. I’ll meet you at the dock. When you are back I think I can account for everything to you. It is not
what you have imagined.”
“I wish I could believe that you were telling the truth.”
“All right. See you in Nanjing.” He was about to hang up when Ye Sang cried out,
“Ah—what’s the hurry? It’s getting cold. Your thick woolen sweater is in a pink plastic bag on the second shelf
of the walk-in closet. You can find your cotton trousers and jerseys in the third drawer of the wardrobe.”
Her husband laughed. “Okay, Okay, I know. Bye.”
Ye Sang stood there numbly, telephone in hand. What does his laughter mean? she asked herself.
When she emerged from a shower, her body emanated a delicate fragrance. She paused by the bed in which
Second Sister was sleeping. The moon shone through the window and laid its light on her pillow. The tiny hairs
on her face reflected a radiance like that of an infant. The idea that Second Sister was bathed in moonlight as she
slept every night made her pause. How did it make her feel? What was it like dreaming under the moon? Small
wonder she acted so differently.
That night Ye Sang had a dream. She dreamed of boarding a boat on her journey home. The cabin smelled
badly. She felt herself being vaguely caressed, while someone’s hot breath brushed across her face. She lay there
motionless, for she knew she was dreaming. The next moment she had a vision of herself walking in clouds that
hovered over the Yangtse River, her steps nimble, her body free of gravity, and her skirt spreading as wide as the
clouds themselves. She had never experienced anything like it, and she murmured to one of her fellow wayfarers
that perhaps only in death could one move like this with the serenity of an angel. It flashed through her mind that
her companion was none other than the old man she had come across on her way to Hankou.
The day Ye Sang left Hankou, her parents, Third Sister, and Ning Ke were at the harbor to see her off. They
would have brought Second Sister along had Ye Sang not protested:
“Why should I need every one of you? Bidding farewell to my remains?”
At these words Father and Mother had just stared at each other.
“Elder Sister, what do you mean?” Third Sister had said.
“Elder Sister thinks differently,” Ning Ke had replied. Ye Sang had smiled and said,
“Why are you so sensitive? I’ll come back next year for Third Sister and Ning Ke’s wedding. And I’ll bring
Father five pickled ducks, though I don’t know why you should need this many ducks.”
As the boat began to move, Ye Sang’s eyes moistened. Not having cried for so long, she had forgotten what it
felt like. As the steam siren tooted in a prolonged whine, she could not tear her eyes from her loved ones on the
shore. In spite of herself tears spilled down her cheeks.
“Why am I crying like this?” she asked. All this was not lost on Mother, who, choked with sobs, said loudly,
“Ye Sang, give me a call to let me know you arrived safely.”
Melancholy clouded Ning Ke’s face. Standing behind Third Sister, he put a hand to his lips. Ye Sang knew
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what he meant, but she acted as if she had seen nothing. All the while Third Sister waved at her frantically. As Ye
Sang waved back she asked herself,
“How can I repay you, sister? What shall you do to punish me?”
The ship sped away in a hubbub of voices. When all the well-wishers on shore had vanished, a sense of loss
mixed with relief flooded Ye Sang. Returning to her cabin, third-class with a washroom, she saw her three
roommates, two women and one man, chatting like a family in Shanghai dialect, which was unintelligible to Ye
Sang. When people from Shanghai travel together, they keep to themselves without talking to others. Soon she
felt bored, left out, and she went back on deck. When she returned to the cabin after night had fallen, her
roommates were asleep. The man was snoring away like a droning machine, causing Ye Sang to toss and turn
sleeplessly in her bed. Before dawn broke, she pulled on her coat and went out once again, having not slept a
wink.
The moment she stepped out of the cabin she was enveloped by the wind, moist and chilly from the morning
fog. The moon still hung in the sky. The wind, sweeping across the width of the river, penetrated her clothing, her
skin, and her bones. Ye Sang shivered, yet she didn’t feel the cold. The engine’s monotonous churn made the river
seem emptier and more deserted. Beyond the horizon on the other side of the river, two or three oscillating
columns of searchlights occasionally flicked across the river. Ye Sang wondered if the fog would still be there in
the morning. If it is, she thought, what will it look like? Will it obliterate the entire Yangtze River?
The question reminded her of her previous walk in the clouds-at the time she was actually walking on the
resilient and rubber-like surface of the Yangtse, and the fog mixed with her skirt like a drape of wings, making her
believe that when the fog rose she herself would soar into the sky as well. Where would I touch down after I
became air-borne? she wondered. There must be a destination somewhere, for living on earth is not the only form
of, or place for, life. The problem is that none of us has been to the other places, and those who have are never
heard from again. In her dream Ye Sang saw shadowy human forms moving in the distance. One of them looked
familiar—it was Aunt.
When Aunt’s face became visible, her voice took form as well.
“I can’t stand sin,” she said.
Ye Sang felt a jolt of shock. Blood rushed to her scalp.
A white streak appeared above the horizon. All was quiet on the river. The streak expanded into a sheet, which
mingled with splotches of red. The ship continued to cleave a path through the river the way ships always do, and,
as the beholder watched with a broken heart, the water opened and closed repeatedly as it always does. Ye Sang
trudged drunkenly around the deck, round and round, not knowing where she should stop, nor what she was
doing. Finally she halted at the bow because she had seen that the east had turned red.
As she watched, the red gradually unfurled, like a drop of red ink diffusing in water. As if affected by the color,
the river flowed more dynamically. The red kept spreading, and the water continued to sparkle, as merrily as a
handful of pearls bobbing on water—Ye Sang could even hear them tinkling. The sun shot out its first beam with
a bang so deafening as to send a shudder down Ye Sang’s spine. More bangs ensued until in a riot of shimmering
rays the golden-red arc of the sun popped up above the horizon. The Yangtze flowed on towards the sun as if a
precipice awaited them where the river could empty itself lock, stock, and barrel in the heroic manner of a furious
waterfall. In spite of herself Ye Sang was carried away by all this; in her heart she felt someone beckoning her.
Second Sister’s baby-like face emerged in the moonshine, and she said, “Water is running hua-la-la; the nose is
greeted by a sweet smell.” When she said this her naïve face beamed a dainty and enchanting smile. It suddenly
dawned on Ye Sang that the beckoning came from another realm, that had long been hinted at in her life prior to
this moment.
By now the golden sun had half risen above the horizon in a dazzling blaze, setting half the river on fire. As Ye
Sang contemplated the scene, she felt herself burning, and she could feel something tugging at her from the air.
Yet she found she could not face the sky squarely for fear of being reduced to ashes. When the huge crimson ball
of the sun rolled off the surface of the river, and when the red flush spread from a distance to right before her
eyes, Ye Sang’s desire to take to the air got the better of her.
I’m one with this turbulent current; I’m as blazing as the sky, she told herself. The thought persuaded her that
she could tread on air, her body as light as a swallow on the wing. Before very long, she felt herself being borne
away by the clouds, adrenaline pumping her high.
The next thing she heard was a loud thud, and the startled “Ahh …” uttered simultaneously by many mouths in
the vicinity. That was the last sound Ye Sang heard.
Shortly, peace settled on the river. The red flush above the horizon and on the surface of the water faded. All
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this was not lost on Ye Sang, for the glory of the morning would have been impossible without her elevation into
the sky.
Falling down is just another approach to going up. This was the last thought that flashed across Ye Sang’s
mind.
183.34 Hand In Hand\fn{by Fan Xiaoqing (1955- )} Shanghai, China (F) 4
Whether the world of the blind is monotonous or rich, only blind people can know. Zeng Ming had never had
cause to consider this question when his eyes were good. It was not that he lost his sight all of a sudden. When he
began to have eye trouble, and the doctor forewarned him that he would lose his sight completely, he thought the
doctor was making a fuss over a trifling matter and did not take it to heart. He underwent routine treatment, and
did not worry about it very much. Later, when he felt his sight fading, he was forced to believe the doctor’s words,
and decided to try and prepare himself fully for what might lie ahead in the future.
Then one day, it happened—he lost his sight completely and became blind.
Although Zeng Ming felt he had made the necessary preparations beforehand, he still found it hard to accept
the reality of the world of darkness he had entered. For a long period of time he moved between being agitated,
sensitive, oversuspicious, outrageous and irrational. To others, all these emotions seemed reasonable. What kind
of person would it take to maintain a good disposition when they went blind? Zeng Ming’s family members and
friends were forbearing and conciliatory toward him. They yielded to all his demands and spoke softly with him,
but all this made him feel even more lonely.
However, after having suffered these torments for a period, Zeng Ming gradually adapted to life in darkness.
To survive in this darkness was the choice he finally made. Thus he was introduced to work in a welfare factory
run by the street community. The factory was not far from his home.
At the beginning his family led him there every day, but after a few journeys he was able to go by himself. This
was a great relief to his family.
*
The work Zeng Ming did in the welfare factory was very mechanic and simple—his task was to fix two screws
onto a small metal board. This kind of job was very suitable for blind people—the kind of job “normal people
could do with their eyes closed”—so it goes without saying that the sensitive touch of blind people could manage
it with ease. Zeng Ming worked for two shifts on probation and found the work suited him, so, on the third day, he
went there to work on regular shift.
In fact, working in the welfare factory was just a token job. It might be described as a kind of pastime or
diversion. No one could expect to make any kind of a fortune there. The quota set for each person was very low—
even as low as zero. There was no definite stipulation as to how many screws a worker should fix a day, and how
many hours they should work on a shift. The pay awarded by the factory was the same for everyone and, of
course, it was token, too. No one could expect to become rich or do grand things with the money they earned.
At work, a radio was always turned on in the workshop. Nowadays, the programs on the radio stations were
richly diverse. Most of them were live discussions where people from all walks of life were invited to the radio
station to exchange ideas directly with the listeners. The blind workers in the welfare factory were very
enthusiastic about these programs. Quite often they stopped the work at hand to telephone the radio station
hotline. Conveniently, the telephone was right in the workshop. One worker could talk over the telephone, and all
the others could hear from the radio what he was discussing with the host and the guest speaker. When the
conversation came to a funny point, all the listeners burst out laughing, and when a sad story was being told, they
all listened in silence. It was not.long before Zeng Ming became very interested in this kind of activity and began
to make calls to the radio station on the hot-line. He found life enriched by this new area of interest.
To fix screws onto a metal board was nothing much to Zeng Ming. With a pair of dexterous hands, not long
after he entered the factory he had become very skilled. Although he didn’t know how many pieces others could
complete a day, and found it an embarrassing question that no one really broached there, he could tell from the
sound each finished piece produced when it dropped into the paper box, and from the frequency of the sound, that
many of the other workers were not a match for his speed.
*
Then one day an incident occurred.
After Zeng Ming had finished his hundredth piece, he rose to go and relieve himself. In a moment’s
carelessness, he and his neighbouring fellow worker Old Tao collided and knocked down both of their paper
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boxes. The metal boards in the two boxes scattered on the ground and became mixed up together. The two men
squatted down to grope for the fallen pieces of metal and put them back into the boxes. But after having put back
a few dozen, Zeng Ming could not find any more. When he counted the metal boards in his box, there were less
than fifty. He became worried, saying,
“Why can’t I find any? I’ve completed one hundred, but why are there so few?”
“We don’t work on a piecework basis here, so why do you take it so serious?” Old Tao said.
Zeng Ming agreed that Old Tao was right. He put down his paper box and went to relieve himself, but when he
came back he heard Old Tao say,
“He said he could finish a hundred in a short while like this? Who does he think he’s kidding?”
“Yes,” someone chimed in, “he’s only been here for a few days, and yet he wants to outdo us.”
Zeng Ming was annoyed.
“I really had finished one hundred. I counted them.”
“How do you know it was exactly one hundred?” Old Tao asked.
“It was exactly one hundred, because I counted up to one hundred before I got up to go to the lavatory,” Zeng
Ming argued.
Several people laughed. But Old Tao said again,
“If you insist you’ve done a hundred, it means I’ve done nothing at all. All together there are about fifty in my
box. Why don’t you just take them and put them over in your box. They’re all yours.”
“It’s impossible. It’s impossible,” Zeng Ming insisted. “I counted clearly.”
“Come and see for yourself,” Old Tao laughed.
“I can’t see if you play tricks on me,” said Zeng Ming.
“I can’t see either if you play tricks on me,” said Old Tao.
“Well, you and I know what’s what at heart,” said Zeng Ming.
“That’s really as the saying goes: blind people eat wonton”—knowing what’s what at heart.” A man laughed.
“We know Old Tao well. He’s blind, but he doesn’t speak blind,” another man put in.
“Old Tao’s the fastest worker here,” a third person said. “If you say he’s no match for a newcomer, who’ll
believe you?” Zeng Ming kept silence for a while before he said,
“You all mean that it’s me who spoke out of turn?”
A peal of laughter. No one answered Zeng Ming’s question. Zeng Ming stood up and went to fmd the factory’s
leader next door. After having heard Zeng Ming’s statement, the factory leader said, laughing,
“Forget it. It’s not piecework. No need to make a fuss about it.”
“I’m not disputing that,” Zeng Ming argued. “It’s the principle of the thing.”
“You’re too serious,” the factory leader said. “What principle are you talking about? You’re getting things out
of proportion. The purpose we put you people together here for is to provide you with a diversion from boredom,
so you don’t have to be too serious about your work. It has no connection with your pay. Moreover, Old Tao is a
mainstay in our factory. He works fast, and his work attitude is good …”
*
When Zeng Ming returned home that day, he told his family what had happened in the factory. All his family
members advised him to forget about it, saying that it was not worth getting upset over.
Zeng Ming fell silent. He felt he had nothing to say. That evening, when the radio program began, he called the
host on the psychology consultation hot-line, telling him his story. The host told him that his was a morbid state of
mind, and the best relief was to pour his feelings out to others. Although Zeng Ming had already spoken to some
people, it was not enough, he still felt oppressed at heart. Only when he felt he had said all he wanted to say,
would his morbid state of mind eventually disappear.
To Zeng Ming, what the host said was reasonable. He wanted very much to speak his mind to others about the
matter he had encountered in the factory. But in the circle of people within which he lived, and among the people
he knew outside, there was no one having the patience to listen to him. Just as Zeng Ming felt hesitant about
which way to turn, the program host provided a lead for him, informing him that on a street not far from where he
lived there was a mediator for the neighbourhood committee named Liu. The program host suggested Zeng Ming
go there to have a talk with Mediator Liu, a model worker in the settling of disputes. The host was sure that Zeng
Ming could get a more satisfactory answer from him.
*
One day, Zeng Ming went to visit Mediator Liu. When he was ushered into Liu’s office, he heard the mediator
patching up a civil quarrel. To Zeng Ming’s ears every word the mediator spoke carried weight, and very soon the
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two parties concerned were reasoned out of their prejudice and went away happily. Zeng Ming heard the sound of
drinking water being poured.
“You are not from our street, are you?” Mediator Liu asked.
“No,” Zeng Ming answered. “But I have come to visit you specially. The program host of the radio station
advised me to come.”
“That must be Xiao Ding,” Mediator Liu laughed. “I’m very familiar with him. He often suggests that people
come to see me.”
Zeng Ming heard Mediator Liu making tea for him. Soon his hands touched a tea cup; it was very warm. He
drank a mouthful of tea before relating what had happened in the factory. But after he finished his story, he didn’t
hear any reaction from Mediator Liu for. quite some time. An oppressive silence reigned in the room. He thought
that Mediator Liu must have gone away, so he asked,
“Did you hear me?”
“Yes,” Mediator Liu answered. After a while, he asked back,
“Are you blind?”
Zeng Ming felt there was something strange in the voice, but did not pay much attention to it. He just nodded.
“I suffered from a very peculiar eye trouble which cost me my sight. It’s incurable.”
The oppressive atmosphere lingered in the office. Mediator Liu fell silent again. A confusion of voices was
heard from the outside corridor, which made the office quieter by contrast. Zeng Ming seemed to hear the
throbbing of his heart as well as that of Mediator Liu’s. After a long while, Mediator Liu began to speak again.
But to Zeng Ming, Liu’s voice seemed to come from a faraway place which was quite different from the place he
had spoken a moment ago. Zeng Ming listened very carefully.
“In that case, it’s not been very long since you went blind,” Mediator Liu said.
“About six months.”
“You …” Mediator Liu stopped for a while. Then he asked, “After you went blind did you have dreams?”
Zeng Ming hadn’t imagined Mediator Liu would raise such a question. He remained silent for a while, then
shook his head.
“Did you dream a lot after you went blind?” Mediator Liu asked again.
Zeng Ming tried hard to recall what had happened each night, but all his memories were indistinct. So, he said,
“No, I didn’t dream a lot.”
As he said this, a kind of uncertainty passed through his mind. He did not know why Mediator Liu had asked
such a question. Perhaps it is psychotherapy, he said to himself. Mediator Liu added some hot water to Zeng
Ming’s tea cup, then went back to his seat.
“In ancient times a blind man dreaming that he saw something was called ‘the opening of heaven eyes’.” Zeng
Ming meditated for a while before he said,
“Perhaps that refers to people who are congenitally blind. Blind people like me should have dreams. To
become blind is already cruel enough without being denied dreams too. That would just be too unfair.”
“That’s what I thought,” Mediator Liu said. “But blind people don’t have dreams. That is a fact.”
“How do you know?” Zeng Ming asked. Without answering the question, Mediator Liu turned back to Zeng
Ming’s problem.
“You feel resentful at heart,” he said. “But in fact you are not against Old Tao. Isn’t that so? In essence, it’s the
fact that you went blind that made you feel gloomy. On the surface you seem to have adapted yourself to the life
of the blind, but in fact you haven’t. So you must continue to accept this period of adaptation—”
“But those who are not blind can’t understand the problems of blind people,” Zeng Ming interrupted. “Take
you for example. I am afraid you don’t understand what’s on my mind.”
Mediator Liu laughed.
“Perhaps, you are right. But I ask you another question: among the blind, who do you think suffer more, the
congenitally blind or those who lose their sight after birth?”
Zeng Ming could not answer the question. Mediator Liu continued,
“I can’t answer the question myself either. I’ve been thinking—”
He was interrupted by a peal of voices. Someone entering the room said,
“Mediator Liu, more people are here to see you. Here is Granny Li. She’s had a quarrel with her daughter-inlaw. She’s gotten so enraged, she wants to kill herself1 You must try and patch things up between them.”
“Yes, I will,” Mediator Liu said. “Please take a seat, Granny Li.” Knowing that Mediator Liu had new visitors,
Zeng Ming hastily stood up and said,
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“Mediator Liu, as you are busy, I will leave. I’ll come to visit you again some other time.”
But in fact, he felt in his heart he still did not understand this Mediator Liu and had nothing more to say to him.
Compared with others, his problem was minor, and he did not want to mention it to others again. Now all that was
on his mind was the question Mediator Liu had asked him: Among blind people, who do you think suffer more,
the congenitally blind or those who go blind after birth?
“All right,” Mediator Liu said. “You must be careful. Come and take my hand. I’ll lead you out.”
A warm hand stretched out to touch Zeng Ming’s. Grasping the hand Zeng Ming walked out of the office. They
passed a corridor and a crossroads. All along the way Mediator Liu did not say a word. Zeng Ming felt the
oppression again as he did in Mediator Liu’s office. Finally, Mediator Liu came to a halt, and Zeng Ming halted
too. After helping Zeng Ming to identify the direction, he withdrew his hand. Zeng Ming, after having expressed
his gratitude to Mediator Liu, walked away slowly. After a few steps, he heard someone swearing from behind:
“What are you, blind?”
Zeng Ming had not felt himself bump into anyone, so who did that man swear at? Without saying a word in
retort, he went on his way.
Zeng Ming continued his work in the welfare factory every day. All his fellow workers were warm and friendly
toward him as usual, as if no unhappy event had ever occurred. Old Tao was frank and straightforward, and did
not bear him any grudge. Moreover, a trifling matter such as that was nothing serious. He did not take it to heart.
However, the question Mediator Liu had raised kept puzzling Zeng Ming. He asked several congenitally blind
people how they felt, but none of them could tell the difference. In endeavouring to find the answer, he sometimes
felt he had suddenly become aware of the purpose of the question, and sometimes found himself in total confusion
—completely in the dark.
*
Some time later, there came a night when Zeng Ming did have a dream. He dreamed that Mediator Liu said to
him,
“Why haven’t you come to visit me? I miss you.”
When he woke up he tried to recall the happenings in his dream, but nothing came to his mind. All he
remembered was that he had really met Mediator Liu in his dream and Mediator Liu had really talked to him. As
for what Mediator Liu looked like, he could not remember. Zeng Ming thought to himself:
Because I have never seen him, how can I see him clearly in my dream?
After the dream, Zeng Ming became uneasy. A few days later, he went to visit Mediator Liu again. But this
time he just asked someone to lead him to the entrance to the corridor and he, walked along the corridor into
Mediator Liu’s office. Scarcely had he entered when Mediator Liu said:
“I already knew it was you—I could tell by the sound of your footsteps.”
“You really have a keen ear,” Zeng Ming exclaimed.
“You’ve come at the right time,” Mediator Liu said. “Today is my day of rest. Would you like to take a walk
with me?”
“Where are you going?” Zeng Ming asked.
“You just take hold of my hand,” Mediator Liu told Zeng Ming. “And you will know when we get there.”
A warm hand reached out to grasp Zeng Ming’s. Hand in hand, the two walked out of the office. After a while
they came to a place that Zeng Ming felt was somewhat like a park.
“Do you hear something?” Mediator Liu asked.
“Birds singing. There are lots of birds.” Mediator Liu laughed.
“Yes, birds singing. They train birds here. There is a contest today.”
“A contest of what?”
“A contest of birds singing,” Mediator Liu replied. Amidst the twittering of birds Zeng Ming felt that the
darkness of his inner world had suddenly turned bright. Mediator Liu grasped Zeng Ming’s hand and said,
“Let’s go over there.” But before they had gone very far, Zeng Ming heard someone cry out from behind:
“Look, two blind men are walking hand in hand!”
186.41 Excerpt from The People Pile\fn{by Liu Suola (1955- )} Peking, China (F) 2
… The central London apartment block where I lived was home to a great number of people. Exactly how
many, I was never quite sure, but it seemed to be a gathering point for the world’s weirdest people. There was not
a single trustworthy one among them. As soon as I set eyes on them, my outlook on the world darkened. My
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doctor had told me that I was psychologically unstable and that I suffered from a hate complex. Was there any
reason for me to go on living? When I was having one of my turns, even the sun would arouse my contempt.
For days and nights, I would sit in my curtained room going over in my mind everything that I hated, again
and again. Apart from attending school to provide the police with a reason to extend my visa and doing odd jobs
to pay my living expenses and school fees, I spent my time in a dark room with the curtains drawn tight, analysing
the things that had annoyed me. Had it not been for the new family that moved in downstairs and played the same
song over and over, I certainly would never have got to know my neighbours.
The newcomer would begin playing his music at eight o’clock in the morning and would go on playing it very
loudly until late in the evening. It was always the same song with the same repetitive refrain: My Postcard. It
wasn’t too bad in the beginning—it was quite catchy and rather endearing. But the more I was forced to listen to
it, the more I hated it, especially at eight in the morning when I was in the middle of my dreams. Sometimes my
dreams were good, sometimes they were bad, but at least they varied from day to day. Yet at the same time each
morning they were cut short by My Postcard.
It made me so mad I would turn somersaults of rage on the bed and my hate complex would come surging
back. I had hoped that I would find some peace and quiet after all the regimentation of student life. I had never
imagined that in this “free society” in Europe there would be songs especially designed to wake you up in the
morning.
Oh! How I missed the “Community Neighbourhood Committee!” Those women would soon have silenced the
bastard! Not only did he play his music more loudly than the proverbial March of Volunteers, but he played the
same thing over and over again unrelentingly from morning to night. If I had lived there for ten years, I would
have had to listen to it for ten years and not a day less. If I had had my way, he would have been put away, but this
is a free country and people can do as they please.
Driven by hatred, I decided to seek the support of my neighbours in initiating counter measures. They were a
middle-aged couple also from the Mainland. When the door opened I saw the husband in a very smart suit on his
way out. His wife was sitting at the table wearing a large woolly jumper. Its earthy colour reminded me of a
hempen sack. When I said hello, the husband nodded and the wife looked up. He had a down-to-earth look about
him and she was pretty. When I asked them how they were coping with the music, the husband replied that he was
hardly ever around, whilst the wife said that it was the same everywhere. Then he asked his wife:
“Are you really not going out for a walk? Won’t you get lonely? It’s quite cold outside of course.”
“Pick up a Chinese cabbage on your way back, would you. That’ll do me,” she said.
“You look so young,” he said.
“Buy quite a large one won’t you,” she said.
“If it weren’t for my teaching, I’d never go out,” he added.
“Take some chewing gum with you. You’ve been eating garlic. Or chew some tea leaves,” she said.
“Yes, I know,” he said.
“And don’t forget your umbrella,” she said.
“I know,” he said.
“Why is the toilet door open?” she asked.
“I forgot to close it,” he replied.
“You never fucking remember anything,” she said.
The husband chuckled and waJked away, leaving me standing at the door.
I moved closer to see what the wife was doing. She was painting an eye on a duck’s egg. The room was
festooned with strings of eggs all decorated with eyes. We chatted for a while and discovered that we were from
the same town. She’d been in London for a year but still didn’t know her way around. When I asked her why she
hadn’t been out exploring, she said that it was a “hell hole.”
I could see that she was sick too. I was all too familiar with the history of our hometown in China.
Having seen her, I began to feel much better. I learned how to go back to sleep after My Postcard had woken
me up and how to get back to my dream of eating peanuts with my mother. As time went on, its regular rhythms
became my lullaby. When I got up, I’d get dressed to its tune. I enjoyed coming in and going out, cooking and
making my hot drinks with the sound of My Postcard ringing in my ears.
Then, just as I was starting to get used to things, war broke out. It was the middle of the night and My Postcard
was still going strong. My neighbour upstairs banged open his window:
“Hey! Do you mind! Some of us are trying to sleep!”
He sounded like an announcer from Voice of America. I’d never met him of course.
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“Mind your own bloody business! It’s a free country isn’t it? Just get on with your own life and leave me to get
on with mine!” the downstairs neighbour rebutted.
His accent was not British and he had a hoarse voice. He sounded about forty.
“Haven’t you had enough of this crap? Are you going to go on playing that bloody song till the day you die?”
pealed a woman’s voice from upstairs.
It was British and reminiscent of some character from a TV soap. Now the fun was really starting. Here were
our local “community activists.” I love observing arguments and they were all bastards anyway.
“We have our own lives too you know and we can do without your music thank you very much!” said the
American upstairs, politely but haughtily.
“I’ve never heard such an irritating song in all my life,” interjected the soap actress upstairs.
“Fuck you!” bawled the owner of the song.
“Shut up!” screamed the American upstairs.
“Crash!” An enormous stone came hurtling down from one of the battlefronts upstairs and in through my
window.
“Oi!” I called up. “Who threw that?”
Silence. Only My Postcard played on and on throughout the night.
I wrote the word HATE on a piece of paper, pinned it on the wall, then stared at it blankly.
None of us got any sleep until the following morning when the music finally stopped. In the evening there was
a knock at my door. A handsome, but vulgar man—who sounded like the American from the previous night’s
battle—was standing on my doorstep.
“I’m so sorry. I’m afraid my girlfriend broke your window—she’s a bit of an adventurist, a born soldier. But I
must pay you for it.” He was all politeness, saying all the right things, but I couldn't see his eyes for his dark
glasses.
“I’d rather you fixed it for me. I have no idea how to go about such things,” I replied ungraciously.
“Sure, leave it to me,” he said. He drummed his chest then twisted suddenly as if dancing.
“That’s very kind, thank you,” I said, my face as sullen as ever. He was wearing the most nauseating clothes;
all fringes, like some commonplace character from a cheap western. He kept his hat and sunglasses on even in my
dark room, as if on a film set.
“What do those characters mean?” he said, pointing at my HATE sign.
“Hate.”
“I see,” he said, as if he understood.
Because of the window incident, I was invited upstairs for a drink.
I discovered that he was called Orlando and his girlfriend was a British" artist". Before we had our drinks, they
performed an American Indian ceremony, sprinkling earth over their heads and puffing smoke in each other's
faces while mumbling " incantations". Orlando never once removed his sunglasses and I wondered whether this
was an Indian custom too. Over drinks, Orlando told me that he was writing a play about Indians and
consequently was trying to live in the Indian style.
“In London?” I asked pointedly.
“That’s human nature for you.” He didn't answer my question, but knelt down on one knee and sprinkled
alcohol over the ashes.
“Orlando doesn’t like the States. It’s too vulgar,” his girlfriend added, going over to embrace him.
“You’re a soldier with a soul,” Orlando said, probably gazing lovingly into her eyes. I had no way of telling of
course because his eyes were hidden behind his dark glasses.
So this was his so-called “Indian way of life”—sprinkling whisky over ashes and making eyes behind dark
glasses. I wrote down three Chinese characters meaning “Phoney Innocence” on a piece of paper and gave it to
Orlando. He held it in his hands.
“What does it mean?”
“Culture.” I stood up to go.
“I’ll put it on my wall,” he said seriously.
Quite unexpectedly, the next day he asked me to co-write a play about China. Of course, we would have to
keep up the earth-sprinkling and the smoke-puffing, as these were guaranteed money-spinners.
I shut myself away in a dark room for a whole day and eventually came up with an outline:
HATRED
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My native city is a huge, highly cultured place. In China it is regarded as the “home of etiquette”.
One day, when I was a child, a stranger seething with rage came to the city. The local people were going about their
daily round of sycophantic bowing and scraping. The stranger had a plastic satchel on his back and a mouth full of
smoky teeth.
“Pah!” He gobbed on the ground.
“Heng!” He smeared his snot on a lamp post. Then he strutted off.
One of the local children saw this. He too began to spit on the ground and smear his snivel on the lamp posts. As it
was fun and no one told him off, he told the other children at home that he had found a new game. They all joined in
and were greatly amused. …

256.8 Excerpt from Revenge Of The Mooncake Vixin\fn{by Marilyn Chin (1955- )} Hong Kong, China (F) 11
Moon was a little fat Chinese girl. She had a big, yellow face befitting her name. She was sad and lonely as
were all little fat Chinese girls in 1999, and she had a strange, insatiable desire for a pair of trashy blond twins
named Smith (no accounting for taste, of course). Every night she would wander on the beach in search of them,
hoping to espy them taking a joyride around Pacific Beach in their rebuilt sky-blue convertible Impala: their long
blond hair swept backward like horses’ manes, their faces obscenely sunburnt, resembling ripe halves of peaches.
One chilly September evening the boys stopped to make a campfire on the beach; and Moon, feeling quite full
and confident that day, descended upon them, waddling so fat, so round and shiny with sea spray. She offered
them chocolate Macadamia nut clusters and began to sing, strumming a tiny lute-like instrument her grandmother
sent her from China. She began singing, in an ancient falsetto, a baleful song about exiled geese winging across
the horizon, about the waxing and waning of stormy seas, about children lost into the unknown depths of the new
kingdom.
The boys were born and raised in “the valley” and were very unsophisticated. They were also functional
illiterates and were held back twice in the fifth grade—and there was no way that they could have understood the
complexities of her song. They huddled in that sporting male way and whispered surreptitiously, speaking in very
short sentences between grunts or long, run-on sentences with ambiguous antecedents, so that Moon was not quite
sure whether she was the subject of their discussion. Finally, the boys offered to give fat Moon a ride in the
stainless-steel canoe they got for Christmas. (We know, of course, that they were up to trouble; you don’t think
their hospitality was sincere, do you?)
Moon graciously accepted their invitation. Actually, she was elated, given the bad state of her social life; she
hadn’t had a date for centuries. So the two boys paddled, one fore, one aft, with fat Moon in the middle. Moon
was so happy that she started strumming her lute and singing the song of Hiawatha. (Don’t ask me why; this was
what she felt like singing.) Suddenly, the boys started rocking the boat forcefully—forward and backward—
making wild horsy sounds until the boat flipped over, fat Moon, lute, and all.
The boys laughed and taunted Moon to reappear from the rough water. When she didn’t surface after a few
minutes, it suddenly occurred to them that she was drowning; they watched in bemusement while the last of her
yellow forehead bled into the waves. Finally, they dove in and dragged her heavy body back into the boat, which
was quite a feat for she was twice as heavy wet than dry—and she was now tangled in sea flora.
When they finally docked, Moon discovered that the boys saved her only to humiliate her. It appeared that they
wanted a reward for saving her life—a blood-debt, if you will. In this material world—where goods are bartered
for goods—actions, however heroic or well intentioned in appearance, are never clearly separated from services
rendered. And in the American ledger, all services must be paid for in the end, and all contracts must be signed at
closing, bearing each participant’s legal signature. Thus, the boys ripped off Moon's dress and took turns pissing
all over her round face and belly, saying,
“So, it’s true, it’s true that your cunts are really slanted. Slant-eyed cunt! Did you really think that we had any
interest in you?”
After the boys finished their vile act, they left Moon on the wharf without a stitch on, glowing with yellow
piss. And she cried, wailed all the way home on her bicycle. Imagine a little fat Chinese girl, naked, pedaling,
wailing.
When Moon got home, her mother called her a slut. Her father went on and on about the Sino-Japanese war
and about the starving girl-children in Guangdong—and look, what are you doing with your youth and new
prosperity, wailing, carrying on, just because some trashy white boys rejected you? Have you no shame? Your
cousin the sun matriculated Harvard, your brothers the stars all became engineers … where are the I. M. Peis and
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Yo Yo Mas of your generation? They sent her to bed without supper that night as a reminder that self-sacrifice is
the most profound virtue of the Chinese people.
Up in her room, Moon brooded and swore on a stack of Bibles that she would seek revenge for this terrible
incident—and that if she were to die today, she would come back to earth as an angry ghost to haunt those
motherfuckers. With this in mind, Moon swallowed a whole bottle of sleeping pills, only to cough them back up
ten minutes later. Obviously, they didn’t kill her. However, those ten minutes of retching must have prevented
oxygen from entering her brain and left her deranged for at least a month after this episode. (Hey, I'm no doctor,
just a storyteller, take my diagnosis with caution, please.)
Overnight, she became a homicidal maniac. A foul plague would shroud all of southern California, one that,
curiously, infected only blond men. (Both natural and peroxided types, those slightly hennaed would be spared.)
For thirty days and thirty nights Moon scoured the seaside, howling, windswept—in search of blond victims.
They would drown on their surfboards, or collapse while polishing their cars. They would suffocate in their sleep
next to their wives and lovers. Some died leaving a long trail of excrement because whatever pursued them was so
terrible that it literally scared the shit out of them. And not since Herod had we seen such a devastating assault on
male children.
On the thirty-first night, the horror subsided. Moon finally found the Smith boys cruising in their sky-blue
convertible Impala. They were driving south on the scenic coast route between San Clemente and Del Mar when
she plunged down on them, her light was so powerful and bright that the boys were momentarily blinded and
swerved into a canyon. Their car turned over twelve times. They were decapitated—the coroner said, so cleanly as
if a surgeon had done the job with a laser.
Moon grew up, lost weight and became a famous singer, which proves that there is no justice in the universe,
or that indeed, there is justice. Your interpretation of this denouement mostly depends on your race, creed, hair
color, social and economic class and political proclivities—and whether or not you are a feminist revisionist and
have a habit of cheering for the underdog. What is the moral of the story? Well, it’s a tale of revenge, obviously
written from a Chinese American girl’s perspective. My intentions are to veer you away from teasing and
humiliating little chubby Chinese girls like myself. And that one wanton act of humiliation you perpetuated on the
fore or aft of that boat on my arrival may be one humiliating act too many. For although we are friendly
neighbors, you don’t really know me. You don’t know the depth of my humiliation. And you don’t know what I
can do. You don’t know what is beneath my doing.
2
I woke up one morning and my slanted eyes had turned round, which was nothing to be alarmed about. It
happened to my rich cousin Sunny, whose mother thought that she was too ugly to capture a rich Chinese
American prince; she was gagged, sedated and abducted—then zoomed to Japan in a private airplane to a famous
round-eye plastic surgeon. Well—Sunny woke up with huge, round “Madonna” eyes. They fixed her flat nose into
a perky “Little Orphan Annie” one, and while she was still deep under, they gave her new mammoth “Pamela
Anderson” breasts for half price.
So when I woke up with round eyes, I was not particularly surprised. But then, I thought, hey, wait a minute,
my family’s not rich. We don’t have any money to be vain. We’re immigrants who toiled in sweatshop after
sweatshop. We’re the poor relations that everybody spat on. Sunny’s family gave us hand-me-downs and scraps
that their Cairn Terriers didn’t want. In the fifties, they bought my father’s papers, shipped him here, and he
worked as a slave cook for them in their chain of chop-suey joints for most of his life.
Of course, we were supposed to be eternally grateful. I remember one steamy episode in which my father
banged his head on their giant butcher block and said,
“You want grateful! You want thanks! Here, kowtow, kowtow, ten thousand years kowtow!”
He banged his head so hard that he opened a gash three inches wide, and the blood streaked down his face.
Such histrionics continued until he died suddenly of a heart attack in 1989.
Sometimes I look in the mirror and expect to see my father’s bloody face. But on this particularly succulent
spring morning, the birds were cheeping and the dogs were barking, and in our old cracked bathroom mirror—you
know, the kind that is so old that the beveled edges are yellowing—I saw the monster of my own making. This
morning some Greater Mother Power had transformed me into a bona fide white girl with big round eyes. My
single-creased eyelid turned double, which forced the corners that originally slanted upward to slope downward.
My eyes were now as round as orbs and appeared twice as large as before. My eyeballs that were once deep
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brown, almost black, had suddenly lightened into a golden amber. Even my eyelashes, which were once straight
and spare, became fuller and curled up against my new double lids.
I immediately felt guilty. My conscience said,
“Serves you right for hating your kind, for wanting to be white. Remember that old Chinese saying, don’t wish
for something too hard, you might just get it—and then, what?”
There were no tell-tale signs of expensive surgery—no gauze, no swelling, no pus, no noth ing. When the good
lord makes a miracle, she does it seamlessly. After surgery Sunny looked like Frankenstein for about two months.
She was black and blue and had huge ghastly stitches. Three months later, she was a completely new person cut
out from Vogue. She had totally reinvented herself—new clothes, new friends, new attitude. She even lost her
Hong Kong accent. And there she was hanging out with the in-crowd, smoking and swearing up a storm like a
rich white person, like she had a piece of the American dream in her pocket.
“What did you do?” I said. “Pay for your face with your soul?”
The terrible truth is that I was desperately jealous of Sun ny’s new popularity. She said once, while buffing her
fake nails,
“We’re Americans now, we have to climb that ladder of success, keep up with the Joneses … always one up
ourselves.”
Well, this has become our new motto—isn't it quaint?—“Improve ourselves Wongs.”
Sunny’s family started this trickle-down effect. In the eighties, the fierce Reaganite competition and struggle
for status in Sunny’s family infected ours like the plague. Every day, after my father’s death, my mother would
come home from her long day’s work at the factory and scowl blankly at us. My sister and I—we were never
good enough, pretty enough, smart enough. My mother was the sacrificial tree on which the next crop was
supposed to flourish and bear beautiful fruit—only the present harvest was not quite ready. We were an anemic
batch, or one too hard, or green and small to bring a good barter at the market. My mother would scrutinize us in
her sleepy sadness and sob, then fold herself up in bed and not come out again until it was already the next
morning and time for her to go to work at the factory. There was no end to her misery.
My father used to say that only in America could you reinvent yourself. Morons become presidents, fools
become princes, bandits become CEOs, whores become first ladies. Of course, what he was really getting at was
that my uncle, the “immoral two-bit, four-legged thug sodomist” became a millionaire restauranteur overnight.
The “golden mountain dream” had eluded my father. The great lories of gold had passed him by, and all he had
left in his wretched soul was rage and envy.
My father loved to bitch and mutter and spit his venom into the giant wok of chop suey—into that great
noxious swill they called Suburban Chinese American food. He would spit and swear,
“Your Mother’s cunt! Your turtle’s eggs. Your dead bag of dead girl bones!”
He would shovel and toss unidentified chunks of flesh and veggies into his giant sizzling wok. An unfiltered
Lucky Strike dangling from his lips, rivers of sweat pouring from his greasy hair. I can still see him now, bless his
dead soul, red-faced, shoveling and wokking in the great cauldron of hell, hacking and coughing up bile from his
black lungs.
So on that fine, succulent spring morning in 1985, I stood in front of the mirror of my own enlightenment.
After my initial shock and strange shiver of delight, I noticed that the extra epican thic folds had made deep
creases around the sockets. My eyes felt dry, I supposed, because more surface was now exposed to light.
Suddenly, it occurred to me that my new eyes were not beautiful. They looked like they were in a persistent state
of alarm. If my cousin had purchased the subtle “Madonna” job at the premium price, I must have had the
bargain-basement “Betty Boop.”
Finally, I managed to pull myself away from the mirror to go downstairs—to ask my wise sister, Moonie, for
her opinion. She said, barely looking up from her cereal,
“Nah, don’t worry about it. It’s the process of assimilation. Happens to the best of us.”
To me, my sister was God. Like my grandmother, she always had this “Buddhistic” attitude, like,
“So what, you turned into a donkey, you’ll get over it.”
She was never a team player. In fact, as a child she was always relegated to the sidelines to warm the bench.
The white kids never chose her to play in their team sports. They used to tease her for being a four-eyed geek, and
she didn’t give a damn.
“Dodgeball, what kind a game is that? Who wants to be a moving target and get brain-damaged?”
Moonie was one of those Chinese wise-women who could climb to the apex of a mountain and see everything.
Someday she will become a famous biologist or anthropologist, and the people will pay two hundred bucks a plate
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to hear her talk about neo-genetic theory. And she will get back at those white folks for all those years of
humiliation and bench-warming by saying something utterly inane, like, “Caucasoids have more hair on their
bodies because they are less evolved,” and everybody will applaud, buy her book and stand in a long line for her
autograph. Afterward, they will go home and say,
“I have touched the sleeve of genius.”
But I was not as self-assured as Moonie. I was a shallow nobody. I was a teenager, for God’s sake; I didn’t
have any depth. It was not my station in life to see beyond my petty, personal predicament. I was always falling
through the cracks, always afraid of being different. In this way, I was more like Sunny than Moonie. I wanted to
fit in. I wanted to be conventional. I wanted the sublime, banal package made in the mall. I wanted to be the
perfect, stupid blonde girl who married the perfect stupid, blond boy next door. It was no secret that I wanted to
be white, to be “accepted” by the in-crowd, to look as white as a magazine cover—I confess, in sixth grade, in the
shameful privacy of my own bathroom, I used to tape my eyelids up with strong Scotch mailing tape and pretend
that I was Madonna, with big round cow eyes.
Don’t worry. This is no Kafkaesque tale in which I turn into a giant cockroach and my family, the Philistines,
beat me up and kill me. I had no fear of my present transformation. We know that anything can happen during
adolescence: nipples turn into breasts, breasts turn into beards. Look, there is no mystery to this—at fifteen, the
entire female population of the species is mired in self-hatred and most girls despise their own face and body. We
all wanted to be cookie-cutter Barbies. If the dominant race had green skin and purple genitals, I would’ve wanted
that too. It was not until I turned thirty-five that I finally realized that I was a beautiful Chinese woman and that
my ancient features were hand-painted on the elegant Sung Dynasty scrolls. But so what, my enlightenment came
too late; my self-esteem was already irreversibly damaged.
Finally, on that fateful day, Moonie suggested that I tell an adult. Mind you, this was the last resort. In my
household, my father was already dead. My mother and grandmother were my guardians now. My mother was
doing double shifts at an electronics firm, putting tiny chips into “motherboards.” She had just returned to work
after spending three days in the hospital recovering from carpal tunnel surgery. And she was asleep, which was
her favorite thing to do on Saturdays. I dared not disturb her dreams. She smiled in her sleep. I knew that it was
only in her dreams that she could be happy.
So, I had to tell my grandmother, the Great Matriarch. She was the one who raised us while my parents spent
most of their lives grueling at their respective sweatshops. She was, as all Chi nese grandmothers are, the selfappointed keeper of our Chinese identity. She thought that we were still sojourners, that sooner or later we would
improve our Cantonese and pack up our belongings, and that the Chinese from ten thousand diasporas would fly
back to China like a pack of homeward geese, back to the Middle Kingdom. And there we would start over in a
new Utopian village, marry yellow husbands, produce yellow children and live in eternal golden harmony.
Indeed, my grandmother would be the one to offer me a profound explanation. She was the one who knew
about the transmogrification of the soul. She used to tell us stories about all kinds of magical transformations—
women turned into foxes, foxes into spirits. Don’t be a jerk in this life, for you would be punished in the next by
being transformed into a water-rat. She showed us pictures of a Buddhist hell where the punishment always fit the
crime. If you were a liar, an ox-headed hatchet man would cut off your tongue. If you were a thief, he would cut
off your hands. If you were an adulterer, he would cut off your “you know what.” What, then, would be the
appropriate punishment for a girl-child who wished so hard to be accepted by white people that her beau tiful
slanted eyes turned round?
Right then Grandmother was asleep, snoring in her favorite armchair. See that squished gnat on her dress—that
was her characteristic signature. The Great Matriarch did not believe in frivolity. I never approached her with the
various hormonal problems of prepubescent girls. When I found a spot of blood on my panties, it was Moonie
who bought me a copy of Our Bodies, Ourselves and said,
“Damn, sorry, sis, but you’ve entered the world of womanhood.”
When two bullies at school beat me up and stole my lunch money, I was too ashamed to tell my grandmother.
Instead, I worked an extra shift at my uncle’s restaurant and peeled shrimp to pay for the missing money, and I
had to work extra hours to pay for my own lunch. I peeled so much shrimp that my allergic fin gers blew up like
pink pork sausages. Finally, I told my pugilistic father. He immediately took time off from work and drove me to
the hospital to get my fingers drained. They also gave me adrenaline shots that made me dizzy. My father then
went to school and grabbed my vice principal, Mr. Comely, by his lapels and loudly urged in broken English that
those boys be suspended.
“Moogoogaipan, you want Moogoogaipan? You get Moogoogaipan.”
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For some reason, my father just happened to have a giant spatula in his pocket that day. He pulled it out and
started slapping Mr. Comely with it, making tiny red marks the size of chop-suey chunks all over his face. And
there I was, a typical stupid teenager, not proud that my father was trying to defend me, but embarrassed that my
geek-father would actually use a spatula as a deadly weapon. It would be a different story had he brandished a
machete or a sawed-off assault rifle. What a sight, my father waving his spatula and Mr. Comely backing up,
defending himself with a wooden chair and his gold Cross pen.
The boys were never suspended. But suddenly, I was given a reprieve. After all, it’s not divine intervention but
fate that is the catalyst for change. Within the next few months, everybody sort of—poof—disappeared. My father
died shortly after that episode; my mother finally gave up on the American dream and bought a one-way ticket
back to Hong Kong. Mr. Comely was transferred because of his alcoholism; one bully went to prison; the other
moved to Pittsburgh with his divorced mother. (And who could’ve predicted that I would someday end up
graduating magna cum laude from Harvard Law School to become a Yuppie trial attorney for the Small Business
Administration? Or that after several failed marriages, I would marry a Filipino activist I met at a coffee shop, a
man whose radical ideas would transform my whole life? Or that I would end up devoting my life’s work to
writing poetry and defending the wives of assassinated guerrillas in Luzon? Of course, this is another story.)
Well, anyway, in my terrible childhood, life was humiliation after humiliation and tiptoeing around that
sleeping mother and grandmother. My grandmother had survived a series of natural and man-made disasters: the
Sino-Japanese War, famine, drought, flood, torrential rain, bloodthirsty warlords, the Nationalist debacle,
Communist tyranny, even a long bout of the cholera epidemic. Now that she was eighty-five and had survived
everything and reached the shores of safety, it was the ripe time for her to finally enjoy peace, her grandchildren
and napping in her favorite armchair. I was worried that she would have a heart attack upon seeing me. I climbed
up onto her lofty lap and said,
“Granny, look what happened to my eyes, they’ve turned round, I am sorry for having been remiss, for being a
bad child. For wishing the unthinkable. For dreaming the unmentionable.” She looked at me with her complacent
Buddha smile.
“So, girl-child, now you are a round-eye. When you were born you were such a beautiful princess, more
beautiful than Yang Kuei Fei. You had skin of jade and slanted moon-like eyes. Our ancestors were proud to
behold such a plum blossom. Now, look what has happened to you, my little snake-in-the-grass, my little
damselfly, how you have changed.”
Her compassionate words touched me deeply and I began to cry from my little round eyes. The tears were
especially bulbous and fat. She caressed me all night long, telling me ancient revenge tales and fables, where the
tiniest girl always ended up victorious. We munched on baggies of glazed ginger and dried plums. No mention
was made of my transformation. Deep in her heart, she knew that each step backward would only mean regret—
the vector goes in only one direction, the homing geese must find their new nest, the ten thousand diasporas will
never coagulate—there was no way back to the Middle Kingdom.
3
The Neighborwoman said to us,
“I’ll give you a big cake, little Chinese girls, if you come to the Christmas service with me and accept Jesus
Christ, our lord, into your heart.” We said, “Okay,” and drove with her to the other side of the city and sat through
a boring sermon when we should have taken the bus to Chinatown for our Cantonese lessons. Afterward, she gave
us a big cake that said “Happy Birthday, Buny” on it. She must have got it for half price because of the
misspelling.
My sister and I were really hungry after the long sermon, so we gulped down the whole cake as soon as we got
home. I got sick and bailed all over the bathroom and my sister had to clean it up before Granny got home. Then
my face swelled up for two days on account of my being allergic to the peanut butter in the frosting. My sister
was so afraid that I would croak that she confessed everything to Granny.
First, Granny gave me some putrid herbal medicine, then she whipped us with her bamboo duster. She
whipped us so hard that we both had red marks all over our legs. Then she made us kneel before the Great Buddha
for two hours balancing teapots on our heads.
On Christmas Eve, Granny went to Safeway and bought a big white cake with Santa’s face on it and made us
go with her to the Neighborwoman’s house. She placed the cake into the woman’s hands and said to me,
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“Peapod, translate this, ‘Malignant Nun, we do not beg for your God.’” I didn’t know how to translate “malignant” and said politely,
“Dear Missus, No beg, No God.”
My sister and I both wept silently, embarrassed that Granny made us into a spectacle and ashamed that we had
to lie to get out of it. Meanwhile, Granny was satisfied that we learned our lesson and decided to take her two
favorite peapods to Chinatown for sweet bean dessert. We were the only riders on the bus that night; everybody
else was probably home with their families preparing for a big meal.
“Merry Christmas, ho ho ho, I am Santa’s helper!” said the bus driver. He was wearing a green elf’s hat, but
we knew that he was really Mr. Rogers the black bus driver. He winked at Granny and gave us each two little
candy canes. Granny scowled,
“Tsk, tsk, ancient warrior in a fool’s cap!” Then we sat way in the back of the bus and Granny began singing
our favorite song.
“We will go home and eat cakies, little lotus-filled cakies,” Granny sang.
“We will eat sweet buns, sweet custard sweet buns!” she sang.
“We will eat turnip squares, salty white turnip squares,” she sang.
“We will eat grass jelly, tangy green grass jelly. We will eat dumplings, soft, steamy dumplings.”
She was so jolly that we forgot our embarrassing episode and we sang with her, clapping hands—we sang and
sang.
Granny would die a few years later, leaving us three thousand dollars under her mattress and a brand new
cleaver, still wrapped in Chinese newspaper from Hong Kong. We would grow up into beautiful, clear-skinned
young women. We would become born-again Christians and get a complete makeover at the mall. We would work
hard in our studies, become successful and drive little white Mercedes. We would remember nothing, nada,
nothing that our grandmother taught us. We would learn nothing from our poverty, but to avoid poverty at all cost.
Fa la la la la, little cakies, little cakies, little cakies … We would drive around in our little white Mercedes all
over southern California eating little cakies. Yes, let’s put on the Ritz, sisters: little petit fours in pastels and
rainbows … booze-soaked baba au rhums, oooh yes, nuttynutty Florentines on little white doilies … Oh sisters!
Let’s ghetto it! Ho Hos, Ding Dongs, pink and white snowballs, let’s suck the creamy hearts out of the Twinkies.
Come hither, come yon, young Chinese girls. Come, let’s drive around in our little white Mercedes eating cakies,
little cakies. Come, let the crumbs fall down our chins and dance on our laps. Come, light light airy madeleines,
come, creamy creamy trifles. Come, little cakies, little cakies. Come, the sweet, sweet hereafter …
4
“Grandmother, how do you know that the fish are happy?”
“Irreverent polyp-of-a-child, how do you know that I don’t know that the fish are happy?”
“Well, Grandmother, you’re not a fish. You cannot know what fish know.”
“Well, my ignorant gnat-of-a-girl, you are not I, how do you know that I don’t know what fish know.” One day
she fetched me from school and said,
“Let’s take a stroll through our honorable Mayor Willie Brown’s mansion. The Gold Mountain News said that
he wants all of his citizens to visit his new Japanese water garden.”
So we took the No. 25 bus and transferred to a No. 85 bus at the Montgomery station, where she bought me a
cold can of Coke from a machine. I knew that it was going to be a special day.
When we got to the mansion, we went straight to the Mayor’s new water garden. There were pink and white
lotuses in bloom, assorted duckweed and hyacinth. Catkins and dwarf willows bent over; they looked like they
were washing their beautiful hair in the pond. Suddenly, without warning, my grandmother stuck her hand into
our honorable Mayor's fish pond and pulled out a magnificent spotted orange carp. It was at least three feet long
and as it thrashed, its brilliant scales shimmered like mirrors. She pulled her smile into a deep frown then pointed
to the bronze plaque on the wall that said in both Chinese and English,
“A gift to the city of San Francisco from His Majesty the Emperor Hirohito of Japan.” She then said,
“Remember this, my mooncake, Hirohito was a mass murderer and rapist and this pond was built with Chinese
blood.”
So she swung the fish by the tail and whacked it five times against the stone wall. When it continued to thrash
and convulse, she took her trusty cleaver from her giant purse and whacked it five more times with the blunt edge.
“This one for Manchuria, this one for Nanking, this for our cousin Lu, this for Auntie Jade …”
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When it finally stopped thrashing, she wrapped it up in newspaper and stuffed it in her purse; and we walked
briskly past the guard station toward the bus stop. The guard was listening to some funky tune in his earphones
and didn’t even notice us.
So we took it home on the No. 4 bus to Market Street, where we changed to a No. 65 bus back to the
Richmond. On the bus we met her skinny gossipy fussbudget friend, who always wore an ugly hairnet. They
started talking in this ancient dialect about Mr. Hong’s whore-mongering son. What a pity that the whole regal
bloodline has been tainted by this whore-mongering bastard. The whore-mongering bastard emptied the till of the
laundromat and went to Hong Kong to continue his whore-mongering activities. Then they went on about Mrs.
Lew’s slut-of-a-dead-girl. That slut-of-a-dead-girl went on to live with several white devils. They said she lived
with three of them at one time. One devil lived in the Richmond, one lived in Mill Valley, one in San José. That
she was always driving and stopping and leaving her grandmother in the back seat to bake in the sun. Then my
grandmother turned to me and said,
“You better not do that to me when you get older.”
They rattled on like two ancient kettles. There was a mother-beating gangster named Wu. An ox-naped gigolo
named Lee. A long-spined good-for-nothing named Fu … “Oh, how ironic that he was named Fu! Ha, ha!” A
cockroach-eating numbskull named Ming. A mutton-of-a-loser named Wei. How can Buddha visit such terrible
creatures upon us? I said I had to pee and Grandmother said,
“Hush, you should have peed in the green plastic toilets in the Mayor’s house. Did you know that it took him
two weeks to install those plastic toilets for his loving citizens?”
When we got home, she wasted no time to clean the fish and steamed it with ginger and onions, and ordered
me to climb up the back fire escape and pluck fresh spinach from our communal roof garden.
“Pull out the whole root,” she said. “You must leave room for the baby shoots.”
“Tonight is a special celebration,” she said.
She presented the magnificent orange carp on a large celadon plate that her own grandmother had given her.
She shaped the spinach into curly tidal waves all around the lip of the giant plate. She decorated the fish and
capped the spinach waves with bits of candied ginger; they shimmered like diamonds. And look! The fish is
wearing a pearly onion necklace!
I squealed with joy as I collected the sweet gems and saved them in a little dish for later, when I would relish
them as a late snack with fruit and tea. for my mouth was already busy sucking on a fin. The inner fleshy side was
especially tasty.
“I must tell you, my little trinket, my hungry little glowworm, that I have no doubts, heaven has issued an
edict: I know that the fish are capable of sublime happiness.”
5
When Sasha moved to New Jersey, he bequeathed his whole collection of pigeons to Mei Ling and Moonie.
Since they all lived in the same building, it was easy for Sasha to give them the keys to the rooftop coop and say,
“They’re all yours, suckers!”
By year end, there were 155 birds and counting. The girls could identify each of the birds by their markings
and had renamed them after flowers and famous women.
There was Dandelion, Iris, Fleabane, Peony, Jonquil … Tiger-lily had fancy horizontal stripes on her wings …
Jackie, Eleanor, Madonna, Lilith … Anna Akhmatova was an especially beautiful bird, with long lashes and blue,
sultry eyes. Each time a new chick hatched, the girls would go to the library and search through both the
Encyclopedia of Famous Women and The Sunset Almanac of Wildflowers for a new name.
They fed the birds breadcrumbs from Zack’s bakery. After school, they helped Zack sweep his street front in
exchange for all the leftover bread. They also brought home scraps and day-old rice from the Double Happiness,
their family restaurant.
At first, their Grandmother Wong was not opposed to this hobby because it did not cost the family anything
and because it kept the girls home after school instead of playing ball with Sven and Lem or banging on their
guitars with Igor and Ivor in the neighborhood garage band. Or ruining their pretty complexions in the late
afternoon sun skateboarding and break-dancing with Julio and Coolio. To their grandmother’s dismay, the
neighborhood was rife with rambunctious twins since the onset of fertility drugs, which meant that Mei Ling and
Moonie had too many opportunities to get into mischief.
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One day, for a variety of reasons, this pigeon hobby became a nuisance in the grandmother’s eyes. Perhaps the
Matriarch was tired of the girls bringing feathers home on their clothes. There were flying wisps everywhere. She
also had the suspicion that the girls were not doing their homework in the library, but spend ing most of their time
culling names for the chicks. Furthermore, the Great Matriarch started thinking about the idea of raising animals
not for food but for entertainment, and her proletariat instincts came back to her. She was worried that the girls
were getting lax in their work ethic. Breeding pigeons for fun is not a worthy working-class pastime: it’s a
bourgeois vanity sport. This was a remnant of corrupt feudalism, she thought, where crickets, trapped in quaint
bamboo cages, sang for their supper like catamites … where desperate parents raised young girls for the flesh
trade … where fat colorful carp decorated the huge elaborate moats in the imperial gardens while the masses
starved at the palace gate. And in this decadent era of late American capitalism, she saw the diners at the
restaurant appear with their lapdogs, groomed and pedicured, while the homeless rummaged through the res taurant garbage cans after midnight. One fat red-faced man, who drove a Rolls-Royce, carried his yapping
chihuahua under his coat and fed him like a baby. He always ordered Peking duck for the dog and the ghastly
sweet and sour pork for himself. The cooks would throw in extra sugar and grease in the god-awful recipe to
please him. As the years went by, Grandmother Wong watched both the man and the little dog get fatter and fatter
until both had to get quadruple bypass surgery.
She noticed that the neighborhood cats would give birth to more cats—fat, clawless mutants—meaningless
creatures, raised not to catch mice but to purr beneath the table. They’ve forgotten their role in the order of things.
The stealthy king of the jungle, top-of-the-food-chain monster, was now a disgrace to its race. It could never
return to the jungle and face its relatives.
One day, Grandmother Wong had this great idea. The restaurant was about to have a wedding party for the son
of a local Chinatown merchant. She was told that this son loved squab. She thought that a perfect dragon and
phoenix dish would be minced squab and oyster in lettuce cups. So she decided that when the girls were in school,
she would go up on the roof with a large net and capture some of the birds while they slept in their giant cage.
Squab was expensive these days. She thought about the money she would save by slaughtering the captive birds
instead of buying dozens of them from a local farmer. Finally, these birds would be useful and contribute to the
economy of the people.
When she got to the rooftop though, they all flew away in one wing-flapping fury. They acted as if they knew
what she was up to. And they stayed away for weeks. The old lady was angry at their outsmarting her. Finally, she
told the girls to call them. She said,
“Summon them to me. I want to query them.”
Mei Ling gave her secret call and Moonie blew into her silent whistle. But the pigeons didn’t come. Mei Ling
said,
“Grandmother, you always told us that Buddha knows our bad intentions. Perhaps the pigeons are the souls of
the Buddha and they know that you have bad intentions.” Suddenly, the Matriarch felt ashamed and sang a verse:
What flower yearns to be mulch
What pigeon wants to be minced

She decided that these were very wise and virtuous pigeons. And like herself they were survivors and were
probably exiles from a distant land. Their ancestors suffered both natural and man-made disasters: horrific, bloody
world wars; long seasons of drought and famine; clear-cut deforestation; the atom bomb; powerful pesticides; and
even bourgeois pleasure shooting. And besides, they were born hated creatures. People were prejudiced against
them and despised them for no reason. It was a kind of racism! She decided after much thought that these birds
deserved a long life.
She let them return and thrive on the rooftop, and when the girls went away to college, she would go up to the
roof and hand-feed them herself. Two days before her ninety-fifth birthday, she was found dead on the roof … she
was in the midst of feeding the birds a New Year’s treat of sunflower seeds that she roasted in peanut oil. She fell
asleep among them and never woke up. Moonie and Mei Ling, who both grew up into fine ambitious women with
careers and families of their own, and who no longer had the time or the interest in keeping the birds, decided to
set them free.
Meanwhile, a new wave of immigrants moved into the neighborhood. A Thai Laotian family named Chinalai
moved into the Wong apartment. The Gonzalez family now lives in Sasha’s apartment but with a set of
rambunctious teenage quadruplet girls! But the tale of Grandmother Wong’s magnificent pigeons lives on in the
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children’s imaginations. And to this day, when young kids in the neighborhood see a group of pigeons flying high
in a kindred flock, they point up and say,
“There they go, Grandmother Wong’s pigeons, they’re looking for her in Paradise.”
6
I say, Moonie, you drive me to my friend’s house. Mei Ling, you come to translate. Mei Ling say, but Granny,
I writing paper on Moby Dick. Moonie say, I memorizing Declaration of Independence for speech class.
I say, Moby Dick? No worry, big fish story. Chinese girl have good memory: life, liberty, hirsute happiness.
Easy. We go to my friend's house. Give them New Year presents. We do every year. If we don’t, for all year, we
have bad luck. You too stupid, you don’t know about this.
Moonie say, don’t call us stupid. That’s child abuse.
I say, okay smart turtle egg, call big lawyer put me in jail. Forget it, I don’t need you drive me. I go a hundred
buses, two hundred transfers. I walk ten thousand miles!
*
They good girls, do homework, get straight As. But I have to teach respect. Only I do, because their mother
and father too busy make money. They open restaurant at 4 a.m. Go to sleep at one. They get three-hour sleep. All
my son do is swear, fuck this, fuck that … and Mei Ling mother, all she do is cry.
She say, I go back to Hong Kong! I go back to Hong Kong! In Hong Kong she use to ride rickshaw to
teahouse. Now, in America, she work like slave. Her hand use to be white and soft. Now rough like sea cucumber.
I say, don’t you know? This what you suppose to do in America? Work day and night. You think Jesus or Buddha
give you free money? All they do work work for money then fight fight about money. Money never enough. They
always keep big eyes on cash register. I say, your daughters grow breasts! You can’t see? You don’t care, grow
breasts or snakes!
Little peapods, I say, you don’t want to be like that. You get straight As, go work high in the sky in glass
building, be king of office. Lawyer, doctor, president, I don’t care, close restaurant if you want, just don’t dance at
Pink Pussycat. I don’t want you cook if you don’t want cook. My Moonie hates to cook. And I say that’s okay.
She won’t get husband, but who needs husband, end up like my son, useless, spit in wok, hate this, hate that.
*
So we load up presents in van. Drive and drive. Moonie say, Granny, we’re lost, where we going? I say, what
the matter, you suppose to know your way. We drive in circles. Don’t you know the way to black town?
Mei Ling say, not black town, Grandma, don’t you know, not political correct to say “black town”? Say, Watts.
Say, Little Sudan. Say, hood. Say, crib. Don’t say, black town.
Chinatown, black town, yellow town, brown town, white town, I only speak truth. What color people in this
neighborhood, you tell me. Not white people. White people won’t live here. They live up white people hill where
white people live.
Moonie say, I don’t like to go to Mrs. Faith house, she always cry. I say, silly piglet. She always cry because
she has sad story: You know why she here? Salama and Bobo parents were killed by Janjaweed. Don’t you know
Janjaweed? So, if she cry, she has something to cry about, not like you cry because you skateboarding with Coolio
and break your tooth.
Mei Ling say, why don’t she move? She lives next to giant power station. Mrs. Roberts science teacher say it
cause cancer. I say, don’t say cancer, unlucky, it’s New Year. Mrs. Faith too poor to move. Spoiled girl, you give
her million dollars. Then she move.
*
Mrs. Faith grandbaby Salama is shy, watch behind curtain with thumb in mouth. I say, girls, go play with
Salama, I want to talk to Mrs. Faith. She open door in bright purple dress with yellow flowers on it. She laughs
and she cries loud and give me big hug with big breasts.
She say, here I am, twilight of life, suppose to lie in big pillow chair, watch lions dance; instead, I watch grand
babies … day, night, we never safe. I say, Mrs. Faith, Janjaweed can’t kill your grandbabies, you in America now.
She say, I worry, nightmare every night, can’t sleep, carry big machete. I tell Moonie, bring my bag, and I pull out
big China cleaver. I say, this better than big machete. It’s biggest cleaver. I tell Auntie Wu to buy. Auntie Wu say
there’s no bigger cleaver in China. She smells it, kiss blade and say, thank you, Mrs. Wong, I can kill lion and
twenty hyenas. I say, yes, you chop chop Janjaweed, lion, hyenas, demons—boil in big soup. Eat for New Year.
Nobody bother you.
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I say, I pray to great Buddha that your grandson don’t become gangster. Mrs. Faith say, I pray to Jesus your
girls don’t dance at Pink Pussycat. She give me a big necklace, string of big orange beads. I say, thank you, I think
it’s ugly, but I will wear all New Year week. Then, she give me big dish of goat. I say, goat, I hate goat … it taste
too strong. She say, it suppose to be strong, like how God will it. I say, okay, I give to Mei Ling. She love goat.
She give me big breast hug and not let me go. She has big strong arms. I say 2008 will be good year. It’s Rat
year. Rats will come out to play and kill the mean cat. I promise, I say. She cry, laugh, cry, and kiss me goodbye.
*
Then, we stop for gas, so Mei Ling get Diet Coke. I say, you thirsty for eating too much goat. Hurry, we go
Mrs. Gonzalez house in Mexican town. Mei Ling say, bar-ri-o, we going to bar-ri-o, Granny. Moonie say, I hope
Mrs. Gonzalez don’t cry too; old ladies cry, yuk, gross! I’m tired of old lady crying.
We go to Mrs. Gonzalez house. We have to climb four flights of stairs. Moonie complain because I make her
carry two big jugs. What’s in these things, she say, they weigh a ton! I say, don’t complain, you have strong
shoulder from kung fu. Good practice to carry.
Mrs. Gonzalez shout from upstairs, Señora, Señora Wong! I hear her fast walk. I tell Mei Ling to translate,
“Don’t walk down, we come up, don’t hurt lumbago!” (No-anda-abajo-señora. Subimos-ahora. No-ofende-sulumbago, por-favor!)
I tell her many years to move in apartment downstairs and she say, no, addicts crawl through window. I say,
put wire around window then make wire in plug. Moonie know how. Moonie genius with electricity, got first
prize in science fair. She fry him like chicken. Mrs. Gonzalez say, no, that’s illegal and not nice. I say, why be nice
to drug addict? They nice to you?
Look at cute, fatty Gonzalez girls. How you pronounce name, Mei Ling. She say, So-phi-a, Sa-bin-a, Sol-edad, Se-ren-a. They are little dolls. Pigtails. Fluffy dress. Like little cakes. Who spend hours curling pigtails and
fluffing up dresses and put bows in hair? Their grandmother Maria Gonzalez, not their mother, Maria Romero.
Their mother, Maria Romero, work all morning waitress at the Big Sombrero Restaurant, then, work at Hilton in
afternoon as receptionist; all night she go college to become accountant. She good with numbers, I say to Moonie.
Hardworking, good with numbers and you get good future.
Mrs. Gonzalez bring us em-pan-ad-as. I say, Mei Ling slow down with translation. I can’t pronounce. She say,
oh just call them Mexican dumplings. I say, why Mexicans like corn more than rice. Mrs. Gonzalez say, we like
corn, rice and beans like one perfect family, father son and holy spirit. I say, I don’t understand bean, it taste dirty,
maybe I put soy sauce and garlic or maybe I put sugar … make sweet bean paste.
We laugh and laugh … she say, why you have good skin for old lady. Mei Ling translates and roll eyeballs. I
say, my secret, I bring umbrella everywhere I go, rain or shine, I don’t want get wrinkled or too dark. She say, yes,
everybody want be white face lady, no matter Mexican or Chinese. I too dark, this why husband run away. I say, I
too dark, this why husband die heart attack. We laugh and laugh.
Then, she start crying. Hand Moonie a big basket of Mexican dumplings. She say, there is sweet ones and salty
ones. Yam and bean, bean and cactus, Mei Ling translates. I give her big jugs of tiger-bone wine from China. She
hit her heart with little fist and cry loud, Mrs. Wong, estoy-consada, estoy-consada, estoy-consada! I hit heart, cry
with her, I estoy-consada, too!
*
In car, Mei Ling say, Granny, you give her tiger-bone wine. Its 100 proof. Like drinking fire. I say, mind your
business, little worm—she need fire to keep her heart burning. Don’t you know she wake up at three, make one
thousand Mexican dumplings to sell at market. You don’t see dumplings all over kitchen? We old, but we need
take care of grandbabies and make money. We never sleep. What will happen when all grandmas run out of fire?
We can’t die. We die, nobody take care of you.
Mei Ling shut up. Then, we drive up the hill to rich people houses. Every New Year, I bring phoenix web to
Mrs. Goldstein, and I bring her extra sauce on side. Moonie say, Mrs. Goldstein is your BFF because she likes to
suck bones out loud then spit them on floor like Chinese. I say, she no spit on floor, she ladylike and spit in
napkin. Moonie say, we don’t like Benny, all he do is sit in closet, play dungeon and dragon. Mei Ling say, yes, he
strange, he talk to nobody. He’ll grow up, become shooter.
Mrs. Goldstein say, phoenix web not salty enough this time, Mrs. Wong. I say, Benny’s Grandmother, I should
bring pork ears, they’re crunchy and more salty. She say, we Jewish and can’t eat pork ears … how about ox ears?
I say, ox ear no taste good … but ox intestines taste good with curry and scallion. She say, why you call phoenix
web; are they really made of phoenix? I say, no they not made of phoenix, funny lady, no such thing phoenix, but
we Chinese try make sound better, “phoenix web” sound better than “duck web”, no? She say, no, you must tell
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TRUTH; people expect phoenix and get duck. Mei Ling say, enough chicken and duck debate … you old ladies
think you’re Plato!
Then, I say, speaking TRUTH, what happen to Benny’s parents? Why Benny living with you? Divorce, she
say, my son left good wife and married shiksa. I ask Moonie, what is shiksa? She say, the yellow-hair bimbo, you
saw them kissy at restaurant remember? I say, that shiksa! I say, men too stupid, my boy like gamble, yours like
shiksa.
Then we talking about Germans and Japanese … Moonie say, oh, no, here come ancient history lesson. Make
it short, Granny! I say, Chinese proverb
“Small nation like small men with big ambition.”
She say, they killed six million of us. I say, I guess twenty million of us. She say, like killing cockroach, like
killing lice. I say, cockroach, lice, we okay, we survived! What is killing American children? she say. Too greedy,
I say, stomach bigger than brain. She say, my son not wise, he like money and shiksa more than Benny. I hear her
son, Mr. Goldstein, in back room yelling into phone.
She say, I have bad news, Mrs. Wong, I have cancer, not long to live … Will you remember to watch Benny,
make sure he does homework? She give me white envelope with words
“Open When I’m Gone.” I say, you not die, don't say that on New Year, bad luck. I hate white envelope: it
means immigration lawyer and funeral. Always bad news.
Then, she give girls big gold box of Godiva chocolate. Mei Ling claps. Moonie jump up down like monkey. I
say, not polite! I pinch, make her stop.
In car, Mei Ling say Mrs. Goldstein survive Buchenwald—we study Holocaust and went to survivors’ museum
on field trip she real survivor. I say, she survive Holocaust, but will die of broken heart. Because her son like
shiksa and money and don’t take care of Benny.
*
We run out of New Year presents. Mei Ling say, can we go home now? All this old lady stuff depressing.
Moonie say, I won’t grow old. I commit suicide before forty, so I won’t have to grow old. Mei Ling say, you give
me rat poison, kill me first when I’m thirty-nine so you can suicide at forty. Moonie say, cyanide pill faster, we
use cyanide pills. Then they rip up big box of chocolate and stuff mouths.
I say, go home and memorize “life, liberty, and hirsute happiness.” Read Moby Dick. Someday, you open eyes,
TRUTH not in books, stupid girl poop.
Moonie say, you not suppose to say stupid no more. Say “in-tel-lect-ual-ly challenged.”
They put on earphones, eat chocolates and pretend I’m not in car. I don’t care, I talk loud. I talk to ghosts.
Mrs. Gonzalez, when you die, I burn incense and little pink dumplings and pretty ribbons so you have
something good to eat, and you can put bows on all dead children in heaven. I also send tiger-bone wine. You
drink, breathe fire like dragon, barbeque bad people who crawl through window.
Mrs. Faith, when you die I burn ten thousand paper cleavers. Janjaweed ghost won’t kill you, you kill them
first. Chop off their heads. Cut up their livers. Stir-fry in big wok. Then, you have peace in heaven.
Mrs. Benny Grandmother, when you die, I burn phoenix web for you, almond cookies, veggie egg roll, all your
favorite food.
Then, I burn ten thousand soldiers of Qin. They knee down with magic bow and arrow, they protect you.
Nobody hurt you, no Germans, no Japanese.
I write names of all our grandbabies: Mei Ling, Moonie, Benny, Salama, Bobo, So-phi-a, Sa-bin-a, Sol-e-dad,
Se-ren-a. See girls, I can pronounce, I write on red paper, then burn them, make names—poof—all smoke. Girls,
grandbabies, study hard, make happy life. No worry, demons can’t kill you if they don’t know your names.
7
Grandmother comes to Mei Ling in a dream.
There is a mosquito on my nose. It spins around my head and it bites me on the tip of my nose, over and over
again. You might think that it is a trifle. But it shall buzz in my ear and annoy me to all eternity. Do you know
how it feels to be annoyed to all eternity? It’s like your Auntie Wu’s high-pitched voice buzzing at your ear about
real estate and junk bonds that’s what it’s like. You were my favorite peapod. Remember, I used to carry you on
my back and sang you ancient lullabies. When you had that long fever, I cradled you up and down Cat Street.
Remember how I yelled at the prostitutes, ‘My Mei Ling is going to be somebody; she’s going to America!’ And
they yelled back, ‘Look at her, sickly, coughing, she’s rat turd; she’ll amount to nothing!’ And remember, I picked
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up a big piece of kohlrabi from my bag and hurled it and knocked the pimp out, put him in a coma? Remember
that? They dared to upset a proud grandmother! Please, little Mei Ling, take your merciful ax and kill this
mosquito, so that I can rest in peace.
So Mei Ling throws the ax and it spins three perfect revolutions, bisecting the mosquito while still buzzing on
her grandmother’s nose. Her grandmother praises her accuracy.
It was I who taught you to be focused.
Her apparition slithers back into the dark earth and is quelled for ten thousand years.
The next day, Mei Ling's dead husband appears in her dream.
Look, Mei Ling, this aggravating maggot. It squirms and writhes and it crawls in and out of my nostrils and
eyeholes. It is giving me a headache. It will not give me peace. Can you imagine having an eternal itch that you
can’t scratch? Right now, it is resting on my nose, taking a short respite, I suppose. Please take your merciful ax
and remove it for me. Remember, love-a-dove, how we used to watch TV together and Seinfeld, my favorite
show? You hated it but sat with me anyway and said, ‘They’re such meaningless, ridiculous, self-centered fools.’
You continued to read poetry. Remember, how sweet it was. I would watch TV and laugh out loud. You would
wear earphones and listen to endless Schubert and read poetry. Each sitting on our respective side of the couch.
Those were the days of marital harmony, weren’t they? Hunnybunny, don’t you remember how smooth and lovely
it was?
Mei Ling ponders for a moment, then throws the ax; it turns two revolutions and clips off her dead husband’s
head. He yells (well, the head on the ground yells),
You stupid bitch, now my ghost will roam the underworld, headless and unrepentant for ten thousand years!
So goes the story about using the ax to make the ax handle. Star ing at the original design for too long might
make you crazy: the model too close at hand. And that unforgiving muse, who believes that she can shave the fine
distinctions between she who really loved you with unconditional maternal clarity; who shared her last grain of
rice with you in the refugee boat; who fanned you all night long with an old Life magazine to keep your brain
from boiling in the killer Hong Kong heat; who, on her eighty-second year, waited patiently outside the exam
room with an open bottle of Coke and three tiny mooncakes to celebrate your acing your LSATs … and he who is
just going on the existential ride in the hay, cheats on you six to seven times with young bimbos, and expects you
not to hold a grudge into his grave … Well, the muse takes care of her own, doesn’t she? She keeps her soapstone
in an oily leather pouch.
268.155 1. I Feel The Sunlight 2. The Wind Whistles 3. A Pair Of Shoes By The Field’s Edge 4. Holiday, By The
Lake, Random Thought 5. Placement: Five Poems\fn{by Wang Xiaoni (1955- )} Changchun, Jilin Province, China
(F) 3
1
Along the long, long corridor
I walk forward …
Before me stand the dazzling bright windows,
By my sides white walls glare and glisten as
Sunlight and I stand in silence.
*
Sunlight is strong, Ah, so strong that
Its warmth freezes my footsteps,
Its radiance takes my breath away.
Light of the whole universe congregates here.
*
Nothing else exists, this I know.
Only I, secure in sunlight
Stand still for ten seconds
Ah, ten seconds can last a quarter of a century!
*
At last, I dash downstairs, push open the door
And run into the sunlight of spring.
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2
The wind whistles overhead,
Now high, now low
Somewhat mournful,
Somewhat ominous.
An old man
Stumbles past me,
His hand pressing hard
On his thick padded cap,
While the wind whistles and whistles …
*
The wind beats against my cars,
Now strong, now soft
Somewhat sombre,
Somewhat wild.
A small child
Rushes past me, laughing happily,
Sending a handful of colorful paper scraps
Fluttering in mid-air,
While the wind whistles and whistles …
*
Suddenly I’m speechless with joy,
My dark hair, floating with the
Wind, follows the wind in songs.
3
By the field’s edge
A pair of cloth shoes neatly stand
To which hardworking man do they belong?
Maybe he wants only to stick closer to earth?
—Sounds of hoes working the fields
Swaths of green, gleaming corn greet the eyes.
*
All corn stalks are sturdy
And they’ll surely bear corn, the like of gold nuggets.
That pair of cloth shoes still looks new
With fine, neat stitches.
—Over there who is
Booming out snatches of opera tunes?
*
As the whistle sounds for a break,
A young man dashes out of the field,
Stout, proper and very handsome.
The sun looks like his giant earring,
—He laughs, he shouts, he jumps around,
“My precious shoes are still over there.”
*
Tapping away the dust on his shoes,
Then taking a look at his muddy feet,
He tucks the shoes under his arm.
The road is smoldering hot under the sun.
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Thump, thump, thump,
Bare feet trudging on earth, the color of antique bronze.
4
i
I stand leaning against the bridge railing
The moon swaying in the waves.
Ah, last year,
A night the same as this
Dim and misty.
*
“How beautiful!”
—Clearly someone was speaking to me,
But the voice was unfamiliar.
I turned around and left,
(Like a deserter).
*
I stand leaning against the railing,
Throw down a few pebbles,
Wrinkling the face of the moon.
ii
It was here
That I used to jump around,
Letting down the little bottle
Impatiently waiting
For that fish with little red fins …
*
Ah today
By the lake
I lean back against the newly painted bench\
How long shall I wait sitting here?
Again and once again
I ask myself …
5
To my left is a wax banana.
If I put down my pen
I can walk into the dusky stillness of night.
*
To my right is a clay bird.
I practice
My talent of drinking without talking.
*
At my feet sits my son,
Forever rearranging his battle lines.
May he be an unfilial son.
*
Behind me you stand,
Now bending over me, now resolutely walking away.
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Yes, I do like only men with strong will.
*
Friends part, scattered in all directions.
There’s no need to write;
Just stiffen your face and send the greetings.
*
The wicked draw near and hide.
All other shadows darting back and forth
Give me immense pleasure.
*
Sun and moon forever on the move,
Only I alone sit utterly still
Facing a pile of blank papers.
1956

40.23 Hutong: The Lane\fn{by Gu Xiaoyang (1956- )} Peking, China (M) 1
Nowadays, hutong is no longer just a word to me; it is even further removed from the physical object that I
saw, touched, walked along, every day for thirty years. It has come to signify a period of history, a nostalgic
longing, an incurable sickness of the heart. I may be in Tokyo, Paris, New York, but I’ve never quite shaken the
habit of asking:
“Which hutong should I take?”
The result, of course, is that I tend to get lost rather frequently.
The hutong where I lived was in the east of Peking, inside the Jianguo Gate. It was a poverty-stricken, decrepit
place, full of rough, crude people. I shall never forget how, on dark stormy nights, the men and young lads of the
lane would come charging out of their houses with a great shout, grabbing door-poles, choppers, bricks, ready to
wage war against anyone—men and lads from other lanes, the police, it made no difference—who might have the
temerity to attack us. The fighting was often over nothing more than a dove, a marble or some casual obscenity
One big tough, who had a blue dragon tattooed on his upper arm, used to stand guard, bare-chested, at the
entrance to the lane, like the protective idol in a temple doorway. He wasn’t frightened of the police—on the
contrary, they were terrified of him and did their best to keep out of his way. Whenever they arrested him they
used to have to surround his house with twenty or thirty men, then call out:
“Shange’r! Come out you bastard, or we’ll clap your mum in handcuffs and take her away!”
And so, for the sake of his beloved mother and the three strands of white hair on her head, Shange’r would
come out, spitting at the ground as he held his hands out for the policemen to put the cuffs on him.
Amidst the clusters of low, dingy, communal courtyard houses, long fallen into disrepair, a few elegant
dwellings remained. Like the luxurious mansion which had been the home of the famous painter Xu Bei-hong.
Once, during the Cultural Revolution, we crouched at the foot of its tall gray-brick walls, listening, while inside
the Red Guards interrogated and beat his widow Liao Jing-wen. After each round of whipping and cursing, she
would reply:
“Long live Chairman Mao!”
When it was all over, the “Xu family fool,” her backward son who used to play chess with us, went shuffling
off to the local junk shop and sold off the family’s treasured collection of antique bronzes. So now you know that
my childhood education contained these two lessons at least: violence and contempt for culture.
The hutong and its inhabitants were prey to all the whims of fortune. In 1966, when Peking was building its
Underground, the lane was cut in two by a huge ditch forty metres deep and forty metres across. The people on
either side could do little but gaze at each other from afar; social contact, long-standing feuds and friendships, all
were abruptly broken off. A prefabricated wooden building was put up in the middle of the lane, and a squad of
army construction troops with strange accents swarmed in, like a plague of locusts, shattering the lane’s age-old
tranquillity. A few years later, they vanished without trace, leaving behind a gleaming white roadway and a
handful of illegitimate children. The prefabricated building still stood arrogantly halfway along the lane. Now
though, it had become concrete, stretching out towards the ancient walls of our houses and up towards the
shrunken sky. It had also acquired an imposing gateway, with a sign on the front which read:
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Peking Railway Station District Public Security Bureau
Yet everyone’s sense of security somehow vanished. Now, whenever you looked up in your courtyard, the firstfloor windows of the police station gleamed back at you, like a row of prying eyes. A “people’s petition,” for once
genuinely popular, was organized in the lane; the man behind it was an illiterate old soldier, a veteran of the
Eighth Route Army in the Anti-Japanese War.
“This just ain’t right, Yang my boy,” he told me, his face flushed and his lips trembling with emotion. “The
police are there to serve the people, not to encroach on the interests of us residents!”
Everyone rushed to sign the petition. This wasn’t politics, this was just a tiny little request to the government,
that’s all. You won’t be able to guess the outcome, of course, because there was no outcome, as was so often the
case. The Municipal Government, the State Council, the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress,
all those things you hear about—to the people in the lane, they were like Kafka’s Castle.\fn{Franz Kafka (1883-1924),
Austrian (Czech) novelist and short-story writer; The Castle was published in 1926, contrary to the author’s wishes, that all his unpublished
manuscripts be destroyed upon his death .} How could you get into it when you didn’t even know where it was? All you

could do was to wait for orders to be relayed, one after another, ftom inside the “castle,” awe-struck by its allpervasive power. This, I think, is why for so many years, the “castle” was able to manipulate the people so
successfully that they would pour into Tiananmen Square to show how much they supported it.
So that’s how I lived for thirty years. Almost my entire life, from the day I was born, was stored up in the
hutong, like a vat of fine wine in the cellar, the flavor maturing with each passing year. Again and again I sample
it, savoring every nuance, soothing the heavy feeling in my breast with the wine of times past. This has become
my spiritual pleasure, which I am never without, no matter where my drifting takes me.
But I am well aware that it’s not all pleasure—it causes me pain as well, which spreads round my body, and a
terror which invades me, like a bacteria against which I have no resistance. For the more I miss my home, the
more acute my sense of becoming divorced from my own history. The news my neighbours tell me in their letters
is ominous: the area around my house—our hutong—has been completely demolished, reduced to a heap of
rubble. Not a trace remains of my childhood, my past, everything I possessed. Like a shadow which has lost its
soul, I drift around Manhattan, searching for my hutong. The streets are strewn with its ftagments; I bend to pick
them up, but as soon as my fingertips touch them they turn to dust.
What I’m saying is, if you’ve lost your links to the past, then you’ve lost your history, and then what’s left?
The lane is preserved in a treasured photograph, the surrounding area, outside the camera’s field of vision,
carelessly omitted. The road, with its length and its depth, on whose surface I used to roll my iron hoop, wrestle,
turn somersaults, has been pressed flat. Thanks to a ray of light, a decent Zeiss lens and a film made in Baoding,
that perfectly ordinary, insignificant moment was detached ftom the river-bed of eternal, seamless, constantly
fluctuating time; as though knocked from a mould it fell into my palm. The picture shows a group of children
aged between ten and fifteen; perhaps it was because no one had ever before scrutinized them quite so closely
(though it was only for a few brief seconds), but each of their faces betrays a hint of panic.
And that little boy standing, lost in thought, at the side, wrapped in a thick blue coat to keep out the wind, it
never occurred to him that this fleeting sixtieth of a second out of his life would be preserved to this day, or that,
twenty years later, the lane he saw, touched, walked along every day would cause him such so trouble, that he
would crave possession of it as people crave vast riches. It never occurred to him that, since time could turn the
world upside down, make the rivers run dry and beauty wither, nothing was beyond its powers. And now he has
realized all these things which never occurred to him, and he can’t help being filled with awe for the Creator.
That boy, of course, was me.
40.105 The English Instructor At The Institute Of Agriculture\fn{by Bai Hua (1956- )} Chungking, Sichuan
Province, China (M) 5
By the time I got married in October 1983, I was already teaching, at the Southwest Institute of Agriculture.
Although SIA was not as secluded as the Southwest Teachers’ College, there was a huge Communist Youth
League garden in the middle of its campus. It was bright and beautiful and tidy footpaths ran through it like wellconstructed couplets. The two campuses were very close, at most a ten-minute walk from one to the other. Apart
from teaching, I usually stayed at home at STC and seldom went over to SIA, dodging, as much as possible, the
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weekly political study sessions. I continued to reserve my rightful dissent on this last critical point.
I started by correcting graduate English assignments for an old professor, but I was soon at the podium myself.
I still vaguely remember how the excitement made me both nervous and talkative, the numerous eyes that tried to
draw me in—oh, how they took me for an innocent old hand. I had taught “continuing education” English classes
made up of science workers at the Science and Technology Information Center, but the university was a different
world all together. It was more formal and serious; teaching is, after all, a specialized profession.
The first class I taught was made up entirely of middle-aged faculty members from other departments. At the
time they were all working hard on their English. In order to become professors and associate professors, they had
to pass an English proficiency test. They were equally nervous and attentive. By the end of the long-awaited first
class, my heart was beginning to calm down; what followed after was normal every day work and life, easy and
pleasant. I accrued a good deal of free time, and with so much freedom I eagerly awaited and prepared for the
geyser of poetry that would surely erupt at any moment; while at the same time enjoying the newly-obtained
peace and quiet of domestic life. The painful quarrels had not yet begun.
Having abruptly left the muggy weather of Chongqing, I congratulated myself for my luck at ending up within
the serenity of Beipei. I breathed in deeply and lost myself in this unusual “quiet,” a “quiet” that was somehow
like that of my boyhood. As time passed, however, a touch of loneliness crept up; the loneliness of estrangement
and helplessness. Day after day it grew stronger, and family life alone was far from able to dispel this hint of
sadness triggered by an idealist’s melancholy loneliness. It was as if the red-hot iron of youth had been suddenly
dipped in ice-cold water. The ghosts of poems floated in midair, unable to land. Anxiously, my young heart
awaited: a new friend, a fierce struggle …
Domestic routines temporarily dispersed my secret angst. Weekend afternoons or Sunday mornings, we
strolled along the refreshing streets of Beipei, watching glitzy fashions and the thin streams of pedestrians.
Happiness floated like a gentle breeze over the smaIl city, and we, too, were happy. She would pick a sweater for
me and buy a new dress for herself, and for that we would be overwhelmed with joy for the entire day. One
weekend evening, we sat on a bench in a street garden. The crowd thinning in the sound of dusk, returning home
or reuniting with someone … Night approached, and I whispered, as much to myself as to her:
“I’ll live here when I’m old, thinking or sorting through my youthful writings. This is a good place for a
writer.”
The home of a middle-aged geology teacher was our usual haunt. The quiet—which was habitual and therefore
normal—attracted us. In this paradise of an ordinary family, I seldom spoke. As soon as I got there I would sit and
leaf through newspapers and magazines until it was time to eat, and then, after the meal, pick up where I had left
off. Oblivious to their conversation, I secretly enjoyed the atmosphere of beauty and harmony until it was time to
say good-bye. Once, smiling, she said:
“Look at him, every time Professor Huang comes over, he just sits and reads the newspaper.”
Everyone laughed. And I, embarrassed, laughed, too.
The loneliness continued.
One afternoon in deep winter, the Foreign Language Department of SIA distributed oranges as bonus.
Everyone was given a share. It was almost dark when the bustle was over. In the twilight, I carried home on my
back a full basket of oranges. The lights in the dark distant mountains glistened, the smell of dinners seeped from
the low barracks lining both sides of the street, swarmed in the air, mingling with the “Friendly News” broadcast
on radios with poor reception.
Suddenly tears filled my eyes. Tears of loneliness? Tears of happiness? I did not know. After the day’s work,
people prepared their suppers on warm evenings, following an ancient rule of life, while I, like a night traveler
returning from a far-away place, hurried home. I was hungry, but the hunger, the winter night, the distant
mountains, the streets of the small town, the basket of oranges, and the one who was waiting for me at home …
Life, ordinary and fleeting life, once more touched me and left me wordless. On a spring night six years later, in
the beautiful city of Nanjing, I recalled this moment of deep winter in 1983:
What should you be grateful for:
This view, these details
This earth attentive in her loving?
What should you find,
Life, reality, or discrimination?
Concentration, more concentration
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Concentration is just lyricism
When the way you plunge into happiness
Is just the way you sink into the moment
When the night continues to darken
—from “Festival”

I felt my own image was changing, changing towards an unprecedented beauty; I felt I was enjoying life’s
bequest—the happiness of solitude. Even now, in the midst of the turbulent waves of economic reform, I still
would like to revisit the short road home that night. Oh, how I’d like once more to carry home a basket of oranges
in the twilight!
In my solitude, I made an absent-minded mistake--I incorrectly figured the grade of a good student, and ended
up giving him an F. I could imagine the shock and suffering this meek and modest student must have gone
through when he saw his grade, and how, in his self- flagellation, had believed it. A model student, he had trusted
teachers since he was a child. When I found out about the mistake and told him the next semester, he stood with
his head bent low, slightly puzzled and a little shy. Bravely, I confessed my mistake to him. Now it was my turn
for self-flagellation.
One day on my way home after classes, I saw a young man of an imposing manner and peculiar features. He
looked a lot like an East European: deep, serious eyes looking straight ahead; a high nose with a sharp bridge that
seemed to have been carved by a knife; the lips, a chiseled, unforgettable curve. His jutting lower jaw formed a
perfectly acute chin; his hair was well-combed, every strand in place, exposing as much as possible his full
forehead; and his thick but well-groomed black beard flaunted the charm of maturity. He had been afflicted with
polio, and as a result had a lame left leg. Walking slowly, he nevertheless gave off a not negligible presence, and
the air of someone who would be the center of any group. His whole figure and expression conveyed a
combination of determination, suffering, and ideals. He brushed past my shoulder and continued walking.
We hit it off right away, quickly becoming friends. His name was Zhou Zhong-lin. He was teaching himself
aesthetics at the time. He not only had a rich collection of books and loved literature, but was also magnanimous.
Our further acquaintance started with the poem “Shock. “ He did not write poems, but had his own set of critical
standards. During that time, I read a paper on aesthetics and the drafts of a few short stories he had written, and
learned that he had an esthetics teacher, Su Ding’s father, Su Hong-chang, the late Professor of aesthetics and the
Chair of the Chinese Department at the Southeastern Teachers’ College. Zhou’s parents worked at the
Southwestern Institute of Agriculture, while his own job was typing for SIA at home. Later he did the typing for
the first book of self-published poems by Zhang Zao and me, and it was this very collection that I had taken on
my first trip to Peking. His generosity, loyalty, and writerly manner attracted many poets, while he himself was
also most willing to make friends with them. Apart from me, Zhang Zao, Wan Xia, Liao Yiwu, Li Ya-wei, and
many others benefited from his selfless help and support.
So just like that, Zhou Zhong-lin and his girlfriend, Xiao Hong (a student at SIA and the daughter of Ke Fei, a
renowned Sichuan writer and the author of Spring Rapids), became friends of our family. Whenever we got together we always had a wonderful time with them. Unfortunately, Xiao Hong took ill and died shortly after her
graduation. Zhou remained unbroken after this experience. He devoted himself to writing avant-garde fiction, and
made a name for himself in literary circles, eventually becoming a well-known writer.
I soon found another good way of diverting myself from my solitude: amusing myself by revising the poems of
students at Southwestern Teachers’ College. I didn’t realize at the time that this self-amusement would later grow
into an eccentric habit—that is, the urge to revise other people’s poems whenever I read them, with or without the
authors’ permission. This compulsive behavior was extremely offensive to some people. But after awhile, people
wanting their poems revised began to form a line at my home. And a line of joy and happiness it was! I took
special pleasure in revising poems by Li He-ping and Chen Kang-ping—students from the Music Department.
And Li, knowing of my addiction, took pleasure in feeding it by supplying me with poems day in and day out. He
stood humbly at my side, eyes fixed on the manuscript, watching his disorderly passion being shaped. As he
watched intently, observing the process of technical transformation, I enjoyed the immense happiness derived
from my technical facility in revision.
In the inner ring of the poetic circles I hung out with at the time, mutual revision was a common practice.
Zhang Zao was always eager to revise my poems, and I his, each perfecting the other while showing off oneself at
the same time. What a wonderful but fleeting time that was! I am all for revision, and am more than happy to have
others revise my poems. Zhang Zao revised the last stanza of my poem “Name,” and Ouyang Jiang-he the second
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stanza of my “Dusk.” What’s more, he made an important change in the second line of the first stanza of my “In
the Qing Dynasty.” My original line read, “The leisurely ambition deepens,” he changed it to “Leisure and
ambition deepen.” The parallel between the two nouns was perfect. Fu Wei also made a change to one of the lines
of “In the Qing Dynasty.” Where the old version read “Reading the Grand Historian at night, fishing in the
morning,” he changed it to “Reading the Grand Historian at night, sweeping the floor in the morning,” which
emphasizes the overlapping rather than the fragmentation of images.
In my “Air Keeper,” he also came up with a breakthrough word for the whole poem. The line read “a dry and
withered Taoist sits.” He asked me tentatively:
“Would it be better to use ‘adviser’ instead of’Taoist’?”
The moment he said that, I had already decided on ‘adviser,’ and for that I have held him in respect ever since.
To this day, I think shop-talk among poets is nothing compared to the hands-on experience of mutual revision.
The best kind of revision, rather than forcing one’s own system onto the other’s, is one that takes place inside the
system of the poet you are revising—which is not only the best exercise in technique but also a good learning
experience. The best kind of revision is not amputation and transplantation, it respects what the poem says and
improves it through being faithful to it.
Shortly before the Spring Festival of 1984, Peng Yi-ling and I made a quick trip to Chengdu. For him it was a
revisit; for me it was the first time. Chengdu, a city five hundred kilometers away from Chongqing, which had
made its presence felt in my college correspondence, enchanted us so much that we lingered on, forgetting to go
home. Here, ferocious heat was replaced by coolness and chaos was overtaken by order. Time, as if out of instinct,
slowed down and almost stopped. Time, here, pampered like a rich young man, strolled among the teahouses,
wineshops, bamboo groves, birdcages The leisure in every small movement and gesture, the kind and intimate
way people interact with one another, a small alley empty and quiet in the afternoon, a broad avenue pompous in
its self-imposed dignity—a flavor of the past blended naturally into a taste of the modern. Two years later, I wrote
“In the Qing Dynasty.” What I really meant was “In Chengdu.”
Around 1984, an air of poetic intoxication and magical blessing permeated the landscape, whereas nowadays it
has already suffered some human destruction. The Riverview Park is just a miniature of such destruction, its quiet
and mysterious atmosphere exorcised by gaudy vaudeville and variety shows. The unhurried outdoor tea-savoring
of the old days is now packed into a two-story nominal teahouse, its purpose being more thirst-quenching and
commercial display than leisured enjoyment. Tumbledown camels, cart-pulling goats, antique-style Panda
Conservation paraphernalia, empty Sprite and Coke bottles, and carnival trains transformed the mood of solitary
walks on the fragrant paths of the small garden. The bamboo (for which the Riverview Park was famous),
removed from the lyrical cloudy days, failed to communicate with us, to reconcile with us, while not too long ago
they had still tremored in the cool breeze on a bright moonlit night, making believe that it was some villa in the
old capital of the Kingdom of Chu—the mountain villa of Xue Tao perhaps?
Yet in spite of it all, Chengdu was already the Chosen City. It was destined to become the Holy City of Poetry.
A long list of poets’ names would be attached to it: Luo Geng-ye, You Xiao-su, Zhai Yong-ming, Ouyang Jianghe, Peng Yi-ling, Zhong Min, Zhou Lun-you in the early days, and Wan Xia, Shi Guan-ghua, Song Wei, Li Yawei, Liao Yi-wu, Yang Li, Lan Ma, He Xiao-zhu, Jimu Lang-ge, Hu Dong, Zhao Ye, Tang Ya-ping, Ma Song, Pan
Jia-zhu, Sun Wen-bo, Xiao Kai-yu later. Here was the birthplace of the three biggest poetic schools of China in
the post-Today era: Mang Han (The Reckless), Fei Fei (No-no), and Han Shi (Han Poetry).
I was about to enter this city of landscape and poets.
As soon as we got off the train, Peng Yi-ling and I headed to the Propaganda Office in the Political Department of the Sichuan Military Area Command. We had hardly stepped into the courtyard when we bumped into
Ouyang Jian-ghe clad in his army uniform. The gatherings followed like a storm.
The group of us met that night at Zhai Yong-ming’s home. There I saw You Xiao-su, the prince of poetry who
was once all the rage on university campuses in Chengdu. A man of few words, he was the author of the poem
“Black Snow.” He had the typical look of the university students of the class of ‘77; his tall and slender figure
gave a hint of his being a track athlete at school, while a certain shyness and fading vitality revealed his
disposition as a lyrical poet. He, who was inclined towards gentleness, seemed to be entering a new phase of his
life; I could no longer discern in him an irrepressible poetic sharpness. His “Golden Bell”—a poem that had been
read and recited widely among university students—had left him behind, disappearing into the ocean of ordinary
life. He would eventually end his career as a poet with a small chap-book of “Collected Poems.” Luo Geng-ye,
the slightly overweight author of “Dissatisfaction” with an “old, weathered-look” listened with an absent-minded
face, while Guo Ji-an talked on and on … and another poet tumbled into a literary love affair right on the spot.
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It was then I noticed a young girl. Her beauty was sensitive and quiet. She stood at one comer of the room,
close to the hostess. I could tell that she was an intimate friend of Zhai Yong-min and knew the place well, but the
sudden appearance of so many people had unsettled her. Her large, dark eyes were now even darker and larger
under the electrified light, brimming with a composed curiosity. With no need for intellectuality, she reintroduced
me to the ways of Time.
And Time, on this winter night, at Zhai Yong-ming’s home, was backtracking through this young girl—all the
way to the 60s, or more precisely, to a certain day in the early autumn of 1965. An autumn night’s drizzle had
stripped the city of summer heat. In a classroom under the light blue sky and moist breeze, Xiao Hong changed
her summer dress for her autumn outfit—a dark green corduroy. The teacher was recit-\fn{ Imperfect scan; suggested
completion: recit[ing: “Swa]lows} lows have left the north, and southward they fly … Spring follows winter, and the
commune members work hard in the fields.” My textbook was turned to that lesson “Southward the Swallows
Fly,” and there was a picture on the page that I still remember vividly today: morning at the Commune, the
Commune members are planting rice seedlings; a line of swallows flies above them. A young female Commune
member lifts her head and watches the swallows with a smile on her face, one hand still holding the seedling she
is about to plant in the rice paddy.
“Swallow.” I remembered the word: as well as the teacher’s description. I thought about the way a swallow
flIes back and forth between the north and the south, I imagined a morning at the Commune. But all I could
imagine was that mountain country on the other side of the Jialing River, where our teacher had taken us on a
school excursion. Late spring—a crowd of children, a teacher, and Xiao Hong in her dark green corduroy. Yet it
happened that I did not see the Commune members planting rice seedlings, nor the swallows flying across over
the heads. I was just thinking … then I saw Xiao Hong standing up to answer the teacher’s question. Her seat was
in the second row next to the window, whereas mine was in the middle (so that my hyperactivity was under the
teacher’s continuous surveillance). I watched this girl from Shanghai answer the teacher’s question correctly in
quick and standard mandarin just like a little princess. One afternoon a week before, I had traded my Spearing the
King of Liang for her Shadowing the Spy. We sat on the edge of her bed at home, against each other, pointing at
and commenting on the pictures over and over. She had on a black-and-white peasant-dress that day and, eating
candies one after another, read the picture books attentively, whereas I, as it seemed, had already tasted the last
strong fragrance of summer—the whiff of candies from her mouth.
The long summer came to an end a week later, skirts reassigned to the bottom of trunks where they would stay
until the colorful days next year. The corduroy that had been stored with other autumn and winter clothes for a
whole summer, the dark green splendor, flashed out from a small trunk that I could not see. I caught a scent
drifting over from the front, from Xiao Hong—the scent of candies and camphor balls, of her hometown, of her
growing up, and of the picture books. I remembered the smell of corduroy, one you would never forget once you
had smelled it. To this day I still remember how autumn had come to the classroom through Xiao Hong’s clothing.
The change of seasons, the passing of time, and autumn had all begun with a dark green corduroy dress that had
been stored the entire summer. It looked a little worn. Its dark shine was mirrored, buffed, and kindled by the pale
autumn light on that distant day; far far away in the unrevisitable year of 1965.
Tonight, another corduroy girl stood quietly in a room filled with the excitement of a gathering of youths. The
Xiao Hong of my childhood had grown up.
The conversations went on. Guo Jian was commenting on “A Lyrical Poem.” A passionate poem illuminated a
girl on a winter night. Time all of a sudden had turned mellow, and grown old, like a worn-out book of poems
opened, read, being listened to, and recited. I heard a voice streaming by:
“Autumn has come, the swallows have left the north, and southward they fly.”
“Spring follows winter, and the commune members work hard in the field.”
I began to think of the past, the melancholy of my early youth.
I spent the entire three hurried days at Ouyang Jian-ghe’s home. Two true fanatics of poetry, we stayed up all
night long and talked. It was there that I first read the first part of “The Hanging Sarcophagus” which he had just
finished. I was shocked by his uniquely strange, complex, and almost sublime way of writing.
“After all, poetry could be written like this!”
My intuition told me that this would be his successful debut, a poem that would catch the attention of many
and start a following. I said to him:
“This poem has finally done it for you!”
Those three days, however, were but the prelude to our frequent exchanges later on. He was a machine of
perpetual motion in conversation, and his sharp, meandering, and profound remarks drew one in easily. In my
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recollection, there are only three poets who could draw me in through mere conversation: Ouyang Jian-ghe, Zhao
Zao, and Duo Duo. These three were the rare Master Conversationalists of China. As disputed a figure as he is, I
still think of Ouyang Jian-ghe as a poet. His early poems were not that great, but he kept writing, and step by step
developed a new style of which he is the unquestionable master. He is also a calligrapher, a connoisseur of classical music, and a determined defender of modernist literature; as an omnivorous reader and a perspicacious and
persistent poet, he developed very early on an influential theory for judging poetry using Western terminology.
One morning we made a trip to Sichuan University. In the dormitory, we met Zhao Ye, who was a student there
at the time. While Peng Yi-ling had been corresponding with him and knew him well, it was the first time I’d met
him. I had read his early poem “Capricious Thoughts” through Peng Yi-ling and thought he was very talented,
even though he had yet to find a stable voice for himself. In the cramped, cold, and damp student dorm, a crowd
of students headed by Zhao Ye geared up as if they wanted to resolve with us, in the shortest time possible, a
number of critical issues—such as “to be, or not be.” Numerous restless young lives surged in a cramped and
agitated room. We were going to use whatever hot blood we had left to melt the merciless cold of winter, to defeat
boredom with our ideals. They were ready to brave the future, and they longed for the day of the final “shootout.” They were so eager that they were already impatient.
The only regret of the Chengdu trip was that we did not get to see Zhong Min. Zhong Min was editor-in-chief
of the two earliest underground poetry journals in Sichuan. One of them was called Subforest, a journal
beautifully designed and bound according to standards of the time. It had several black-and-white illustrations,
and a plastic-wrapped hard cover. For the first time, an underground magazine attained, through his hand, a sense
of physical beauty. (This passion for aestheticism and formalism reached a considerable height in the poetry
journal Xiang Wangthathe edited later.) This historical document of early contemporary Southern poetry,
extremely rare and precious today, included the early works of poets from Sichuan, Guizhou, and Guangdong.
From the selections that he made for this 1982 collection, one could already see his ambition, inclusiveness, and
panoramic vision. It was through Subforest that I first encountered him and Huang Xi-ang, and it was also through
Subforest that Zhao Zao had gotten to know my work and that of Zhong Min. The other journal was called
Modern Foreign Poetry, the earliest underground magazine devoted to the translation and introduction of modern
poetry of the West. Through this journal one could sense both his editorial attitude and avant-garde inclinations, as
well as which Western poets were favored by young Chinese poets at the time. Dylan Thomas,\fn{ Dylan Marlais
Thomas (1914-1953), Welsh author.} Wallace Stevens,\fn{American poet (1879-1955).} and Sylvia Plath\fn{American poet
(1932-1963).} occupied many of its pages, and Plath especially was given a dominant presence. No doubt she had
already made an impact on contemporary Chinese poetry. Zhai Yong-ming felt her influence, and Duo Duo once
told me that he too was influenced by her and had even written a poem in her memory. I was no exception. Even
today her influence still spreads like a hurricane of agony, sweeping through the prairies of China.
During those three days, I did not reveal my “unruliness.” I maintained the image of an English instructor and
poet from the Institute of Agriculture, an image willingly accepted by the public. Only at midnight, at Ouyang
Jian-ghe’s home, did my eccentricity flicker. As he reciprocated, we lost ourselves on a peculiar heated topic.
Three days later, I returned, the image of a straight and clean-cut teacher, to fog-bound Chongqing, to the
secluded Southwest Teachers’ College, to the “Communist Youth League” garden of the Southwest Institute of
Agriculture.
75.116 1. The Incident 2. He Had Me Flex My Arm: Two Rather Short Short Stories\fn{by Xu Xiaohe (1956- )}
China (M) 4
1
Whatever happened that evening remains a mystery. Apparently somebody hiding behind the screen yelled,
“Lion!” Even before that, most of the audience had already become increasingly alert and restive, quite apart from
the alacrity with which they then fled. But then, there had never been a lion in our town—in fact there were, at
rnost, only a few halfway decent-looking cats.
There had once been a circus troupe from up north that brought along a lion to open our eyes to a strange and
unfamiliar world. But the beast caught typhus and had to be hurriedly transported away.
When the news carne, everyone was left somehow exhilarated, as after some triumphant victory. So I began
right away to suspect that I had misheard.
The incident took place so many years ago that people are now unwilling to have the subject brought up. A
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couple of days ago, while at the post office to post a parcel, I ran into Zhou who said, try as he might, he could not
recall a thing.
“What lion? Which evening?”
He blinked at me, unable to imagine it could ever have happened.
But I remember the event in perfect detail—how one of Zhou’s toes got crushed, and his subsequent explanation of how it was broken. According to him, he did it resisting a crush of desperate people trying to force open
the main door.
In fact, afterwards, all that was left of each half of the door were a few splintered planks, a dozen pairs of
shoes, a hundred or more buttons and the odd ragged strip of torn-off clothing in various shapes and sizes.
I didn’t leave by the doorway at all, misguidedly taking what I thought a more sensible way out. This turned
out to be a newly-built surrounding wall, still ten days or so from completion.
Zhang once told me he hadn’t heard somebody shout, “Lion” but “Fire,” so he’d assumed that a fire had
broken out. Very quickly, he was swept up in an unstoppable flow of people—his glasses went flying. Zhang is
the son of guy whose glasses count for more than anything else in his life. Although furious, he was unable to
avoid stumbling along, propelled by the crush of his fellows and bellowing with rage, ready with the punch that
would give anyone in his path a nose bleed. Later, it turned out that the opponent he’d taken on in this way was a
step-ladder, jagged with old nails.
“I was really cross. As you know, I’ve studied kickboxing, and even know what to do with herbal medicines,”
Zhang said, scooping up a pile of books under his arm, and raking his hair with his free hand.
After that I never saw him again. Actually, if it were not for the things I’d heard him say over the years at the
soup and noodle house, I’d never have believed he was able to develop such skills. Everyone knew he was skinny
and small, but given that he was also well-versed in kickboxing, the situation was totally different. Add to that the
herbal medicine, with which he could hold lions at bay, never mind rusty stepladders.
Where had I seen that ladder before? In the sports field in front ofthe open air CInema. The fire brigade used it
every week for their training. In turns, and in full fire-fighters’ gear, they’d rush up and down it over and over
again. They kept repeating the exercises until even we could do them fluently, their bodies soaked in sweat.
“Be prepared!”
The whole brigade would roar in unison, and then dismiss.
One of the exercises included taking a long roll of sailcloth hosepipe and chasing along its length as it
unrolled. I came to think that one day I would be able to perform this exercise mysel£ Pity a fire never did break
out. Though if one had, I didn’t have the first idea about where to look for the hosepipe.
Speaking rationally, the impressions left by that evening were not unlike a fire. In actual fact, however, no such
thing had occurred. The following day, as I walked past the cinema, I supposed I would find some trace of an
extinguished fire, but, no matter how hard I looked, I couldn’t find the smallest sign. The sun shone peaceably
down everywhere, an extremely old man and a small child dragged a big sack over the grass. They were collecting up the abandoned shoes.
Several sparrows were flitting about chirruping a paean of praise to a life whose good fonune knew nothing of
the sudden outbreak of fire.
I was shocked when I saw that collapsed wall; broken bricks lay scattered as by the passage of a wave across
the street. Next to it was the half demolished toilet. Normally people had tiptoed gingerly in carrying a torch, but
it was dear that, on this occasion, no one had hung about. They had no choice but to dive in at once. When the
torrent of people had surged, I had a fleeting thought:
“I am going to die right here right now.”
It was hard to believe such a yard could have contained so many people. It was still harder still to believe that
in the winking of an eye so many could have been impelled to stampede for dear life by a still uncertain cause.
Strange though it may seem, the two poles supporting the screen had not come down in the tumult. I had
always thought that the slightest wind would have blown them down. Some previous evening (probably not a
Saturday) they’d shown a Hungarian musical and the poles had heaved like the rigging of a sailboat beating its
way through a storm. It had been cold then and our necks had been painfully stiffened by the wind. The projectionist had as many clothes on as he could wear. A large group standing by the old font gateway sang songs the
whole time. Thinking about it reminds me that it was at this low point that a number of my meal coupons and a
shirt were stolen from my bedroom.
“I’m gonna kill someone!” said Wu when he couldn’t find a pair of socks. I suspect the person he wanted to
kill was himself. At the time his body would periodically exude a fragrance of an indefinable nature, which made
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those who smelt it feel like the world was beyond hope.
“Who could want his socks?” Hu said to me later through the canteen window, with a gesture as if fanning
away the smell of sulphuric acid. “Socks! Ugh!”
So I chatted with him a while on a series of subjects such as socks, such as how to achieve immortality, such as
how to track satellites after launching them into orbit and such as the price of peas. It hadn’t rained and the
temperature had risen somewhat. There was no indication of the desperation which would appear later that
evening. A pleasant wind wafted our bodies which only inspired the desire for a snooze.
Two days after the incident Hu was his usual lucid, agile self, his speech as incisive and perspicacious as ever.
He shot off to the hospital to engage at length in argument, forcing a doctor to acknowledge that Zhou’s broken
toe was inflicted with a blunt implement, not the result of a flat sole or whatever.
But on the fourth morning when he got up things were not well with him. We gave him chillied radish for his
unfocused stare, sighs of despair and generally dispirited appearance, but he wouldn’t eat it, letting it grow a coat
of thick white fur in his gargling cup. We all reckoned it was concussion from the incident that night. He refused
to go to hospital for a check-up.
“Just get yourself checked over, OK?” I told him:
“I got struck on the head and with a brick too. It throbbed with pain. They gave me a check-up and I’m fine
now.”
Hu gave me a glance. From that single glance I could tell the scene he beheld was of a distant, different landscape altogether, for example, one populated with towering crags and mountainous peaks, or else perhaps the
utmost extremity of the Great Wall. We began to notice the same indistinct smell as that of Wu, but it turned out,
to our surprise, to emanate from Hu.
Films weren’t shown for days on end, but he would seat himself in the middle of the deserted field, lost in
desolation. One day he eventually left us. His cup continued to produce penicillin and erythromycin.
What had hit me on the head had been half a broken brick all right. I had just negotiated the breach with the
crush of people coming through when an invisible voice yelled at us to follow. So we just ran after it. An innocent
voice could be heard shouting:
“What on earth’s going on? What’s happening?”
Everyone recognized the laughable obviousness of this and the voice fell silent pretty quickly. All you could
hear were the people behind making good their escape with a further great heave. The din was enormous. I
realized I was lucky to get away with just a blow to the head. All around were people puffing and panting to the
very last, desperate to keep on running. Some clutched at clothes ripped by thorns in the shrubbery. Others
clamped their hands over their liver.
The film had not been stopped. On the screen a few people went right on with their exits and entrances,
unafraid of lions or fires. Someone had run into a ditch. Afterwards he climbed out intending to watch the film to
the end from afar.
“Is it leprosy?” he grabbed me, dripping wet. I uttered an “Aaargh” noise and fled at full pelt,\fn{ Speed.}
unsure if he were asking me about the dramatic content or something else. And anyway being grabbed by someone soaking wet is unpleasant. As for the plot—I really didn’t remember it at all.
After that I never again went to see films at the open air cinema. Once, when I accompanied a friend who was
going for an operation, we took a short cut and I chanced to hear a snatch of dialogue from the film playing. A
woman was talking to a man:
“You’re bound to regret it one day!”
2
He wanted to see me flex my arm, so I flexed it for him. Then he made as if to sniff my armpit, taking my
elbow and forcing me to raise it. I wondered what could smell so good under there. He clapped.
“Right, you’re on our side.”
I went over and stood with the rest, some of whom were tall and some short.. They all looked as though they’d
all had their armpits sniffed. I reckoned there’d be more introductory stuff to do. There wasn’t. The team leader
came over and gave each of us a severe look. A guy with short hair was laughing, obviously to ingratiate himself.
A shout silenced him.
“Quickly now.” The leader pointed to a pile of mats. “Same as yesterday.”
The mats were swiftly set out. Shorthair went first, walking the full length of the mat and back again, probably
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to check everything was in order. The team leader straightened a mat with a kick and a plume of dust floated out.
From his expression I guessed all was set. I wondered vaguely what time it was.
We all stood on our hands on the mats. The team leader told us to imagine we were holding up the world. I
would have found it easy to imagine this, only my nose was blocked. The team leader made a few points for our
general guidance. He announced that we were to follow Shorthair’s example. I was about to throw him a sidelong
glance when I fell over with a crash.
The team leader was furious. He pointed out a huge number of my shortcomings and that my feet were illformed. I hurriedly lifted up the world again. He struck me on the knee-cap, uttering a phrase I was unable to hear
distinctly. I reckoned that the problem was more serious than I had imagined, but many of the others had their
knee-caps struck as well.
After that we had to walk. I’d never walked on my hands before, so time and again I fell over. The team leader
again commended Shorthair for walking more steadily than anyone else. Shorthair insisted simperingly that he
was still not steady enough on his hands.
A woman appeared and bawled at the team leader. I didn’t expect her to have a particularly short neck, but
when I looked, her neck was indeed short. The others had all sat down for a rest. Only Shorthair was content to
continue walking on his hands across the mats.
“Redmuscles or white?” Someone with folded arms leaned and spat.
“Me? I’m not really sure.”
“I’m Redmuscles,” he said.
He shrugged his shoulders and wiped the sweat off his nose, gazing into the far distance. I thought this could
be one of the advantages of being on Redmuscles’ side.
Shorthair came across on his feet. Everyone ignored him. Where Redmuscles was looking there were some
girls doing the long jump.
“Tell a joke,” suggested Wideforehead. “Who’ll tell a joke?”
“He’ll tell one, he’ll tell one.” Everyone was pointing at a skinny guy. Just as Skinnyguy was demurring, the
short necked woman came over to put an end to us eyeing her up. So we went back to the mats and walked about
on them on our hands. The short necked woman was scrutinizing our efforts self-importantly frqm the side.
Wideforehead fell to one side as he turned around. .
“What on earth are you doing?”
“I need the toilet.”
The short necked woman cocked her head to one side and thought for a while before finally gesticulating:
“Off you go, all of you. Hurry up.”
We all sped off in a trice. When we returned, only Shorthair was left on the mats still standing on his hands.
There was no sign of the woman. Redmuscles spat, still showing off the superiority of musculature. In the
distance the girls were doing their long jumps into the sand.
“Sometimes pickled vegetables are really good,” Redmuscles said while sketching on the ground.
I guessed he was drawing a pickled vegetable. Drawing a pickled vegetable was no mean feat. But before you
could distinguish what he’d drawn he rubbed it out with his foot. Over it he made a big cross. Skinnyguy
suddenly gave a low laugh.
“Here he is, he’s come,” said Wideforehead.
We all got up, preparing to return to the mats. Shorthair glowed with excitement, you could tell he’d long been
looking forward to this day. In the end it was the fellow who changed the lightbulbs in the corridors who came in
carrying his ladder. Redmuscles drew another majestic pickled vegetable. He gave it two eyes, a mouth and feet.
“A giant salamander,” he explained.
“Look everyone!” said Wideforehead. “It’s the same fellow as last time.”
“After him!” someone yelled.
Without thinking I chased after him. Redmuscles rushed out in front, right in front of the long jump. The girls
stood and stared, unable to make head or tail of what they saw. Turning the corner, nobody noticed the sparrows
which had been perching there fly off in alarm.
“He’s scarpered!”
“We’ve lost him.”
We walked back dejectedly. Redmuscles, apparently foreseeing just such an outcome, made straight for the
edge of the long jump and did a hand stand, his feet almost brushing the nose of one of the girls. She dodged,
giggling, and the other girls began to giggle as well. Wideforehead swallowed a mouthful of phlegm. Redmuscles
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jumped to his feet and did the same, not even looking in Wideforehead's direction. The man changing lightbulbs
carried his ladder in both hands. Shorthair was watching, upside down, walking on his hands, crossing and recrossing the mats. Sweat poured off his head. Doubtless his armpits smelt pretty strong by now. Redmuscles had a
think and then rejoined him. We all followed suit.
“So what’s so good about pickled vegetables?” demanded Skinnyguy, upside down. Redmuscles did the splits
without a sound, his legs in the air. I was astounded. I was considering whether I could do the same, when
somebody suddenly leapt up from the mat. His action was so violent and decisive that every one of us swiftly shot
to our feet and ran off after him at top speed.
I realized that it was now up to me, but I still couldn’t tell whether my muscles were red or white. We ran the
length of the wall again and turned the corner. There were no sparrows lying in wait this time. This was crucial.
We ran for a while on the other side of the wall, then went down a tall stairway, people joining us as we went,
apparently all on Redmuscles’ side. Gathering forces, we crossed a grove of trees and circled a bell tower. Our
footsteps led us inside and we found they echoed with a hollow metallic clangor. More and more of us milled
about in a crowd until, finally, we thronged around a couple of trees and came to a tumultuous halt.
“Oh look! One’s a peach tree and one’s a pear tree, red and white flowers against a background of green glazed
tiles. Just look everyone!” These words were spoken by an old man of cultivated bearing—there were such people
everywhere.
“My hand’s grown a corn,” said Wideforehead, whispering in my ear.
We floated round the trees several times. The weather was mild. Someone suggested going over the zigzag
bridge. This idea was quickly agreed. Somebody’s head nodded. It was the team leader’s. There are too many
nodding heads, somebody still joked. At least half of them fell about, creasing up with laughter. The voice didn’t
seem to be Skinnyguy’s.
“This bridge is really not at all bad.”
“Indeed it isn’t. When you draw something unfamiliar, your technique matures.”
Wideforehead flung something into the lake. Fish began nibbling at it until it disappeared. A voice bellowed:
“Don’t chuck your litter around!”
“It wasn’t litter,” Wideforehead gestured with the flat of his hand. “Just a corn.”
We crossed the bridge and climbed a mound where a red wall lay across our path. We thronged towards the
gate, making way courteously for one another so that we could enter one by one. I noticed that the gate had not
been opened fully. The weather really was good. There wasn’t a familiar face to be seen. I thought it was a bit,
well, you know what.
“It’s better like this; what do you say?” someone asked.
Someone else opened his mouth wide. Inwardly I wondered how he dare do this, but he’d already finished
yawning. I went through the gate, inside there were not as many people as I’d imagined.
“You.”
A muscular but thoughtful man was watching me.
“You want to have a go on our side?”
I took a look around. Wideforehead was nowhere to be seen.
“Come and have a go on our side.”
I followed him beneath an immensely tall tree, skirted a pile of cardboard boxes on a patch of grass and
walked onto the sports field. Several people stood scattered about.
“Do you know them?”
I shook my head. He looked me over closely from head to foot, having a quick think about it. Finally he said:
“Let’s see you flex your arm.”
77.121 The Cat\fn{by Lee Chieh-chin aka Lee Chieh-hsin (1956- )} Canton Province, China (M) 4
While he was scrambling eggs in the morning, he noticed that a cat was crouching on the bougainvilleacovered wall outside the kitchen window. That cat had probably been there for quite a while. It was so close that,
pressed up against the window screen, he could observe it very clearly; shiny jet-black fur, dark gray pupils set in
glossy velvet like two gems blazing in the sun. He never had liked cats. During their stay in Keelung, his son had
kept an old spotty cat which was so spoiled that it would snap food from the dining table and turn tail at the very
sight of a mouse. This one before him was a fairly good looking cat. He watched for a long time with hands
folded behind his back. The cat was quiescent as a meditating monk.\fn{ Quotation marks have been restored in the bits of
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dialogue, to preserve the clarity of future computer analysis.}

Perhaps it belonged to that American woman who lived around the corner of the lane, he thought, while having
his breakfast.
He used to see her sitting under a shady tree by the gate, holding in her arms a white Persian cat which looked
quite proud and patrician; under her feet, around her chair, sprawled innumerable yellow, white, black and brown
cats. Always greeted people with a friendly smile, in her stiff Mandarin—“Mr. Pan, have you seen my Siamese
cat?” Didn’t know how she came to know his surname. Shaking his head, he approached smilingly. The snow
white cat was clasped against her breast like a new-born baby. After choosing a comfortable position, it closed its
eyes. He touched it out of curiosity, so soft, as if it were a cotton-wool quilt retaining some bodily wamIth. The
claws scratched, making no allowances. Covering the wound, he nearly cried out for pain. “Kitty, how come
you’re getting angry again?” She gently petted the cat’s head, her tone affectionate and without the slightest touch
of scolding. She asked, nonchalantly:
“Did she hurt you?”
“It’s all right.” The scratch was burning. Forcing a smile, he left. The woman and the cat were both impossible
to reason with. He held up his right hand: there were four long deep scratches. Animals were animals no matter
how well they were trained!
What was the name? That American woman who used to keep a pack of pet cats? He tapped his head, his
memory was getting worse and worse. Smith! That’s right, Smith! Silver hair around her temples. So austere
looking. A black and white striped muffler wreathed her neck all year long. Her figure was not as portly as most
American women, but rather thin and bony. Taiwan is so wonderful, as warm and pleasant as Kentucky. Upon
meeting others she always talked thus: the sunshine of Kentucky, the family in her old home town, the Negroes,
My Old Kentucky Home, that was the song! He hummed softly: The sun shines bright in my old Kentucky home,
’Tis summer the darkies are gay. The corn top’s ripe and the meadow’s in bloom …
He glanced at a cloud hovering far off on the horizon.
“Why don’t you go back there if it’s as good a place as you say?” he had asked her more than once.
The old lady had looked at him bewilderedly. It seemed like she couldn’t understand what he had said. She had
shaken her head, her silver hair swaying distractedly in the sunlight. Presumably it’s the same old tragedy of
unfilial son and unvirtuous daughter-in-law. Why was the whole world always staging the same old play? He
hadn’t inquired into it. Even if it was so, then what? His son was really pretty good, considering. Invited the old
woman over to the States after he had gotten a job. Said that it was the daughter-in-law’s idea: wanted his old
mother to enjoy life a little! She yearned for the grandson she had never met and went with joy. It was he who
didn’t want to go. With strangers in a foreign land, how could that be better than in Taiwan? Where’re the
children? Her furrowed face leaned gently against the kitten. Green eyes glittered with the same light as the cat’s
eyes. Her English gushed out spontaneously, and afraid he wouldn’t understand, she smiled in apology,
stammering: these lovely pets are my children. Just like the recluse who cultivated the plum to be his wife and
reared the cranes to be his children. He regarded her pityingly: “Do you have children? Or is it that you do have,
but it is the same as if you didn’t?” He never did dare ask. And what was the difference? In any case there were no
children to support her in her old age. Mr. Smith had died in Vietnam. One blast and everything had vanished. A
negro colonel. “I’m sorry.” Foreigners always seemed to respond in that fashion. “That’s all right.” She smiled
peacefully, her hand stroking the cat tenderly from head to tail, over and over again; the cat closed its eyes contentedly.
“Hush,” she softly entreated silence. She dared not make a move, afraid of disturbing the precious pet in her
arms. Gradually, her head slumped and she began to doze. The sunlight of early winter swayed along with the
rocking chair.
Loneliness was indeed terrible. He had begun to realize it in recent years. Especially after he had retired. Felt
so vacuous all day long. Sat down, stood up, circled around, and sat down again. He really didn’t know what to
do, his life had shrunk to the size of a room. Went climbing with a friend up to a mountain temple the other day;
the buddhist monks also had TV. Even the temple tallies jumped out of a machine when you threw a coin into the
slot. My, my, scientific civilization! Was the vulgar world that easy to see through? Standing alone on the top of
the mountain, he found he desired after all to return to the world with its infinite cares. Couldn’t endure the heartpiercing loneliness of solitary self-cultivation. He never could understand how his wife managed to sit so long at
her needlework, all those threadbare discarded old clothes.
“Nothing else to do,” she used to say.
“Why don’t you talk with me if you have nothing to do?”
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And she, astonished, gazed at him for a long while. At times, she would stop sewing and with half-closed eyes
and reading glasses hanging low, thread a needle under the dim, flashing fluorescent light. That song flashed into
his mind: Darling I am growing old, silver threads among the gold … In their younger days, she just couldn’t
learn to sing it no matter how hard he tried to teach her and he had finally lost patience and given up. Her hair was
not bad, although without the shine of youth. Without a careful search, you couldn’t find the hidden frost. Mrs.
Smith’s silver hair dancing in the sunlight appeared in his mind’s eye. Dreams of old Kentucky. Love between
different races.
“Good morning!”
He was startled. The red-headed parrot in the living room was flapping its wings, flying up and down in the
cage, repeating: “Good morning! Good morning!”
He had forgotten to feed it. He rated himself for being so muddle-headed as he used to feed the bird before he
had his own breakfast. This stupid bird could only cry out “Good morning, good morning” when it was hungry.
And its voice sounded as if he had a football in his mouth, inexplicably awkward. So much training, and still able
to utter only two words. In his native city of Hangchow, they had reared a parrot which had been specially trained
since it was born. It was said they fed the bird powdered glass which made its tongue unusually adroit so it could
sing songs, recite poems and become most entertaining to have around.
He tidied up hurriedly. Put the remaining victuals into the refrigerator, and carried the dishes to the sink, then
glanced out the window. The cat hadn’t budged an inch. It didn’t look like it was sleeping. Its indolent eyes were
glistening mysteriously in the sunlight.
Take it easy, take it easy. He gently fingered the red-headed parrot out of the cage, affectionately petting its
feathers. It was really hungry. He poured some feed into his hand and held it out, his palm began to tickle from the
pecking and at the same time his heart rose up in his throat. He liked this kind of benumbed feeling like when a
piece of ice is placed on the back of one’s neck, a numbness filled with both trepidation and delight. Ever since
his child had grown up, he had transferred his affection to this smooth feathered creature. His son didn’t need this
kind of caring any more. In the past when days were cold he would remind him to dress more warmly. His son
would get upset. “Ai, I’m not a child any more.” Of course no longer a child. At seventeen his son was taller than
he was. And he looked like a little old man standing by the young man’s side. Well, now he didn’t even have
anyone to nag at. Sometimes he would talk to the cage for a whole morning, before realizing it was just a stupid
bird that knew nothing of human speech. Loneliness really was a hideous poison!
A look at his wrist watch: ten o’clock. There was still some time to go before the postman came. His better half
had left more than a month ago and had not even sent him one letter. Indeed, the older you are the more muddleheaded you get. His son was busy with his work, couldn’t blame him. It was America, after all, where a minute
was like an ingot of gold. But she seemed to have forgotten there was still an old man at home. As she got older,
she had become more and more reserved. If he said something intimate, she would blush. On the rare occasions
when they went to see a movie, and he wanted to put his arm around her, she would avoid him.
“We were not so young any more. What would other people say if we were seen?” She was so bashful and
seemed slightly annoyed. Where were the vestiges of her youth in that furrowed face? No knowledge of America,
nor of English. Yet when their son had sent a sum of money for the ticket, she had left. He didn’t know where she
got the courage. Ordinarily, she seldom even went out the front gate, but this time she actually went half way
around the world. On his way back from the Sung-san Airport, looking up at the white clouds and the blue sky, he
felt a heart-splitting loneliness. At that moment, he suddenly realized that he and this nagging, furrowed-face little
old woman had indeed become two in one, impossible to tear apart.
Busy! Busy! His son’s letters always complained of the pressure of affairs. Letters were getting shorter and
shorter. Who doesn’t want to have a successful son? So long as his son kept exerting himself, it didn’t matter if he
himself suffered the pain of loneliness. Sometimes an old friend passing him on the street would ask: “Is Hanshen
getting along well?” Well, so so. So humble in words, so happy at heart, his heart laughing like a field of flowers
in bloom. This was the pleasure of raising a son! Chien-kuo High School, Taiwan University. Then, flocks of fullfledged swallows leaving their home nests.
“Take good care of yourself.” The day his son left, he didn’t want to pester him at the airport; on second
thought, he wasn’t sure if he would ever have a chance to say it again so couldn’t help saying it after all. This time
his son was surprisingly submissive, wasn’t upset at his nagging. “Yes, Father.” Father and Son, holding each
other’s hands, trembling slightly, the first time they had ever felt so intimate. On their way home, his wife glanced
at him several times, wanting to say something, then stopping. In the taxi’s rearview mirror, he saw his frosted
temples and red rimmed eyes and felt a little ashamed. Turning his head aside, he carefully dried his eyes, preten-
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ding to blow his nose instead. It was exactly the same as when he himself had left Hangchow. Full of ambitions,
feeling that those who tried to bar his enterprising journey were all wrong, were trying to hinder his career. Not
easy to stop him from going abroad; his son had said that many of his classmates whose grades were worse than
his had all gone. So he had retired prior to the mandatory age, and drew out his pension for him. At least he had
done his duty as a parent. Swallow hard, swallow your sorrow. Think of your own youth; you did the same thing
to your parents … the corners of his eyes were damp.
The sun beams shifted into the living room. He hung the bird cage in the now shady kitchen. Made himself a
cup of tea, and staring at the floating tea leaves, he pondered.
His son went abroad in July, got his Master’s degree in two years. A big company’s contract turned up just at
the right time. He gave up his Ph.D. degree. What’s the use of a diploma? His son's letter pointed out: “This
society is so intensely practical. Have to hold on tightly to opportunity the moment you’ve got it before you
consider anything else. For instance: something like a bird in hand is better than flocks of them in the bush.” He
put down the letter, and brooded over it for a long time. It seemed it was no longer the same son with his mind full
of protecting Tiao-yu-tai and other high-sounding ideals. He had his reasons. There were so many who didn’t
come back, who would care about a small potato like me? He had added two words in his reply:
“Suit yourself.”
Afterwards, when once the old woman was very sick, he felt regret. If anything happened, there would be only
a few words in the obituary notice:
“Mourning son in the U.S., can’t return in time for funeral.”
He had seen it several times in newspapers, startling and heart-shaking. Some people would hold the paper and
say: “This man is really lucky: sons, grandsons, wife and daughters-in-law are all in America.” He was no longer
in good health these past few years. Used to be proud of his own iron strong body, but now coughing frequently
and hurting all over. Racing with time, there’s no chance of winning.
Sqwack! Sqwack!
The red-headed parrot’s shriek emerged from the kitchen, a sound more piercing than scratching glass, raising
goose flesh allover him. This bird was really troublesome today. He was about to stand up, then the shrieking
ceased and there was only a hissing sound like air escaping through metal pipes. He wondered if he hadn’t turned
off the exhaust fan. So somewhat worried, he rose and went to take a look.
He took only one look and closed his eyes; couldn’t bear to look again. Murder! Murder! The big, empty
round-shaped bird cage was swaying in the air. Red-and-white feathers were scattered all over the floor; some
having fallen on the white porcelain kitchen sink. Spots of blood, so eye-catching. The iron door of the bird cage
was wide open. He had forgotten to close it after feeding the bird. The cat was still sitting over there with blood
stains around its mouth. Came in by the back door, which was still slightly ajar.
Murderer. Now are you satisfied? Coveting it for so long! He grasped the broom, but the cat fled away through
the back door and jumped up on the wall. So agile, floating like a black cloud.
The wall clock struck eleven. Holding the crumpled little body, he stood for a while, his mind blank. He would
go looking for Mrs. Smith; he closed the door without thinking it over. He marched along the red- tiled pavement,
one, two, three, four turned the comer, his footsteps heavy. The first one in the next lane. Arriving, he stopped by
the red door, hesitated for a second, then pushed the door bell.
Heaving a sigh, he waited, deliberating what to say. Should he scold her as soon as she opened the door? A cat
is still a wild animal at heart. Why didn’t you shut it up and now it has eaten my parrot! Proof? Isn’t the bird’s
body enough? He began to regret having come and tried to withdraw. But there was a sound of slippers, someone
was approaching the door.
“Who is it?”
The voice was so soft, the accent obviously Chinese.
He felt slightly restless. Was it the wrong place? This was the right house. The old woman always used to sit
by that Eucalyptus tree.
The door opened. Half a face appeared. A woman, Chinese.
“Who are you looking for?”
“Mrs. Smith …?” Timidly.
“Mrs. Smith died last month, didn’t you know?”
Bewildered, looking at her.
“Died?” He repeated, not daring to believe it. How could life be so fragile. Same as a balloon full of air, a
gentle touch and “pop” it would burst. He stood by the door, dazed, not knowing what to say. The woman looked
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at him curiously.
“Well, what’s the matter? What’s the matter?”
Asking himself, he forced a smile. He must be getting old. Upon hearing of someone’s death, his heart would
jolt as if hit by an electric shock. Even his old friends’ funerals, he would only send his condolences instead of
going in person. The sight of it hurt too much. In private, maybe he felt a little bit lucky it wasn’t he who was
lying in that black box. But Mrs. Smith …? It was apparent that she was not in good shape, yet this was too fast.
An accident?
Heart attack? Cerebral hemorrhage? Tried to think of some causes of death, and dismissed each one with a
shake of his head.
“Suicide.” The young woman said it simply, without a touch of feeling:
A large bottle of sleeping pills. Such big news and he didn’t know.
“Su-i-cide.” Repeated it slowly. So familiar a word, yet it sounded so strange, so freezing cold. Did she go
painlessly, with her sleeping pills? What did she think after death? Did she miss this cruel world? Didn’t realize
that thin frail body had possessed so much courage:
To have faced the cold freezing fact of death all alone! Just the thought of it made him shiver. Forgot to ask
what was her relationship with Mrs. Smith. Relative? Friend? It didn’t matter any way. Dust to dust, earth to earth.
The old woman’s blonde hair streaked with silver. Silver threads among the gold. I hear the gentle voices calling,
Old Black Joe. Taiwan is so wonderful, as warm as Kentucky. The sunshine of early winter was chilly, cold.
So that was it. No wonder. On his way home, he was full of apologies. Poor little kitten, perhaps it hadn’t eaten
for a whole week, no, for a month. No wonder it squatted outside the window waiting to catch that silly bird. Pity
that it couldn’t talk, otherwise it could have begged for food from door to door. Poor thing! This old Smith woman
was strange, she loved them so much when she was alive. How could she so harden her heart as to leave all her
precious ones. She was dead. How about her big white cat? If he had known, he would have asked her for it.
Quite a lovable animal. People said that dogs remembered their masters, and cats their homes. Those cats couldn’t
have possibly left without any feeling of grief, they had been so dearly loved. The newspaper once printed a story
about a dog found waiting at an airport for his master, who had left it there years ago. In spite of the freezmg wind
and parching sun, the loyal dog had waited. How moving! Cats and dogs were faithful no matter how time
changed.
He made a point of walking along the lane, looking around for those cats. By the garbage dump, a mangy dog
was searching for something to eat beside a rancid empty fish can.
“Kitty, kitty,” calling all the way. His own feelings seemed to be transformed by the calling, full of love and
understanding. So urgently looking for those—orphans?
Back home. A slip of blue lying in the mail box. Familiar handwriting. Handling it carefully as if it were a
precious treasure, his heart pounded violently, the matter of looking for the cats was put aside. With trembling
hands he sat on the sofa in the living room, put on his reading glasses, and taking a deep breath, he wet his
forefmger with his tongue. It took him back to those youthful days of opening letters: Peking, the university,
twilight, and blue envelopes.
Finished reading a paragraph. The old woman said she wanted to come home, why? Stopped in front of the TV
set. On it was an enlarged photo of his son, smiling happily at him.
Send me a sum of money, Shih-ch’eng.

His wife’s words were filled with a touch of weeping … I want to come back to Taiwan.
Was it the same old script all over the world? Yet, he couldn’t even play the role of a supporting character on
stage, much less the leading role. He faltered.
His wife continued sobbingly:
Can’t get accustomed to the life. I am coming home, Shih-ch’eng!

Didn’t mention her son, daughter-in-law, nor grandson. Their daughter-in-law was an overseas Chinese who
was born and raised in America. Their son had sent them a photo when they were married. A pretty face, yet her
eyes showed that she wasn’t just a simple person. No! His wife didn’t mention anything but the strangeness of it
all, the alienation, her inability to adapt to the new environment.
“I told you you shouldn’t go and you wouldn’t listen.” He muttered over the letter, a stinging in his eyes.
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Children have their own lives to live. Don’t need our care any more. Come back home! Waiting for you to come
home and I will teach you patiently that Silver Threads Among the Gold which you never learned to master. I will
teach you over and over again …
Darling I am growing old,
Silver threads among the gold,
Shine upon my brown today.
Life is fading fast away.
But, my darling, you will be, will be,
Always young and fair to me

At dinner, that black cat finally, showed up, staring greedily through the window at the dishes on the table.
Come and get it!
He mixed a bowl of rice with some fish, took it outside; the cat rushed over and gulped it down.
Poor thing!
He patted its head affectionately. So fluffy, so soft. All of a sudden, the cat turned around and bit his hand.
Brute! Brute!
Covering the scratch, he couldn’t hold back the tears of pain.
It gradually grew darker and darker.
78.85 Sacred Duty\fn{by Wang Yaping (1956- )} Chongqing, Sichuan Province, China (M) 11
August 1975. The transfer card from the Provincial “May 7 th” Cadre School read:
Name: ------------------------------------------------------ Wang Gongbo
Age: ----------------------------------------------------------------------- 59
Political Standing: --------------- Chinese Communist Party Member
Beginning Time of Participation in Revolution: ------- Autumn 1938
With hands customarily entrenched in his pockets, Wang Gongbo, an elderly policeman, paced up and down
the corridor of the Provincial Public Security Bureau. Each door, each corner, was both very familiar, yet very
strange. The building, during wartime, had served as the Kuomintang army headquarters. Now memories of his
years as an underground Party member welled up inside him, touching off a series of mixed emotions, pleasure
and pain, tragedy and fortune. If his experiences then. had been carefully recorded, it would undoubtedly have
made a suspenseful and moving book. How many endless days, months, years, had he worked here, fighting the
enemy, protecting the people?
After Liberation in 1949, he had toiled day and night there for years serving the people. For eight years, however, he had been absent from his work. And now he was not sure how he felt. One by one, people walked past
him. They were strangers to old Wang, deep in thought, it was as if they were not even there. He entered the office
of the bureau’s chief, Zheng, who was about his age, tall and strong. After a brief nodding heads, they got down to
business.
Zheng informed him that in the past two months sine his return from cadre school 'there had been momentous
changes throughout the whole country. Chairman Mao an Premier Zhou had given instructions that those who had
been wrongly persecuted during the Cultural Revolution should be rehabilitated. It would be Wang’s job to
investigate these cases. Wang was moved by Zheng’s words. He remembered the night when he and Zheng, lying
on rice stalks under pumpkin trellis gazing at the starry sky, had discussed the memorial speech made by Premier
Zhou for the late Vice Premier He Long, who had been hounded to death. Tears ha then coursed down Zheng’s
cheeks.
At the time, Wang merely heaved a deep sigh, looked forward to the day he could leave his successful pumpkin
patch and return to his old job so he could spend his last years doing more work for the Party. And now, because
of the concern Chairman Mao and Premier Zhou had for old cadres, his dream had come true. He was determined
not to let them down.
In the midst of conversation, the telephone rang. It Wi Xu Runcheng, Vice-Chairman of the Provincial
Revolutionary Committee, asking if Wang had reported for work. Then he asked to speak to him directly. After
inquiring about his health, Xu said meaningfully:
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“Now that you're back, you better start adapting yourself to the new situation. Class relationships have
changed, you understand. Don’t disappoint us.” The discussion over, Zheng sent Wang to the front gate, gripped
his hand and said with concern: “Get your family settled in first. Your wife isn’t in the best of health.”
Wang laughed.
“It’s only when people aren’t working that they get sick.” He turned to leave, then disappeared in the shadows
of the tree-lined path.
*
Without much warning, it was already late autumn. Rain pelted down all night long. It was one o’clock in the
morning and Wang was still puzzling over the same case. The criminal file was dated October 1967, with a photograph of a man, whose intellectual square face with its bushy eyebrows and stubbled chin had an enterprising and
determined, you might even say, stubborn look. He studied the face. The impression he got was actually not at all
bad.
Suddenly a chill wind gusted through the window aggravating his heart condition. He coughed. Only then did
he remember that he had forgotten to take his medicine for several days.
The faded handwriting appeared before him again. Bal Shun, aged thirty-two, a thug and rapist. A graduate of
Harbin Industrial University and a technician in Institute No. 305.
His eyebrows became tighter and tighter as his suspicions grew.
A sixteen-year-old girl, Yang Qiong, had accused Bar Shun of attempting to rape her. Her parents and about a
dozen colleagues had testified against him. The criminal law Section of the Public Security Bureau had sentenced
Bai Shun, a month after his arrest, to fifteen years’ imprisonment and he had been sent to the countryside to be
remolded through physical labor. Wang shook his head:
“Attempted rape?”
Could it be for this alone that such a heavy sentence had been passed on him? That was an abuse of the law!
There had to be something at the bottom of this.
The record bore neither the signature nor fingerprints of Bai Shun, nor anything official except a crimson
stamp. The tack of an official signature caused Wang to consider this case further. The rain poured down, now
heavy, now tight, and then it stopped, while his mind conjured up an image of Bai Shun’s young face. He paced
the floor, hands in his pockets, unaware that the dawning sun was already shining through his windows.
*
That Sunday, Wang cycled along the road on the outskirts of the town, heading for the farm penitentiary
dozens of miles away. The farm was surrounded by rivers and lovely hilly countryside. The crops seemed to
dance in the breeze.
The security guard on duty, a man about thirty, looked smart with his tanned complexion and neat mustache.
Before Wang had greeted him, he exclaimed:
“Ah, it’s professor Wang!”
Wang immediately recognized Chen Qingshui, a graduate before the Cultural Revolution of the police Academy, where Wang had been an adviser on legal studies. Chen had been one of his favorite students, a mere youth
then with fuzz on his upper lip. Chen was surely married now and perhaps a father. And so it was. Chen was a
team leader in the penitentiary and his wife, Lu Ping, also worked in the security bureau. They had a five-year-old
child.
Wang explained the reason for his visit. It so happened that Bai Shun was in Chen’s team.
“Bai acts like a mute, rarely saying a word, though he works very hard. In summer he usually tends the
pumpkin patch and he does it well. Now he’s working in the fields, attending to the autumn crops.”
What a coincidence, Wang thought, on learning that Bai Shun was doing the same work he had done at cadre
school. He was silent for a moment before he asked:
“Since he’s such a good worker, why hasn’t his sentence been shortened?”
“I recommended it twice to my leader and a former guard did the same, but we never got an answer. Other
offenders behaved worse, but their sentences were commuted and they were freed. Some were even promoted
after they went back to their old jobs. Bai.Shun, however, has suffered even more than before. Now he is very
weak. Once, while draining a flooded field in the rain, he caught a chill, and I came back from a bureau meeting
to find him very ill. I was told that the deputy head of the bureau, Pei, and a doctor came to see him and gave him
an injection and some medicine. Later his condition worsened, so, unable to find our doctor, I secretly sent for
another from town who came and helped him. He said Bai Shun had been prescribed the wrong medicine. All this
started me thinking. Since then I’ve assigned him to the pumpkin patch so that I can give him some measure of
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protection.”
Wang was happy with his former student’s vigilance and sense of duty.
“In my opinion, the leaders will obstruct his being released even when he’s served his sentence.” After a sigh,
Chen continued: “Why do you want to see him?”
“Because the case is unjust. Besides, he pleaded not guilty. I want to know the truth.”
Chen could barely conceal his joy. Yet he felt he had to caution Wang:
“He hates to discuss it with anyone, even me. Now you—”
“Let me try,” Wang insisted.
Bai Shun was not in his thatched hut. On the mattress was nothing save his crumpled bedroll, beside which
were. calendar, several copies of Chairman Mao’s works, and a copy of Documents of the Fourth National
People’s Congress, all issued by the team. Wang picked up the calendar and studied it, deep in thought. Chen
noticed and said:
“Bai Shun often gazes at it too, probably counting the days till he’ll be released.”
Suddenly he gave the mattress a slap and then stood erect, bumping his head by mistake on the low roof,
shaking the shed. Rubbing his head with his hand, Chen smiled and remarked:
“I’d quite forgotten that eight years ago today he came here. That was the same day his son was born. Now he
carves a star on the big maple tree each year on this day. Then he stares into the distance.”
“Where is his family now?” asked Wang, but Chen only shook his head and so Wang suggested they go and
see Bai Shun himself.
At the entrance to the farm was the maple tree, its branches spread wide, some of its leaves patched with red.
Beside it stood a man, so deep in thought that he did not notice their approach. Wang scrutinized Bai Shun for a
while. He was of medium height with a frail build. Though only forty, his hair was already turning gray. Wang’s
heart was touched. He nodded to Chen, who called out:
“Bai Shun! Someone’s here to talk to you.”
Roused from his reverie, Bai Shun turned to glare at Wang. His cold, dull expression shocked Wang. Was this
really Bai Shun? What a difference between the man before him and the handsome face in the photograph! It was
as if he had aged ten or twenty years in confinement. His face was covered with scars, his reddened eyes glowered
with hatred. But underneath everything there seemed a spirit of invincibility, the will to struggle and survive.
“Officer Wang is from the Provincial Public Security Bureau,” Chen introduced him.
Biting his lip, Bai nodded. Wang noticed that when Bai Shun was excited, it seemed as if his eyes would burst
out of their sockets. That was understandable. Walking over to the maple tree, Wang saw the stars carved on the
trunk. On the last one was a fresh drop of resin. He had evidently just finished carving it. Wang looked at the tree
and asked:
“How long have your eyes been like that?”
“Eight years,” Bai Shun replied.
“How did it happen?”
“Hatred.”
“Hatred?” Wang asked. Turning round he saw Bai Shun’s face had paled and his muscles twitching. Then
sighing deeply with a hand over his eyes, Bai Shun lurched away.
“Halt! Don’t go out of bounds!” shouted Chen.
Bai Shun stood transfixed on the weed-covered ground. He made an effort to restrain himself and then slowly
walked away in the direction of his shed, following Wang.
At sunset, Wang made his way home, pushing his bike, accompanied by Chen.
Not too far away a stream with reflections of the golden sun wound through the fields. Birds coasted above the
stream. After eight years of cadre school life he felt a special attachment to the fields. As he pushed his bicycle, he
felt that he had so much to say to his favorite student. Yet his facial expression was serious and he said little.
From their conversation Chen came to understand his teacher’s task. It was not simply a matter of reinvestigating one or two cases but was a sacred duty entrusted to public security and legal personnel by the Central Committee of the party. His experiences in the last few years made him better apprehend all that his teacher had taught
him. He fixed his eyes on Wang Gongbo; Wang’s wrinkled face made a deep impression on him. Suddenly he
thought I back to the graduation ceremony at the Police Academy!
Wang Gongbo, the revered policeman, stepped onto the podium. He took off his cap to wave to the warm
applause of the audience, and then launched into an inspiring speech.
That was the last time Chen had seen Wang until today, ten years later. At that time, Wang’s speech had made
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him feel that it was glorious to be a people’s policeman. But he realized that things were not not simple and that
not everyone confined to the farm were criminals. Yet, how was it that innocent as well as guilty people had
become victims of the dictatorship of the proletariat?
“Was he beaten?” Wang broke the silence.
“Savagely! He almost died. But for his wife’s letter, I doubt he could have held on till now.” Then he
explained:
“I was on duty when he was arrested. He was dragged along, beaten, kicked, and thrown into a corner of the
room. By then he was unconscious. Deputy bureau head, Pei, who was then a deputy section leader interviewed
the plaintiff. She only wept. It was her parents who told the whole story you read on file. Some of their visitors
were witnesses. The trial was simple. After gathering the evidence against Bai Shun, Pei sentenced him immediately to fifteen years’ hard labor. I was staggered, puzzled. Pei reprimanded me and said I didn’t know the new
situation: he added that Xu, the new Vice-Chairman of the Provincial Revolutionary Committee, had inspected
our work and given us a directive from a Party Central Committee member\fn{A note reads: Referring to Jiang
Qing [Mao Tse’tung’s wife].} saying that the old public security bureau, the procurator’s office and the court had
all been in the hands of the bourgeoisie. They must be destroyed. Bai Shun was a typical case, a stinking bourgeois intellectual, fed on revisionism. Moreover, because Bai plead not guilty, this was proof that the old judicial
system connived with the criminals. Therefore it was significant that he had been given such a harsh sentence.
However, I was very confused by what he said.”
Talking about the past Chen grew agitated. He had come to understand what really made people suffer and
become unhappy. Wang sighed.
“I’ll never forget when the sentence was pronounced,” Chen continued. “Bai Shun couldn’t believe his ears
and argued heatedly. Old Pei cursed him, trying to force him to sign the judgment. He refused and swore at Pei.
Pei was so enraged he hit him with some handcuffs. That’s how he got the scars on his nose. He fainted with the
pain.”
Wang drew in his breath and sighed again. Then Chef went on:
“On his arrival here, he had a high fever, but refused any medicine, food or water. He only wanted to die
quickly.” At this Chen frowned. “Later Lu Ping sent me a letter from his wife, Lin Fang. After I had read it to him
he wept, but gradually his mood changed and he seem. to feel much better. That’s how he’s managed to survive
till now, saying nothing.”
“Do you remember what was in the letter?” Wang asked.
“It was written in blood. His wife believed in his innocence and said she would love him forever. She wrote
that as comrades-in-arms, they had a shared faith in the Communist Party led by Chairman Mao, and that one day
the wicked people would be punished and injustices righted.”
Wang nodded. Gazing at the distant horizon, he remarked: “How beautiful the dusk is!”
Chen knew that Wang was leaving. Feeling sad, he inquired:
“And how are you?”
“Well, not as good as before.” Wang fondly patted him on the shoulder and added humorously, “But there’s life
in the old dog yet.”
Smiling, they shook hands and parted.
*
The early winter evening felt bitterly cold. In his padded uniform, Wang walked along the street covered in
slush, hands in pockets, thinking.
In the past month there had been some serious indications that deputy head Pei was beginning to pick on Wang
and throw his weight around. Wang, however, remained defiant, so the two men were at loggerheads. Wang was
convinced that Bai Shun’s case was not an ordinary criminal one and that there was more to it. Wang was an
experienced policeman and knew that the case was a delicate one, complicated and dangerous. This only roused
his fighting spirit. 'The value of his life, he felt, was triumphing over such difficulties. First he had to find Lin
Fang and talk to her.
After inquiring, he finally traced Lin Fang’s home. Its condition was much worse than he had anticipated,
dilapidated and with a low roof from which the melting snow dripped. Inside, a light shone through the curtained
window. Under the eaves was a brand-new bicycle; it probably did not belong to her, or else she would have taken
it into the house for the night.
About to knock at the door, Wang drew back his hand, hearing a boy weeping and a man’s voice, low but clear.
“Bai Xue is at the top of his class. The teachers show his examination papers to the other students as a good
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example for them to follow. I intentionally criticized some of the naughtier boys, but later they ganged up with a
hooligan and began to tease Bai Xue. They made remarks about his father and insulted him. Bai Xue couldn’t take
it so talked back. Then they beat him and threw his satchel in the river.”
A woman began to cry.
“If Ai Hua, the teacher, hadn’t come along, who knows what would have happened? That’s life today!”
Wang went away from the door, as if to blot out the weeping. By chance he came to a stationer’s which was
about to close, only a few customers remaining to be served. Glancing at the shelves, he noticed some satchels.
He bought a satchel, pencil-case, some pencils and notebooks. Putting everything into the satchel, he slung it over
his shoulder and made his way back to Lin Fang’s home. He knocked and the door opened. A woman appeared.
“What do you want?”
“I’d like to talk to Lin Fang, please,” Wang replied.
“I’m Lin Fang,” she answered with surprise in her voice. Please come in.”
He stepped down into the room. It was small and dingy and terribly messy. In one of its corners stood a small
table with a desk lamp on it. On the wall were a few children paintings of satellites, planes and a young boy. Wang
saw a tall, handsome young man, who must have been the one talking before. Close beside him was an eight-yearold boy in neatly patched clothes. He looked just like his father did when he was a boy. Wang was happy that Bai
Xue had a kind mother and a friendly, caring teacher. He had seen Lin Fang’s photograph in the file and her
youthful appearance made a strong impression on him. Although her face was now haggard with weeping, there
was still a sparkling defiance in her eyes against her miserable plight. Over the years her eyesight had become
poor.
The young teacher and the boy watched him expectantly. Wang looked down at his own uniform reflectively.
and felt a pang.
“What do you want to talk to me about?” Lin Fang asked curtly.
“About Bai Shun’s case,” Wang answered bluntly.
She was taken aback. Then Wang emptied out the contents of the satchel onto the table. There was silence as
the boy and teacher watched him. Wang went over to the boy, patting his head and holding out his hand to the
teacher.
“I heard what you said. Thank you for helping bring this boy up.”
“I’m Wu Zhengguang,” he said modestly. “Thank you for all your kindness on behalf of Bai Xue.”
Gripping Wu's hand, Wang said:
“I’m Wang Gongbo, from the Provincial Public Security Bureau.” Then he turned to Lin Fang. “Bai Shun
never signed the sentence. There must be a reason, I think, why you haven’t divorced him, but love him instead all
the more. Can you tell me what that is?”
Hands trembling, Lin Fang could barely control herself. Wu’s eyes moistened as he interjected:
“It’s plain that there’s been an injustice, but how can she complain any more? Every complaint has its
repercussions. She’s been moved from her home four times.”
“Yes, I know all about it,” Wang nodded. Catching sight of the scar on the boy’s forehead, he felt very sad.
“Don’t worry. Believe in the Party and its policies. As long as Bai Shun is innocent, his case will be righted some
day. I hope you’ll help me.”
Looking up, Lin Fang said firmly: “Chairman Mao is still alive and the Party’s policy is clear. Nothing can
make me despair. I have faith that one day my husband will be rehabilitated.”
“That was why you wrote that letter to him in your blood. I believe that he’s been able to keep going because
of your unshakable faith.”
Lin Fang nodded. Into her mind streamed all the events of the past eight years. She sadly poured out her story
the kind old policeman.
In September 1967, an old cadre on the Provincial Revolutionary Committee, Lu Qing, became a thorn in the
flesh to the trouble-makers in the province. He had taken part in the Long March in the early 30s and had since
been transferred from his army unit to become secretary of the Provincial Party Committee. In the early sixties he
had helped to transform a very poor province into one of the richest in the country. Because of his ability, he was
very popular with the people. But for those who wished to make use of the Cultural Revolution towards their own
ends, he was an obstacle. They looked for ways to get rid of him.
At that time, Lin Fang, who was about thirty, was pregnant and resting at home awaiting the birth of their
child. Bai Shun had come home depressed and told Lin Fang about a struggle that had taken place outside the
revolutionary committee offices. A man had been speaking to the crowd about the so-called crimes of Lu Qing.
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Those who followed Chairman Mao’s policies argued against him. Through a loud-speaker attached to their car,
they argued that Lu Qing was anything but a capitalist-roader. At this point some people arrived carrying a body.
A woman following sobbed that her husband, a secretary in Lu Qing’s office, had been poisoned to death while on
duty the previous night. She had been told by some men that they had seen Lu Qing give him some cake. When
analyzed, these were found to contain arsenic. This revelation shocked all those gathered there. Those who
supported Lu Qing were dumbfounded. Their opposers seized this chance to snatch away their car with the
loudspeaker. They asked the victim’s family and the witnesses to get into the car and announce Lu Qing’s crimes
over the loudspeaker. Then Lu Qing was jostled onto a truck and paraded through the streets.
Many people were angered about the injustice done to Lu Qing, but they dared not speak out. Some, taken in
by the frame-up, in disappointment thought he had cheated them. Others rejoiced at the anarchy. As the truck
passed, Bai Shun caught Lu Qing’s glance; it was so sad that it seared his heart. His head whirled as he thought
how Lu Qing had helped him when he had got into difficulties with his scientific research. To him, Lu Qing was a
respectable, sociable comrade and a model Party cadre. Now he was being brutally treated. All this upset him
deeply.
As he told Lin Fang this, Bai Shun stroked her shoulder and said:
“If we can’t manage, how will our unborn child fare?”
Lin Fang said nothing but only snuggled closer to her husband. It was about midnight when they heard a rap at
the door of the apartment which they shared with another family. Before they could go out to open it, in came
their drunken neighbor and a friend whose voice seemed familiar to Bai Shun. He greeted the neighbor’s wife
who was in the corridor:
“I want to tell you … my aunt … your husband’s … damn crafty … His game … got Lu … dumbfounded. He
swallowed bitter pills, but can’t say anything.” He stopped. “Ssh! Beware of eavesdroppers!” warned the
neighbor. They went into their room. All was quiet again.
In the rooms next to Bai Shun lived Yang Darong, who worked in the provincial committee office. Although
they were not close friends, the daughter, Yang Qiong, often asked Lin Fang for help with her homework. When
the Cultural Revolution had begun in 1966, Yang Darong had become a rebel leader, often returning home late at
night and arrogantly swaggering about. That night Yang Darong had returned home particularly late and the
drunken words of his companion sounded suspicious. What had happened? Was the Lu he had mentioned Lu
Qing? Despite his wife’s warning Bai Shun tiptoed gingerly towards the door.
Lin Fang, her heart in her mouth, held her breath. All of a sudden, she heard a clang. Bai Shun had bumped
against a pail. The noise nearly made her cry out. Bai Shun switched on the light in the lavatory, yawned and shut
the door.
Returning to his own room, he was trembling with rage. He told his wife that Yang and his thugs were talking
about the day’s happenings: it was Yang who had poisoned Lu Qing’s secretary. The men who bore false witness
and claimed that Lu Qing gave his secretary poisoned cakes were thugs; they were still plotting to get at the other
old cadre in the Provincial Revolutionary Committee who opposed them. .
Lin Fang was stunned. Bai Shun decided to inform the Provincial Public Security Bureau of their crimes.
“I’m afraid of nothing except for our unborn child,” she said, filled with anxiety.
“It’s for the sake of millions of children that I must speak out against these thugs. Better our child isn’t born
under the rule of such fascists.”
“Those brutes think they can get away with everything, and frame up fine old cadres like Lu Qing. Our child
…” Tears came to her eyes.
Embracing her, Bai Shun wished he could give her some of his strength. They gazed silently through the
window at the dark sky. His enthusiasm dispelled her fears, and maternal feelings and duty overwhelmed her. Late
that night Bai Shun wrote a letter. The couple stood at dawn at their window looking at the morning sunlight in
the distance. At this moment they knew the satisfaction of a husband and wife in harmony, concerned about their
children and fighting for the revolution.
The third day after Bai Shun’s letter had been sent, Lin Fang was busy making baby clothes. Bai Shun came
home with some red buttons for the baby garments. As he was taking them out of his pocket, Yang Qiong’s
mother shouted from the kitchen:
“Quick, your porridge is boiling over, Bai!”
Bai Shun hurried into the kitchen the two families shared. After a moment, the woman shrieked again, “You
delinquent ...” followed by sounds of her daughter weeping. A crowd of neighbors rushed out. There were curses,
blows and Bai’s shouts heard. Lin Fang was dazed. Dashing out she hear Yang Qiong crying out: “No, no …
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Don’t!” At this she was dragged away by her father into their room, and the door shut with a bang. Some burly
men were beating up Bai Shun with sticks and tongs. Lin Fang ran forward but was held back by Yang Qiong’s
mother, who then savagely beat her, crying out: “We are neighbors. Who thought he would rape my daughter?
Beat him to death! Beat him to death!”
Bai Shun was pulled onto the staircase and dragged through the crowds lining it. His head banged against the
sides, his blood was everywhere. Lin Fang fainted.
She had never seen her husband since that day. Eight years had passed. When Bai Xue was born, she was very
ill. Fortunately they were cared for by kind neighbors and she had recovered. It was then that her eyesight had
begun to fail. During the years she was forced to move from her home Lin Fang shook her head sadly.
“We’ve been living like this for a long time now. He was sentenced to fifteen years. Fifteen years! We’ll wait
for him. I know he’s innocent. That’s why I wrote him that letter in my blood.”
Wiping away his tears, Wu said angrily: “Those bastards are as rotten as they can be.”
Wang’s veins bulged in his forehead as he stood up and said:
“Here we have the dictatorship of the proletariat. One day those fascists will be crushed.”
*
It was late when Wang walked along the icy road with Wu, pushing his bicycle. They were more relaxed, Wu
talking about himself and his girl friend.
She was a language teacher in his school. She was pretty, and, more important, she had a heart of gold. Her
father was a high-ranking official in the provincial committee, She never boasted about her father however, and
Wu, who was a sensitive young man, never pressed her about this. Their love had begun through their common
concern for their pupils, especially her deep attachment to little Bai Xue, She would not go with Wu to Bai Xue’s
home, however. Whenever Wu talked about the hardships Bai Xue and his mother had to endure, she would get
upset and agitated and tell him to be quiet. Although he loved her very much, Wu felt she had some mental block
against this subject.
As they parted, Wang wished Wu and his girl every happiness. At that moment, a man in a short overcoat, the
collar upturned, approached and whispered:
“Old Wang …”
Wang recognized Chen. Only when Wu had gone did Chen dare to continue:
“There’s an order from Zheng for you to go back to cadre school immediately. The work of reviewing cases
has been suspended for the time being.”
Wang was fully aware of the gravity of the situation, or else Zheng would have acted in a different way.
Gazing up at the pitch-black sky, he felt the chill in the air.
There in Zheng’s office, they were waiting for him. Zheng rasped Wang’s hand and looked at him for a
moment. After a few pleasantries with Xu, Wang noticed the jubilation in his bloodshot eyes. Xu was in a hurry to
leave and so he said to Wang:
“Frankly, long ago I opposed the so-called rectification\fn{ A note reads: In 1975, when Deng Xiaoping, presiding over the
State Council, pointed to the interference in and sabotage of Party work by Lin Biao and the “Gang of Four,” the call to rectify this was
made.} carried out in July, August and September. I could do nothing at the time but wait and see. Many of you

were too naïve politically, thinking it should be carried through to the end. Nevertheless you’ve worked very hard
in the last few months, and your spirit was exemplary. Still you ought to reflect why you were so willing to wear
yourself out. I suggest you examine yourself and your motives.” Then he added smiling:
“In cadre school your awareness will help the others, I’m sure.”
As he took his leave, Xu insisted that Wang take his car to the hospital and have a check-up. Portfolio in hand,
he left for the provincial committee offices.
Zheng and Wang sat opposite each other saying nothing. Sadly, Zheng lowered his head.
“Comrade …”
Wang patted his old friend’s knee. Zheng looked at him and scolded:
“Why didn’t you let me know about your heart? I hope Xu hasn’t upset you. You will go to the hospital or
perhaps Peking for an examination, won’t you?” Wang took his hand and answered:
“Premier Zhou’s really ill. Yet he never thinks about himself. Hospital or school, what’s the difference? Don’t
worry, Zheng. I can take care of myself.”
Zheng paced up and down. He knew Wang’s stubbornness and was unable to persuade him.
Standing in the cold wind, they lingered, hardly able to part.
“I know your situation,” Wang said, “but you mustn’t give up.”
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“So long as there are mountains and rivers, we’ll meet again one day,” Zheng declared firmly.
*
Severe winter. A month had elapsed since Wang’s turn to the cadre school. The false charge against Bai Shun
remained, and this disturbed Wang’s sleep. He felt he hadn’t fulfilled his duty. With this and the heavy work
during the day, his health deteriorated.
It was extremely cold. Wang had just finished feeding the pigs, when a savage gust of wind made him cough.
The pain in his heart made him dizzy. Bending down, he leaned against the wall. His wife, Li, hurried over and
gave him some pills, then helped him to their room, where she sat him down by the stove. Controlling her
feelings, she tried to persuade him:
“Zheng told you to go and see a doctor. I think you should too.”
After his pain had eased a little, Wang wiped away the perspiration on hi
s brow and said with a bitter
smile: “No need for you to nag too. Do you think medicine can cure me?”
Helplessly she shook her head. “You know Zheng; concerned for your health. What’s more, you’ve been given
sick leave here.” Then she added: “Perhaps you could use it to find out the truth about Bai Shun’s case.”
“Really?” His eyes brightened as he understood her meaning. “Yes, you’re right. Please help me pack.”
Suddenly they heard the sound of funeral music carried by the wind. Worried and apprehensive they slowly got
up and went to the door. Outside, people gathered in the open; some even forgot to put down the loads they were
carrying on their shoulders; others were unaware of the cigarette ends burning their fingers.
Our esteemed and beloved Premier Zhou, whom the people loved dearly, had died.
Old Wang, who never shed tears, sobbed bitterly.
The funeral music reverberating in his ears, the wind ruffling his gray hair, he trudged along the road. His wife
followed carrying a small bundle in her hand. Stopping abruptly and taking it from her he said: “I’m going now.”
Looking at his thin grief-stricken face, his wife clasped his hands. Suddenly she pressed her cheek against them
and wept, all sorts of feelings welling up inside her.
Wang smoothed her ruffled hair and patted her trembling shoulder. Then having gazed down at her with deep
affection for a while, he turned round and strode away.
*
Wang returned to the provincial city again, and Zheng came to see him. They had an intimate talk, in which
Zheng told him Chairman Mao’s health was poor. Silent for some time, their feelings were beyond expression.
“From the recent programs on the radio, I guess the Gang of Four must have speeded up their … attacks,”
Wang said after a while. “We must hurry up and make the best use of our time. I don’t think I can spare the time
to see a doctor now.”
Zheng nodded in agreement, showing his complete trust in and his deep understanding of his old friend. Wang
seldom went to the security bureau office and hardly ever to the hospital. Instead he asked Chen to help trace
Yang Qiong. She had changed her name to Ai Hua and was a teacher in a suburban primary school. Wang knew
that his meeting with her was of vital importance and that there wasn’t much time left. He hurried to the school
despite the bitter weather and his poor health.
Ai Hua had only two classes that day. After she had dismissed the last one, her head ached and she felt weak.
The previous night she hadn’t slept a wink because Wu had told her of his love for her. She loved him but was
confused and upset. As a girl with a dual identity, she felt she had no right to love. As she had matured, she had
learned some of life’s difficulties. She hated her parents and family who had humiliated her and made her guiltridden. In the staff room, she found an old policeman, who greeted her with outstretched hand:
“I’m Wang Gongbo. I’d like to have a talk with you.”
Feeling uneasy, her heart pounded wildly. When they were seated, she lowered her head in embarrassment. She
felt as if the old man’s eyes were piercing right through her. To relax the tension, Wang began softly:
“Isn’t your real name Yang Qiong? I’ve heard you’re very fond of Bai Xue.”
Blushing slightly, she answered hesitantly:
“I … Yes. What can I do for you?”
“Do you remember the case of Bai Shun eight years ago? We’re reviewing it again. Can you help me with
some the details?”
The girl asked hastily, her lips trembling: “What canI tell you?” Her voice was so low even she could scarcely
hear it. It was a disgrace she could never wipe out. When she wanted to cry out that Bai Shun was innocent, she
seemed to hear her father’s threats and her mother tearfully imploring her.
After Bai Shun had been framed, her parents had kept her in the house for several days, lecturing her by turns.
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Her father had told her that revolution requires sacrifice and that it was necessary for Bai Shun to be put away. If
not, then the rebels like Xu in the Provincial Revolutionary Committee and Pei in the security bureau and others
would be overthrown. Then they and not Bai Shun would be brought before the law.
Weeping bitterly her mother had pleaded that she was their only child, their daughter.
“It’s for your own good. If anything should happen to your father … Anyway Bai Shun’s indecent behavior has
got around …”
“But Uncle Bai didn’t do anything,” she replied in tears. Her father flared at her and scolded:
“Whom do you choose: Bai Shun or your father? If I become a counter-revolutionary, you’ll suffer all your
life.”
“You’re a girl, yet you don’t know what's good for you,” her mother blustered: “No use crying over spilt milk,
you know.”
Only sixteen, Yang Qiong could not understand all that they said. She mostly felt ashamed and terrified. In
court she could not say a word, and so her parents spoke on her behalf. Not long after, her father was promoted to
be the deputy head of a department in the Provincial Revolutionary Committee.
Eight years had passed. In order to ease her mental pain, she left home and avoided meeting her family.
Changing her name, she began to work in a primary school on the outskirts of the city to atone for her guilt. By an
unfortunate coincidence, Bai Shun’s son happened to be a pupil. His pure innocent eyes caused her great anguish.
She lavished all her affection on the child, whose sufferings she had brought about.
In time she had hoped to forget her past, but Wang Gongbo had appeared and opened the old wound. She was
in a dilemma. If she spoke the truth and righted the injustice, then what about her family? And Wu, could he
forgive her? Thinking these questions over in her mind, she felt so agitated that she rose abruptly. Although it was
winter, beads of perspiration appeared on her forehead. Afraid to meet Wang’s eyes, and biting her lip, she shook
her head distractedly.
Patiently Wang waited, his eyes never for a moment leaving her pale face. He was racking his brains how to
appeal to her sense of justice.
“Comrade Ai Hua, you should be courageous and overcome your fears,” he said at long last. “An innocent man
has been wronged, framed! Not only your father, but also bigger criminals have probably been involved. Only by
finding them can justice be done. Don’t you think that this is the duty of every young person educated by Mao
Tse’tung Thought?”
Ai Hua felt dizzy at these words. She asked herself if she was worthy. Silence. Then all of a sudden the door
swung open and in came a young man. The instant their eyes met, the two men simultaneously cried put in
astonished delight.
“Wang!”
“Wu!”
“What brought you here?”
“Bai Shun’s case. I’m here to make investigations—”
“Can Ai Hua be of any help?”
“Yes,” the old man answered after a pause. “She’s just given me some important information. Perhaps I shall
find Yang Qiong soon.”
Wu was pleased and began to introduce Ai Hua affectionately.
“Old Wang, she’s the girl I told you about.” Then he turned and reproved Ai Hua: “So it seems you know
something about it. Why didn’t you tell me before?”
“She just remembered now,” Wang came to her rescue with a smile.
Deeply moved by Wang’s thoughtfulness, Ai Hua indebted to him and tears filled her eyes. She knew that if
Wang revealed her identity, Wu would be shocked might not be able to take it. She felt guilty that her ignorance
and weakness had brought tragedy to Bai Shun’s family. She had been conscience-stricken ever since. But Wu
was inocent and had nothing to do with it. Why should he be involved? She covered her face with her hands to
restrain her sobs.
Wu was moved by her weeping and told Wang:
“She’s very sensitive: She always cries when the sufferings of Bai Shun’s family are mentioned.”
Looking at the young couple, Wang understood their differences. He also knew that as an older man he should
help them. He decided on the next step.
“Come on! We’ll go and see Bai Xue.”
Wu nodded approvingly. When Ai Hua had first seen Bai Xue at school, she had longed to visit his family right
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away and help them, but she had lacked the courage. Now she went in spite of herself.
*
Lin Fang welcomed them warmly. When she heard Wang’s voice, she became sad. She didn’t want this kind
old man to be involved in Bai Shun’s case again. Knowing perfectly well what was in her mind, Wang asked:
“Where’s your boy?”
“Gone to learn about production in a factory.”
“Old Wang’s here on sick leave,” explained Wu, “and he wants to take this opportunity to trace Yang Qiong.”
With a dull look in her eyes, Lin Fang stared blankly at Wang for a while and then said:
“I’m very grateful to you for your kindness.”
Wang sighed with a touch of regret. Lin Fang shook her head and continued:
“I’ve often thought about her. Only Yang Qiong knows the truth. But … even if we found her, she wouldn’t tell
it. Her father would be guilty and her reputation and future would be ruined. She must be about twenty-four now
and perhaps she has a husband and family. Would she ruin herself and them? Impossible!”
Wang stared at the girl who sat silently by the door, not daring to look at Lin Fang. Her eyes were moist with
tears.
“I have faith in the younger generation raised in New China,” said Wu. “If she is an honest person, I’m sure
she’ll act correctly in the end.”
Gazing at Wu, in astonishment, Ai Hua broke out in a cold sweat.
“If he knows the truth about me, he’ll be disgusted.” Heart-broken she said to herself: “What shall I do? How
can I face the world?”
Everyone except Wu noticed her whisper. Lin Fang turning round asked:
“Who’s that?”
“Ai Hua, Bai Xue’s teacher,” answered Wu. “She loves Bai Xue very much.”
Lin Fang rubbed her eyes, but couldn’t clearly make out the girl’s face. Taking Ai Hua’s hand tightly in hers,
she said gratefully:
“So you’re Ai Hua! My son is constantly talking about you. He says you used to mend his clothes. Thank you
so much. You are all wonderful people. Just now your voice reminded me of Yang Qiong’s. Hers was soft like
yours. She’s not to blame for her despicable parents and what they forced her to do, spoiling her good name.”
Trembling, Ai Hua walked over to the window and tried to control herself. Wang sighed and added:
“People like Yang Darong have no principles. They’ll even sacrifice their own flesh and blood. They are the
real criminals in our society. Only by exposing them mercilessly can we right the wrongs. Only then can we free
their victims like Yang Qiong. It’s for this purpose that I came here.” He stopped, coughing badly. Having pain in
his heart he leaned against the wall doubled up. Startled, the two young people rushed over to help him up and
give him his pills.
Lin Fang’s heart sank when she realized the old man was seriously ill. Wu began to wipe the sweat from
Wang’s forehead. Wang said calmly:
“Nothing serious, just the same old trouble. Those people would like to see me dead, but I’ll keep going. I’ve
some work to do, it’s my sacred duty, and, believe me, I’m not so easy to get rid of!”
Lin Fang wept, unable to speak. Ai Hua gazed with respect at the weather-beaten face of the old revolutionary,
who had known life’s sufferings. An idea that had been in her mind for some time suddenly became as clear as
day. She knew at that moment what it meant to be an ordinary but great person. In front of this fine man she
decided to pour out what had been locked in her heart for eight years.
Just then there was a pounding at the door and in rushed Chen dressed in plain clothes.
Wang in astonishment cried out his name.
Chen grasped his hands and said quickly:
“Wang! Lu Ping sent me here to tell you. that they are out to get you. Xu says you are breaking the law and
that your investigations have an ulterior counter-revolutionary motive. He’s ordered Pei to arrest you at once.
They’re searching for you everywhere. Zheng is attending a meeting of the Provincial Revolutionary Committee.
You must go to him right away. The sooner the better. Lu Ping has phoned him.”
Wang took off his cap, stroking his badge with emotion. Lin Fang knelt to grasp his legs weeping bitterly, but
Wang helped her to her feet and said calmly:
“I’m always prepared for the worst. These thugs will stop at nothing—”
“Those bastards!” Wu swore angrily.
Chen looked at his watch and said anxiously, “Old Wang, you’d better go quickly.”
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Wang said with great emotion:
“I’m not afraid of death. They can find plenty of excuses to frame an innocent people! But they will be
punished by history some day, although, I may not live to see it.”
Ai Hua unable to control herself any longer at the window burst out crying. Wu and Chen also started to weep
silently. Suddenly Ai Hua felt a warm hand on her shoulder and raising her head found Wang looking at her in
expectation. What feelings his eyes conveyed! Opening her mouth she revealed her identity, shocking everyone
except Wang:
“I’m Yang Qiong.”
The room was quiet except for her speaking. Wang knew that he was not dealing with a simple frame up. His
actions would affect the political situation in the country. He wanted to take the girl to meet Zheng as soon as
possible and in great secrecy.
But it was no secret. Xu had been informed of his whereabouts as soon as he had left the cadre school, and had
ordered Pei and Yang Darong to take care of Yang Qiong. But when Yang Darong reached the school, he found
that his daughter had left. Flustered, he guessed she must have gone to Bai Xue’s home. Rushing there he arrived
just in time to eavesdrop on her confession. He was paralyzed with fright. Reporting this to Xu over the phone, he
felt like a convict. At the other end Xu was so scared he nearly dropped receiver. But Xu was a tough character.
Pounding the with his fist, he hissed:
“Now we’ll play our trump card.”
A jeep was dispatched at once to carry out the secret orders of Xu and Pei. It sped along the route Wang had
taken. Old Zheng had realized that Wang was in danger well.
She received Lu Ring’s call. Rushing out of the conference room, he sent a capable assistant to go quickly to
meet Wang.
As an old security man, Wang was used to being vigilant at all times. He led Ai Hua and Chen along the road
under cover of night. When they approached a cross-road not far from the city, Wang told them:
“The enemy must have been alerted. They’ll do everything they can to stop us.”
Chen nodded anxiously. Ai Hua said firmly:
“I know that, Uncle Wang.”
Approaching a jeep parked by the roadside, they saw Zheng’s assistant emerge from it. He walked up to them
and told them to get in. Just at that moment, another jeep sped towards them, headlights dazzling. It raced towards
the girl who walked slightly ahead of the men.
Wang instinctively saw it was going to kill their only witness. Running forward he pushed the frightened girl
aside. The jeep flashed past, knocking the old man a dozen meters away, and then disappeared in the darkness.
The two young men cried out in alarm, rushing over to him, choking with sobs. The girl fainted.
In the moonlight Wang’s gray hair was red with blood.
*
In the quiet emergency room, the doctors and nurses worked hard to save Wang’s life. A leading comrade of
the hospital accompanied Xu to the ward. Looking from the pale face to the blood transfusion apparatus, Xu
asked about Wang’s condition. On learning that Wang had been in a coma all the time and was not expected to
live, he heaved a sigh of relief and said:
“You must save his life! The plan must be discussed carefully.”
The door opened slowly. Raising his head, Xu was startled to see Zheng’s awesome expression. Guiltily he began:
“Old Zheng, you’ve come …”
The two youngsters, Chen and Ai Hua, stood at Zheng’s side staring at him, their hatred unconcealed. All were
silent as the tension in the room mounted. Wang lay still, his eyes closed. He seemed at peace, neither pain nor
happiness on his calm face. He had accomplished his sacred duty …
*
It was 1976. The maple tree stood like a huge torch ablaze in the golden autumn. Bai Shun was standing under
it carving the tenth star on its trunk. Finishing it, he pressed his cheek against it, and hope filled his numb heart.
He pictured a child’s face, his nine-year-old son’s, whom he had never seen.
“Daddy!”
He heard a boy’s clear voice.
“We’ve come to take you home!” He raised his head quickly wondering if he was dreaming. He saw some
people approaching in the dawn light and stood there gazing at them stupidly. Chen? His wife? And … his son?
The other two he did not recognize.
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When they reached him, Chen took his hand and said in excitement:
“The ‘Gang of Four’ have been smashed. The injustice done to you has been righted.”
Bai Shun stood there gazing at them in bewilderment, hardly able to believe his ears. Calling his name, Lin
Fang threw herself into his arms. His wife’s tears awakened his heart and he knew the truth, tears filling his eyes
too.
“Uncle Bai!” a girl called him. Her voice seemed oddly familiar. Raising his head, he looked at her in silence.
Lin Fang went over to the girl and taking her hand said:
“Yang Qiong came with us to take you home. She … she’s a fine girl.”
The young man beside her introduced himself:
“I’m Wu Zhengguang. Yang Qiong is my fiancée. We all came together to tell you the good news.”
The dawn clouds tinged the autumn fields with red. Surrounded by his family, Bai Shun said goodbye to Chen
and then left. Yang Qiong and Wu walked beside each other, behind the family. Bai Xue kept turning round to
wave goodbye to Chen.
Chen’s heart thrilled at the knowledge that the majesty of the law had been restored.

82.49 The Eye Of Dusk\fn{by Chang Rang aka Lu Hui-chen (1956- )} Fukien Province, China (F) 8
Does the sun remember its last glance before setting?
*
The woman was dead. When Mr. Wu discovered her, she was lying on the floor, the cats in the house walking
around her.
The woman was cold. Mr. Wu didn’t have to touch her. She was lying with her belly down on the ground like
some discarded piece of clothing. He knew she had already set off on that road of no return.
*
My time will come soon, but when? How many years have I been waiting?
Mr. Wu squatted down beside the woman, thinking. As he struggled up with much difficulty, he saw the last
ray of the dusk fleeing through the window. The room grew dark as if it had sunk into a black pocket. He felt
Death in the room. It flickered in the eyes of those fat cats.
Come on, come and get me! Why don’t you? Do you think I’m afraid of you? Well, I’m not. I’m not afraid of
living, why should I be afraid of death? Come on, I’m waiting for you!
Mr. Wu sat in, tile rattan chair where the woman always sat when she was alive. A big white cat slowly came
and sat by his foot; with one of his fingers he softly stroked the fur on its neck. The cat lifted its head and jumped
onto his lap. The warmth and softness of the cat suddenly made him realize why the woman raised cats—for life,
the wild vitality of life.
As Mr. Wu caressed the soft fur under the cat’s neck, he felt its continuous purring, and a hot, moist sensation
rose up from within. He sat quietly in the room, black as a pocket, holding the white cat.
*
The woman who lay dead on the ground stood up—her shadow was as long and thin as a stalk of bamboo—
and walked to the sewing machine by the window. She sat down and tidied her hair with her left hand. She
lowered her head, and the sewing machine began clicking.
*
The news report from the TV next door was so loud that it awakened Mr. Wu from his deep thoughts.
She is gone, what will you do? Mr. Wu asked the cats. When he discovered the woman lying face down on the
ground, he was carrying the fish heads and tails he had gotten for free from the market to feed the woman’s cats.
*
One day, Mr. Wu suddenly woke up. He sat up in bed, his feet bare, the quilt up around his waist. He was
startled and excited, like a child standing in front of an unfamiliar adult.
At four o’clock, he went to bed. A tall naked woman came and stood by his bed. She was full-figured, as if
there was another bigger, rounder body straining to leap out of that firm, tight body, like a smooth pea just out of
its pod, or a plump white rice dumpling floating in a bowl of soup. She was the product of loneliness and imagination, more real than reality. As warming as a goddess sprung from a dream, she stood by his bed.
Sitting up in bed, Mr. Wu could still vividly see the woman in the dream before his eyes. He shook his head
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and rubbed his eyes, then he got out of bed to put on his clothes. Soon he went downstairs. He then went to a
seamstress’s shop on the corner. The shop had no name, just a sign with “Dressmaker” written in red letters.
*
Mr. Wu entered through the opened door and walked towards the sewing machine, where he stood quietly. The
sewing machine hummed and clicked as the woman fed the material through the machine. She lifted her head to
look at the visitor when she finished. The overhead light illumined the side of her face; she wasn’t young.
“I must have these clothes mended,” said Mr. Wu lifting a plastic bag on which Limei Bakery was written in
red letters.
The woman took the plastic bag, from which she removed the bundle of clothes. Quickly, she checked the old
shirts and pants, examining the places where it had come unsewn or had become tattered. She reported to him as
she checked. Occasionally, Mr. Wu pointed to some worn-out places not easily detected, and the woman would
nod her head. After examining the clothes, the woman put the three shirts and two pairs of pants back into the
plastic bag. She stood up and put it on a large work table. On the table were a yellow wooden ruler, a box containing pieces of pink and gray-green chalk, several scraps of material, paper patterns and an electric iron.
“When do you need them?” asked the woman in a gruff, indifferent tone of voice as she picked up a notebook
from the table.
“When will they be ready?” Mr. Wu asked carefully as if her cold, rude voice indicated some fault on his part.
“The day you need them is the day they will be ready.” The woman didn’t look at him.
“Tomorrow or the day after tomorrow; if possible, tomorrow,” Mr. Wu said haltingly, choosing his words
carefully, as if they were covered with thorns. Her indifference intimidated him.
“The day after tomorrow then,” she said bending over her notebook to jot something down. She tore out a page
and handed it to Mr. Wu.
“How much?”
“Thirty yuan, pay when you pick them up.” The woman glanced at Mr. Wu. “Newcomer?” Her eyes had no
expression.
Mr. Wu shrank at her gaze. “Yes, for the moment I'm staying on the 4 th floor of the green apartment on the
corner,” said Mr. Wu pinching the crease in his gray pants.
“Oh, with the Gaos,” said the woman, turning to sit in front of her sewing machine. “See you the day after
tomorrow.” The sewing machine started humming.
Mr. Wu nodded and left, feeling humiliated.
*
She was an arrogant woman, wasn’t she? Mr. Wu sank in thought, his hand caressing the white cat. The cat had
no name, none of her cats had names. The cats walking about the room were like the nameless people walk-ing
the streets.
The first time I met her, she was stand-offish and looked right through me. She had a way of making a person
feel uncomfortable, as if one were smaller or less important than she. She had a way—do you know what I’m
talking about? Mr. Wu asked the cat on his lap. I could feel … I remember, because I was standing in front of her.
No, she never faced you, she would keep her back to you or show you her profile. Her nose was straight, her
mouth curved downward. She wasn’t young anymore, her face sagged with wrinkles. I felt I was being pulled
down, as if there was a rope around my neck, dragging me down, down. My stomach felt as if it had been turned
upside down and filled with icicles. She just had that imposing manner, as if the person standing in front of her
would slit open his own belly with a sharp knife, pullout his red and blue guts and then fall over and die in his
own blood and she wouldn’t even blink. She gave you the impression that she was cold as ice, like a chunk of ice
out of the freezer, giving off a cold vapor. No wonder Old Jiang called her “Frozen Meat” or “Stone
Guanyin.”\fn{A note reads: The goddess Guanyin.}
The white cat on Mr. Wu’s lap arched its body and jumped to the floor.
*
When Mr. Wu went to pick up his clothes, the woman pointed to a screen in the corner and said, “Try them
on,” as she handed him a pile of clothes.
“That’s not necessary, I just wanted a few holes patched,” said Mr. Wu, surprised that, like the first time, he
again had fallen under the woman’s power.
Sitting at the sewing machine, the woman lifted her head, thought a moment, then grinned with approval.
“That’s right, I had it mixed up. But it would be better to check to see if I’ve missed any place.”
Mr. Wu nodded his head in order to please the woman. He spread out his clothes on the work table and
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checked them over very carefully. The woman once again bent over her sewing machine. After looking over his
clothes, Mr. Wu said, “Everything’s fine.”
The woman stood up and moved to the work table. She gathered up all the spread-out clothes and in no time
she put them in order. Then she placed them in a plastic bag from the Far-East Department Store which she had
taken from beneath the table. Mr. Wu took 30 yuan from his pocket and handed it to the woman.
“Thank you. Come again.” The woman put the money on the table.
As Mr. Wu was about to step out of the door, a short stout half-bald old man walked in with a cigarette in his
mouth. “It’s getting cooler, come to eat quickly,” he said.
Mr. Wu nodded to him and as he walked out the door, the old man smiled and returned his greeting.
*
Within the next month, Mr. Wu visited the dressmaker’s shop several times. He went again after he had found
some more clothes in need of mending and when he went to pick them up. The third time was when Mrs. Gao had
given him a length of material which he decided to have tailored into a pair of pants so he paid another visit to the
woman’s shop.
“Here again,” said Mr. Wu as he stepped into the shop. He smiled as if confessing his guilt. He was afraid of
being too emphatic so he omitted the “I” from his sentence.
“Now what is it that needs mending?” said the woman coldly as if he were a complete stranger, and not someone she had known for a month.
“Nothing needs mending. I’d like you to make something.” Mr. Wu removed the material from the plastic bag
and put it on the table.
The woman picked up the material, and then put it back on the table.
“What do you want to have made?”
“I’m thinking about a pair of pants. All the pants I have, I’ve been wearing for more than ten years, now. Khaki
is very durable,” Mr. Wu laughed. He seemed sorry for the khaki’s durableness.
“You ought to have a new pair of pants,” said the woman, with a slight frown.
Mr. Wu got excited when the woman agreed.
“However, in my opinion, this material isn't suitable for pants." The woman picked up the material, then let it
slide from her hand.
Mr. Wu touched the material; he was a little disappointed. “Why not? It’s a plain color, all pants are plain. It’s a
deep gray.”
The woman looked at him, then circled her waist with the fabric. “Can’t you see, this material is so soft, it’d be
better for a skirt!”
“Then it is useless, I can’t wear a skirt.” Seeing the woman put the material back on the table, Mr. Wu was
stunned.
“It doesn’t mean it’s useless. I can’t make pants out of it, but I can make you a shirt.” The woman leaned
against the table, her slender figure like a shadow under the lamplight. Mr. Wu was surprised by her slenderness.
“But what I want is a pair of pants.”
“If you insist, I’ll make a pair of pants.”
Mr. Wu shook his head; he looked upset at losing a pair of new pants.
“As a matter of fact, with your size it would be easier and cheaper to buy ready-made pants than to have them
tailor-made.” The woman returned to her sewing machine, immersing herself in her work.
“I didn’t buy this material; I’ve never bought any in my life. I’ve always bought my clothes off the night
market stands,” said Mr. Wu, looking at the woman who was sewing a piece of soft flowery fabric. She seemed
not to notice his presence. Feeling ill at ease, he put the material back into the plastic bag and got ready to leave.
The woman stopped her sewing and stood up. “Well, why don’t you leave it here for a week.”
Mr. Wu hesitated. The woman took the plastic bag from his hand, removed the material, measured it, after
which she took Mr. Wu’s measurements with a cloth measuring tape. “What’s your name?” asked the woman as
she squatted to measure his inseam.
“Wu: W as in William, U as in uncle.”
“You related to the Gaos?” The woman stood up, she was nearly the same height as Mr. Wu.
“Sort of, can’t really say that I am, just a distant relative.”
“Are you just visiting?” The woman wrote down his measurements in her notebook.
“I’m staying there for the moment. Mr. Gao is helping me find a job.” Mr. Wu forced a smile. “The store I
worked in for more than ten years was closed.”
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“Come back next week.” The woman returned to her seat in front of the sewing machine.
Mr. Wu murmured “Good-bye” to her silhouette and left, feeling quite dejected.
A week later Mr. Wu returned to the woman’s shop. Not only was there a new shirt but there was also a pair of
new pants.
The woman wasn’t sewing this time, she was working in the garden in front of the house. Her small yard was
full of luxuriant green bonsai, some could be seen in her room. In pots and cans, some tall as trees, others tiny as
flowers. A flowering vine in a pot climbed along a bamboo pole onto the fence. In the corner, there was a piece of
wood on which grew epiphytic orchids. There were so many colorful flowers in the front yard. Mr. Wu entered
without seeing the woman, and only after he came out again did he find her squatting among the flowers. Her hair
was tied back with a big red scarf, curving gracefully down her neck to her shoulders. Mr. Wu began praising the
flowers but in his heart he praised the beauty of the woman. He usually entered her house directly and never, until
now, had he paid any attention to her plants. At work among the bonsai, the woman was as silent and pretty as a
flower. She was so kind and gentle.
“I’ll be done in a minute,” said the woman.
Mr. Wu approached, watching her pull weeds.
Your clothes are on the table. You can try them on.”
“There’s no hurry. I don’t have much, but I do have plenty of time,” said Mr. Wu. Feeling his voice contained
too much sadness, he bent over, pretending to smell the flowers.
The woman stood up with a bunch of weed in her hand. Mr. Wu followed her into the house.
“Try them on.” The woman pointed to the clothes which lay neatly folded on the table, then she walked to the
back of the house. When she reappeared, Mr. Wu was still trying on the clothes behind the screen in the corner.
“How are they?” she asked.
“Wait a moment.”
“Don’t take them off, let me see how they are. If I have to make any alterations, I can mark them right away.”
The screen opened, and Mr. Wu walked out with the new clothes in his hand.
“Why did you take them off?” she asked reproachfully in a flat tone of voice.
“They fit very, very well!” Mr. Wu kept nodding his head.
The woman looked at him and then turned her head to look out the window, saying, “That’s good.”
“Was it any trouble for you to make the pants?”
“No trouble, there was enough material.”
“How much do I owe you altogether?”
“One hundred yuan.”
“Why so little?”
“Don’t argue with me. If I say one hundred, that means one hundred.” The woman sounded like someone’s
mother.
“Then I cannot take your shirt and pants,” said Mr. Wu, gently but firmly using the strategy of ‘retreat in order
to advance.’
The woman looked up. Her expression was that of a young girl, thought Mr. Wu. Her expression contrasted
sharply with her aged face. Mr. Wu remembered that her spirited eyes didn’t seem to go with her face, it was like
an old suit of clothes, with a bright red lining. He didn’t understand the meaning behind her expression.
“You won’t take them and I have no use for them.”
The woman threw the clothes into the trash can.
Mr. Wu was shocked speechless by her hot temper. He watched the woman float like a shadow to the garden
outside. Mr. Wu took the clothes out from among the rags and threads in the trash can and folded them up. He
took a one hundred yuan bill out of his pocket, smoothed it out, folded it in half and placed it on the table. He put
the clothes under his arm and walked out. The woman wasn’t in the garden. He stopped and looked around for a
moment, shook his head, muttered to himself, then hung his head as if in utter defeat and walked out the open
gate.
In his new shirt and pants, Mr. Wu appeared tall and straight like a cigarette just taken from the box. In his
pocket, he carried several hundred-yuan bills which he had withdrawn from the bank with the aim of spending
generously.
At 5 PM Mr. Wu entered the woman’s shop.
“It’s me, I’m back.” He said like an old friend.
The woman was sitting in a rattan chair in the comer. She wore a pair of glasses, reading the newspaper, while
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a cat was napping beside her feet. She lifted her head and, taking off her glasses, looked him up and down as if
she were checking a newly painted wall.
“I put them on for you to see.” Mr. Wu was a bit nervous, fearing her rebuke.
“The pants are a little long.” The woman judged.
“No, no, they’re just right.” Mr. Wu looked down pulling at his pants.
The woman was silent and looked away. Mr. Wu sauntered over to the bench in front of the sewing machine in
the opposite corner and carefully took a seat. The woman continued reading her paper; and occasionally there was
the sound of pages being turned. Mr. Wu took out a pack of cigarettes and taking one, he handed the package to
the woman. She shook her head. He took back the pack and lit his cigarette.
“You have some business?” The woman’s voice came from behind the newspaper.
“No, no business!” Mr. Wu said and laughed.
The woman went back to her newspaper, while Mr. Wu smoked in silence. After Mr. Wu had smoked about
half his cigarette, the woman put down the newspaper and stood up.
“If you have no business, I am going to the back to cook.”
Mr. Wu also stood up, still holding his cigarette, smiling as though he were at his wit’s end.
“No need to cook. I was thinking, if you don’t mind, I would like to invite you out to eat at a nearby
restaurant.” He feared the woman would refuse, so he tried to smile with even more sincerity.
The woman was surprised. She put down her glasses, and squeezed the bridge of her nose.
“I have a craving for something unusual and I don’t feel like eating alone …” He was certain the woman
would refuse so he made this excuse.
The woman smiled. “You can’t get good food in a restaurant! Besides, Old Jiang is coming for dinner. Thank
you for the invitation, though.”
“That’s okay, I’ll invite him too. The more the merrier!” Mr. Wu said hurriedly.
“I can’t. I bought a perch and pork kidney at the market today, and they have to be eaten while they are still
fresh, otherwise they will spoil,” said the woman.
“Tomorrow, then. Don’t go to the market tomorrow,” said Mr. Wu as he tossed the cigarette butt into the trash
can.
“Let’s do it this way, you eat here and forget the restaurant.” The woman made the decision and, without
waiting for Mr. Wu’s response, she disappeared to the back.
Mr. Wu sat in the woman’s rattan chair and quietly smoked another cigarette.
Such a strong-willed woman, he thought, no wonder she’s so skinny. Mr. Wu picked up the newspaper, then
put it down. He had read the paper at breakfast, not just a cursory glance, but he had read it in full, down to the
last detail. With nothing else to do, he might as well become a newspaper expert, he thought derisively. He stood
up and walked out into the garden where he paced back and forth smoking a cigarette out of boredom. Finishing
his cigarette, he left but returned a short while later carrying a heavy plastic bag. As he entered the living room, a
short stout balding old man came in from the back.
“How are you, Mr. Wu. My name is Jiang Dawei, but call me Lao Jiang.” So saying, he stretched out his hand
to Mr. Wu, and shook his hand enthusiastically. “Caie doesn’t want my help. She told me to come and say hello to
you. I told her you ran away!” Old Jiang talked very fast and smoothly, making it hard for the listener to keep up.
“I bought two bottles of beer and some appetizers. My dinner invitation was turned down, so it was the least I
could do to add to the fun,” laughed Mr. Wu.
“Good, good. We’ll have a great dinner tonight. I won’t speculate on anything else, but I like to eat, and I
won’t miss a chance for a good meal.” Old Jiang took the plastic bag. “Please have a seat, I’ll put these goodies
on some plates.” He walked happily to the back.
Mr. Wu sat down and puffed on another cigarette. In a little while, Old Jiang came in again, sat down and took
the cigarette that Mr. Wu handed to him.
“Dinner will be ready soon, just waiting for the steamed fish.”
“No hurry. Old Jiang, you know the seamstress well, don’t you?”
“Seamstress! Call her Caie. I know her very well, very well, we have been neighbors for more than ten years,”
replied Old Jiang. “I own the Dawei Arts and Crafts on the corner. Come and see me when you have time.”
“I will as long as I won’t be interfering with your business,” Mr. Wu said in all sincerity. After exchanging just
a few words, he discovered Old Jiang to be a frank and warm person.
At that moment the woman came out and they followed her to the next room to eat. The room was small and
simple. A cupboard occupied the corner and a square table with four chairs was set in the center of the room. The
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table was loaded with four or five dishes; the delicious smell of fish floated in the air.
Mr. Wu and Old Jiang talked with great animation, but the woman hardly said a word. During the course of the
conversation, Mr. Wu discovered that both Old Jiang and the woman were single, and for the sake of convenience, they often ate together—either at his place or hers.
“For conversation, two people are better than one. There are three great miseries in life: one is to be stuck in a
sickbed, the second is to always fail, and the third is to eat alone.” Coming to the end of his speech, he opened his
eyes wide and emphatically nodded his head to indicate that his words came from the bottom of his heart.
“Actually, it makes no difference whether Dawei eats alone or with others,” the woman slowly announced
without raising her eyes from her bowl. “He could talk to a wall without stopping—he doesn’t need an audience.”
She looked at Old Jiang.
“That’s right, Old Wu, she’s not kidding. I just like to talk. When I open my mouth I can’t close it. A long time
ago my mother often said my lips were not unlocked. I’ve been a bachelor all my life, so I developed the habit of
talking to myself. It doesn’t matter if anyone is around, my one mouth is better than two—I ask and answer
myself. Sometimes I forget myself when I’m walking down the street and begin talking to myself like a madman.
Some people call me ‘Mad Jiang’ behind my back, thinking I don’t know.” Draining a cup of wine, he continued,
“Caie is just the opposite—she’s like a stone. You can talk up a storm, but you won’t get a peep out of her. I’m not
painting you black, am I? Come on, let’s drink!”
Old Jiang picked up his cup, swung it through the air and slammed it back.
Mr. Wu couldn’t drink that much, so he drank half a cup. He was surprised to see the woman gulp down a cup
of wine.
“Good drinker,” he said admiringly.
The woman smiled. Old Jiang swallowed a mouthful of kidney and said, “Caie can really hold her liquor. She’s
as thin as a rail, but she can drink better than a big man. We quit or have to make several runs to the toilet, but she
never moves and her face never changes color. She drinks wine as if it were water. You think I’m exaggerating?”
Old Jiang took another drink and ate a big piece of stewed meat. “If you want Caie to talk, just make her drink.
After three cups she’ll talk, sing and laugh—nothing like the usual Iron Guanyin.”
“I’m not like you, spilling my guts after only two drops,” the woman scolded in a soft tone of voice.
Mr. Wu noticed that the way she half smiled made her look much younger.
When Mr. Wu got home it was almost nine o’clock. Mr. Gao had been invited to dinner that evening and
hadn’t returned. Mrs. Gao asked him if he had eaten.
“I have! I have,” Mr. Wu answered joyously. “I haven’t had such a good meal in a very long time!”
*
In Mr. Wu’s eyes the dead woman stands up. Is the woman dead? In the bottom of Mr. Wu’s heart nothing has
happened. To know is one thing, to believe is another thing. What does the woman lying on the ground prove?
Besides, how could a person who hasn’t lived die?
The dead woman stands up, slender as a rope she floats in the air. The dark room is filled with the sound of the
sewing machine, click! click! Hard and fast, full of energy and purpose. Click! click! Working at the sewing
machine she resembles a brave soldier, click! click! the happy dressmaker, the happy dressmaker!
Caie! Mr. Wu cries in a low voice. What he sees is not a real woman.
When she was alive Mr. Wu never called her by her name. He was afraid to speak her name, afraid of overstepping the distance between them, the distance between a man and a woman. But the woman’s aloofness also
made him unsure of himself. Mr. Wu was afraid of her, but it was a nameless fear.
She was not easy to understand. She was so thin, it seemed impossible that she had any internal organs; she
was cold as ice, hard as a knife. Her house was full of stray cats. She talked to her cats, brushing their fur. She was
a strange woman, and to her, people were not as good as plants or cats. Strange. Mr. Wu had just been talking to
the cat brushing against his leg.
*
Old Jiang laughed but didn’t look up at Mr. Wu—he was busy with his paper-cutting.
“Well? Are you interested in her? I knew it,” he said hurriedly.
Mr. Wu flushed as if he had allowed another person to see his secret dream of love.
“I’m too old to think of such things!” Mr. Wu seemed to scold someone else.
“What’s wrong! Didn’t the ancient sage say that food and sex are necessities of life? I’ve got the right
perspective on life, and I’m rejuvenated, like a happy boy no difference from the kids who pass my shop to and
from school every day. Otherwise, I would have married a long time ago and would have fought with the old lady
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every day just to liven up our days. Old Wu, you’re a big guy, but you are shy.”
Old Jiang knew a little about the woman, but not much and not deep enough. She had no children and no
family, she was all alone in the world. She was bad-tempered, strong-willed, but highly skilled.
“She must have been very pretty when she was young. Ever since moving here, when she was around forty,
she’s always been gloomy as a widow, but she must have been attractive at one time. She seems to lack human
warmth and femininity, like a witch in a sword novel. How can a hot- tempered fellow like me put up with her
stand-offishness? You and I are alike in this regard—friendship grew from coming to have my clothes mended.
Every two or three days I visited her, helping her make a sign, paint her gate or change a window screen. All that
effort, and today if she’s happy she’ll call my name, if not, she’ll just ignore me. There must be something wrong
with her, but I can’t say exactly what it is. Anyway, Caie is certainly not interested in people. In a word, three legs
are not as good as two, and two legs are not as good as four, and four legs are not as good as no legs at all!” said
Old Jiang, nodding his head as he worked.
“What has three legs?”
“God! Women have two legs and men have three!” Old Jiang blinked. “An old woman once told me that only a
woman with no children could be so gloomy and strange. She must have had a rough time when she was young,
don’t you think so? She’s so strong, she could take it, right? She’s got a good heart, though. When you get to
know her you’ll see that her face is cold, but her heart is warm. So just don’t pay attention to her face.
“To tell you the truth, I’m afraid to even swallow when I see her face,” said Mr. Wu shyly.
“Don’t, don’t be afraid of her, just pretend she is the same as everyone else.”
“You know me, in front of women, I’m a fool.”
“I can tell you are an honest man—even in your dreams you don’t dream of wild things.” Old Jiang winked
mischievously and exploded with hearty laughter.
Mr. Wu hurriedly took out his cigarettes. He passed one to Old Jiang, and took one himself.
*
It did come to me once, said Mr. Wu.
A woman, his woman, would give him a home and they would sleep in the same bed.
It did enter my mind. With a military pension, my savings and bonuses, I do have a little money. I’m no millionaire, but I’ve got enough to set up my own house. I haven’t been sick or been to see the dentist in the last few
years; but perhaps I won’t make it back to the mainland to see my wife even though I do still have a few years left
in me. We can get married—Caie is probably more than fifty.
Mr. Wu often dreamed this dream. Frequently he visited Old Jiang at the arts and crafts shop and on the way
stopped to visit the woman. The woman didn’t pay much attention to him, because she was usually busy drawing
patterns, cutting, or at the sewing machine. While the sewing machine clicked away, Mr. Wu recounted how he
had left home on the mainland, his life in the army, his retirement, his wife, children and grandchildren at home.
The woman kept working at the sewing machine. Mr. Wu pulled out a photo and placed it right in front of the
woman. The sewing machine stopped.
“Look, I brought this here for you to see,” he said pointing to the photo of his wife, children and grandchildren.
It was a precious photo, obtained with great difficulty. “Her husband is a KMT\fn{ Koumintang, the name of the
Nationalist Chinese Party, presently confined to Taiwan .} agent, she has suffered a lot.”
He shook his head and sighed sadly. With the photo right in front of her, she stopped working. She pushed it
away and stood up and put her hands on her waist. Mr. Wu had his picture taken with the aim of sending it home
and he wanted the woman to take a look at it.
“Do I look too old and ugly? Will they think I am suffering here? I feel as if I’m looking at a dead man’s
portrait.”
The woman pushed it away.
“What do you want me to say? If I could I’d buy you an airplane ticket and send you home!” The woman
seemed annoyed. Mr. Wu had upset her.
Embarrassed, Mr. Wu put the photo back into his pocket. “I know I am a disgusting person, I can never stop
talking, right?” He pitied himself and tried to justify himself. Is it my fault? Can’t a man miss his home, his wife?
he thought to himself. Feeling embarrassed, he didn’t notice he had also become angry.
“Everyone has his own sad past.” The woman said in a low voice. “But no matter how sad it is, you have to
live. If you want to live, you have to forget your own sad past.”
“Am I alive?” Mr. Wu blurted out in a husky voice.
“We’re not dead, are we?” the woman said blankly, then she began to laugh strangely. “Probably, maybe we
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are dead already! What’s the difference between life and death?”
The woman started working again at her sewing machine. Click! click! The sound of life. Click! Click! The
sound of war.
*
Dawei Arts and Crafts was a simple shop consisting of a desk, two chairs, a bed and a bookcase. The top two
shelves of the bookcase served as a cupboard for bowls, plates and pans. The lower shelves held books. All that
Old Jiang owned could be taken in at a glance. Mr. Wu sat at the desk, smoking a cigarette and admiring Old
Jiang’s calligraphy, paper cuts, carved seals and paintings hanging on the walls. Mr. Wu had no eye for such
things, but he did feel they possessed something special. At least Old Jiang’s walls were more striking and more
interesting than most people’s. The best he himself could do was to hang a calendar or newspaper on his walls.
“Old Jiang, you are very talented,” he said, his voice filled with admiration.
“I do it just for fun. I’ll never be famous, but it makes me happy. The most important thing in life is to be
happy. Those with real talent can make others happy as well. I can only make myself happy,” said Old Jiang with
a smile. He bent over to lift a kettle from a stove on the ground. He prepared tea in a delicate red-clay tea pot. Mr.
Wu had met him in August; it was now the end of November.
After pouring the tea, Old Jiang sat down and moving his head, said, “I haven’t accomplished a thing in my
whole life—no money, no wife, no descendants, and no fame or achievements. Luckily, I have resigned myself to
my fate: just alone in my bed, happily living out my days. When I think of others’ wealth and success and their
self-satisfied ways, I see the whole thing clearly—I don’t think I could sleep well at night.”
Mr. Wu felt Old Jiang was talking about him. He lifted the cup of tea to his nose and inhaled:
“Ah, what a delightful fragrance.”
“Fragrance? It’s not as good as dog meat, that really smells good! Just thinking about it makes me drool. I eat
dog meat once a year; that’s why when I walk down the street, the dogs avoid me! Ha! I’m so notorious that even
animals know about me.” Old Jiang switched topics, seemingly forgetting what he had just been saying.
“Eating is more interesting to you than anything else.”
“That’s right. It’s perfectly true. In this respect, Caie and I have something in common, that’s why we’re a
couple of free-loading friends. Ha! Ha!, she’s an odd woman, she drinks but never gets drunk, eats but never gets
fat.”
Mr. Wu didn’t pursue the topic, but instead asked where he’d learned his crafts.
“Where? In the army, of course! You know, in the army there are many kinds of people from all corners of the
world, the same as in Nazi concentration camps. Different people have different skills. But what’s the point? They
were beasts of burden and cannon fodder. A human tragedy isn’t it?” He sighed and then slapped the desk.
“Has Mr. Gao found you a job yet?”
“Do you think I’d be hanging around here all day if he had? I should just retire!” Mr. Wu said, shaking his
head, “I’m too old to find a job and too young to die, there’s no where to go. If I want to go home, can I? It’s an
impregnable fortress, tell me what I can do?” Mr. Wu laughed bitterly. “You, at least, have some skills, and
everyone likes you! I didn’t learn anything in the army except stacking tofu.”
“Nonsense! Admire me? You’re kidding!”
Old Jiang then suggested that Mr. Wu come help him with the accounting, sign making, and painting. He
would talk with Caie and try to match them up. Coming from Old Jiang’s mouth it seemed quite easy. The woman
always seemed happier when she saw Old Jiang with his gas tank body and sewing machine mouth, which
seemed to bring the woman to life. Mr. Wu’s dream was too bold. Click! click! The fabric of time flew.
*
Now, well, now—what are you going to do? Mr. Wu asks the cats, what are you going to do? If you toss a
handful of beans, they each roll their separate ways, just like in war. Though people have the same surname, their
fates are quite different. Now what are you going to do? A cat meows in the corner of the room. The dead woman
is lying on the floor, in the unconscious realm of death. What’s the difference between the dead and the living?
Perhaps there is no difference to you, Caie. But for me there is. The dead are unable to think about change, but
the living, like me, can.
Why didn’t you remarry? You and Old Jiang were a good match. Old Jiang’s speech was so carefree. Could I
trust him? Old Jiang is a good man, he really is. What about me? You didn’t go with Old Jiang, but did I have a
chance? I didn’t want much, I wanted a woman and a home. I think I wanted too much. I didn’t really have a
chance. I just wanted to change my situation, the way I’d take off wet clothes.
Mr. Wu had no idea how pretty or how wild she was when she was young, but she had burned out in the end.
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Mr. Wu was a gentleman, he was tall and nice-looking. However he is too cautious, too afraid of making
mistakes or of offending others. He had no special character or power. If he dreamed of a full-bodied woman, he
grew cautious and woke up. He always felt people could see what he dreamed.
Old Jiang said that the wildest thing Mr. Wu ever did was buy a lottery ticket each month. His wildest
“ambition” was to marry or else go to an old folk’s home.
Except for prostitutes, Mr. Wu had had only two women before. Real women whom he was interested in and
who were interested in him. One was introduced by someone when he was forty. It didn’t work out because she
found out he had a wife in mainland China. The other was a cleaning woman. She was a simple, hardworking
woman, who had run away from her husband. She stayed with Mr. Wu for six months, until her husband found
them. Besides these two there were no others. As the years passed, Mr. Wu felt he was destined for the old folk’s
home.
If you hadn’t died I’d still be dreaming an empty dream, said Mr. Wu as he slowly stood up, his legs already
asleep.
When will my turn come? Mr. Wu fumbled to get out of the house. When the time comes, will my wife, my
children and my grandchildren be by my side?
Mr. Wu didn’t know that six years later, he would leave Taiwan with his savings of thirty-eight years and two
suitcases and return with a mixture of happiness and sadness to his old home. Later he would fall ill and nearly
die. He walks out of the room filled with the sound of the clicking sewing machine. He is going to tell Old Jiang.
The woman was originally Old Jiang’s woman.
103.128 The Circular Day\fn{by Sebo aka Xu Mingliang (1956- )} Chengdu, Sichuan Province, China (M) 6
Colorless, lusterless, textureless sunlight fell on the flagstones of the round square. In front of the square, old,
twisted willows trembled in the wind. Their leaves, once light green, were darkened now and shriveled as if the
veins had been ripped out of them. A row of peasant women from the outskirts of town with patterned towels
wrapped round their heads sat to the left of the temple, selling pine boughs. Almost every passerby bought one
and stuffed it into the enormous brazier of burning juniper that sent thick smoke and ash gushing into the air over
the square. In comparison to the swirling smoke, the rough, jagged shadow of the watchtower seemed precise,
eternal; more comfortable to look at than the sunlit places. The shadow looked as if it had been established on the
square since Sheba created the world, no more related to the sun in the sky above than a birthmark on your ass,
than scabies, than psoriasis.
The girl raised her hand to shield her eyes from the sun, lifting developing breasts that pushed up the school
badge on the bosom of her blouse. The badge reflected sunlight onto a yellow prayer flag, fallen limp to the
ground.
Beside the girl an old peasant woman sat by the cross-road at the foot of a wall. She wore a greasy sheepskin
robe that exposed her right arm, revealing the filthy sleeve of her red blouse. In front of her, upside down, lay a
hat. A humpbacked old man spinning a prayer wheel came out of the alley and threw a bill into it. The old woman
sat absolutely still, staring at the golden roof of the temple with a dead expression. After a while she reached into
the front of her robe, pulled out a bottle of cheap liquor, and took a couple of contented swigs. After every
swallow she brazenly stuck out her tongue and scratched it with a swollen-knuckled finger.
From down the alley came a roar. Out raced a glistening red motorcycle. Its young rider couldn’t take the
sunlight, stopped, and covered his eyes with the pair of sunglasses hanging round his neck.
“Having a good time, brother Wangchen?”
“Sunday. Nothing’s happening,” the young man replied in a dull voice. “You?”
“I have something very important to do today,” the girl said, “but first I have to go to Nida Temple with my
mother. She's taking an offering there.”
“Your mama’s doing real well—taking care of that incarnate lama until his ears are good and fat.”
“I don’t know. I’ve never seen him.”
“Go look. Who knows? Maybe he’s your father.”
“Ai!” the girl said sadly, and sighed.
The young man pumped his accelerator. The air shook.
“Brother Wangchen … going already?”
“Yeah.”
“Sometime, why not … take me along.”
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“Too little.”
“Where am I too little?”
She spread her arms. The young man looked her up and down, screwed up his eyes, twisted the accelerator,
and sped off. On the back of his shirt, embroidered in metal thread, was a savage eagle.
The girl pouted. Heavy smoke blocked the view down the narrow alley behind her. You couldn’t tell whether
the alley turned left, right, or went straight.
She cocked her head to listen. Not a sound of her mother. She walked out into the street.
The sun had nestled down between the rows of peaks that enveloped the river. Slanting sunlight poured from
the mountains and cast all sorts of strange shadows over the broad street-blurry, incomprehensible, in sharp
contrast to the sunlit places. The girl walked, walked, then looked back for her mother.
A window above a jewelry shop opened. From it came the sound, low but clear, of a hymn sung to the soft
music of an electric keyboard. A plank was fixed with horseshoe nails to the bottom of the window frame. On it
stood several pots of flowers. A plump, clean white arm reached out a green plastic watering can and swayed it
back and forth, showering one flowerpot after another. The hand withdrew, the window closed, the song ceased.
In a moment, the other window opened, and the same thing happened again, but this time there were two rings
and a bracelet on the hand. The water from the nozzle was clear, transparent. It flowed without a trace of mud
along the edge of the board, then dripped down onto the patterned bricks of the sidewalk. As she walked into the
shop the girl opened her hand to catch a drop—immediately she pulled it back as if she’d received an electric
shock.
The interior of the jewelry store was dark, bathed in the fragrance of Nepalese incense. Visible through a raised
door-curtain, a shaft of sunlight poured down aslant a steep staircase, white with swirling incense-smoke and
motes of dust. The song descended, sweet and ethereal, through the tortuous, dark room. The girl was about to
leave when a soft hand took her arm.
“I was only passing by,” she said. “I have something very important to do.”
Steps resounded on the stair.
“Come up,” a woman’s voice called.
On tiptoe, the shopkeeper reached over the counter for a peach-shaped pendant. He hung it round the girl’s
neck. It fell right between her breasts.
“You don’t even know me,” she said.
The steps fell silent. A robust, naked thigh was pressing against the handrail, cutting off the light, swinging
back and forth to the rhythm of the religious melody, a sandal with a six-inch heel hanging from its toes. The
shopkeeper turned, looked, walked over, and pulled the door-curtain shut.
“Come on, come on, come on,” the woman called.
The shopkeeper wagged his head ambivalently. –
“You know me?” the girl said.
“Right,” the shopkeeper answered.
“‘Right’ … what d’you mean?”
“I hear people talking about you.”
“Where?”
“Tea-shops … wine-shops.”
“Oh, I know,” the girl said dejectedly. “They gossip about me.”
The hurried steps resounded. The woman drew some indecipherable sign on the other side of the door-curtain
with her fingertip as she hummed the song in her throat.
“It’s true. They gossip about me, don’t they?”
“No.”
“They do. Otherwise … I’m grown up now … why doesn’t anybody ask me out?”
“Look,” the woman called merrily. Something covered her mouth, muffled her voice. “Ha, ha! Look!”
The girl stared wide-eyed.
“Don’t pay attention to her,” the shopkeeper said.
The woman gave a pleased laugh, wrapping herself in the curtain.
“Get the hell out of here, you she-devil!” the shopkeeper roared.
“Get the hell out? Sure,” she said, and, wrapped in the curtain, kicked a sandal at him. “Get the hell out?” she
said, and kicked the other one at him.
The sandals—first one, then the other—struck the shopkeeper in the crotch. His face quivered. He snatched up
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a sandal and threw it. It hit her in the ass. She let it drop.
“Okay,” she said. Still wrapped in the curtain, she picked it up and slipped it on. The second one hit her in the
breast.
“Okay,” she said, and slipped it on. Then she writhed wildly, screaming as she twisted herself tighter and
tighter in the curtain until her every lust-provoking curve stood out. She cooled down for a second, then wriggled
until her breasts bounced like two energetic, frightened colts.
“How’s that!”
The girl’s eyes stared wider and wider. Savagely, her whistling nostrils sucked air. At last she turned and
walked out of the jewelry store on trembling legs, hid in the corner of a wall, and wept as if her heart was broken.
*
Nida Temple stands on a triangular flood-bank among bare, brown peaks. An earthen yellow path like an
umbilical cord connects the temple to the main street. On the left side of the flood-bank stands a stunted poplar,
and on the right, a dead willow. A bald vulture had perched on one of its dried, blackened branches.
“Better wait under the poplar tree,” her mother said.
“Why do I always have to wait under the poplar tree?” said the girl. “You want me to fall asleep in the sun like
that ugly old man there?”
“It’s shady under the poplar.”
“It’s not shady under the poplar.”
“Nangsel!” her mother scolded.
The girl hung her head and kicked at the grass.
“I’m going to take a look at the temple,” she said.
“No!”
“I just want to look, I won’t call anybody Dad. I’m this old, and who have I ever called Dad?”
“Nangsel!” Her mother seemed about to say something, stopped, and just said,
“You wait here.”
Angrily, the girl walked over to the poplar tree. Her mother heaved a long sigh, raised her head and stared,
motionless, at the temple. Tied to her back she carried a bundle. Her dark face, running with sweat, looked like an
asphalt road after the rain. She undid the bundle, tied it over one shoulder, flexed her arm a couple of times, and
began prostrating herself.
From the road came the ringing of cowbells. A pair of men from the grasslands shouted at a herd of yaks they
were driving to slaughter in Lhasa. Behind the herd, a woman on a horse stretched out her neck and sang:
I open my mouth, she says I’m crazy,
I hold my tongue, she calls me dumb,
I stay at home, she says I’m lazy,
I step outside, she calls me whore,
Oh Mamaaaaa …

The woman’s voice collapsed like a punctured sheepskin. Before she could pull herself together and take up
the song again, she’d disappeared around the bend.
The river was broad, calm, blue as a lake. On the brown sand of the riverbank a flock of sheep patiently
nibbled the grassroots. On the opposite shore was another brown sand beach, and further off, the mountains—a
seamless expanse of peaks, rising and falling.
The girl sat in the shade of the tree, bored. She pulled a crumpled paper out of her pocket, smoothed it across
her knees, and began to write. A whirlwind blew up from the opposite bank. It began low, tiny, then suddenly rose
and swerved across the river. At the valley mouth it stopped and vanished as if it had been sucked away by a
vacuum cleaner. On the black road where it had disappeared stood a scruffy American. He was quite young,
blond, decked out in Tibetan women’s clothing. He wagged his head, looked all around as if he hadn’t collected
his wits, then started climbing up the little path. A camera with a long-range lens bounced on his chest. He halted
between the girl and the vulture, raised his camera, aimed at the vulture, snapped, turned, aimed at the girl,
snapped, raised his head, and looked off with an exaggerated air, first in one direction, then the other.
“Nice weather!” he said.
The girl and the vulture looked up, squinting at the sky in more or less the same attitude.
The black sun was fixed in the center of the red sky like the center point of a circle.
The American walked under the tree and propped himself with one hand against the trunk, panting. His skinny
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shoulders rose and fell under his loose smock.
“Who are you?” the girl asked.
“Frank.”
“Is that your family name?”
“Strunk.”
The girl thought a moment, blew on the tip of her pen, and wrote,
Dear Frank Strunk,
What are you?

“Are you a devil?” she asked
“What?” The American blinked.
“I saw you come across the river,” the girl said. “Only devils go riding around on whirlwinds.”
“No, no.” The American got it. “I’m human. Don’t believe it? I have a shadow. I’ll stand out in the sun and
show you.”
He walked out of the shade. He cast no shadow. He looked all round, still couldn’t find one. He got flustered,
he chattered, yelled, he turned round in circles. Finally he had an idea, and raised his foot—his shadow was under
his foot.
“Here!” he cried out. A string of saliva dangled from his mouth. “Sssst,” he sucked it back in. “My shadow!”
The girl wiped her own mouth.
“See?” the American said, embarrassed, hobbling back into the shade, “I was in the way of my shadow.”
The girl wrote on her piece of paper,
I’m registering in a gymnastics class.

“And my temperature,” the American said, kneeling against the girl’s thighs, pressing his forehead against her
forehead. “Feel it?”
The girl didn’t reply. The American probably wanted to stick his lips on hers, but his nose was too big. His
mustache brushed the girl’s nostrils. She gave a loud sneeze. He moved away and sat down by her side.
There’s a furry, blond guy from America,
a photographer. All day long, he takes
so many pictures of me there’s no space
in my room to hang them all. I know
he wants to attract me. There are so,
so many guys all trying to attract me,
Americans, Germans, Italians. They all
take my picture.

“What are you writing?” the American asked.
“A letter.”
“Who to? Your lover?”
“Yes.”
“Where’s he live?”
“Anywhere you like.”
“OK!” the American shouted.
The sun stood still for a moment, then began its westward decline down the sky. A tractor cut across the green
hill beyond the river, throwing up a long stream of dust, its engine droning languidly.
Today Mama’s going to buy me a track-suit
with a low, low v-neck. Oh! I’m embarrassed.
I shouldn’t have told you that. But I can
tell you what gymnastics is. It’s this:\fn{And there is drawn a stick-figure, its legs stanced wide apart, its arms flexed in acute angles at the elbows, tiny
circles drawn half-way up the line from the elbow to the neck, to represent biceps.}

A classy Land Rover back from Lhasa roared up and stopped. Two young lamas in monastic robes and sun hats
scrambled out, waved to the driver, and started climbing up the path. One wearing earphones babbled a song in
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tune with his pocket radio.
Mother stood on the temple steps, composed, body erect, her eyes glittering with a vacant light. She held her
cloth bag rolled up in her hand, empty. Its corner fluttered up in the evening wind off the river, fell limp, fluttered
up again. Mountain mist, eggshell white, enclosed the temple. Hurrying along its red wall, the lamas looked like
specters roving in the nether-world.
The girl crumpled the paper into the American’s hand and flew up the little path.
“Nangsel!” her mother called.
“Mama!” shouted the girl.
*
“How much is the wool sweater?” a Han girl asked.
“What color?”
“Red.”
“Forty-four yuan forty-four cents.”
All sorts of clothing hung over the counter. So did an official certificate of merit featuring a single eye-catching
word: glamorous.
A beggar sat half blocking the entrance, clapping his hands. Mother threw him some money, bent over, and
entered the shop. Her daughter followed.
“And the black one?”
“Forty-four yuan forty-four cents.”
The mother stepped up to the counter, with her daughter behind her.
“I want to buy the track-suit,” the mother said.
“Sold out.”
“Sold out! Didn’t you say I could pick one up today?”
The saleswoman looked her up and down.
“And the yellow one?” the Han girl asked.
“Forty-four yuan forty-four cents.”
“You said you’d keep one until Sunday,” the mother said.
“Why didn’t you come on Sunday?” the saleswoman said.
“This is Sunday!” the mother said.
“I kept it until noon, then put it out on sale. An old peasant woman bought it—walked in, took off her hat,
slapped it down on the counter—full of coins.”
“That one?” the Han girl asked. “How much is that one?”
“Which one?”
“The one in red, black, and yellow-with ‘OK’ on it.”
“Forty-four yuan forty-four cents,” the saleswoman said fastidiously.
“Who said you’d only hold it until noon?” the mother said, turning away.
The girl was already gone. Customers were streaming in. The air was filled with the choking odor of ash.
“Hey! I get it!” the Han girl gave herself a smack in the head. Her face was moist and red. “They all cost the
same!” she said in a loud voice, pleased.
Outside the market, the girl was bent over the iron railing of a flower garden, weeping. Her mother waited
patiently beside her.
On the sidewalk opposite, a liberated sheep snapped up a tuft of plastic grass from a Chinese Muslim peddler’s
mat and ran off with it. The sheep’s back had been smeared red by pious Buddhists who had rescued it by
purchasing it from a butcher. The Muslim peddler, in his brimless white fez, ran close behind the sheep stamping
his feet, clapping his hands, shouting,
“Spit it out! Spit it out!” He mingled coaxing with his threats, afraid just to snatch it back with so many
Buddhists around. The liberated sheep paid him no attention, but casually ambled off through the crowd, stopping
now and then to chew the plastic grass with evident relish.
“Let’s go,” Mother said, walking on.
The sun was like a murky glass ball, about to be swallowed by the peaks along the river. She looked back for
her daughter. The slanting sunlight cast dismal, blurry shadows across the road. On the iron fence that tinged the
cultural palace hung a huge sign advertising a dance—the men’s shoulders were enlarged, the women’s buttocks
were exaggerated. Beneath the sign sat a Khampa couple, the man’s hand rubbing an arousing circle on the
woman’s breasts. But the woman was staring at the scene around her, popping a piece of chewing gum in her
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mouth like a Lhasa city-woman.
Near the couple sat a ruddy-faced woman from North Tibet. She pulled the head of her baby out of her bulging
robe, played with the baby a minute, then pushed it back inside her robe again, where it kept wriggling.
Mother stopped and leaned on the gate of the iron fence to catch her breath, thumping her back with her hand.
Behind the fence, Wangchen rode his motorcycle up to the cultural palace ticket window, bought a ticket for
the dance, and roared off in a cloud of smoke.
A group of old people walked around and around the cultural palace, spinning the music out of the dance hall
by whirling their prayer wheels. An old humpbacked man left the circular concrete path like a drop of water spun
out of a whirlpool. He searched around a moment, then walked, panting, behind one of the concrete pillars of the
iron fence, took a piss, came back, turned to Mother, and looked her up and down over his wire-rimmed
spectacles. She nodded to him with a little smile. He stuck his hand through the iron fence, pulled her ear up to his
mouth, and said in a low voice,
“Sometimes I don’t really want to go to heaven.”
When he’d said this, he let go her ear and walked off But before he got to the concrete path, he turned and
looked at her, raised his prayer wheel, and spun it.
“Know why?” he called.
The mother shook her head. He walked back, took her ear, and pulled it back to his mouth.
“There’s nowhere to piss there,” he pushed her ear away and ran.
Mother rubbed her ear and went off into the circular square. Ash lay heaped around the braziers. Clouds of it
swirled through the air. The milk-white bulbs of the candelabra street lamps were not yet lit, but already a large
crowd had gathered beneath them around a young man in a Western-style suit and leather shoes, chanting the
ancient epic Song of King Gesar as he strummed a guitar. In the coffeehouse on top of the watchtower, young men
and women sipped coffee under enormous sun-umbrellas, gazing down on the empty drink-cartons kicked back
and forth across the square, the scraps of paper blown back and forth in the wind, the bones carried back and forth
in the mouths of dogs.
A tiny, deformed man shoved himself with finger-less hands over the square on a little wooden pushcart, tiny
legs sticking out stiff in front of him. Presently he bounced down a curb, rolled off the cart and lay like a beetle
flipped on its back facing up at the sky unable to fly, his little legs flailing feebly in the air. Mother walked over,
stuck her hands under his armpits, and with practically no effort lifted him back up onto the cart.
“In my last life I sinned, Sister,” he said in a twisted voice. “I pushed a high enlightened lama out of a horse
cart, and so he put me in this body and made me spend this life on a little cart. I didn’t know who he was. I didn’t
know I hurt his leg …”
He pushed himself along, repeating over and over, “I didn’t know, I didn’t know …”
The old beggar woman was still sitting below the wall at the mouth of the alley. She’d taken off her red blouse
and hung it on a stick she’d thrust in a crack in the wall, spreading the blouse over her head to shade herself from
the sun. She’d pulled down her sheepskin robe. Beneath it she wore a track-suit. Its overlarge v-neck exposed two
triangular mounds of shrunken, shriveled skin that were her breasts. Dried, cracked, glittering scales shone among
the wrinkles like metal in a desert, golden in the rays of the setting sun. Her hat lay upside down on the ground in
front of her. Mother took out the money in her pocket and just threw it all in, then looked out across the square.
“Nangsel!” she called.
150.332 & 203.151 1. Divine Debauchery 2. Soaring: Two Short Stories\fn{by Mo Yan aka Guan Moye (1956- )}
“rural Shandong,” Shandong [Shantung] Province, China (M) 10
1
In the early years of the republic\fn{ A note reads: The first republican government in China was established in 1911 .} there
lived in Northeast village in Gaomi County an extraordinary personage, a dashing bon vivant, an elegant free
spirit. His family name was Wang, his given name was Bo, and he styled himself Jifan. Later generations knew
him as Master Jifan.
My grandpa was no more than fifteen when he began working as a laborer in Master Jifan’s household. That is
why so many interesting stories and anecdotes about Master Jifan have been handed down from generation to
generation within my family. Whenever big Uncle, my father’s oldest brother, recounted these curious tales to us,
he would become spirited and expansive, he whole face lighting up with a special glow of pride and satisfaction.
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Needless to say, this was because Grandpa had had the honor of serving in the Wang family. Big Uncle would
always begin each story in the same way: “Back when your grandpa was a servant in Master Jifan’s household
…”
One radiant spring day, Master Jifan decided to go on an excursion to enjoy the glories of the season and gave
orders for his horse to be readied. The stable boy untied the big roan stallion, sleek as candle wax, gave it a
thorough grooming, saddled it carefully, and led it out to the hitching post by the main gate of the courtyard.
Sporting a sky blue cotton robe with matching trousers, his feet clad in thick-soled felt-covered shoes, Master
Jifan ambled out of the compound, an ivory cigarette holder dangling from the corner of his mouth. My grandpa
helped his master onto the horse, and at a signal from him, marched ahead, leading the horse by its halter. When
the townspeople heard that Master Jifan was setting out for a ride in the countryside, they all ran into the street to
watch him go by . the beggars at Five Mile Bridge heard the news too and immediately sent word to their leader,
Li Zixu, who lived in the hutch next to the Guandi Temple. By the time Grandpa reached the temple with the roan
stallion in tow, Li Zixu, shirtless and shoeless, was down on his knees right in the middle of the road, blocking the
way.
“Take pity on me, Master Jifan,” the beggar chief implored.
“What’s going on here?” Master Jifan asked.
Grandpa answered, “A man is blocking the road begging for alms.”
“Tell him the master isn’t carrying any money.”
“The master doesn’t have any money on him,” Grandpa shouted.
“Then won’t Master Jifan bestow upon this humble creature the robe that his worthyship is wearing?”
“The beggar wants the master’s robe,” my grandpa relayed back to master Jifan.
Master Jifan said, “If someone else fancies this robe, it would be a sin for me to go on wearing it. isn’t that
right, Han San?”
Han San was my grandpa’s nickname. Upon hearing the question, he hastened to answer, “Yes, that’s right,
that’s right.”
At that, Master Jifan took off his robe right there in the saddle, shifting his weight from one side to the other as
he pulled the garment out from under his buttocks, and tossed it over to the beggar chief, saying, “You lazy bum,
what’ve you done with your life? Can’t you even rustle up a robe?”
“Master Jifan, my worthless feet are still bare.”
Whereupon the master removed his shoes too and threw them to the beggar.
My grandpa took the halter and resumed the journey, but they had barely reached the banks of Lion’s Cove
before they were besieged by another horde of paupers.
And so it was that Master Jifan arrived at the honey locust forest stripped to his underpants, sitting astride the
big muscular roan and rolling his head from side to side as he chanted verses of classical poetry. Fully clothed,
master Jifan had cut a fine and elegant figure. Now, in his underwear, he was all skin and bones, resembling
nothing so much as a monkey perched atop a large fleshy horse. flocks of children trailed behind them, giggling
as they watched this unusual spectacle. Seemingly oblivious to it all, Master Jifan rode on, his eyes half closed,
his fingers stroking the tuft of black whiskers under his chin, his face radiating contentment.
Big Uncle said that Grandpa knew what Master Jifan liked without being told, so he made haste to lead their
horse into the densest part of the grove. In no time at all they had left the crowd of mischievous kids well behind.
The honey locusts, which covered an area east of town of about seventy-five acres, were in full bloom, their
emerald green leaves all but invisible under a sea of snow white and pale pink blossoms that swathed every
branch and bough. Swarms of bees droned through the air, bustling among the clouds of flowers. It was the time
of year when the beekeepers in town were kept busy harvesting their combs every few days, and in the market
pale golden locust honey went for as little as fifteen coppers a pound.
Grandpa led Master Jifan’s big roan stallion slowly through the locust grove, gingerly picking his way among
the dense foliage. The redolent perfume of the blossoms was so heady it made him feel sleepy. The horse trotted
behind him, its snout buried in the thick clumps of flowers, munching happily on the tender shoots within its
reach. Grandpa was still rather small at that time, with the top of his head reaching only as far as the stallion’s
haunches, so he was able to move relatively freely between the tree trunks. But he couldn’t see much of what lay
above the horse’s belly. Master Jifan moved through the locust blossoms like someone floating among the clouds.
Once in a while, Grandpa would catch a glimpse of his master through a small opening in the foliage. Master
Jifan had a spray of locust blossoms dangling between hi slips and a dreamy expression on his face, looking for
all the world like a simpleton. Big Uncle told us that every spring, when the honey locusts were in bloom,
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Grandpa and master Jifan would spend days on end wandering through the grove, sometimes not even bothering
to go home at night. No one in the master’s family tried to talk him out of this, because they all knew how
eccentric he could be. Besides, he was generous and open-handed, and well liked by everyone, so there was little
danger of his running into trouble with bandits.
Grandpa said that after the moon came out, the scent of the flowers would grow even heavier, closing around
them like the folds of a tent. An occasional light breeze might momentarily lift a corner of a flap, but the curtains
would close swiftly, and thereafter the fragrance merely became more intense. In the silvery glow, the flowers
trembled and came to life, shimmering in the moonlight like countless butterflies fluttering through the air in a
mating dance. They swirled and swelled, billowing here, fading there, constantly changing shape, like clouds, like
a dream. Now and then the sheen of the stallion’s red-brown coat wold flash through a breach in the blossoms,
gleaming like some newly unearthed treasure. Making the most of the short-lived blooms, droves of bees gathered
pollen by moonlight, twinkling through the darkness like tiny shooting stars. Grandpa said that sometimes people
would come all the way from Sichuan or Henan just to set up their hives in the grove. They would find a clearing
somewhere and pitch their tents; at night, their kerosene lamps swayed from the tops of bamboo poles, flickering
among the trees like will-o’-the-wisps. At the first sign or whiff of these mere mortals my grandpa would
immediately tug the horse and veer off in a different direction; otherwise Master Jifan would have had a royal fit.
Deep in the night, as a light dew descended, the flower petals would sparkle even more brilliantly. The moon,
glimpsed through an occasional opening in the foliage, was a small and distant object in the vaulting sky, while
the ground was dappled with drops of silver that had filtered down through the blossoms and the leaves.
Grandpa said that the locust thorns left bloody cuts and scratches all over Master Jifan’s body. After every
sojourn into the sea of blooming locusts, the master would remain in a trance for days. He called it his “flower
hangover.”
Big uncle told us that every thing in this world, living or not, has a soul and consciousness of its own. There
are a few superior persons with extraordinary powers who can commune with every spirit in the cosmos. Master
Jifan, beyond a show of a doubt, was one such individual.
Grandpa said that Master Jifan kept four tailors on his household staff all year long: one each for winter and
summer clothing, one for spring and autumn outfits, and one who specialized in hosiery and cloth shoes. All four
tailors worked year-round at their tasks, yet Master Jifan still found himself with nothing to wear. Bit uncle told us
that in master Jifan’s day, the best-dressed people in Gaomi were like as not the beggars in the county seat, and
the custom has persisted to this day. beggars who have just come from other counties are always clothed in rags
and tatters; the local dogs immediately recognize them as strangers and, snarling, chase them through the streets.
Gaomi beggars, on the other hand, would think nothing of selling their own blood to get a new suit of clothes, and
when they stroll down the street in their finery, dogs wag their tails in friendly welcome. People would say, “With
clothes like that, how come you’re still asking me for money?!” To which the beggar would reply, “Master Jifan
started it all. He’s spoiled us, and now we can’t go back to the old ways.” In Quingzhou, Jiaozhou and Laizhou,
when you want to make fun of someone who hasn’t got a red cent but still insists on keeping up appearances, you
call him a “Gaomi beggar.” In the old days thee was even a kind of melon, with a smooth shiny skin but harshly
bitter flesh, that was nicknamed “Gaomi beggar.” Grandpa said master Jifan was always impeccably dressed when
he went out, only to come home barely clad in his underwear, even in the dead of winters.
Master Jifan was fond of gambling, but he only liked to gamble at night. All the leading figures in town would
come to his house to play. A dozen or so large tables would be set up in the main hall, with eight people to a game,
and one game at each table. Every table was piled high with stacks of shiny silver dollars. The people who came
to gamble were the sort who were too embarrassed to be seen picking up any coins that might have fallen onto the
floor. With so many people playing all night long, there would always be at least eight or ten silver dollars that
would manage to roll off the tables. Later, they were retrieved and pocketed by my Grandpa as a tip for serving
tea and refreshments at these gatherings. By the time he left Master Jifan’s employ, Grandpa had saved up enough
to buy a house in town and farmland too.
Master Jifan never concerned himself with the crops and other business on his estate—his only business was
pleasure. But the field hands on the farm were always more than willing to work their fingers to the bone in
master Jifan’s fields. Grandpa said that one years, when the wheat was being harvested, one of the farmhands
sneaked home a load of wheat on a donkey. When another laborer reported the theft, Master Jifan barked at him:
“Idiot! What an idiot! If he thought of using a donkey, why don’t you use a cart?”
Miffed, the hired hand threw caution to the wind and took home a wagonload of wheat from Master Jifan’s
fields. When he learned about it, Master Jifan’s only comment was, “He’s finally using his head.”
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Master Jifan had a wife and six concubines in his household. His wife’s face was scarred by pockmarks, but
each of the six concubines was a bona fide beauty. Big Uncle said Grandpa had told him that Master Jifan always
slept alone in his own room. The concubines were all young and in the prime of life, and they found this kind of
neglect well-nigh intolerable. Eventually, some of them bundled together money and jewelry and ran off with
other men, while others carried on illicit affairs with the farmhands and even had illegitimate children by them.
Master Jifan turned a blind eye to all this. The bastard kids were given the run of the estate, and when they caught
sight of Master Jifan they would dutifully call him “dad.” He smiled at them without saying a word. Grandpa said
that the only child who was really Master Jifan’s was the imbecile son born to the pockmarked wife.
Big Uncle told us that one spring, on the very first day of the lunar New year, Master Jifan decided he would
go whoring. Everyone was thunderstruck. The steward urged him to wait until the holidays were over, but Master
Jifan said he didn’t want to wait till then, he wanted to go right away. The steward said, “This is one piece of
business I’m not going to handle for you.” Whereupon Master Jifan called out, “Han San!”
“Right here, sir!” replied my grandpa, now a lad of seventeen.
“We’re surrounded by boors and louts,” said Master Jifan. “Looks like it’ll be just you and me, boy.”
Grandpa asked, “Will the master be going to the brothel, or bringing the girls back to the house?”
“Back here, of course,” replied Master Jifan.
“Shall we summon the girls from the House of Little Lambs,” asked Grandpa, “or from the Knockout Club?”
“Master Jifan said, “Just bring me every last whore in Gaomi township.”
Grandpa swallowed hard but dared not ask any more questions. Perplexed and full of misgiving, he went off to
round up the women.
Big uncle said that at that time there were two red-light districts in the west end of town, one on each side of
the Little Kang River. The one on the east bank was called Scholar’s Lane, the one on the west was known as
Catfish Alley. In those days, going to the brothels was facetiously referred to as “cramming for exams” or “eating
catfish.” There were five or six bordellos on each street, each housing three to five girls on call. There were also a
few so-called half-open doors—little shops that sold dry goods and notions by day and entertained clients behind
closed doors at night. Big uncle said that all kinds of people visited the brothels. There were the regular customers
who all but lived in the red-light districts, as well as half-grown boys who had pilfered some money from mom
and dad to come and “learn the craft.”
At seventeen, Grandpa looked for all the world like one of those “apprentices.” It was New year’s Day, and
every household was busy paying respects to its ancestors. Even those habitués who were oversexed stayed home.
The brothels in Gaomi township observed the New Year by giving the girls the day off. Dressed in their holiday
best, the prostitutes whiled away the time eating melon seeds and playing penny-ante games of chance. If the day
was sunny, they might even go out for a walk in town, joining the crowds to watch the street shows and festivities.
The porters and the tea servers at the brothels had all gone home for the New Year. The madams had been kind
enough to give permission for the prostitutes to go home and visit their parents too, but considering the fact that
most of them had been sold by their very own parents into this living hell, it was no surprise that nobody took
advantage of the offer. So as soon as my Grandpa walked through the doors, he was surrounded by whores all
clamoring to teach him a few tricks.
Naturally, big Uncle didn’t say whether Grandpa ever apprenticed himself in this way. What he did say was
that before long, Grandpa, who was often seen around town escorting Master Jifan on his horse, was recognized
by a sharp-eyed tart, who laughed raunchily as she teased: “Well, if it isn’t Master Jifan’s junior jockey! Hey, with
all those women lying around your master’s house, so bored they’re rusting between their legs, what are you
doing here with us?”
Grandpa told her, “I’m not here for myself, I’m here on behalf of master Jifan.”
Grandpa’s declaration caused a joyous uproar among the whores, who chirped excitedly among themselves,
“What a windfall! Master Jifan spends money like it’s going out of style—if you manage to please him, you’ll
make a year’s worth of pocket money in one night!”
But the madam of the brothel interrupted and said, “It’s New year, a public holiday, and my girls have worked
the whole year long. Even if they were made of iron they would have been worn down by the pounding they’ve
taken. Let them rest today.”
My grandpa said, “It’s not every day that Master Jifan gets an urge like this. Don’t be stupid and miss the boat.
you know what they say: ‘Opportunity knocks but once!’”
The madam forced an obsequious smile and said, “Seeing as how it’s Master Jifan who is requesting our
services, how can we refuse? But, children, don’t accuse me of being greedy and hardhearted!”
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The tarts all burst out at once: “Not to worry, Mother dear, we’d be delighted and honored to let Master Jifan
pound us with his magical wand.”
“So, Little Master,” the madam turned to my grandpa and asked, “who’ll it be? I’ve got five girls here—which
one does master Jifan have his eyes on?”
“All of them,” Grandpa answered. “Have them wash up, get dressed, and wait outside. I’ll send a carriage to
pick them up in a little while.”
Big uncle told us that grandpa took care of the business at hand with his usual efficiency and finesse. In no
time at all he had made the rounds of the whole district and picked out twenty-eight whores. Then he went to the
main street and hired about a dozen curtained sedan chairs and saw to it that the women were loaded on, two or
three to a carriage. At last they were ready!—a dozen sedan chairs, a dozen sturdy mules, a dozen muscular
drivers, all lined up single file in front of the county hall. Then they began to march down the street in a grand,
noisy procession. So many people milled around to watch that the broad thoroughfare was narrowed into a single
lane. Enjoying the attention of the crowds and well aware of whom they were transporting, the drivers got into the
spirit of things and worked up a full head of steam, cracking their whips and yelling “Whoa!” and “Halloa!” as
they urged their animals on. As the sedan chairs whizzed along, now and then one of the whores would lift up the
carriage curtains and smile suggestively at the people watching their parade. From the sidelines some brash and
thick-skinned onlookers would call out: “Hey, girls, where are you off to?” And the whores would yell back:
“We’re off to ring in the New Year with Master Jifan!”
Big Uncle told us that grandpa was right at the head of the procession, riding atop the big roan stallion until
they arrived at the front gate of Master Jifan’s estate. Dismounting, he told the women to wait outside and went in
alone to report to his master. When he heard that my grandpa had brought back twenty-eight whores, Master Jifan
clapped his hands in glee and cried out ecstatically, “Excellent! Excellent! Twenty-eight celestial bodies deigning
to grace our humble abode! Han Sen, you’ve really outdone yourself. You’ll be handsomely rewarded for this.
Now, quick! Escort the divine maidens into the house.”
Big Uncle said there was a great hall on the estate that could easily seat a hundred people for a banquet—just
the right place to hold the Assembly of Celestials. Back then, electric lights were still unheard of in Gaomi, so
Master Jifan had grandpa go out and buy several hundred of the biggest candles he could find—as big around as a
person’s arm—and place them in every nook and cranny of the hall. Even though it was still light outside, Master
Jifan ordered that they be lit immediately. Soon the room was ablaze with an incandescent glow and thick with an
oily black smoke, so much so that one might well think the hall was burning down. Master Jifan also had Grandpa
send messengers to all the important military and government officials in the county as well as prominent
members of the local gentry and literati, inviting them to attend the Assembly of Celestials. By that time the
whole town was abuzz with the news that master Jifan had just summoned twenty-eight whores to his house, and
all those eminent personages, like everyone else, were scratching their heads trying to figure out what Master
Jifan was up to now. So when the invitations arrived, they of course jumped at the opportunity and could barely
contain their urge to rush over to the house right away. A few of the more scrupulous gentlemen might have
harbored some brief misgivings about the affair. After all, it was New Year’s Day, and one would not want to
profane one’s ancestors with any improprieties. Then again, if Master Jifan dared host such an event, wouldn’t it
be unseemly not to attend? And so all of the invitations were eagerly accepted.
That evening, in the brilliantly lit hall on Master Jifan’s estate, a host of eminent personages gathered for the
Assembly of celestials. Circulating among the guests, the twenty-eight whores affected a coquettish innocence
while exchanging double entendres and lascivious suggestions with the distinguished gentlemen. They carried on
with round after round of toasts and drinking games, and before long all the men had taken off their cloaks of
propriety and were panting with wolfish lust and excitement. Any thought of their ancestors’ spirits had long since
been banished to never-never land.
As the night wore on and the candles burned ever brighter, the blush on the woman’s cheeks deepened with
wine. Dissolute with drink and desire, they turned their wanton eyes on their imperturbably elegant and charming
host. Some of the more impatient ones began to throw themselves into his lap, entwining their arms around his
neck or his waist. Master Jifan instructed my grandpa to trim the candlewicks. Then he ordered that several large
rugs be laid out on the floor in the center of the hall.
When all these instructions had been carried out, Master Jifan turned to the whores and said, “Now, ladies, take
off your clothes and lie down on the rugs.”
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Laughing and giggling, the twenty-eight whores wriggled out of their silk and satin finery and lay down on the
carpets. Stark naked, they sprawled out in a row of tangled limbs and torsos, twenty-eight wide-open flowers
waiting for Master Jifan to sample their nectar.
*
On that long, cold winter night, huddled around a glowing brazier, we listened raptly as big Uncle told us the
strange tales of master Jifan’s life and times.
“Was he crazy?” I asked.
“Nonsense, nonsense,” Big Uncle replied. “From what your Grandpa told me, Master Jifan was a man of
superb intelligence, well-versed in all the classics and ancient schools of philosophy, in military affairs and
agriculture, in divination and medicine. He knew all there was to know about astronomy and geography,
mathematics and accounting. How could a man like that be crazy?”
“If he wasn’t crazy, why was he always doing such weird things?”
Big Uncle declared, “As someone who had read all there was to read, Master Jifan had finally figured out the
ways and workings of the world. If you want to know what a sage is, you need look no further than Master Jifan.”
Actually, we had heard these stories so many times that we knew them all by heart. But we never got tired of
hearing them again and would eagerly prod Big Uncle to go on.
“Big Uncle, tell us about the time Master Jifan enlightened out grandpa,” my older brother would implore.
Even though Big Uncle was beginning to tire, his eyes would light up again at this request. “Well, one day,
when our grandpa was twenty, he accompanied Master Jifan on a stroll through town. Master Jifan turned to him
and said, ‘Han San, you’re twenty years old now. It’s time for you to go out on your own.”
“With tears rolling down his cheeks, your grandpa begged, ‘Please, master, let me stay a few more years.’ But
all Master Jifan would say was, ‘Even the most bountiful feast must come to an end.’ As they walked along, they
came to a large honey locust, and at the foot of the tree they saw two armies of ants fighting over a little green
worm, pulling it back and forth as in a game of tug-of-war. Master Jifan turned to your Grandpa and asked, ‘Do
you understand, Han San?’ Your Grandpa replied that yes, he did. But Mater Jifan said, ‘Let it be. In truth, you
don’t understand. If you don’t understand, you have understood.’”
“Did our grandpa really not understand what Master Jifan was getting at?” I asked.
Big Uncle gave me an oblique reply: “If a person wants to understand what it all means, he must study hard
and read all the books there are to read. As for you children, you have a long road ahead of you yet.”
Next, my older brother asked, “Uncle, did you really watch Master Jifan’s photographic memory in action?”
“Why, of course,” Big uncle said. “You don’t think I made it up, do you? It was back in the days before our
family’s fortunes took a turn for the worse, and we were still living in the house in town. One day, I was reading
the book Classics of Epistolary Art when your grandpa brought Master Jifan over for a visit. Master Jifan asked
me what I was reading, so I handed him the book. He took it, leafed through it, and gave it back to me. I said,
‘Master, is it true what my Dad says, that you can remember every word you read?’ Master Jifan smiled and said,
‘Do you want to test me?’ I felt embarrassed and grinned sheepishly. He took the book again and read through it
page by page. When he had finished, he handed it to me, saying, ‘Follow along in the book where I recite it for
you.’ I listened as he recited back to me every word on every page, from the first one to the last, without a single
mistake, without so much as a stutter. When he was finished, your Grandpa gave me a good dressing down. ‘You
impudent brat, how dare you question Master Jifan! You get down on your knees this instant and apologize to
him.’ I fell to my knees in a hurry, but master Jifan helped me up and said, with a chuckle, ‘I’m getting old, my
brain’s not what it used to be.”
We heaved a collective sigh of awe and admiration. “What a genius! A true genius!” That’s what we would
always say when we got to the end of this particular episode.
Big Uncle would never tell us the ending of the story about master Jifan and the whores. He would always get
right up to the climax, and then stop right there. But we never pestered him about it. Actually, we already knew
what happened after that: the twenty-eight whores took off all their clothes and lay down in rows on the carpets.
Dumbstruck with amazement, all the distinguished gentlemen and eminent worthies stared open-mouthed at their
hose. Our Grandpa said that Master Jifan proceeded to take off first his shoes and then his stockings. Next, he
walked barefoot on the bellies of the twenty-eight naked whores, once across the whole row and back again.
And then Master Jifan said, “Han San, give each of them a hundred silver dollars. Now summon the carriages
and send them home.”
2
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After paying respects to Heaven and Earth, Hong Xi, a big, swarthy man, could not contain his excitement. His
bride’s veiled face was hidden from him, but her long, shapely arms and willowy waist revealed that she was
more beautiful than most girls in Northern Jiaozhou Township. Forty years old, and badly pockmarked, Hong Xi
was one of Northeast Gaomi Township’s most prominent bachelors. His aging mother had recently arranged for
him to marry Yanyan in exchange for his sister, Yanghua, one of Northeast Gaomi's true beauties, who was to
marry Yanyan’s elder brother, a mute. Deeply touched by his sister’s sacrifice, Hong Xi thought about her bearing
children for the mute, and amid his confused emotions was born a hostility toward his new bride. Mute, if you
mess up my little sister, I’ll take it out on yours.
It was noon when Hong Xi’s new wife entered the bridal chamber. A cluster of prankish children had poked
holes in the pink paper window covering to gawk at the bride as she sat on the edge of the brick bed. A neighbour
woman patted Hong Xi on the shoulder and giggled,
“Pocky, you’re a lucky man! That’s a tender little lotus bud you’ve got, so handle it gently.”
Hong Xi fidgeted with his trousers and snickered. The marks on his face glowed red.
The sun hung motionless in the sky, as Hong Xi paced back and forth in the yard, waiting for night to fall. His
mother hobbled up with her cane and said,
“Xi, there’s something about my new daughter-in-law that bothers me. Be careful she doesn’t run off.”
“Don’t worry, Mother. With Yanghua over there, this one’s not going anywhere. They’re like locusts tied
together with a string. One can’t get away without the other.’
While mother and son were talking, the new daughter-in-law walked out into the yard accompanied by two
bridesmaids. Hong Xi’s mother muttered disapprovingly.
“Whoever heard of a bride getting up off the bed before dark to relieve herself? That just shows that the
marriage won’t last. I think she’s up to something.”
But Hong Xi was too taken with his wife’s beauty to share his mother’s concern. She had a long face, fine
eyebrows, a high nose, and slanted eyes like those of a phoenix. But when she spotted Hong Xi’s face, she
stopped in her tracks and, after a long quiet moment, let out a screech and took off running. The bridesmaids
reached out to grab her by the arms, and rip, tore her red gown to reveal the snowy white skin of her arms, her
slender neck, and the front of the red camisole she wore underneath.
Hong Xi was stunned. Rapping him on the head with her cane, his mother shouted,
“Go after her, you fool!”
That snapped him out of it, and he staggered after her. Yanyan flew down the street, trailing her loosened hair
like the tail of a bird.
“Stop her!” Hong Xi shouted. “Stop her!”
His shouts brought villagers swarming out of their houses into the street and drew frantic barks from a dozen
or more big, ferocious dogs. Yanyan turned down a lane and headed south into the fields, where wheat stalks bent
in the wind, their flowered tips dipping like waves in an ocean of green. Yanyan crashed through the waist-high
waves of wheat, their green contrasting with her red camisole and milky white arms, a lovely painting in motion.
A bride fleeing from her wedding disgraced all of Northeast Gaomi Township. So the village men took up the
chase with a vengeance, coming at her from all sides. The dogs, too, which leaped and bounded in the waves of
green. As the human net closed in, Yanyan dove headfirst into the waves of wheat.
Hong Xi breathed a sigh of relief The pursuers slowed down, breathing heavily; grasping hands, they moved
with great care, like fishermen tightening a net. As anger gripped his heart, all Hong Xi could think about was the
beating he’d give her once she was in his grasp.
*
All of a sudden, a beam of red light rose above the wheat field, startling and confusing the mob below, who fell
to the ground. Then they spotted Yanyan, her hands flapping in the air, her legs held together like a gorgeous
butterfly; as she rose gracefully out of the encirclement.
The people froze like clay statues, gaping as she flapped her arms and hovered above them, then began to fly,
slowly enough for them to keep stepping on her shadow if they ran after her. She was only six or seven metres
above their heads, but, oh, so graceful, so lovely. Just about every oddity you could think of had occurred in
Northeast Gaomi Township, but this was the first time a woman had taken to the sky.
Once the shock had passed, the people recommenced their pursuit. Some ran home and returned on bicycles to
take up the chase of her shadow, waiting for her to land so they could grab her.
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The flyer and the people below acted out an engrossing drama of pursuit and capture amid the shouts of people
all across the fields. Out-of-towners joined passersby in craning their necks to watch the strange event in the sky:
The woman in flight was mesmerizingly graceful; her pursuers below, always having to look up as they ran,
stumbled through the rutted fields, falling and crashing into one another like a routed army.
Eventually; Yanyan settled into a grove of pine trees surrounding the old graveyard on the eastern edge of
town. The black pines, covering nearly an acre, kept watch over hundreds of mounds under which Northeastern
Gaomi ancestors lay. The trees, all very old, stood straight and tall, their tips piercing the low-flying clouds.
Together, the old graveyard and the grove of black pines were the township’s scariest and most sacred spot.
Sacred because it was the resting place of the township’s ancestors; scariest owing to all the ghostly incidents that
had occurred there.
Yanyan settled onto the tip of the tallest and oldest pine tree, in the very centre of the graveyard. The people
below followed her there, then stood and looked up at her, as she rested lightly on the slender topmost branches of
the tree, which easily supported her, even though she must have weighed over a hundred pounds; it was a cause of
wonderment to all who gazed up at her.
A dozen or more dogs raised their heads and bayed at the levitating Yanyan. Hong Xi shouted,
“Come down, come down from there this minute!”
The dogs’ baying and Hong Xi’s shouts fell on deaf ears. Yanyan sat there nonchalantly, rising and falling with
each passing breeze. The crowd below soon grew weary of standing there helplessly, except for a few
rambunctious kids, who shouted,
“New bride, hey, there, new bride, let’s see you fly some more!”
Yanyan raised her arms. Fly, the kids shouted, fly, she’s going to fly. But she didn’t. Instead, she combed her
talon-like fingers through her hair, like a bird preening its feathers. Hong Xi fell to his knees and wailed,
“Uncles, brothers, fellow townspeople, help me find a way to bring her down. You know how hard it was for
me to find a wife!”
Just then Hong Xi’s mother was led up on a donkey: She slid down off the animal’s back, groaning in pain as
she stumbled to the ground.
“Where is she?” the old woman asked Hong Xi. “Where is she?” Hong Xi pointed to the treetop.
“She’s up there.” Screening her eyes with her hand, the old woman looked up to where her daughter-in-law
was nestled atop the tree and screamed,
“Demon, she’s a demon!” Iron Mountain, the township head, said,
“We have to find a way to get her down, witch or not. This has to come to an end, like everything else.”
“Elder,” the old woman said, “please take charge of this, I beg you.” To which Iron Mountain replied,
“Here’s what we’ll do. First, we send someone to Northern Jiaozhou Township to fetch her mother, her brother,
and Yanghua. Then if she won’t come down, we keep Yanghua here and not let her go back. Next, we send some
people home to make bows and arrows and cut some long poles. If nothing else works, we’ll bring her down the
hard way. And we’ll report this to the local government. Since she and Hong Xi are man and wife, the government
will surely step in to uphold the marriage laws. Right then. Hong Xi, you keep watch here under the tree. We’ll
send someone back with a gong. If anything happens, bang it for all you’re worth. The way she’s acting, I’m
pretty sure she’s possessed. We’ll have to go back to town and kill a dog so we can have some dog blood at hand
when we need it.”
The crowd broke up and headed back to make preparations. Hong Xi’s mother insisted upon staying with her
son, but Iron Mountain was adamant,
“Don’t be silly. What can you hope to accomplish by staying here? If the situation turns ugly, you’ll be caught
in the middle. Go on home.” Seeing it was pointless to argue, the old woman let herself be boosted up onto the
donkey’s back and left the scene weeping and wailing.
*
Now that the tumult had died down, Hong Xi, who was known as one of Northeast Gaomi Township’s bravest
souls, found the quiet unsettling. As the sun set in the west, winds swirled and moaned amid the trees. Letting his
head droop, Hong Xi massaged his sore neck and sat down on a nearby stone table. He was lighting a cigarette
when a sinister laugh floated down from above. His hair stood on end, and he felt chilled all over. Quickly
extinguishing the match, he stood up and backed off several steps to look up at the treetop.
“Don’t pull any spooky tricks on me. Just wait till I get my hands on you.”
With the setting sun as a backdrop, Yanyan’s red camisole seemed to be on fire, setting her face aglow, as if
gilded. There was no sign that the sinister laughter had come from her. A flock of crows returning to their nests
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flew past, their gray droppings falling like rain. Several warm blobs landed squarely on his head. Spitting on the
ground, he felt that bad luck had befallen him. The treetop was still radiant with light, even though the pine grove
was turning black and bats had begun flitting nimbly in and among the trees. Foxes barked in the graveyard. His
fears returned.
Spirits were everywhere in the grove, he could feel them; his ears filled with all sorts of sounds. The sinister
laughter kept coming, each burst causing him to break out in a cold sweat. Biting the tip of your middle finger
was the best way to drive away evil spirits, he recalled, so he did it, and the sharp pain cleared his head. Now he
could see that the pine grove wasn’t as dark as it had seemed just a moment before. Rows of grave mounds and
headstones stood out. He could make out the tree trunks, streaked with dying rays of sunlight. Some young foxes
were frolicking amid the grave mounds, watched over by their mother as she crouched in a clump of weeds, every
so often acknowledging his presence with a toothy grin. The next time he looked skyward, he saw Yanyan, who
hadn’t moved, being circled by the crows.
A pale little boy emerged from between two trees, handed him a gong and a mallet, a hatchet, and a large flat
cake. The boy told him that Iron Mountain was overseeing the making of bows and arrows, that people had been
sent to Northern Jiaozhou, and that the township leaders were taking the incident very seriously; they would be
sending someone over soon. Hong Xi was to satisfy his hunger with the flat cake and maintain his vigil. He
should beat the gong if anything happened.
Once the little boy had left, Hong Xi laid the gong on the stone table, shoved the hatchet into his belt, and
began devouring the flat cake. As soon as he was finished, he took out the hatchet and shouted,
“Are you going to come down or not? If not, I’ll chop down this tree.”
Not a sound from Yanyan. So Hong Xi buried his hatchet in the tree, which shuddered from the force. Still no
sound from Yanyan. The hatchet was buried so deeply he couldn’t pull it out.
Is she dead? Hong Xi wondered. Tightening his belt, and removing his shoes, Hong Xi began to climb. The
rough bark made for easy going, and when he’d climbed about halfway, he stopped to look up. All he could see
from that vantage point were her legs hanging down and her buttocks resting on the branch. I should be in bed
with you right about now, he thought angrily, but instead you’ve got me climbing a tree. His anger was translated
into strength, and as the trunk narrowed, more and more limbs branched off, making it easy to hoist himself up
into the canopy, where he anchored his feet and reached out furtively to grab her. But no sooner had he touched
the tip of her foot than he heard a long sigh and felt the branches above him rustle; flecks of gold flew into the air,
like the golden scales of a leaping carp. Yanyan flapped her arms and lifted off from the canopy; then, with all
four limbs in motion and her hair floating in mid air, she glided to the top of another tree. Hong Xi was alarmed to
note that her flying skills had obviously improved since the wheat field.
She sat atop the new tree in the same posture as the first. Facing the rosy sunset, she presented a sight as
moving as a new rose bloom.
“Yanyan,” Hong Xi called out tearfully, “my dear wife, come home and make a life with me. If you don’t, I
won’t letYanghua go to the bed of your mute brother—”
His shout still hung in the air when he heard a frightful crack beneath him, as the branch snapped and sent him
crashing to the ground like a hunk of meat. He lay there for a long while before getting to his feet by propping
himself up on the carpet of decaying pine needles and taking a couple of tentative steps by leaning on the trunk.
Except for the expected aches and pains, he seemed okay—no broken bones. He searched the sky for Yanyan and
saw the moon, which sent watery rays filtering down through the pine branches to fall on a part of a grave mound
here, the corner of a headstone there, and an occasional clump of moss. Yanyan was bathed in moonlight, a big,
beautiful bird perched for the night on the top of a tree.
*
Someone beyond the pine grove called his name. He shouted back. Remembering the gong on the stone table,
he picked it up, but couldn’t find the mallet anywhere.
A noisy mob entered the pine grove with lanterns and torches and flashlights, casting their light in the spaces
between trees and pushing back the moon’s rays. Among them were Yanyan’s aging mother, her mute elder
brother, and his sister, Yanghua. He also saw Iron Mountain and seven or eight able-bodied men from town, with
bows and arrows slung over their back. Others came equipped with long poles, or hunting rifles, even bird nets. A
handsome young man in an olive-drab uniform cinched at the waist with a wide leather belt was holding a service
revolver. Hong Xi recognized him as a local policeman. Noting the bruises and welts on Hong Xi’s face, Iron
Mountain asked,
“How did that happen?”
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“It’s nothing,:” he said.
“Where is she?” Yanyan’s mother asked loudly. Someone aimed a flashlight at the top of a tree, shining it
directly on her face. The people heard the top branches rustle, then watched as a dark shadow slipped silently
from that tree to the top of another.
“You bastards!” Yanyan’s mother cursed. “I know you’ve killed my daughter and made up a story to trick this
old widow and her orphaned son. How could a girl fly like an owl?”
“Calm down, Auntie,” Iron Mountain said. “We wouldn’t have believed it if we hadn’t seen it with our own
eyes. Let me ask you, did your daughter ever study under a master? Learn any unusual skills? Associate with
witches? Sorcerers?”
“My daughter has never studied under any master,” Yanyan’s mother said, “or learned any unusual skills. And
she certainly hasn’t associated with witches or sorcerers. I never let her out of my sight when she was growing up,
and she did as she was told. The neighbours all said what a nice girl I had. And now this nice girl spends one day
in your house and turns into an eagle on a treetop. How did that happen? I won’t rest till I find out what you did to
her. Give me back my Yanyan or you’ll never get Yanghua back again!”
*
“That’s enough bickering, old auntie,” the policeman said. “Keep your eyes on the treetop.”
He aimed his flashlight at the shadow atop the tree, then snapped it on, training its beam of light onYanyan’s
face. With a flap of her arms, she rose into the air and glided to the top of yet another tree.
“Did you see her, old auntie?” the policeman asked.
“Yes,” Yanyan’s mother said.
“Is it your daughter?”
“It’s my daughter.”
“We don’t want to take drastic measures unless we have to,” the policeman said. “She’ll listen to you if you tell
her to come down from there.”
Just then, Yanyan’s mute brother began grunting excitedly and flapping his arms, as if mimicking his sister’s
flying motions. Yanyan’s mother was in tears.
“What did I do in a previous life to bring this down on my head?”
“Try not to cry, old auntie,” the policeman said. “Concentrate on getting your daughter down from there.”
“She’s always been a strong-willed girl. She might not listen to me,” Yanyan’s mother admitted sadly;
“This is no time for modesty, old auntie,” the policeman said. “Call her down.”
With mincing steps on tiny, bound feet, Yanyan’s mother moved over to the tree where her daughter was
perched, tilted her head back, and called out tearfully;
“Yanyan, be a good girl and listen to your mother. Please come down. I know you feel you’ve been treated
badly, but that can’t be helped. If you don’t come down, we won’t be able to keep Yanghua, and if that happens,
the family’s finished.”
The old lady broke down and wailed at this point as she dashed her head against the tree trunk. A scratchy
sound descended from the treetop, the sort of thing one hears when a bird ruffles its feathers.
“Keep talking,” the policeman urged. The mute waved his arms and grunted loudly to his sister, high above
him.
“Yanyan,” Hong Xi shouted, “you’re still human, aren’t you? If there’s an ounce of humanity left in you, you’ll
come down from there!” Yanghua joined in the weeping:
“Sister-in-law, please come down. You and I are both sufferers in this world. My brother’s ugly; but at least he
can talk. But your brother … please come down … it’s our fate …”
Yanyan glided into the air again and circled the sky above the people. Chill dewdrops fell to the ground—
maybe they were her tears.
“Move out of the way; give her some space and let her settle to the ground,” Iron Mountain said to the crowd.
Everyone but the old lady and Yanghua stepped backwards.
But things did not turn out as Iron Mountain had hoped, for after circling in the air above them, Yanyan settled
back down onto the treetop.
*
The moon had slipped into the western sky; the night was deepening. Fatigue and cold began to overtake the
people on the ground.
“I guess we’ll have to do it the hard way,” the policeman said. Iron Mountain said,
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“I’m worried that the crowd might drive her away from the grove, and if we don’t catch her tonight, it’ll be
that much harder later on.”
“As I see it,” the policeman said, “she lacks the ability to fly long distances, which means it’ll actually be
easier to catch her if she leaves the grove.”
“But what if her family won’t go along with our plan?” Iron Mountain said.
“Let me handle it,” the policeman assured him. He went over and told some of the youngsters to escort the
mute and his mother out of the pine grove. The old lady; having cried herself into a state of lethargy; offered no
resistance. The mute, on the other hand, grunted his disapproval, but once the policeman flashed his service
revolver, he walked off meekly. Now the only people left at the scene were the policeman, Iron Mountain, Hong
Xi, and two young men, one with a pole, the other holding a net.
“A gunshot might alarm the people,” the policeman said. “So let’s use a bow and arrow.”
“With my failing eyesight,” Iron Mountain said, “I’m not the one to do it. If my aim was off even a little, I
could kill her. Hong Xi should do it.”
He handed the bamboo bow and a feathered, razor-sharp arrow to Hong Xi, who took them from him, but
merely stood there deep in thought.
“I can’t do it,” he said, suddenly realizing what was expected of him. “I can’t, I won’t. She’s my wife, isn’t
she? My wife.”
“Hong Xi,” Iron Mountain said, “don’t be a fool! In your arms, she’s your wife, but perched atop a tree, she’s
some kind of strange bird.”
“You people,” the policeman said with annoyance. “Can’t you do anything? If you’re just going to stand there
hemming and hawing, hand me that bow and arrow.”
He holstered his revolver, took the bow and arrow, took aim at the shape at the top of the tree, and let an arrow
fly; a muted thud told them he’d hit the mark. The treetop rustled, and the men watched as Yanyan, an arrow
imbedded in her belly, rose into the moonlight, only to crash into the canopy of a short tree nearby. Obviously, she
could no longer keep her balance. The policeman fitted another arrow to the bow, took aim at Yanyan, who was
sprawled atop the short pine, and shouted,
“Come down here!”
The second arrow flew before his shout had died out; there was a cry of pain, and Yanyan tumbled headlong to
the ground.
“You fucking bastard,” Hong Xi shrieked, “you’ve killed my wife.” People who had withdrawn from the grove
came up with their lanterns and torches.
“Is she dead?” they asked anxiously. “Are there feathers on her body?”
Without a word, Iron Mountain picked up a bucket of dog’s blood and splashed its contents over Yanyan’s
body.
150.337 I Am Not A Cat\fn{by Tang Min (1956- )} Fukien Province, China (M) 4
1: My Cat and I

No one ever seems to question the idea that being a woman means one should have children.
Having children appears to be the fundamental duty of women. If a woman can’t have a child herself, she must
at least find one to adopt. Women and children, mother and child—these belong together as naturally as heaven
and earth, the bonds between them as inviolable as natural law. If any woman were to assert that she did not want
children, she would probably be condemned by all her compatriots in the sisterhood of women. In china, in
particular, having children has become mandatory for women. Those who can have children are held in greater
esteem than those who cannot; what’s more, those who have boys can carry themselves more proudly than those
who have girls. When people encounter a married couple, the first thing they want to know is always, “Do you
have any children? A boy? A girl?” No one ever asks, “Do you love each other? Do you get along well?” It seems
that loveless marriages are quite acceptable, but childless ones are looked upon as abnormalities that strain the
social fabric.
Naturally, it’s even more improbable that anyone would ask whether a baby’s mother had a difficult time
during her pregnancy, or whether the birth itself was physically or psychologically stressful.
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Even women themselves say, “If you become a wife, then of course you’ll have to become a mother too. Yes,
it’s hard, and a lot of work, but it’s the same for every woman, so why all the fuss? It’s your fate as a woman, and
you might as well accept it.”
Nowadays, urban women go to hospitals or clinics for regular checkups during pregnancy. Especially since the
One Child Per Family policy came into effect, young couples today take great pains to ensure that the fetus is
genetically sound, and some even test those newfangled theories about beginning the child’s education in the
womb. All this is done for the sake of the child, not for the well-being of the woman. No master how miserable
the pregnancy or how torturous the childbirth, women have no alternative but to suffer through it. the pain and
agony they endure have never been taken seriously by society. Indeed, women who have adverse reactions to
pregnancy are viewed as sissies or fakers. Women working in factories continue performing their tasks even as
they are throwing up, and still they are subject to such comments as “why couldn’t you hold it in?” or “why didn’t
you run outside?” So, waddling about with their huge bellies, they haul themselves to work and then drag
themselves home. Only when the baby is born are they finally excused from their jobs and allowed to go on
maternity leave.
As the ancient saying goes: “A white horse is not a horse.’ Adapted for us women, it becomes: “A childless
woman is not a woman.”
All female animals share this misery. Let me tell you about the time our cat and I both became pregnant.
Exhaustion from my unrelentingly stressful job had led to a bout of acute nephritis. That came on top of a
severely weakened condition caused by years of chronic overwork. So frail that even my clothes seemed to
overwhelm me, I weighed barely ninety pounds, and the nephritis brought me to the verge of total physical
collapse. Then, as if this weren’t bad enough, I became pregnant too. It couldn’t have happened at a worse time.
Not two days after I discovered I was pregnant, I began to throw up unremittingly. Food, water—I couldn’t
keep anything down. Coincidentally, our cat also began exhibiting symptoms of acute morning sickness. Both of
us would be hunched over while we turned our insides out, both emitting guttural noises that were most animal
than human. Afterward, we would lie there like cadavers; the violent heaves of our emaciated chests were the only
sign that we were still alive. There were times when I couldn’t even make it to the bathroom and ended up puking
right on the floor, just like the cat. A few times I even spat up blood.
When we got married, I had told my husband that to be able to devote all my energies to writing, I wanted to
wait a couple of years before having a child. At the time he had agreed but had added the stipulation that if I did
become pregnant, we would have to go through with it and not get an abortion. When I actually got pregnant,
however, he broke down even before I did. “You can’t go through with this! If this keeps up you’ll die before the
baby is born!”
The doctor told me that as someone with kidney disease, I should not have become pregnant in the first place,
and, furthermore, that the large doses of antibiotics I was taking would be extremely harmful to the fetus. I agreed
to have an abortion, because I was afraid of having a child with birth defects. My husband, on the other hand,
agreed to it because he hated the fetus I was carrying.
“He’s going to kill you!” he ranted. “Only one of you can survive, and I want you, not him! Even if you make
it through the pregnancy, you won’t survive the childbirth. What if you die while you’re giving birth?”
We had to keep the abortion secret from our parents and relatives, because we knew that once they found out
they would have vehemently opposed our decision. They would have argued, “How can you be so sure that you
would die in childbirth? How do you know that the baby will have birth defects? If we believed everything the
doctors said, we would all have been dead a long time ago! Once you’re pregnant, you should have the baby!”
But if my husband and I had a physically deformed or mentally handicapped child, what would that do to us—
our dreams, our hopes for happiness, our lives …? Has anyone bothered to consider the pain and grief entailed in
all this?
Such is the pressure produced by the combined weight of social custom and traditional moral precepts. The
result is to impose a kind of servitude on women, who became conscripts dedicated to “perpetuating the family
line.” In the face of this forced labor, women are not even allowed to plead ill health or some other disabling
condition. Getting married is tantamount to obtaining the “legal right to bear children,” and whoever dares to give
up this right will be execrated and damned in this world and the next.
When women are forced to carry out the task of propagating the race, it becomes nothing less than a life
sentence: pregnancy, birth, parenting, education, pulling strings to find a good job for your child, scrimping and
saving to pay for your child’s wedding, taking care of your child’s child—one after the other, each chore falls
unmistakably and inevitably on the shoulders of every woman. There is no escape. Yet society seems perfectly at
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east with this state of affairs and considers it as natural as the sun’s rising every morning in the east. And while
women carry this heavy burden, they still have to work and make a living just like the men, all the same of
“equality between the sexes.”
I was lucky enough to have a good husband who could not bear to see his wife suffer. Together we exercised
our veto power against “women’s servitude.” As a result of our decision, he has had to endure countless
accusations and denunciations, all the while emphatically insisting, “I was the one who didn’t want the baby!
Anyway, what’s it to you?!”
Yet so many people, including some husbands, give no thought as all to a woman’s health. I once met a woman
who was diagnosed with breast cancer right after she was married, so it was clearly inadvisable for her to have a
child. But the families on both sides decided that she should take a chance anyway and try to get pregnant. They
felt that since she was already married and was now diagnosed with an incurable disease, it was quite logical and
all the more important for her to try to leave behind an offspring. The result was that by the fifth month, the fetus
had become another breeding ground for cancerous cells, and she had no choice but to have an abortion. One
month later, this money quietly passed away. Her family and friends were all very surprised. “She seemed so
healthy after the operation. Why did she die all of a sudden?”
Why? It was a mother’s grief at losing her child that had devastated her. Once a fetus begins to grow inside her
body, a woman can never forsake the affection she has for this new life. This maternal love is the only thing that
enables a woman to endure all the pain and hardships of motherhood. A serious illness will not always result in a
woman’s death, but the anguish of losing a child can take a woman’s life.
Once, after my cat gave birth to a dead kitten, she tried in vain to nurse it, staying by its side all day long,
stroking and petting it over and over. When my husband and I disposed of the kitten, the mother cat flew into a
rage and leaped about, trying to recover the remains. If even animals feel the loss so deeply, how much more so
the human heart? This inextricable bond to one’s flesh and blood—can it be something beyond the comprehension
of men?
The night before I was to have the abortion, my cat had a miscarriage. Amid the puddles of amniotic fluid and
blood were three semi-transparent embryos, each no bitter than a broad bean. So weak she could barely even
mew, the mother cat nevertheless struggled to sniff and stroke them. That night, in a state of extreme anxiety and
anguish, I had a vivid dream in which I saw an X-ray of my fetus—a bluish, transparent baby boy sound asleep in
my womb, his hair undulating in the ripples of his watery environment. …
When I came home from the hospital the next day, I saw the image of this baby every time I closed my eyes.
Lying in bed, I wailed and cried my heart out. My whole life seemed empty after the loss of my child.
2: I Am Not a Cat
I have heard countless women who have had abortions talk about the mental pain and shock they suffered
during the operation. I offer the following account of my experiences in the hospital to you, my readers, so that
you may know what else love entails.
My abortion was carried out at the largest obstetrics and gynecological clinic in the province. The patients
were either pregnant or suffering from some gynecological problem, and the outpatient clinic was filled with wan,
sickly women. There was hardly a single presentable-looking one among them—no trace of the comeliness one
finds in normal, healthy women. The prospect of being examined while naked from the waist down further
aggravated the general sense of unease and foreboding. Addressing those who had come for an abortion, the
doctor would ask: “First time? Second? You pay twenty yuan for the first, ten if it’s the second. Get a receipt from
the cashier, then get in line in front of the operating room.”
The unfortunate women waiting for abortions all looked extremely nervous and apprehensive, like convicts
just before their execution. But strangely enough, we all wanted to be at the head of the line, as though we were
shoppers waiting to buy scarce fresh vegetables in the middle of winter. There were eight of us in the first group.
After changing into hospital slippers, we entered the disinfecting room. The middle-aged nurse in charge, who
reminded me of one of those robust, no-nonsense vendors in the market, briskly ordered us to take off our pants
and line up to be scrubbed and disinfected. It was a cold day, and everyone scrambled to get one of the cotton
bathrobes hanging from the clothes rack to wrap around our bodies. But there weren’t enough robes to go around,
and those who came up empty-handed had to wait until someone took hers off just before climbing onto the
operating table.
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For the nurse, who must have performed this same task countless times, day in and day out, the whole
procedure had long since become routine. Crisply, nonchalantly, she directed these distraught and distracted
women to get on and off the disinfectant table one after another, asking each one in turn, “Abortion?
IUD?”\fn{Intrauterine Device; a birth-control device .} those who had come for an IUD were merely cleaned and
scrubbed, while those who were about to have an abortion had their public hair shaved as well. The swiftness and
dexterity with which she carried out these procedures wee positively awe-inspiring. I was reminded of the
practiced motions of those women workers who wash bottles in recycling plants or who peel potatoes in
canneries. By the time the nurse was done with our group, we were all privy to the information that seven of us
had come for abortions while one woman was waiting to have an IUD inserted. I couldn’t help noticing that this
last patient had a curious but unmistakable look of superiority on her face.
From the time I walked into the outpatient clinic to the time I entered the operating room, no more than two
hours had passed, but for me they went by more slowly and more agonizingly than twenty years of hard labor.
I was among the first group of four to enter the operating room. To my amazement, the minute I walked into
the room the nurses inside began commenting on my appearance, talking loudly among themselves about what a
good-looking outfit I had on. True, I was wearing a rather pretty sweater that day under a fashionably chick ski
jacket. But how they found any aesthetic appeal in the clothes of a woman who was naked from the waist down
was quite beyond me.
I walked over and lay on the operating table, breathing in the frigid air as I looked at the worn, antiquated
furnishings in the room. How many unfortunate women had had to undergo the most painful episode in their lives
on this very spot! At moments like this, love, so prized and esteemed by the world, seems but an iniquitous crime,
a shameful vice. Yet it is only the woman who must suffer this punishment by fire!
The doctor who was to perform the operation seemed quite young. Looking around the room with her
attractive large eyes, she turned to me and said, “You’re not getting any younger. This is your first pregnancy—
why aren’t you keeping it?”
Fearful of what she might say if she found out I had become pregnant while suffering from kidney disease, I
decided to lie. “I want to go back to school—I’ve just been accepted into a special study program.”
“You mean you’d rather go back to school than keep your baby? What kind of woman are you?!” she paused in
her tongue-lashings, then sneered and said, “Well, with someone like you, who knows if you’re even married?”
“Yes, I am,” I shot back, “and this is my first pregnancy.”
“If you’re lying, I’ll find out as soon as I take a look.”
“I’m not lying, this is my first time!” I screamed, unable to control myself any longer.
The nurses, who apparently were not used to finding themselves with a patient as unruly as I was, hurriedly
chimed in, “Yes, it’s true, we can tell just by looking, you know. If you’ve had an abortion it would be obvious.”
I was so angry I almost jumped up from the operating table. “Go ahead, look, look! I have nothing to hide!”
After that I had to wait for almost twenty minutes, a seeming eternity, as I twisted and chewed on my
handkerchief. During that time, I heard another doctor scolding a woman who had become pregnant shortly after
giving birth, and yet another doctor interrogating a young woman, also there to have her first pregnancy
terminated, about whether or not she was really married.
And so it went. The only person treated with kindness and concern was a doctor on the staff of the hospital,
who had come to have her IUD removed. She was allowed to keep her pants on until the operation.
My pride and self-esteem lying in shreds, I was barely conscious of the horrible reality of my child being
mangled and crushed into bits and pieces that were then aspirated into a tube. All I could focus on was my
desperate desire to get out of this place.
When I finally staggered out of the operating room, the doctor fired a parting shot at my back, “Don’t come
crying to me if you can’t have a baby later on!”
Something made me look up the doctor’s name in my medical record. I found out that this beautiful doctor was
named after an even more beautiful flower. But to me she was a diabolical figure whom I will never forget as long
as I live.
Afterward, as I was getting dressed in the changing room, an eighteen- or nineteen-year-old girl walked in. she
was the only truly healthy and beautiful woman I saw in that hospital the whole time I was there: an exquisite
figure, a rosy complexion, a thick head of lustrous black hair, and a pair of shapely long legs traced by her blue
jeans. She approached me and, in a touchingly innocent manner, asked: “Does it hurt much?”
“Have you also come for … an abortion?” I replied.
“Yes. I’m so scared. I’ve heard that it’s really painful.”
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“Well, actually, it’s … not all that bad. Just grit your teeth for a while and you’ll be all right.”
She broke into a fetching a little laugh, “Oh, that’s wonderful! Now I can stop being scared.”
I watched as she deftly took off her pants and continued to follow her with my eyes as she walked over to the
bottle-washing, potato-peeling nurse. This poor girl was going to meet her fate armed with nothing more than her
naïveté, but perhaps that was just as well.
I shuffled into the waiting room just in time to hear my husband jovially telling a friend of mine, who had also
come to the hospital with me, “Yes, my sister-in-law is a doctor too, and a lot of women also go to her hospital for
the operation. They’re taken inside, they scream and holler for a while, and next thing they know, it’s over.”
That was when I lost whatever self-control I had left. Tears poured down my cheeks as I held on to my friend
for support. With my other hand I slapped my husband. Then I fell sobbing onto the bed in the recovery room.
Panic-stricken, my husband stammered: “Was it, was it really painful? Here, hit me again, hit me. …”
It was not until some time later that he finally realized my tears had nothing to do with physical pain. But when
he asked me why I was crying, I found myself at a loss for words to express the myriad thoughts and feelings
swirling inside me. In the end, all I managed to say was, “The doctor said she didn’t believe I was married.”
“You should have made her come out to see me,” he roared, outraged. “I even have our marriage certificate
right here!”
The recovery room began to fill up with women who had all been put through the wringer. Some were
weeping, others moaned softly, while still others heaved and retched. Here and there a few women chattered away
compulsively, telling anyone who would listen about how the birth quota for their factory this year had already
been filled, how they had missed getting a permit, how they had been told to wait until next year to have a
baby.\fn{A note reads: Under China’s One Child Per Family policy, state-owned enterprises such as factories are assigned an annual
quote of allowable births. Married women working at such factories must obtain official permission to have a baby or face penalties in the
form of lowered salaries, and loss of benefits or even jobs.} The whole scene was like a tableau straight out of hell.

Four days later, I suddenly had an attack of sharp pains in my lower abdomen, followed by massive internal
bleeding and a cold sweat that drenched me from head to toe. Because the lovely doctor had failed to completely
removed the embryo and the adjoining tissue, I was once again plunged into that living hell. Late in the day I was
rushed to the hospital and, in the gathering dusk, underwent a second dilation and curettage. The pain was many
times worse than the abortion itself, and I couldn’t help screaming in agony. It began to dawn on me that there
was a good chance I might never be able to become pregnant again. For a long time I wailed and howled like a
desolate beast—was it in anger? Remorse? Hatred? I’m not sure I knew the difference.
Meanwhile, the hubbub of the bustling streets below, mixed with the roar of firecrackers welcoming the new
year, surged through the window like waves and crashed all around me.
183.59 Hong Ling\fn{by Yang Ni (1956- )} Chongqing, Sichuan Province, China (F) 7
In the year that Hong Ling was thirteen years old, several scandals occurred within the western part of the city
where she-lived.
Hong Ling herself was involved in one of them. It was rumoured that she was caught by a woman messing
around in a public toilet with a seventeen-year-old boy named Brother Mao. By the end of the very same evening
the event was supposed to have taken place, the tale had got around the whole neighbourhood. The scale of the
incident snowballed and eventually came to run like this:
Night reigned over the woods in Peking Park, where a thirteen-year-old girl was raped by a boy of seventeen.
She was tied up, and had the boy’s socks stuffed in her mouth.
Hong Ling’s mother, who had been widowed six months, earlier, couldn’t bear all the rumours and all the
sympathetic looks that came from their neighbours, so she took Hong Ling with her and thus began several long
years of moving from place to place. At first, they moved within the city, from the west to the east, from the south
to the north. Then eventually they had to move to the countryside. Rumours followed them like a shadow.
During their three years in the countryside, they lived in a dark, damp brick house with no running water. At
night before they went to bed, they would place a log as thick as a mouth of a bowl against the door. Nevertheless,
the village loafers still hung around their house, urinating against the door and drawing nasty pornographic
pictures on the wall. As far as Hong Ling could remember, during those gloomy days, she and her mother were
continually plastering mud on the wall to cover the pictures.
In her memory, all year round her mother wore a black blouse with button loops made of cloth and a Chinesestyle collar as the countrywomen did those days. Mother also had a blue cloth sash around her waist and an odd
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black velvet hat on her head which she never took off. This too, was the same attire as the countrywomen. Hong
Ling could never understand why Mother chose to live in the countryside, but she dare not ask her about it. Since
the toilet incident, they seldom talked with each other.
In Hong Ling’s memory, Mother always kept a straight face and would remain silent for long periods of time.
She would cook a pot of rice as their food for the whole day, and a pan of vegetables to last for three. And for the
rest of time, Mother would sit on a stool with her hands holding her knees and her eyes fixed on the ground. She
remained in that state till her death.
Mother never mentioned what had happened that night. What Hong Ling remembered most vividly was the
heartrending cry that rose from her mother the moment when she had learned of the rumour. Rising from her quilt
she had found Mother sitting on the floor leaning against the bed, with her hands spasmodically clutching at her
bosom. Hong Ling didn’t understand what was happening. Later on she came to realize that the thirteen-year-old
girl was perhaps not hurt as badly by the rurnours as was the girl’s mother.
*
It was just after their third year in the countryside that Mother died and thus, Hong Ling returned to the city.
She loved cities. The moment she stepped off the train, she swore she would never leave the city again.
Hong Ling had made no mention to her mother of Brother Mao, nor of anything concerning that widespread
rumour. At the time, she had felt the impulse to explain the incident to her mother, but Mother had never provided
her with an opportunity to do so. The one time Hong Ling had opened her mouth, her pale-faced mother had given
an abrupt shout, which instantly cut her short. At that moment Hong Ling very much wished to tell her the truth.
She couldn’t help wondering how Mother had guessed what it was she wanted to speak about, so she tried to
justify herself,
“What I actually want to say is—”
Mother had shouted at her again angrily, “Hold your tongue!” before putting down her chopsticks and leaving
the room.
Hong Ling had the feeling that Mother seemed to be able to read her mind and know intuitively what she was
doing. This gave her a feeling of extreme dread which haunted her during those three years. On the day the
incident occurred, Mother had returned with a handkerchief full of boiled peanuts in her hands and said
expressionlessly to Hong Ling,
“Have some nuts.” A little earlier, Hong Ling and Brother Mao had been on their way home from a rehearsal
after school when Hong Ling suddenly pressed her belly and said,
“I want to go to the toilet.”
“There’s one just ahead,” Brother Mao replied, but Hong Ling had said,
“There’s no light in it and I feel frightened.”
Brother Mao had hesitated for a while and then followed her in, squatting at the entrance to keep watch:
Holding his nose with his fingers, he had urged,
“Hong Ling, be quick.”
Rumours of various kinds followed quickly on Hong Ling’s heels. They had spread so fast that no matter how
she quickened her pace, they caught up with her, seizing her and saying,
“Hong Ling, what’s your hurry?”
Hong Ling could make no reply. She just swung her arms and her blouse swelled out in the wind like a
balloon. Her body was light and her bones hollow just like rubber rings that made her float as if on water, fly as if
in the air. She was reluctant to land on the ground.
*
Back at school after three years’ absence, Hong Ling was a forlorn soul and nobody liked to keep her company,
but she was by no means discriminated against. On the contrary, she was the object of special care from her class.
At festivals she would receive far more gifts than any other student in her class. As Christmas drew near, her
classmates, both boys and girls, couldn’t wait to send her cards. At Spring Festival gifts seemed to shower upon
her from all directions. So many scarves, hats and shoes were actually a burden for her. What was more, there was
bacon and sausage under the roof and stewed pork on the windowsill.
After moving back to the city, Hong Ling had lived alone. Her aunt would send her a monthly allowance, but
did not let her live with their family. Hong Ling was content with that. She kept a secret account of the money her
aunt gave her and was determined to pay it back some day. Indeed, later on when Hong Ling’s fortunes had
improved, she paid her aunt back with considerable interest.
Her classmates gave her all kinds of things, but the respectful distance they kept from her made her miserable.
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Once she borrowed a pen from one of her classmates, but when she went to return it, the girl simply would not
take it and kept saying,
“Keep it, keep it.” Hong Ling was touched and told her,
“I have a pen myself but forgot to bring it with me today.”
The classmate then flushed and finally took the pen. But she wrapped it in a handkerchief and put it into her
school bag when she thought Hong Ling wasn’t looking. Hong Ling, however, saw this.
*
Everyday, on her way home from school, Hong Ling would pass by a construction site. One evening after her
evening class, as she neared the place, a man seized her, grasping hold of her blouse and ordering her in a low
voice to follow him. Hong Ling put up no resistance, and her heart didn’t even miss a beat. She simply turned her
head back as if she was watching for someone. The man took her into a cement pipe and sat down. He lit a cigar
and then said mockingly,
“Is somebody waiting for you?”
“Nobody,” Hong Ling replied.
The man glanced at her and uttered a queer laugh. Then he said,
“You’re quite frank.” After that, he added,
“I don’t intend to harm you, I merely want to have a chat with you. You walk here every day. Why aren’t you
with your friends?”
“I like to be alone,” Hong Ling replied.
“Aren’t you afraid of bad people?” Slowly, Hong Ling uttered,
“No.” But what she actually wanted to say was,
“I am one of the bad people. I am bad in everybody’s eyes.” All the while the man was laughing, but now his
smile vanished.
“What if some bad person killed you?”
“If I were killed, I would be killed,” Hong Ling said. “Everybody has to die sooner or later.”
The man could fmd nothing to say to that. After a while he said,
“I’ve heard all about you and Brother Mao.” After thinking for a moment, he added,
“And I also know that your mother passed away, and eyery day, you walk through here, all by yourself.”
The man didn’t harm Hong Ling. Just as he said, he simply wanted to have a chat with her. As a matter of fact,
they “chatted” for a long time, during which the man did most of the talking while Hong Ling listened.
Afterwards, he said to her,
“I wonder why you are not in the least afraid.”
From then on, Hong Ling often came across that man. At night, he would accompany her through the
construction site. After her evening class, as soon as she stepped across the water ditch between the street and the
site, she would see the man leaning against a pile of bricks, smoking and waiting for her. Then they would walk
across the site, at times side by side, and at other times the man following behind. One day it was raining and
Hong Ling fell down into a ditch. The man pulled her out and put his raincoat on her. He never asked her address
or tried to see her home.
When winter drew near, the man disappeared. Hong Ling sometimes wondered what his name was and where
he lived, for she’d never asked.
*
Another half a year passed and Hong Ling started college. There she got to know a boy named Zhou Qiao.
Hong Ling actually had no intention of having anything to do with Zhou Qiao at first. They were classmates and
that was all.
One day, they happened to be alone and there was a sudden powercut. When Zhou Qiao placed his hand on top
of hers, Hong Ling was startled, but she did not show it. Unconsciously, she pushed his hand aside and as she did
so, felt his fingernails as sharp as knife blades. The powercut didn’t last long, and when the lights came back on
they resumed their previous talk as if nothing had happened.
Hong Ling poured a glass of water for Zhou Qiao. It was the only water left at the bottom of the thermos and
the water scales could be seen floating in the glass. Zhao Qiao cracked a smile and drank it in one gulp.
After this, Hong Ling declined several dates with Zhou Qiao until he didn’t call on her any more. Once Hong
Ling saw him sitting in the comer of a bar near their college, absently sipping a glass of beer. Afraid of being
seen, she hurried away. She had never been able to forget what Zhou Qiao had said in those moments of darkness.
“Hong Ling, take it easy.”
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He made this same remark several times, which had made Hong Ling feel pretty ill at ease. She couldn’t even
forget the tone he had used. It seemed that Zhou Qiao. was smiling when he said these words. Hong Ling could
imagine his commanding expression when he smiled. For him, everything was just as simple as that. It could be
said that all these years, the reason why Hong Ling couldn’t get Zhou Qiao out of her mind was that she could
never explain why she should have let him have anything to do with her.
*
At the age of thirty-six, Hong Ling married one of her clerks, Li Yi. For these several years, those who worked
for her came and went at a fairly high rate. Only Li Yi had stuck to his post all along. As a matter of fact, it made
little difference whether companies like the one Hong Ling ran existed or not. When the cost of tax, rent, water
and electricity, and the salaries of the clerks were deducted, the annual profits her company brought in were no
more than five digit. The boss of such a company was no better than a taxi driver. One day Hong Ling had told Li
Yi,
“I’d be better off closing this company and having nothing more to do with it. I’m fed up with all this!” This
was true.
“Look, Li Yi,” she had added, “I used to have a pair of bright, dark eyes, but now they’re as dull as those of a
dead fish.”
“That’s the result of reading too many newspapers,” Li Yi had murmured. “And smoking too much.”
What Li Yi said was true too. Hong Ling loved to lie on the sofa, smoking one cigarette after another, and to
read newspapers at the same time. Her newspapers were always covered in burn marks as a result, her own
clothes as well.. When asked about what he would do if the company was closed, Li Yi had replied,
“I’d go home with you.” Hong Ling had then said,
“What will you do if you go home with me?”
“Whatever will do.”
Li Yi smiled. Hong Ling had said nothing. Li Yi indeed cared little about whatever he did. It was thus that
Hong Ling took Li Yi home.
When she graduated after coming to the city, Hong Ling had changed her name so Li Yi didn't know that his
boss used to be called Hong Ling. Hong Ling wondered if Li Yi had always been called Li Yi. Most of the
inhabitants of this city had changed their names just as Hong Ling had. When he heard for the first time that her
real name was Hong Ling, Li Yi simply coughed, but showed no surprise at all.
“Hong Ling sounds pretty pleasant to the ear, you may just as well keep it.”
Hong Ling wanted very much to talk with him of their backgrounds, for after living with Li Yi, she learned
that they both came from the same city. Li Yi had not mentioned it before. When she discovered this fact, Hong
Ling began to feel ill at ease. When they talked further, she learned that Li Yi had even lived in her
neighbourhood, and what was more, they used to study at the same secondary school.
“So who are you?” Hong Ling had demanded. Li Yi then said,
“I was Li Xiaodong.”
But Hong Ling knew nothing about a boy called Li Xiaodong. No matter how Li Xiaodong described himself
then, she couldn’t picture what the boy looked like. But no matter who he was, he was sure to have heard of Hong
Ling, a name known to every household. Now she found herself with no desire to talk too much about her past.
Talking about her past with someone who must know the story very well was a game she didn’t want to
participate in. One day, it suddenly occurred to her.
“Li Yi, you are Brother Mao, aren’t you?”
“No,” Li Yi said. Hong Ling pulled his face around towards hers and fixed her eyes on it.
“I feel that you are Brother Mao.” Li Yi pushed her hands from his face and asked,
“Who is Brother Mao?”
“If you’re really Li Xiaodong,” Hong Ling said, “how come you don’t know who Brother Mao is?”
“Really, I’ve never heard about him. Why must Li Xiaodong know Brother Mao?”
Hong Ling was speechless.
But on her part, Hong Ling felt more and more that Li Yi resembled Brother Mao although she couldn’t
exactly imagine how Brother Mao might have grown up to look like nowadays. In fact, there was no reason for
her to say that Li Yi looked like Brother Mao. What Hong Ling couldn’t make out was how Li Yi could be so
meek and have no temper at all. Time and time again she tried to provoke him, but he remained just as calm and
cool as ever. Hong Ling reckoned that there was probably but one man in the whole world who wouldn’t fly into
rage at such treatment, and that was none other than Brother Mao himself. This thought made her once again
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believe that Li Yi just had to be Brother Mao.
After this, Li Yi made no more mention of the city in which they had both lived before. Furthermore, he
became reticent about everything in his past, which made her more curious. She recalled the first time she saw Li
Yi. Thinking about it hard, she remembered that a strange feeling had pricked her the first moment she had laid
eyes on him, but that feeling only lasted a fleeting moment. She had once said to Li Yi,
“We were destined to meet.”
“Right, it was fate,” Li Yi had replied.
That was when Li Yi had helped het out with a sizable deal. She had handed him a red packet over the table
and he accepted it naturally, saying,
“Thanks, Ma’am.”
After their marriage, Hong Ling left all the household chores to Li Yi. Every day she left home early in the
morning and came back very late in the evening. Since closing up her own company she had taken a position as
associate manager in a large company. The general manager had been one of her former business partners. The
two of them had once gone to a seaside resort for a holiday and had spent some romantic days together. Naturally,
after this the manager had helped her out with the big deal she wanted, but Hong Ling had not seen him since they
returned from their jaunt. When they did finally meet again, Hong Ling had married Li Yi and the manager
seemed very content with that ending.
He had called many times to invite the couple to dinner. During their first meal, he had taken out of his bag a
pair of Swiss watches for lovers which he gave them as a wedding present. At the same time, he had handed Hong
Ling a work contract as well. On their way home Li Yi noticed that Hong Ling was excited at the job offer and he
had encouraged her, saying,
“You should work there if you want to. You’ll get bored at home after a time anyway. You might even get fed
up with me.”
Hong Ling observed him through the rear-view mirror. She was driving the car at a very low speed, apparently
listening to the wheels rolling on the asphalt road, which was pleasant to the ear, especially at dusk.
“I want you to be happy,” Li Yi had said. Hong Ling had laughed,
“You’ve got a tender heart.” After a pause, she added,
“Are you really willing to let me work in his company?”
Hong Ling had thought that Li Yi was falling asleep. She turned around only to find him lying back
comfortably with his eyes closed and legs stretched out in front of him.
“I feel a little bit dizzy,” he had said. He opened his eyes and looked at her.
“You may go if you like. It’s up to you. I’ve no objection to whatever you choose to do.” Hong Ling had
sneered,
“You're too kind.”
At these words, she sensed an awful feeling arising inside. She drew a long breath, knowing that she should
hold her tongue at this moment otherwise she would feel even worse. Li Yi wouldn’t let such feelings take hold of
him. It seemed he had never been in bad mood. His yielding in the face of her cruel tongue would only make her
feel severely embarrassed. Li Yi had put his hand on her shoulder and said earnestly,
“Hong Ling, I simply want to make you happy.”
“Li Yi, do you think I’m happy?” she asked.
“You’re tired. Let me drive a while.”
He patted her shoulder gently and she had obediently pulled up by the roadside and seated herself in Li Yi’s
place. Li Yi was right in saying she was tired. She was exhausted.
“Don’t you find that I’ve got a somewhat irritable temper?” she had asked.
“Everybody feels bad now and then,” he replied.
“I am not how I used to be. When I was small and lived with my mother in the countryside, we sometimes had
only one meal a day, just a bowl of rice porridge, with nothing to go with it at all. We didn’t even need to lay the
table for the meal. But I had never felt bad then.”
Hong Ling felt Li Yi’s hands shake a little. She continued,
“We were hiding in the countryside. We might have lived a tolerable life if we had been in town, but my
mother did all this for my sake, for she believed if we moved to such a place, we might leave all the slander about
us behind. What an idea! We had rough luck.” She paused for a moment.
“Li Yi, do you know what is meant by a bad girl?”
“You’re not bad,” he had replied. But Hong Ling proceeded with another question.
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“Am I not bad? You know I’m not bad, don’t you?” Li Yi had replied affmnatively,
“You’re not bad.”
Hong Ling's eyes shone. She drew close to Li Yi, leaned against his shoulder and said,
“If only you had told me this twenty years ago! At that time, I dreamed of someone telling me so, but nobody
did, not even my mother. She only wanted to hide, and actually she did so all for herself.”
“Don’t say any more of this, Hong Ling. You’re tired.”
“Okay,” Hong Ling had said.
From then on, she never brought up the topic again. Such talk wasn't any fun,
*
Hong Ling began to have somewhat ambiguous feelings towards Li Yi. One day, they went to a supermarket to
do some shopping. As she went to take an item down from the shelf, she saw a man’s hand reaching for the same
item. Their hands made to grasp it almost at the same time, then withdrew just as simultaneously, making them
both laugh spontaneously.
“I am sorry,” she said.
“Sorry,” the man said too.
Hong Ling glanced at him and saw his handcart was filled with various food, two packs of disposable diapers
and some infant articles. After making his apology, the man pulled his handcart to the other side of the aisle and
moved on, but Hong Ling just stood there rooted to the spot and looking rather distracted. When Li Yi came over,
she still wasn't quite herself. Li Yi asked smilingly,
“Who did you come across this time?”
Whenever Li Yi asked her this, Hong Ling used to say she had come across a ghost, but she didn’t say so that
day. In a trance, she muttered,
“I wonder, was he in my class?”
“Let’s go home.” While Li Yi urged her to leave, he took some more items from the shelf.
“Don’t you, want to go now, Hong Ling?” He tried to hurry her away from the supermarket.
On returning home, Li Yi busied himself sorting out the things they had bought and putting them away. For
some items, he didn’t even open the bags, just put them straight in the storeroom. Sometime later, he knew he
would throw them away. Li Yi disposed of most of the things Hong Ling purchased, for she always forgot about
what she had bought. Listening to Li Yi’s activity, she suddenly called out to him,
“Come here, Li Yi. Do you know that the man I saw today looked just like a classmate of mine?” Li Yi
muttered something inaudible, and she cried out, "
“What did you say, Li,Yi?”
She switched off the television and silence immediately fell over the house. Hong Ling noticed a beam of
twilight projecting straight onto the opposite wall. At dusk, the light was exceptionally yellow, with a touch of
sepia, which cast a shade of sentimentalism over the pictures on the wall, the wall lamp and the photo frame as
well. It occurred to her that she was afraid of dusk. Li Yi moved towards Hong Ling and seated himself beside
her. He turned the television back on and the house was once again filled with sound. Hong Ling developed a
sudden disgust for Li Yi. She said,
“Guess who that man looked like, Li Yi?” Li Yi replied rather casually,
“Who?”
“Zhou Qiao.” Hong Ling spat out the words.
“That’s all right,” Li Yi said soothingly.
“What’s all right? Zhou Qiao is all right? Do you mean Zhou Qiao?”
“Hong Ling, let’s change the topic, shall we?” Hong Ling then said,
“Okay, let’s talk about something else.” Hong Ling let her eyes rest on the wall and stared at it for quite a long
time.
“Li Yi, turn off the TV and you’ll hear the flies droning in the air.”
“Nonsense!” Li Yi said. “What season is this? There can’t be flies.”
He began to flick through one channel after another. He was afraid of the dusk on Sundays, Hong Ling was
pretty clear about that. She also knew very well that Li Yi was not only afraid of dusk on Sundays, but on other
days too. He took on a distracted air when alone with her in the house which pleased Hong Ling greatly. So
whenever Li Yi suggested they have dinner in a restaurant, she would find an excuse to stay at home. She also
knew that Li Yi was well aware of her deliberate trick.
“Zhou Qiao was the first man.” With these words, she quietly examined the look on his face.
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“So it is,” Li Yi said.
“What is so?” Hong Ling cried out. “What do you mean by that? Li Vi, how can you care nothing about me?”
Hong Ling was on the verge of tears and she covered her face with a cushion and huddled herself up in a ball.
She felt something prickling her, fondling her; she had a feeling of rediscovering something. Li Yi had put a piece
of chewing gum in her mouth, and she found she was suddenly in a very peaceful mood.
Li Yi was accustomed to waiting by the roadside for her to come back home in the evening. He used not to
smoke, but had picked up the habit after Hong Ling took up her new job. Every day Li Yi would feel
uncomfortable just standing by the roadside if there was no cigarette in his mouth. After he acquired the taste, he
decided that if he had started smoking twenty years ago he might have led quite another life. Nothing was more
appropriate than a man squatting by the roadside, with a cigarette in his mouth, watching the pedestrians and the
traffic passing by.
Very often Hong Ling didn’t come back until midnight. Li Yi could almost tell her headlights and the familar
sound of the wheels approaching from afar. On hearing that sound, he would stand up and wave to the car, and
Hong Ling would pull up before him and he would get in. He would drive for a while for her, but only a short
while, back to their courtyard, to park under the thatched awning covered with ivy. In the dim light of the porch,
Hong Ling would lean against his shoulder, waiting for him to unlock the door.
Li Yi became used to this routine. Hong Ling would often be tight-lipped from the moment she stepped across
the threshold, while taking a shower, until she went to bed. Actually she would be half-asleep the moment she
stepped into the house. Li Yi seemed naturally to accept her this way. Hong Ling knew this and so remained like
this every day. In fact, she didn’t have to be so at all, but she chose to act that way. Every night she went to drink
in the same inn and idled her time away till midnight.
The wife of the innkeeper had previously worked under her, which was her justification for going to the same
inn every night. Hong Ling would chat with her, and sometimes help her take care of the customers. When she
went to dance, Hong Ling would attend to the bar for her. Hong Ling even helped her look after her boy, who
often took his seat on a barstool behind the counter and stared with wide-open eyes at all the men and women in
the dim light. Many customers had asked Hong Ling whether he was her real child or not.
But Li Yi had no idea that Hong Ling spent every evening this way. If he was to find out that her night life was
so dull, he might leave her. And Hong Ling was afraid that Li Yi would leave her some day. She always felt a
sense of bewilderment in his presence which made her avoid being with him, so as to escape that bewilderment.
But the thought he would leave her sooner or later made her feel more bewildered than ever. Hong Ling had no
idea of how she would live with him. Nevertheless, she was equally unclear if she would feel any less bewildered
if she lived with someone else.
One night she didn’t go home at all, and not even the next day. When she returned home on the third day, she
found Li Yi still waiting for her by the roadside and smoking as usual. When he saw her car coming, he waved in
his familiar way, got in when she pulled over, and drove for her just as he always did. After he unlocked the door,
he ran a tub of hot water for her. As Hong Ling took her bath, she felt her head swimming. Then, she threw herself
into the bed and immediately sank into a deep sleep.
Li Yi didn’t inquire as to why she hadn’t come back home for two days. Hong Ling had expected he would
ask, but Li Yi acted as if nothing had happened. Hong Ling knew that during those two days, Li Yi had waited for
her by the roadside from dawn till midnight, and he hadn’t even made a phone call to her company to ask where
she was. In the end, it was Hong Ling who couldn’t restrain herself any longer and later called him from her
office. It was lunch time, so she was alone in the office. She shut the door and asked,
“Li Yi, do you have any idea where I was those two days?”
Li Yi was silent for a second on the other end. He then cleared his throat and said,
“Perhaps on business. I imagine so.” At these words, Hong Ling sneered,
“Do you know where I went on business?” Li Yi hesitated.
“Go have your lunch, Hong Ling. We’ll talk about it later this evening.” But Hong Ling insisted,
“Do you know where I went?”
“No.”
“Well, let me tell you. I went nowhere these two days. I stayed at the manager’s house, because his wife was
away on business.”
Tears welled up in her eyes while she spoke. Gently she put down the receiver. What she had intended to tell Li
Yi was that for two days she had lain in the hospital, with nobody around her, completely alone. It was very quiet
there but at midnight all of a sudden she had heard someone burst into bitter crying, and at dawn she heard the
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birds singing in the branches, which was indeed very sweet to the ear. She had also intended to tell him how she
hadn’t realized that sparrows could chirp so beautifully. Sparrows had always disgusted her. .
Hong Ling hung up the phone and felt a touch of relief. She knew that she was finished with Li Yi, all done
with him. She would go on living with him, but she had completely lost that feeling in her heart. Now she felt
altogether clear-minded and light-hearted.
Hong Ling still carne back home at midnight and life continued just as usual. She went to the inn when she
finished work and stayed there until it closed. When she drove back to her house, she would see Li Yi stand up
slowly in the dim headlights. The cigarette butt would cast an exceptionally beautiful curve through the night air
and then fall in the middle of the street. Li Yi enjoyed throwing the cigarette butt in this way and Hong Ling felt
that for him, it was the most important thing he did the whole day long.
183.100 I Love You, Child\fn{by Ah Zhen (1956- )} Shandong, China (F) 15
I smiled at her and called her warmly, hoping to attract her attention a little. But it was useless. She had her
anns locked round her father’s neck and she was looking at him steadily with her big bright eyes. Ever since I had
brought her back from her aunt’s house she had totally ignored me. Only when her father came home from his
work far away could I see in her the vivacious little girl she had been in the train—the rest of the time she just
would not look at me.
She loved her father deeply, so deep in fact that she would spend each day with him as if it were their last day
together. Each time her father left us to go to work, with a heavy heart she would go downstairs with him to the
entrance of the building and watch him till he disappeared round the corner. Then she would come back slowly
and dejectedly, tears glistening in her eyes. I would stand by the window and watch her, and several times I had
had an urge to run downstairs to hold her in my arms, kiss her and comfort her. But I had restrained myself,
fearful of being rejected. It hurt being rejected.
Each time her father came home in the evening, she would wait downstairs impatiently and then dash up to
him and clasp his arm as soon as she saw him appear at the corner of the building. The whole evening while her
father was at home, she would keep him in view. She would sit on the sofa sedately, waiting, while her father was
reading.
“Dad, you don’t mind me sitting here while you read, do you?” she would sometimes ask anxiously.
“No, not at all,” he would answer, and she would smile with relief.
Sometimes he would be so engrossed in his book that he would forget about his daughter behind him. But
when he suddenly remembered her presence, he would put down his book, walk over to her and kiss her on the
cheek.
“Dad, I love you very very much,” she would hug his neck and whisper in his ear.
*
I did not know how to describe my feelings toward all this. A mixture of sympathy, compassion as well as
jealousy was what 1 felt about her. She almost dominated Lifan, and I was scarrely able to stop myself. from
complaining about it. Late at night when there were only Lifan and me, he would apologize to me, saying,
“I wish you could understand, Zhu. From the time she was born Dai Dai’s mother never loved her. She was so
heartless that she even sent Dai Dai to the countryside to live with her aunt just because she thought that it was
too much trouble to bring her up. Dai Dai could only get what she had missed when she was with me. But I was
rarely at home. So she … I hope you don’t mind, Zhu.”
“I don’t” was all I could reply. To fight for love would have been against my principles. But I strongly wished
Dai Dai could also understand me and like me—I didn’t want her to ignore me like this.
Dai Dai did not have much time together with her father, and she spent most of her time at home with me.
Since neither of us had very much to occupy ourselves with, I often wanted to chat with her or do something for
her, but she was as silent as a mute.
“Would you like to go to the park, Dai Dai?” I would propose tentatively. She shook her head.
She often held in her arms a plastic doll with a broken arm and would sit on her bed in a daze. She had brought
the musty old toy from her aunt’s. She probably liked toys, for she played a lot with this treasure. Or perhaps it
was because she just did not have anything else to play with. Lifan only bought her picture-books, all fairy tales,
whereas I, never having brought up a child before, had little knowledge of what to buy her either. But I had
planned to buy her a nice new doll on her tenth birthday.
I had dreamt of bcoming Lifan’s wife for years and thought that becoming his wife would be the only way to
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bring peace and calm to my restless soul. But today, after the dream had come true, frustration and worry filled
me. It was Dai Dai’s arrival that had disturbed the harmony of the family. I had felt unsettled when Dai Dai was at
her aunt’s, for Lifan had loved his only daughter as much as his own life and there was no reason why I should
not bring the father and daughter together.
*
It was out of such love for Lifan that I had brought Dai Dai back from the countryside myself—I had expected
that there would be an immediate bond between us. But what had actually happened was grim. Ever since she had
returned home, the little girl had disliked me, regardless of what I had done for her.
One afternoon when I got back from the vegetable market, I saw she was listening to a tape, a sad pop song:
I know not why
Sadness follows me.
Every day I pray,
Let love’s loneliness go away.

I had always liked this song. When I had despaired about the future of my relationship with Lifan, I would. put
on that tape and listen to it, often with tears in my eyes. I walked lightly towards her. To my surprise, her eyes
were also filled with tears and she looked exactly as I had once. Oh dear! Had something happened to her? How
could she possibly have felt the same as I had? I thought to myself.
“Dai Dai, shall we change the tape?” I asked softly.
“No!” she cried suddenly. Then she looked at me fiercely as if I were her sworn enemy.
There was nothing I could do. I knew she had a lonely soul deep down, but then so had I. Our loneliness would
disappear only when she could attract my concern and love. I had tried many times in vain to get her to do this.
Once again Lifan was leaving us for the research base, where he spent more than eight months a year. Yet he
was no exception among his colleagues, who all had to leave their families and work at the base by themselves.
So I could not complain. After all, from the day I fell in love with him I had learned about the nature of his work
and had been well prepared to live a life of waiting. But Dai Dai was not used to such a life. Her fear that Lifan
was going to leave us turned into despair when he actually did.
Once she even ran away and stood hysterically on the railway tracks when her father’s train started moving
away, causing me to scream with horror. She brooded all the way home and did not say a word to me.
I became more careful in dealing with her after her father left and did all I could to avoid upsetting her. But
things always go against your wishes: when I told her off casually at lunch she flared up. I knew she was picking
a fight when she kept digging the rice out of her bowl with her chopsticks and dropping it onto the floor instead of
into her mouth .
“Dai Dai, be a good girl, don’t drop the rice on the floor,” I said.
“Asinine! Really asinine!,” she muttered, pushing aside the bowl and locking herself in her room. I did not
believe that she knew the meaning of the word. She must have heard some adult say it.
“Open the door! Open the door!” I shouted, furiously, coming to the end of my patience.
It became quiet inside for a moment. She probably had not thought that I would lose my temper. She was
frightened. I went on,
“If you don’t open it this minute, I’ll go and call the police!” This stung her.
“Go and call them! And I won’t open it! Just won’t! Won’t!” she shrieked.
“You little brat!” I muttered, trembling all over with anger and itching to break the door down with my foot. In
my mind’s eye, the small vulnerable girl was being replaced by her mother, a thirty-nine-year-old woman much
given to hysteria, who had brought a great deal of distress to Lifan, my mother and myself. I lashed out at her in
an ear-piercing voice.
“I detest you!”
“Detest you … you!,” she echoed inside, the little vixen not one bit subdued.
Separated by the door we kept shrieking at each other at the tops of our voices until both of us were exhausted.
I was the one who backed down first.
“Dai Dai,” I said a moment later, thinking that I should talk to her face-to-fare. “Why do you hate me?”
“You’re a bad woman!” she replied in an angry voice.
“Why do you think I’m a bad woman?”
“You drove my mother away and took my home.”
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“That’s not the case, Fai Dai. You’re still too young to know it. When you grow older I’ll tell you everything.”
“You’re a liar!”
“I am not.”
“You’re a bad woman whatever you say!”
“I’m not a bad woman. Your mother is: she neglected you and looked for her own pleasure outside.”\fn{ The
meaning of the word “outside” is not just outside the home but outside the family; as we see a bit later in this story, Dai Dai’s mother was
one of those people whose fascination is with the pleasures of the world, in contradistinction to the responsibilities of a wife and mother }

“I don’t want to listen! I don’t want to listen!”
“But I want you to listen! I know you hate me and think I’m a bad woman, then why did you come home with
me in the first place? Why didn’t you stay with your aunt in the country?”
“You lured me back.”
“All right, I’ll send you back tomorrow,” I said, pausing, and then added, “I’m going to buy you a train ticket
home right now.”
She cried loudly. I was totally confused. I walked out and slammed the door behind me. Her crying got louder,
but I did not turn my head.
A woman's instinct told me that many pairs of eyes were peering at me in confusion through the neighbouring
windows. Indeed it was not something that should have happened only a week after the girl’s father had left—
naturally they would blame me. But what wrong had I done her?
I walked out of the compound and into a street. As the scorching sun of June beat down on my head and
pierced my eyes, I realized that in my confusion I was walking towards the Hongshun Wine Bar, where I had been
a waitress for three years after finishing high school. That had been the bitterest and loneliest period of my life,
when I felt as if I had fallen into an abyss. Involuntarily I had sided with the unfortunate and the weak.
*
One evening in the bar a man got dead drunk. I could tell from his appearance that he was not someone who
usually drank, and that he was indulging in this game just to distract himself. In the end as the bar was closing and
the customers were leaving, he had fallen gently from his chair and collapsed onto the floor. Nobody bothered to
take a look at the pitiful wreck. I hesitated for a moment and walked up to him. With all my strength I lifted him
on to his feet and led him into the street, half-carrying, half-dragging him.
“Hello! Wake up!” I called, shaking his shoulders and leaning him against a lamppost. No response. I pinched
his ear and said,
“Hello, where do you live?”
Instantly his head dropped onto my shoulder and he began snoring, exhaling gusts of strong liquor onto my
face. I coughed and almost threw him on the roadside in a fit of disgust.
“It serves you right,” I mumbled and pulled him up.
I finally took the wretch to my home, which fortunately was not too far away. My mother was flabbergasted.
“You … what’s happened, Zhu?”
She stood at the doorway looking as if she was at the scene of a murder. Imagine a primary school teacher
looking at her own daughter embracing a drunken stranger on her doorstep at nine o’ clock at night.
“You should send him to the police station.”
“A police station is not a sobriety station, mum.”
*
That was how I got to know this man called Dai Lifan, with whom I gradually fell in love and eventually
married. Our relationship had always been tortuous, mixed with good times as well as bitter moments too heartrending to recall. Lifan met me at a time when he was going through a period of emotional crisis with his wife and
he had grasped at me as if I had been the last straw in a deluge. Men are usually stronger than women in their
careers but are more brittle when it comes to emotions. But it was only later that I learned that what had been
torturing Lifan most and making him resort to drink was not the crisis with his wife but the separation from his
daughter.
“She sent her to her elder sister’s in the country and doesn’t want me to see her. But Dai Dai has always been
closest to me. She’ll cry her heart out in that strange place.” Whenever he missed his daughter, I would console
him, saying over and over again,
“She’ll be all right. She’ll get used to the place soon. Don’t worry.”
In those days while I was taking care of Lifan I also had to put up with his wife, who would pick fights with
me at the Hongshun Wine Bar. Thanks to the help of my co-workers, women of the same age as me, she did not
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get anywhere. Then she had a go at my mother at her school and, worst of all, would only start the rows when she
was with her students.
“Help me, Zhu,” my mother would beg me with tears in her eyes.
My heart broke whenever I saw her like that. Words like that always sent me to pieces.
“I’m really sorry, mum, that you have to go through all this trouble and embarrassment because of me. But I
love Lifan and can’t live without him. He feels the same about me too.”
“But Lifan’s married to that woman, Zhu, you shouldn’t have got so involved with him. Just how do you
expect me to explain myself to my students about the scenes his wife makes at school?”
“Listen, mum, Lifan’s marriage is not as you think it is. His wife doesn’t love him at all. She hasn’t divorced
him only because she is attracted to his money and position. The state pays Lifan a double salary for what he’s
doing at the base, but the woman uses his money to go out dancing and hang out with those shits.”
“Enough!” Mother stopped me angrily. She could not allow me to use such words as “shit.”
It was only after Lifan’s wife had finally hooked an American while out dancing and was planning to go
abroad with him that Lifan and I had the chance to get married. When we eventually walked side by side out of
the Registry Office, I felt as if I was emerging from a nightmare and could not believe it was all real.
“Let’s bring Dai Dai home immediately,” I said happily. No woman wanted to go abroad carrying a burden
with her, so it was natural that Dai Dai should be left with her father. I felt relieved: Lifan had all he loved now.
All I wanted to do was to bring his daughter home as soon as possible. But Lifan hesitated. He would look at me
with emotion and say,
“You’re so kind, Zhu. I’m only worried about whether Dai Dai will accept you. She’s a stubborn little girl and
I don’t want to see her give you a hard time. You’ve suffered enough for me, Zhu.”
“Listen to you. How come you’ve become so womanish?”
I could not imagine how obstinate a small girl could be. Besides, my mother did her best to encourage me to
bring Dai Dai home. I went to the countryside with good intentions and the love of a mother in my heart.
*
Dai Dai’s aunt was a strapping woman with a reedy voice like a bird'’s. She looked me up and down with
disapproval and questioned me repeatedly:
“Which school did you graduate from?”, "What business have you been in?”and “What are your parents?”
I answered each of her questions, ready to swallow the insults in order to bring the little girl back without any
problems. Several times, however, I almost exploded and told her that I was not there for a job interview and that
it was none of her business what my background was. Yet she would not let the matter drop easily, saying
“So you worked in a bar. Well, Dai Dai’s father has found himself a bar-maid.”
“I am a waitress.” I corrected her, barely able to control myself from spitting in her fat face. Restraining herself
a little, she said,
“Dai Dai’s mother’s graduate from a medical college—an intellectual, whose way of educating her child is
bound to be different from yours.”
“Absolutely. I would never sent my daughter to anyone else to bring up if I’d been her.”
Her face went white, and for a moment she was unable to utter a word.
“Where’s Dai Dai?” I asked, already bored with the conversation.
“Dai Dai!” she called.
A girl came out from a dark inner room holding in her arms a plastic doll with a broken arm.
We examined each other from top to toe. My heart ached as if pierced by needles as I looked at her dishevelled
hair, ragged clothes, bare feet, skinny body and helpless expression. I quickly walked over and held her in my
arms, completely oblivious of my position. I only thought that this was my daughter and I was her mother and I
believed Dai Dai had felt the same at that moment, or she would not have hung on to me so tightly.
“Dai Dai, good child, Father told me to fetch you home,” I said, tears welling up in my eyes. Dai Dai glanced
at her aunt and began to sob,
“I miss my dad. I want to go home.”
When she saw this Dai Dai’s aunt understood everything and walked away. A moment later she came back
with a bundle of the child’s clothes and started rattling on about her destitution: her husband had been a sick man,
so he could not do much extra work; there had not been a good harvest that year; and life had been hard.
“If these clothes aren’t that useful to Dai Dai, it would be nice to keep them for my second daughter.”
I thought for a moment and nodded my consent. The woman and her two daughters accompanied us out of
their house while the former kept begging Dai Dai not to forget her miserable protectress and her two elder sisters.
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But Dai Dai looked vacant. Finally the woman cried, cuddling her daughters. I believed those were genuine tears
she shed for her ward, whose departure would mean a cut in her monthly income. A despicable, yet pitiful woman.
Dai Dai was like an uncaged bird. She seemed to have totally forgotten about her aunt. She murmured all the
way home about her father, as if she had not really been separated from him. Yet she never mentioned her mother.
I had tried to draw her to the subject of her mother but she had quickly cut me short. It seemed as if she had never,
ever had a mother.
Which was good for me. Though it was too selfish to say so, I hoped she would forget about her mother and
that everything could start anew in our new family. It proved that I had been too naïve thinking that a happy life
would soon follow, with peace and quiet and that my love for Dai Dai would be reciprocated.
*
I wandered the streets aimlessly and occasionally entered a shop for a breath of cool air. But I did not have a
cent on me. Several times I strolled to the front of my mother’s flat but did not go in, unwilling to add to her
worries. Still, I could guess what she would have said to me,
“Don’t worry, Zhu, and be patient. You’re dealing with a small child. In my class …”
But I would not believe Mum had had a single pupil all those years quite as intransigent as Dai Dai.
*
It was only when it was getting dark and people were hurrying home on their bicycles that I remembered my
duties once again. Alas, I was no longer just my mother’s only child and a waitress, but a wife and mother myself.
The man I was deeply in love with had entrusted the child to me, how could I have left her alone? I started
running home. But when I opened the door I found the flat as quiet as death. I shuddered.
“Dai Dai! Dai Dai!” I called out terrified, turning on the lights.
Everything looked the same as when I had walked out. Only Dai Dai’s door was half open. I dashed into it.
Lying on the ground were pieces of glass and torn magazines and there was a messy pile of sheets, shoes and
socks on the bed. Not a trace of Dai Dai. I panicked and broke out in a cold sweat. I called out in a frantic voice
and searched every corner of the flat.
“Dai Dai, be a good child. Where are you hiding? Do come out, please, I ask you!” I cried, begging as my
mother had with me many years ago. Only there was a drep despair in my voice. The blazing light-bulb emitted a
ghastly white light in the empty room. When I finally realized that Dai Dai was not at home, I was scarcely able to
move. I staggered down the staircase holding the rails and knocked on the doors of my neighbours and asked
them tearfully whether they had seen Dai Dai.
“What’s happened?” my neighbours came out and asked.
I told them Dai Dai had disappeared, which started an immediate uproar in the whole building. Everyone
hurriedly locked their doors and rushed to the nearby Public Security offices and went to look in the streets where
they thought the little girl might be roaming. Struck by this thunderbolt I now felt too weak to stand up. Minzhen,
a neighbour from downstairs helped me back into my room and we sat beside a telephone while she tried to calm
me down.
“She’ll be all right. She’s probably just forgotten the time while playing outside. It’s quite common among
children.”
Though she did not know me very well, Minzhen kept soothing me like an old friend. I was moved, but felt no
cause for optimism. Things were not as simple as she thought. Dai Dai must have disappeared because of the row.
She liked being at home otherwise, as she had no friends outside. But where could she have gone so late? I was
terrified. What could I say to Lifan if something happened to Dai Dai? The only thing I could reply on now was
the cream-coloured telephone, which I hoped would bring me good news.
Brrrrr.
It rang. I quickly picked up the receiver.
“Hello!” I almost cried into the phone. Only a moment later the caller, a neighbour, asked tentatively,
“Dai Dai hasn’t returned yet?”
Again the telephone rang reporting the same result: no, she hadn’t been found on the street, nor in the parks.
Nor at the police stations. I struggled to my feet and staggered into the street again, calling her name blindly since
I could see nothing in the pitch-darkness. I prayed to Heaven for the return of the little girl. If I had to pay a price,
I was willing to pay with my life. I could not see Lifan heartbroken and myself with a battered soul. Minzhen
followed me and tried to calm me down.
“Couldn’t she have gone to her father?” she asked. I suddenly understood. I should have thought of it.
“Let’s go to the station, right now!”
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We found Dai Dai on a platform. A train had just left and the platform looked deserted. She was holding in her
arms the broken plastic doll and standing alone in a long corridor in the shadow of a stone pillar.
“Dai Dai!” I charged forward and held her tightly in my arms.
“Let me go! Let me go! I want to go to look for Dad!” she struggled, and screamed hoarsely, tears s.treaming
down her cheeks. I had thought of giving her a good hiding after finding her, for she had disturbed the neighbours
and driven me to distraction. But when I looked at her tearful eyes and pitiful appearance my heart softened. I
took her in my arms and apologized,
“It was my fault, Dai Dai, good girl. Let’s go home.” Minzhen also persuaded her,
“Do go home, Dai Dai. Aunt Zhu has nearly gone mad looking for you. All the neighbours are looking for you,
too.”
She submitted. When we returned home, the neighbours had returned and were gathered at the entrance of the
building. It was then that dai Dai realized what she had done. She sneaked home and sat down on a chair, her head
hanging low as if waiting to be interrogated. The neighbours went home. I looked at the messy rooms and then at
the little devil before me and suddenly burst out crying.
*
I must have been longing for the moment to spill out my long-nurtured grievance, for it seemed a long time
before I finally stopped. Dai Dai lifted her head as I cried and looked at me in surprise. A moment later she moved
slowly to my side but still looked at me, not knowing what to do. When she saw no sign that I was able to restrain
myself, she put down her toy on the table and tentatively stretched out her small hand to hold mine.
“I’m sorry,” she said in a small voice.
I quickly pulled her into my arms. I knew it was time that she and I should get to thoroughly understand each
other.
“Tell me, Dai Dai, why do you always pick fights with me?”
“You … you’re not my mother,” she answered bluntly.
“Yes, I’m not your mother. But I love you, Dai Dai, with all my heart. Of course it would be a happy thing if
Mum was with you. Everyone, no matter how old or how young, wishes his mother could be with him always.
But there are different kinds of love, Dai Dai. Your mother left you after a big fight with your father.“
“Wait. I want to know why my parents quarrelled. Was it because of you that Mum left Dad? Tell me the truth.
You can’t lie to me.”
She stared at me steadily, her eyes flickering with a maturity contradictory to her age. I grew serious too. What
I was facing was not only a nine-year-old girl but also my dignity and conscience.
“Your mother didn’t love your father even before I got to know him. They fell out with each other whenever
they were together, largely because your mother refused to do a wife’s duty. She enjoyed having a good time
outside and didn’t even want to bring you up, her own daughter. Instead, she sent you to your aunt’s in the
countryside, which broke your father’s heart. One evening he went to the Hongshun Wine Bar in a fit of sorrow “
I tried to use neutral words and, when mentioning her mother, tried not to hurt her. She listened quietly like an
adult, blinking her big eyes occasionally and musing. A moment later she said,
“It’s true Mother: doesn’t like me one bit, but I love her, really.”
She picked up her doll and held it in her arms with its forehead touching hers. Suddenly she sobbed.
“Dai Dai, I know you can understand.” I touched her trembling shoulder …
“Let’s be friends from today, shall we? Really good friends.” She nodded, and said,
“You’re not sending me to my aunt’s any more, are you?”
“I was teasing you.”
Instantly her tearful face blossomed into smiles. My heart brightened up for the first time since 1 had come to
this house.
*
A surge of excitement pushed me to pick up the phone and make a long-distance call to Lifan after helping Dai
Dai to bed. My voice stammering, 1 rambled on and on over the phone. Lifan was excited too, saying again and
again, “Wonderful, Zhu! Thank you, Zhu!” which seemed to be the only way to express his feelings at that
moment.
Sunday followed. I got up early and took Dai Dai to my mother’s place. Mother received Dai Dai like a little
princess. She cooked her a sumptuous meal and told her Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tales with much
gesticulation. 1 found, to my amazement, that Dai Dai was much more at home and lively when she was with my
mother than with me and that it looked as if she had been born her granddaughter.
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“Dai Dai, move the stool over,” Mother said to her gently.
“All right,” she answered, crisp and clear. 1 was even more surprised when Dai Dai started calling Mother
“Grandma.” Neither she nor I had expected this, not even in our dreams. Since the child was, after all, not our
own, we had not made any rule about the way she should call us. But seeing her so thoughtful, I almost jumped
for joy. Mother must have felt the same, for she was now sitting in the small living-room pretending to be “Big
Klaus and Little Klaus.”
I lay on a cool mat on the bed, eyes closed and listening to Dai Dai’s sweet laughter, blown over by the electric
fan. I fell into a reverie about my childhood; I saw myself lying on a squeaky little bamboo bed with my mother
fanning me while humming a lullaby; cicadas singing on a big tung tree; a small bird hopping on the windowsill
with its bright, shinny feathers reflecting the golden light of the sunshine Life then was beautiful and I wished it
could have gone on for ever.
When dusk began to fall and Dai Dai still gave no indications that she was ready to leave, Mother decided to
let her stay the night, since she had no classes the next day. Dai Dai agreed with elation and told me to fetch her
back the next afternoon.
*
I went home victoriously. The next morning when I was changing the sheets on her bed I saw the broken toy
beside her pillow. I quickly decided to give her a nice surprise by buying her a new one straight away instead of
waiting till her tenth birthday. As soon as she returned home in the evening I said to her,
“Dai Dai, go to your room and see what I’ve bought you.” She ran into her room. But soon she came out
crying:
“Where’s my doll? I want it!”
“Dai Dai, that one’s broken. I’ve thrown it away.”
“Wahh!” she cried out loud. “How could you! How could you! How could you!” she shouted, dashing back
into her room and flinging the sweet little doll I had bought her, a little foreign girl, on the ground resentfully.
“I hate you! I want my doll!”
“Dai Dai,” I said, picking it up and controlling my temper. “Look how sweet it is. How pretty. She looks about
the same height as you. She could be your little sister.”
I put it back into her hands, but again she threw it on the ground violently.
“I don’t want it! Don’t! I want mine!” she screamed, with a fierce light in her eyes. Like a bolt from the blue,
my dream was shattered on the spot.
“All right, I’ll go and get the dirty thing for you,” I said, in fury.
I took a mop and went downstairs to the dustbin. Fortunately, the wretched toy was still lying inside covered in
rotting vegetable leaves, waiting to be recycled. I held my breath and picked it out by its one arm. Sullenly I ran
upstairs and flung it down in front of her. She stopped weeping, pounced upon the toy and held it in her arms as
though it were a chunk of gold. A wave of something warm surged into my eyes and I knew I was about to weep.
It was almost impossible to deal with such a morbid child and there was no way you could make yourself
understand what she was thinking, nor could you prevent your feelings from being misunderstood.
I said no more to her before I went to sleep. Bereft of all hope, I regretted having brought her back from the
country. I just did not have the stamina to put up with her any more.
*
After we got up in the morning, she washed her face and combed her hair calmly and quietly. I knew she had
turned into her old self again. I remained morose.
After I sat down to have breakfast, she stood aside holding her toy and watching. I lost my reticence.
“Why don’t you have your breakfast?” I said.
“I don’t want to eat,” she answered gruflly. She was up to her old tricks, so I said,
“It’s not that you don’t want to eat, it’s because you’re afraid of me—you daren’t eat!”
She cast me a supercilious glance and sat down at the table immediately, and within seconds had gulped down
a whole fried egg.
“I'm eating it for my father,” she said, standing up and facing me.
“Me too,” I said.
She walked away shamefacedly. I felt depressed for the rest of the day, and it seemed dark clouds were
pressing down upon me. Several times I had picked up the telephone. intending to call Lifan, but had finally
forced myself to give up the thought. I did not want to bother him—he was probably still savouring the joy
brought by the call I had made two days ago. I did not have the heart to pour cold water on his pleasure when he
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was still glowing with happiness. Desperate, I called my mother at school.
“Zhu, how can you get into such a huff with a child? You should be more patient. Dai Dai’s a sensible child
and she’ll know it if you’re really good to her.” Mother's profession made her side with children with ease.
“You don’t know, mother, she’s just too morbid and—” Mother interrupted me immediately,
“Don’t use that word on her, or any other such words. She’ll be hurt if she hears you. Remember, Zhu, all
children like compliments. When you were little—”
I hung up on her in exasperation. How could I have expected to get any useful advice about children from her!
*
That night it rained heavily and flashes of lightning illuminated the house. I sat up trembling all over. When I
was a little girl, I would hide myself in my mother’s arms on such a nigt murmuring,
“Mum, I’m scared.” Mother would put a hand on my head lovingly and sing me a beautiful folk song: Grandpa
Thunder and Grandma Lightning were starting a quarre.
Another clap of thunder exploded outside the window, after which I heard a stifled sound of sobbing. Dai Dai
was weeping. I decided to ignore her. That I had shown her too much love and care seemed precisely why she had
abused my feelings. So let me be mean tonight and let her have a taste of oblivion.
Though Dai Dai’s weeping could only be heard at intervals in the thunder, I gloated one minute and agonized
the next. I lay down and wrapped myself up in the sheet hoping to fall asleep quickly. But the sobbing pierced my
ears like wriggling worms. I was at my wits’ end. After another round of fierce thunder, Dai Dai wept bitterly. My
deterinination began to crumble.
In the bar over the years I had learned how to talk rough, to make practical jokes about the brutes and how to
deal with the drunks. But it would be too cruel to deal with a small child in the same manner. When another flash
of lightning sliced through the dark sky, I sat up again. I could not wait any longer. I jumped out of bed, stepped
into a pair of slippers and went to Dai Dai’s room.
I turned on the light and found the unruly little girl had wrapped her head in the sheet to hide from the thunder.
Her hands were clutching her old toy tightly, her skinny, unclad body curled up in a corner of the bed. She was
still crying. Tears had wet the sheet and her small pillow.
“Dai Dai!” I called.
She stopped crying momentarily and listened, only to start sobbing again a moment later, thinking she had
misheard.
“Dai Dai!” I called her again, walking closer. Instantly she sat straight, removed the sheet and threw herself
into my arms.
“I’m frightened, I’m frightened.” She rested her head on my shoulder, crying and shaking.
“Don’t be aftaid, Dai Dai. Mum’s here,” I said, patting her softly. I hummed the tune I had learned from my
mother:
Grandma Lightning is a lazy old lady
Who sleeps till the sun shines upon her quilt.
Grandpa Thunder is angry;
He yells at her at the top of his voice …

Gradually I heard a snore on my shoulder. The thunder faded and, before we realized it, the rain had also
ceased. A crescent moon appeared from behind the clouds and gently lit the night. Wind breezed in through the
window, cool and fresh. A nameless insect was singing enthusiastically in a crack of the wall. With Dai Dai still in
my anns, I walked over to the window and looked down at the rain-washed green grass and swirling trees. Peace
and quiet reigned in my heart.
“Thank you, Zhu, it’s wonderful!”
Onre again my ears were resonant with Lifan's voice. My eyes moistened.
*
I did not know when I finally dozed off on Dai Dai’s bed. When a strong ray of sunlight struck my eyelids I
woke up. The morning sunlight had already flooded into the room. Dai Dai awoke before I did and was now
standing by the bed carrying, to my surprise, her old toy as well as the new doll I had bought her. I looked at her
in confusion. Her once glum face was blooming with smiles and apology.
“I love it,” she said, indicating the new one.
“Thank you, Dai Dai,” I said. She walked to my side and looked at me apologetically, biting her lower lip, and
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said,
“Can I tell you something?” I nodded, and said,
“Say it.”
“My mother bought me this toy. She gave it to me the day before I was sent to my aunt’s. She also kissed me.
I’ll always remember that day,” she said, her eyes brimming with tears. “I’s arm was broken by Erman, my aunt’s
daughter. I beat her, and Aunt beat me. It’s the only toy Mother ever bought me. I want to keep it.”
She recalled slowly and volubly as though she were recalling a dream. I was touched. In my childhood I had
never kept the toys my mother gave me that long, for I simply had too many to cherish. What I had saved intact
was her love and lullabies.
From a leather trunk I took out a delicate silk bag embroidered with peonies, which had been passed down
from my grandmother and given to me by my mother on my wedding day.
“Dai Dai, do you like this bag?”
“It’s really beautiful.”
“It’s yours now. You can wash your doll clean and store it in the bag, or anything you like.”
“Thank you … Zhu,” she stammered, dropping “Aunt” before my name with difficulty.
*
On the morning of Dai Dai’s birthday I helped her put on a beautiful dress with short puffed sleeves, a
necklace and a red bow tie. I plaited her hair into a short pigtail. As birthday gifts I bought her a toy washboard
and a small water tub, which I assumed that any girl of her age would like.
Yet Dai Dai’s expression was elusive—she looked neither happy nor unhappy. It seemed that she was not quite
satisfied with what she had got and that she was expecting something else.
“Dai. Dai, look how pretty you are!” I said, drawing her to a full-length mirror. She fondled her necklace and
felt the lace of her dress, but she did not smile the way I was expecting.
“Dai Dai, look here: a washboard and a water tub, do you like them?”
“Yes, I do,” she answered absent-mindedly.
I looked at her in despair.
“If you don’t like them, Dai Dai, we can go out and buy whatever you like.”
She shook her head, mindless and musing. After breakfast she quietly began to browse through some
magazines on the bed, as though I were not at home. We had enjoyed quite a few days of friendliness before this,
during which she had asked me many questions. I noticed that she was not really interested in the pictorials and
that she only wanted to hide her own restlessness from me. I walked back and forth in the living-room with a rag
in my hand. I hoped I could make her happy but I wasn’t sure how.
Brrr The telephone rang. It was already mid-day. Before I could answer the phone, she dashed out of her room
yelling:
“Dad’s calling to wish me happy birthday!”
I picked up the receiver and passed it to her quickly. She was right. It was Lifan. But apart from congratulating
his daughter on her birthday he also told us some bad news: his experiment had failed and he would have to spend
two more months at the base.
Dai Dai was enlivened momentarily. She chattered like a magpie, repeating to me every word her father had
said to her on the phone and how he truly loved her. Although I was saddened by the postponed reunion, I tried to
smile with her. How I wished Lifan could get back sooner!
But by afternoon, Dai Dai’s good mood had evaporated. She behaved like a frightened, homeless rabbit
wandering aimlessly up and down the room.
“Is the phone out of order?” she asked me, staring at the machine in a daze. I picked it up and listened.
“No. It’s working all right.”
“But …”
She was about to say something but stopped short.
“Dad’s busy, Dai Dai. He probably won’t call you again this afternoon,” I told her.
She walked away dejectedly. It was a long and distressing day. When finally dusk reigned, I lit the birthday
candles.
“I … I want to play a song,” Dai Dai suddenly said, pleadingly. She was sitting at the table, about to blow out
the candles. I moved the cassette player onto the table and asked,
“What do you want to listen to? Thumbelina or Swan Girl?” She shook her head and stood up. She picked up a
tape by Teresa Teng and put it into the player .

540

I know not why,
Sadness follow me.

I didn’t have the heart to interject, though I felt irritated by her mournful face.
“Dai Dai.”
“I thought Mum would call me too, but she hasn’t. She doesn’t love me. But I … love her,” she cried, burying
her face in her hands.
“Dai Dai,” I didn’t know what to say to console her, for the woman I detested was her dear mother.
“Do you know where my mum is now?” she asked a moment later, still sobbing. I shook my head.
“You hate her, don’t you?”
“Yes,” I said.
“But I love her,” she said, stretching her wet hand to me.
“You should, Dai Dai,” I said seriously, clasping her hand.
“Thank you,” she said, and added, “I love you too.”
“Thank you, Dai Dai!” I said, kissing her cheek. “If I know where your mum is, I’ll tell you.”
*
It was from that day on that I began to search for the whereabouts of this woman who wished me ill. People
told me that she was still in town waiting to leave the country, but nobody knew her address. One afternoon when
I got home from work, I saw Dai Dai sitting by the telephone, tears streaming down her face.
“Why are you crying, Dai Dai?” I asked anxiously.
“She called me.”
“Who?”
“Mother.” After a moment of silence, I asked her,
“Did she say anything unpleasant?”
“No.”
“Then what are you crying about?”
“She said she’s leaving for America soon. She said she … loved me, and she wanted … to see me at the
airport.”
“When exactly will she leave?”
“At six p.m., the day after tomorrow.”
“Are you going?” She nodded her head.
“Is she going to send anyone to take you there?” She shook her head.
“Then how are you going to get there? The airport’s really far. You’ll probably have to take a taxi.”
She lowered her head and fell silent.
I couldn't escort her to the airport, I thought, but I must let her say goodbye to her mother, or it would destroy
the good feelings and trust that were being established between us. There had to be a better choice than my taking
her there. After dinner I told Dai Dai to stay at home. I went to my mother’s house.
“Mum, can you go with Dai Dai?” I asked her pleadingly. .
“No!” she answered with curt finality.
“Please, mother! I know you loathe that woman too, but do it for Dai Dai. I beg you!”
“Not because I dislike the woman, but because I think you should go yourself—in fact you must go. Feelings
are irreplaceable, you know. In class I teach—”
“There you start again! It’s different from what happens in your classroom, mum. Whatever happens, I never
want to see that woman again. After all she hates me too. God knows what a scene she’ll make if she sees me at
the airport.” Mother smiled.
“You don’t have to see her, Zhu. You could keep yourself out of sight when Dai Dai meets her mother.”
I fell silent. A moment later Mother added,
“Do go with the girl, Zhu. I’ve experienced more than you have, I know what’s right for you.”
Mother was right.
*
I went, though unwillingly. Dai Dai was excited in the taxi, holding my arm and glancing at me occasionally
and gratefully. When we arrived at the airport, I could see in a distance the woman standing arm in arm with her
foreign husband. I stopped.
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“Dai Dai, go and meet your mother.” She took a look at me and asked,
“Will you wait for me here?”
“Yes.” Suddenly she became nervous and grasped my hand.
“They won’t take me away with them, will they?”
“No, they won’t. Don’t worry,” I assured her, patting her head.
“I’m afraid of that bearded man,” she said in a low voire, looking at her mother and the man fearfully.
“Look at you. Calm down. You’ll be all right as long as I’m here.” She ducked her head into my arms and said,
“Be sure to wait for me here!” Then she slowly walked towards her mother.
When the woman finally recognized Dai Dai, I hid myself behind a pillar. I could not hear what they were
talking about but I could see both the mother and the daughter were embarrassed. Dai Dai appeared numb, and
when her mother bent down to kiss her, she froze like a wooden doll. The bearded man stretched out his hairy
hand to touch Dai Dai’s hair but the girl jumped and dodged out of the way. The poor woman quickly smiled
obsequiously at the man.
My heart ached. I felt sorry for the woman and Dai Dai. They might have longed for this meeting but neither of
them could have imagined how awkward it would turn out to be. Suddenly I heard the woman scream,
“Dai Dai! Dai Dai!”
I quickly looked in their direction and saw the girl running towards me, her fare scarlet. I ran out immediately
and asked,
“What happened, Dai Dai?”
Without saying a word, Dai Dai ducked her head into my arms like a fiightened deer. Then the woman dashed
over. I stood straight, ready to protect Dai Dai. The woman’s eyes, full of hatred and hostility, intercepted mine. I
remained cahn and, in a way, aloof. We stood face to face for a while before she turned round and despondently
went away. Though we had not clashed verbally this time, I felt I had won a major battle—Dai Dai had taken my
side.
“Has she gone?” Dai Dai asked in a low voice a moment later and lifted her head.
“She’s gone.” Dai Dai exhaled a breath of relief.
On our way home Dai Dai told me what had hap- pened.
“She swore at you,” she said, referring to her mother, “which was really stupid of her. I don’t want her to be
like that, but I could do nothing,” she muttered, pouting, with tears in her eyes.
“It’s not your fault, Dai Dai.” I tried to soothe her.
*
But Dai Dai was hurt. For days afterwards she did not even mention her mother. She became obedient and
understanding, and behaved as if she owed me something. I knew she was trying to make up for her mother. It
was only then that I felt Mother had been right to persuade me to accompany Dai Dai to the airport. It had
worked.
One day I found her old toy in a corner of the room. Before that she had always stored it in the silk bag I gave
her.
“Dai Dai, why did you throw it away?” I asked her.
“I don’t like it any more!” she answerws bluntly. I tried to persuade her and said,
“That’s no good, Dai Dai. Now you throw it away in a fit of anger, but when you grow up, you’ll regret what
you did.” She pondered this for a while and put the toy back in the bag.
“Can you sew me a bigger bag so that I can put the new doll you gave me in, too?” she asked.
She seemed to be seeking a balance between me and her mother . I smiled and said,
“When you grow older and give up playing with them, I’ll sew you a bigger one to store them in.”
“You’re so good … Zhu.”
I could tell she wanted to add something before my name, but since the time was not ripe she shrank back.
After that all was quiet and peaceful. In the morning, especially on Sunday mornings, Dai Dai would come into
my room with her small pillow before I got up.
“You’re a big lazy-bones!” she would say teasingly, and stick her ice-cold fingers under my quilt to poke my
armpits, which always made me roll with laughter. After we stopped laughing I would pull her onto my bed and
cover her with my quilt and warm her up with my hands and feet. In the evening she would stay up late in my
room. I would watch her finish her homework first, and then she would tell me her endless stories about school.
We became like two old friends. Sometimes when Dai Dai went to my mother’s place for the night, I would feel
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restless and lonely.
*
Winter came before we realized it. Lifan returned home after the first snow.
Dai Dai received her father the way she would an important holiday: she put on her brand-new clothes, walked
up and down in front of him and even volunteered to do a disco-dance for her father. I sat aside watching, my
heart filled with relief and joy. I was not to be deserted this time: after lunch Dai Dai dragged me and her father
outside to make a snowman with her.
But we only managed to pile up half a snowman when Dai Dai’s patience came to an end. Something was
boiling in her heart and it seemed she would burst with happiness at any moment.
Whizzz!
Dai Dai suddenly threw a snow ball at us as we were decorating the snowman. Lifan quickly dug out a handful
of snow, pressed it into a ball and shot it back. Dai Dai giggled and started running away. Lifan chased her like a
young boy. Far less nimble than his daughter, he kept tripping up and falling down on the snowy ground. I could
not help laughing.
“What are you standing there for?!” Dai Dai yelled while hurling a snow ball at my back.
“You little monkey!” I shouted playfully and started to besiege her with Lifan.
“You can’t catch me,” she said, shaking her head proudly. Her red bow-tie and vennilion down jacket made her
a wonderful sight against the white snow. She bounced back and forth like a ball of fire, joyful and vivacious.
Lifan came to my side and said to me softly,
“Thank you for all you’ve done for her, Zhu!”
Dai Dai was not pleased. She screamed at the top of her voice,
“You’re only chatting to each other! I don’t want to play with you any more!”
Lifan and I looked at each other and smiled. We resumed our chase and quickly caught her.
“See if you’re still so cocky!” Lifan said, grasping her hand.
She looked up at her father, pouting, and said, “What a shame that two adults should bully a small child!”
while gesturing with her free hand. We burst out laughing again.
Dai Dai changed after that. Every morning she took her bag and went to school while I went to work; in the
evening she would wait for me at the entrance of the building and, as soon as she saw me, would run to me and
take my handbag.
“Dad’s already home and is cooking dinner,” she would tell me hurriedly. She gave up watching her father
work at night, but stayed by my side doing homework.
To my gratification, Dai Dai had made a few friends, whom she often visited and who came to see her too.
*
A funny thing happened one night when Dai Dai suggested we take a stroll outside after she had finished her
homework.
“It’s too late,” I said, hinting that she should go to bed early. She pouted immediately and said,
“But I want to go out!”
“No, we’ll go by ourselves.”
“Why?”
“I’ll tell you when we’re out,” she said, pulling a long face, and cast a glance at her father in the study. This
was certainly odd, for so far as I remembered Dai Dai had never been angry with her father before. I held her
hand and walked into the strrets. She paused for a moment before she said,
“I don’t want to talk to Dad any more!” She sounded quite earnest.
“Did he offend you?” I asked and laughed. She flung off my hand fretfully and shouted,
“Stop laughing, will you?!”
There was a sobbing sound in her throat. I stopped straight away and bent down.
“What on earth’s happened, Dai Dai?” I asked, hugging her. She lifted her face and lookoo at me, with tears in
her eyes, and said,
“You love Dad very much, don’t you?”
“Yes.”
“I know you do. I remember once he was ill you sat by his side every night and cooked everything he liked.
But my mother wasn’t like that. Whenever Dad was ill, she would get angry and shout that she was sick and tired
of it all! You are too good to Dad.”
Two big glistening tears rolled down her face. I wiped her tears away with the back of my hand and said,
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“Why do you say this, Dai Dai? It’s only natural I should be nice to your father. If you love someone, you love
him with all your heart and all you’re worth. Anyway, your father loves me too.” She cried, nursing her grievance,
and said,
“I saw Dad holding the hand of a woman in a skirt. She was moaning and Dad’s eyes were red with tears too.
Dad … with another woman!”
“You could have misunderstood, Dai Dai. Your father would never cheat me,” I said to her, still smiling.
Dai Dai was exasperated.
“You are a big fool!” she shouted. “Mother never allowed Dad to go with any other woman and neither do I!”
“Dai Dai, dear,” I said emotionally and kissed her forehead. “Thank you for your looking after me in secret,
but we ought to trust Dad,” I said to her patiently, gratitude filling my heart. A sense of justice had made her stand
up for me. Though she must have misunderstood what she had seen, it would not do to brush aside her sense of
right and wrong.
“I won’t let Dad betray you! If he does, I’ll stand by you and never forgive him!” she said, looking at me
steadily, her black eyes shining with dedication. I knew I couldn’t convince her.
“Well, Dai Dai, let’s go home and have it out with him, shall we?” I suggested. It cheered her up, and she was
gleeful about the idea of settling the matter with her father.
“I’m going to give him a good scolding this time!” she said. I nodded and said,
“Of course! I won’t let him off—so easily either!”
Yet the moment we pushed open the door of his study, we were taken aback: Lifan sat by his desk, on which
there were no books open, or pens or notebooks; in the faint light of his angle-poise lamp Lifan looked distraught.
Both Dai Dai and I were shocked. Dai Dai grasped my hand and fearfully stuck to my side.
“What’s happened, Lifan?” I asked. He turned round slowly, and said,
“Xiao Tang’s dead.”
“Who?” I uttered, unable to believe my ears. “How come? Wasn’t he the one who got married on National
Day? Wasn’t he only twenty-seven?” I said loudly.
Lifan’s lips twitched and, after a while, munnured,
“Yes, he got married on National Day, twenty-seven. His wife was only twenty-three But an accident happened
during an experiment and he fell down dead on the spot.”
“Lifan,” I said choking.
Though I didn’t know Xiao Tang very well, my heart ached for him. He had once come to see me and Dai Dai
before he went off to replace Lifan at the base. He was a handsome young man, good-mannered and healthy.
Before he left, he rubbed Dai Dai’s nose gently with his fingers and said he had done it for her father. Our
conversation was brief.
The sudden death of this energetic young man rekindled in me a feeling of fear. I had never asked Lifan about
his research project, which I knew was of a secret nature. But even if I had, I still wouldn’t have been able to
understand what he was going through. Yet I had never linked his work with death, nor had I been informed of the
hidden danger his project might carry. I felt my whole body tremble and my breath quickened.
“I’m afraid,” I heard myself say in a feeble voice.
“Be calm, Zhu. Such an accident is rare, really.” Lifan tried to calm me down.
“I’m sorry, dad,” Dai Dai said, blinking her eyes.
“About what?” Lifan asked in confusion.
“I—” Dai Dai couldn’t get the words out.
“Don’t ask more.” I interrupted her with a wave of my hand.
Later when I told Lifan about Dai Dai’s secret, he almost choked with laughter.
“Great, Zhu! Dai Dai’s not only been tempted over to your side now but also watches her own father for you.”
*
But Dai Dai still would not address me properly. She would tell her friends to call me “Aunt Zhu” when they
were here, while she herself would call me nothing. Lifan was very apologetic about it.
“Give her more time, Zhu,” he would say. “She’s a stubborn girl. We can’t make her do anything she doesn’t
want to.”
I told him it didn’t bother me. Then the happiest summer of my life followed. Worry, sorrow and loneliness left
me; Lifan and Dai Dai were around. Happy laughter often burst out of our home. Minzhen said to me one day,
“You seem to hold parties every evening these days, Zhu.”
Mother came to see us occasionally and we also went to see her sometimes. Each time we bade her good night,
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tears would well up in her eyes. She would come up to my side and speak softly in my ear,
“You’re a lucky woman, Zhu, with such a nice husband and a lovely child.”
Dai Dai and I saw Lifan off to his base soon after autumn began, and long before winter arrived we received
notice of his death in the form of a telegram.
*
Since it took three complete days to get to Lifan’s base by train and, more importantly, seeing as the doomed
experiment had totally disfigured him, the leaders of his base decided that we should stay at home to wait for
Lifan’s ashes, lest it would break our hearts even more if we saw his body. I had few tears left when Lifan’s ashes
arrived that morning. His colleagues all cried bitterly as I took the casket and held it expressionlessly in my arms.
“Cry, Zhu,” Mother begged me. “You’ll feel better if you cry.”
Minzhen and other neighbouring women also urged me to cry, but it did not work. Like dried-up wells, my
eyes had been depleted. Life suddenly became meaningless. I felt I had fallen off a tall building down into
darkness—all my dreams were shattered. I did not see why I was still alive. I only wished people could leave me
alone soon so that I could take my life in peace.
“Hold out, Zhu! The year your father left me, I was younger than you are now and you were only a few months
old at that time. At first I felt I was done for, but I lived through that period and gradually put myself together
again.”
Mother sat by my side and consoled me as best she could after everyone had left. There was nothing I could
say to her. I wished I could tell her that what had linked Lifan and me was different from them, whose marriage
had been arranged by their parents, and that we had been united by love and had shared many bitter experiences
and difficulties. Seeing that I was still unable to say anything, Mother continued comforting me. I did not have the
heart to see her talk. to me any more. These had been distressing days for her too, since she had been the only
person I could depend on.
“Don’t worry about me, mother. I’ll be all right. All will come right eventually. But now I want to take a rest in
my room. You should go back and take a rest too,” I said, forcing myself to stand up, wash my face, comb my hair
and bid her goodbye at the door. As Mother turned round outside and looked at me with anxiety, I squeezed out a
smile and waved to her.
Dusk had fullen. I did not turn on. the lights. Instead, I lit the two candles that were standing on a small square
table before Lifan’s casket. Then I collapsed into a chair. My train of thought came to a standstill and the past and
the future were far away. My mind was devoid of any human face—friends or relatives. There was only a foggy
mist. I remained so till suddenly I felt something soft touching my fuce. I lifted my hand instinctively and it met a
round head.
“Dai Dai!” I awoke. She was leaning against me, her head feeling my cheek softly.
“Dai Dai!” I called her again.
“Mother!” she cried and locked her arms round my neck. “Oh, mother,” she called me again before bursting
into tears. I held her trembling body tightly.
“Dai Dai, my dear daughter,” I said, tears finally fulling out from my eyes. We held each other and cried
bitterly. Later Dai Dai stopped crying.
“Can you stop crying, mother?” she begged me, sobbing.
“I want to stop, but I can’t.”
“Father doesn’t like me crying. He will be worried if he sees you crying too,” she said, as though her father
were still with us.
“Your father won’t see us any more, Dai Dai. No matter how we cry, he won’t see!”
“No!” she shouted. “He will see us! He will!”
Looking at her flushed face, I realized how heavy a blow her father’s death was to her—she simply could not
take it in that her father had indeed left us. I kissed her cheek and said,
“Dai Dai, you’re right, Dad’s looking at us and he’ll look at us for the rest of our lives.”
1 deeply regretted having nearly forgotten about her since the tragedy. I had asked Minzhen to look after her
since I had hardly any time for her these days. As her step-mother, the only person close to her, I should have
stayed with her and consoled her. Yet all I had been thinking about was leaving this world, as well as her, behind.
It was after all easier to die than to keep on living. I turned on the lights and began to cook dinner—I had not been
in the kitchen for four days. I cooked two bowls of noodles with eggs and put them on the table.
“Mum, didn’t you do a bowl for Dad?” Dai Dai asked tentatively, looking at her bowl. I passed a pair of
chopsticks to her and said,
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“Father has eaten, Dai Dai.” She lowered her head and stuck her chopsticks in her mouth, fixing her eyes on
her bowl miserably.
“Eat, Dai Dai,” I said. She pulled her bowl closer, picked up a noodle slowly and held it between her lips.
“What about you? Why don’t you eat?” she asked, after noticing that I had not touched mine. She plonked
down her chopsticks and said,
“I won’t eat either!”
I had not regained my appetite. But in order to make her eat her dinner, I made an effort to eat some too. It was
only days later that I found out that she had been using various similar tricks to make me eat. She had done it for
my sake. She did not cry again after that. She seemed to have forgotten about her father. After school, she often
brought her classmates home to play with her.
“Mum, one of Lihua’s buttons is about to drop off. Can you fix it for her?” she would ask me, or “Mum, can
you cut this picture out for me from the magazine? I love it!” or, “Hey, Jiajia, your hair is so messy. Why don’t
you let my mum comb it for you?”
When playing with her friends, Dai Dai always asked me to join them. And it was always “by chance.” She
must have felt deserted and lonely and she must have noticed that I was lonely too. So she used various excuses to
make me put aside household chores to join them.
In accordance with Lifan’s last words, his superiors decided to bury him at the base, like most of his devoted
colleagues who had died there. I had planned to put his casket in a nearby public cemetery so that Dai Dai and I
could go to see him when we missed him. But eventually I complied with Lifan’s will. I knew he wanted to be
buried together with his youth and his dreams.
The next day Lifan’s ashes would be sent back to his base, a place I still could not go to. The reason was
simple: it was secret; outsiders were only allowed to go as far as a small town that was still tens of miles away
from the base. Moreover, Dai Dai could not miss classes.
The time had finally come that Lifan’s ashes would leave us for their final resting place. I felt I needed to talk
about it with Dai Dai again.
“Dai Dai,” I said, after she had finished her homework, drawing her to my side, “Dad is leaving us tomorrow.”
“Where to?” she asked gravely, her eyes blinking.
“To his base.”
“Is he going to stay there a long time?”
“Yes, Dai Dai. Dad will take a long rest there and never return.”
“Oh,” she said, her eyelids dropped and her eyes dimmed.
I thought she would scream hysterically again like before, but she just put her fingers into her mouth and bit
them for a while before going into her own room. That night I tossed and turned in my bed. Later I sat up and
swallowed some sleeping pills. I could not waste away. For Dai Dai’s sake, I finally dozed off.
But soon I was awakened by intermittent weeping. I thought I must have been dreaming. I rubbed my eyes and
was astonished to find that the light in the living room was on. I threw on some clothes and leapt off the bed. My
heart broke when I saw what was happening: wearing pyjamas and standing barefoot on a stool, Dai Dai was
weeping over her father’s casket, her face pressed against it, trembling all over.
“Dad, oh, dad … why did you leave us … oh, how I miss you … I won’t be able to see you again … in that
place.”
I stood still on the cold floor with bare feet, too weak to interrupt her. Tears streamed down my cheeks.
“Dad, I want to tell you: I called Zhu mother after you left. Are you happy, dad? I know you wanted me to call
her mother. We both like her now. She’s a good mother, isn’t she?”
The casket remained quiet. Dai Dai threw herself on it again and cried out bitterly. I walked over to her and
pulled her into my arms. That night she slept in my bed.
*
Two years later, on December 5, 1989, I received a telegram from Los Angeles. It read:
Just learned the tragedy. Please pack for
Dai Dai. Will return soon to take her to us.
This was a bolt from the blue, for I had never thought that one day I would have to fight over Dai Dai with her
mother. However, irresponsible as she was, she was Dai Dai’s mother and seemed to have every right to have her
daughter back. Now that Lifan had died, I was only an outsider.
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But I could not live without Dai Dai, I just couldn’t. I loved her as much as any mother was capable of loving
her child. For the past two years we had lived together through many difficulties. I did not have a university
degree and my salary was meagre, but I had been moonlighting by sewing clothes for a local garment factory in
the evening so that Dai Dai would eat well and wear nice clothes. I told myself I had to shoulder a double role for
this fatherless child and vowed to make her someone useful to society. It was Dai Dai who boosted my will to
live.
I was not sure whether I should tell Dai Dai about the telegram. But it was useless to hide it from her as her
mother would arrive in only a few days. When I finally made myself sit in front of Dai Dai to talk about her
mother’s plan, a wave of cold despair ran down my spine. I knew I would lose her. I wept.
“Mum, didn’t you promise not to cry any more?” she said, shaking my shoulders.
“Dai Dai, your mother sent a telegram,” I said.
“My mother … a telegram?” she said, taking the telegram from me.
She looked confused. She quickly read it through and her eyebrows arched.
“I won’t go! Mum, I won’t go!” she uttered in a firm voice.
A sudden wave of warmth hit my heart. I opened my mouth but no words came out.
“I want to stay with you!” she said.
“But—”
I stopped short. I wanted to tell her that it was her own mother who was fetching her abroad and that she was
going to America, a country many Chinese kids dreamed of going to. I was not her mother by blood, and I didn’t
have much money. I began to cry again.
“I’ll never leave you, mum!” she said, holding my shoulders and her cheek touching mine.
“I’ve planned my future. I’ll be a good student and when I grow up I want to work at Dad’s base and continue
what he has left behind!”
Tears rolled down from her eyes and fell on my neck. My lips quivered so much that I couldn’t say a single
word.
“Say something, mum!” Dai Dai urged me gently.
I suddenly pulled her into my arms and held her tightly.
“I love you, child! I love you!” I finally uttered.
183.176 No Adolescence\fn{by Zhanhua (1956- )} Chengdu?, Szechwan Province, China (F) 3
In do not remember having an adolescence—I went from being a little girl straight to being a full-grown
woman. Every time I see teenage girls in pretty clothes giggling in front of a department store underwear counter,
I wonder why I had to miss that wonderful period of my life. Those young ladies look so mature, confident, and
proud of their bodies when they examine the lacy panties and push-up, underwire brassieres. They are not even
bashful when the salesperson behind the counter is male.
When I go home, I see my mother sitting on the sofa, a rag doll just dropped. Nothing about her could make
you believe she was elegant and beautiful when she was young. If I walk into the living room, my mother’s look
makes me automatically drop my shoulders and feel ashamed of myself. I never hold my head high or throw out
my chest like those teenage girls. My mother’s look has controlled me since I was a teenager. Her beauty and the
problems it caused her shadowed my childhood and ruined my adolescence. She was a victim of the Cultural
Revolution, and her persecution haunts my life to this day.
*
I was eleven when my father was accused of being a traitor and pulled down from his position in the municipal
court system. It was 1967. Following my father’s dismissal, my mother was also expelled from her position.
She was also accused of being huacheng meinu de she.\fn{A snake in the disguise of a beautiful woman} Her
head was shaved in the ying yang tau style that leaves one half of the head shaved and the other half closely
cropped. It made a beautiful woman ugly.
The Rebels took my mother to a public mass meeting for criticism and denunciation. When she was finally
allowed to come home, she was still wearing a wooden board hung around her neck. The board showed a snake in
a flashy dress and high-heeled red shoes. The snake had big breasts. The caption read,
“I confess. I am a snake in the disguise of a beautiful woman.”
I had just finished taking a bath as my mother came into the house. I was combing my hair in front of her
dresser mirror. I liked to look into that mirror and imagine I was Red Riding Hood. My hair was different from
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most Chinese. For some unknown reason, I had light hair. Nobody ever figured out where I got my hair color, and
no one had ever criticized me for its color or shine. Instead, everyone complimented me. They gave me the
nickname “Yang Wawa” (Western Doll).
This time I did not see that cute little girl. Instead, I saw my mother standing in the bedroom door staring at
me. I was about to greet her when she pulled one of the drawers out of her dresser and spilled it across the bed.
Grabbing a pair of scissors, she pulled me down on the bed and began to cut off my hair.
I tried to resist her, but my small body failed me. As she cut my hair, she repeated,
“I let you be beautiful. I let you be beautiful.” She did not stopping cutting until my hair was cut to my ears. .
Looking into the mirror, I started to cry. That young lady with the hair that hung to her waist was gone, and I
looked like an ugly boy.
I think people like to look beautiful. It’s something in their nature. But that sense was killed in me by my
mother. And as soon as she took those scissors to my head, my love for my beautiful mother was also gone, gone
with my hair. Mother walked out the room, leaving the words in the air,
“You will thank your mother for cutting your hair someday. Someday soon.”
I looked at the back of mother’s yin yang tou and then glanced at the snake painted on the wooden board she
dropped in the corner, trying to figure out the connection between my haircut and my mother’s haircut, between
my mother and the snake. I could not make sense of anything, but I learned by instinct that beauty was a bad thing
and that beautiful women were automatically criminals.
*
Soon after my haircut, the Party sent my parents to a poor area in the middle of the Shaanxi loess plateau. The
Party claimed it was for their own good.
In the winter of 1969, a year and a half after my parents were sent away, the six of us children were sent to the
same village. The trip took two days via train and bus, but I was happy. I knew that from the time I was reunited
with my parents, I would be protected from all those children who scorned me, called me names, and spit in my
face. I would no longer be an orphan.
I remember the way my mother’s eyes looked when she beheld her six children, the youngest now ten years
old, standing in front of the cave where she existed with my father. She just stared at us, not even responding
when I called out to her.
Once I saw her expressionless face, I realized that neither of my parents would give us any protection. My
parents’ situation was like that of a “clay idol fording a river”—they were hardly able to help themselves.
My older sister and brother seemed to understand our parents’ situation. They put our belongs on the kang
where mother said we would sleep. I could not believe that all of us would fit on that kang.
At home we all had our own beds. My bed had a wooden frame and a soft mattress. I also used to have a maid
who would tease me, saying, I was a little princess as she made the bed for me. After a look at that kang, I
suddenly missed my bedroom and my bed at home, forgetting all the scary nights alone.
There was no electricity, no running water, and no toilet inside the cave. The kang was supposed to be warmed
up before bedtime, but because of the shortage of fuel in the countryside, it never got warm enough. We slept
wearing every piece of clothing we possessed.
The cold hardness of the kang together with the embarrassment of sleeping in the same bed with my brothers
kept me from falling asleep the entire first night. All night I kept telling myself that I was going back to Peking. I
imagined that I could walk back as long as I stuck to the railroad tracks.
As soon as the sun was up, I slipped out of the cave. Outside was a boundless stretch of yellow earth. The
emptiness made me lose my sense of direction. There was no dividing line between the sky and the earth, no way
to tell where the yellow earth ended and the yellow sky began.
And there was no railway track. The surroundings frightened me. I knew I would never get back to Peking and
my whole life would be spent on the endless yellow earth.
Soon my mother came out of the cave and told me it was my job to fetch water from the “local” well—over a
mile a way. I was terrified I would get lost, but she had no patience.
“Go directly south and you will find the well,” she said. She showed me a flatbed cart with an old petroleum
barrel lashed to it with wire.
“Take this,” she said.
It wasn’t so difficult to pull on the way to the well. But the way back was the uphill road to hell. The road was
narrow and I learned the meaning of the phrase yangchang xiaotao.\fn{Meandering footpath} I had only heard this
phrase in movies and books. Now I was actually struggling up such a narrow, winding trail.
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It would not have been so bad if the path was just rough. However, I also had to deal with the wind. It made a
piercing cry like a hungry wolf: The air was so dry that I could hear my skin cracking. I had no gloves, and my
hands were soon frozen to the handles of the flatbed. I had no idea how to free my hands, but I knew I had to set
them free so that I could put them in my pockets and get warm before my fingers fell off
I pulled as hard as I could and my hands came free, but some skin peeled off my palms and stuck to the
handles. My palms were bleeding. I tried to take off my shirt to wrap my hands, but then I was afraid I would die
in the cold weather.
There were no plants to pick leaves from. The only thing still on the earth was dried wild grass, the same
yellow color as the dirt. The only thing I could do was to continue to pull the flatbed home. I closed my eyes and
counted—one, two, three. I grabbed the handles, bent into the wind, and headed home.
My mother was standing by the door of the cave gazing at the barren countryside as I came up the path. There
was no hint of sympathy for my bloody hands.
“You do not know all there is to know about life,” she said. I was not certain if she was talking to me or to
herself.
“This is the truth of life,” she said, pointing at my hands. “Rough skin and ugly, shabby clothing are protection
for women.”
Soon I realized that what my mother said was not just her comments on life; they were her requirements for all
her children, especially my sisters and myself:
*
We never got the chance to take a bath. Soon I found myself struggling with lice. So did my sisters. It got so
bad that I was often unable to sleep at night. I told my mother that we needed to take a bath.
“Those lice are really nothing,” she replied. “You shouldn’t be so squeamish.” She acted like the lice were
nothing more than dandruff on my shoulders.
“Think about the local peasants. They all have lice,” she said.
For the first month we were in the countryside I wished for a bath every night when I went to bed. However, I
soon had more than lice and baths to worry about.
One morning when I woke up I noticed that there was blood on my underwear. I did not understand what it
was, and I did not know what I should do about it. I did not dare tell my mother. I could not turn to my older sister
either because I felt shy and ashamed. Without knowing what to do, I cut the crotch out of my underwear and
washed the rest. After my underwear dried, I cut a piece of cloth from some other clothes I had and mended them.
I did this every day for a week. My mother became very cross and complained,
“How could you possibly wear out a pair of underwear every day?” I wish my mother would have been
sensitive enough to ask me what was happening to me.
That was it. My passage to adolescence. The next time when I found the blood, I was more experienced,
although I still felt something mysterious and scary was going on. I discovered the sanitary towel my mother
used. I cut a hole in my cotton sleeping pad, dug some cotton out, and put it in a towel.
For five years I consumed the cotton in my sleeping pad. Oh, poor mattress. It was full of holes by the time we
moved back to Peking.
*
My adolescent experiences made me not only feel strange but also act strangely. I had a coin with a square hole
at the middle, strung on a red thread. I swung the coin for the entire week of my monthly period whenever I went
for walks because I did not want anyone, including my family members, to get close to me. Each month I wished
my mother would noticed my weird behavior and talk to me, but she never did.
However, my mother did notice another change in my body. My breasts were developing. Instinct told me this
was not a good thing. I remembered the snake placard my mother had around her neck. The snake had big breasts.
I began walking with my shoulders hunched forward to change my profile. One morning after I came home from
fetching the water, I took off my sweater, leaving just my shirt on.
All of a sudden I felt my mother looking at me from the other end of the cave. Her look was so powerful and
penetrating that I put my sweater back on.
“What did 1 teach you?” mother said. “Don’t you ever stand or walk like that again.”
“Like what?” I was confused.
“With your chin up and your chest sticking out.”
“I did not have my chest out,” 1 said, but she refused to listen. She continued to watch me, always checking to
see if I held my chest out. Her look clearly said that being a woman was bad and being a pretty woman was
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worse. Her look was effective. I believed my mother’s look was for my sake, so I did not disappoint her. During
the night, I beat my breasts. I thought if I beat them hard enough, they would stop growing. During the day, I
wrapped my breasts tightly with a piece of cloth cut from my sheets.
I think my efforts resulted in the flat chest I have now. But that never stopped my mother’s looks. I could tell
that she felt that she had committed a crime in giving birth to me because I constantly reminded her of her past as
a beautiful woman. This realization led me to see that when adults suffer something they cannot bear, they transfer
their feelings and fears to their children.
Even today my mother continues to sit in that living room and give me her looks. I don’t blame her. Her beauty
ruined her life, and it ruined my girlhood.
268.141 1. Ice Sculptures 2. Old Grandfather 3. In The Rain 4. Land: Four Poems\fn{by Li Qi (1956- )} harbin,
Heilongjiang, China (F) 2
1
Warm hearts
In bitter cold of the North
Carved these sculptures
That’s why they are so beautiful
*
Suddenly I realize that
Through love and coaxing of this harsh cold
Even the frail water
Can stand up firm and strong
And in different forms and poses
Manifest the miracle of life.
*
When spring comes.
They will melt
But they will not sigh in their retreat
For they have stood with pride,
Happily they came
Happily now they depart
*
Oh let the Northland
Make me into a sculpture too—
Into one innocent fawn,
Into a carefree little fish,
Into peacock or swallow
Though one day I would vanish
Let me vanish in the spring.
2
Snowflakes swirl and dance
Suddenly I see again my old grandfather So clear yet so blurred …
Alive, he was just an ordinary person,
Misshapenly bent
Like a leafbare old tree.
Whenever it snowed, he would go out
And in silence sweep clear a path.
Later, in a way I savor a poem,
He would watch the footfalls,
Their comings and goings along the path …
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*
Today he is gone,
Quietly asleep in the dusky depth of earth.
As the snow swirls and swirls, perhaps
His spirit feels anxious
About the sacred task?
So following his footsteps
I step outside
To sweep clear a path.
3
In the chill of an autumn rain
I shivered uncontrollably
Suddenly, overhead
A piece of house eave seemed to fly past—
Behind me, there’s a strange girl
Eyes like new moons,
Her umbrella rose pink.
*
I’m thankful
But she shyly moves out of my sight
As though her arrival
Is as natural as raining
*
Silently we stroll along—
That opened umbrella
Is like a wheeling sun—
Toward the world before us
Radiating
Illimitable warmth.
4
To be a sailor is a man’s good fortune,
To be a sailor’s wife
Is a woman’s good fortune.
*
Her love has overcome the sea
Her promises have coloured the sea blue, then bleached it white
She has mastered
The man who has mastered the seas
Her husband tells her
That she will perpetually rise from the sea
Changing into a pleasing breeze
Changing into shimmering waves
Changing into clouds, into birds
Tailing his ships
To iron smooth the rocky years
All their wrinkles
He also tells her
Every sailor is envious of him
She has brought to these lusty men
Verse lines blue as the roof tiles
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She has made them believe
*
That there’s nothing to fear in this world
Not storm, shoals, waves
Only that there be a piece of land in the heart
Only that fragrance will grow on this land.
1957

72.74 The Stream Of Life\fn{by Hong Feng (1957- )} Tongyu County, Jilin Province, China (M) 7
The he-wolf flung itself into the air and fell to the ground with a thud. The she-wolf was motionless for a few
moments before lowering her head and surveying her mate. Once again he leveled the rifle barrel. In the early
light of dawn he saw the she-wolf’s head come clearly into line in the gun’s sights. He began to draw his finger
back steadily. The she-wolf, too, would be lying on the earth like the he-wolf, the only difference being that this
time he wouldn’t give her a chance to jump. Just as the firing pin was striking the bullet’s detonating cap he saw
two wolf pups that had been standing by dumbstruck rush toward their mother, take hold of her tail, and pull it
with all their might. For some unknown reason a sudden, powerful surge of sympathy overwhelmed his anger.
And then the bullet struck the wolf. He saw her lean to one side, let out a cry, and turn her pointed head toward
him. He hadn’t been able to kill her.
He stood up from behind the boulder and again leveled the gun. He knew that this bullet would enter the
wolf’s head. But, instead, he aimed at one of her legs. The wolf watched him. She didn’t run.
*
Once again a new day was becoming visible in the sky. He came out of her hut. He stretched like a tired man,
mouth opened wide. A night of indulgence had left his lower abdomen heavy and cold; he walked listlessly. Yet he
had to go down into the forest at the bottom of the mountain. He had to bring the trapped roe-deer back.
He glanced at his own hut, as silent as this mountain slope. His son was still sleeping. He didn’t want his son
to see him come out of her hut.
The tawny-colored mountain drew the life out of his face. The rifle leaned against his shoulder, swaying back
and forth. His body was swaying, also. He felt exceedingly bored. That’s all it was about between men and
women. Just that little bit of happiness, and what followed became of even less interest. He wondered, what does
man do it for? For the sake of that, some are even willing to die. He felt then that he was different. But once he
entered the mountain or moved into the forest he would think of her, think of doing it with her. His heart would
beat wildly, he would run as fast as he could, sending birds fluttering into the air about him. He would run until
his muscles were exhausted. In this way he would be left snorting like a bull and forget about her for a good long
time. It had been like this ever since that woman had left.
*
The wolf didn't run, she was watching him with a sad look in her eyes. He didn’t walk any farther forward.
When the third bullet struck the wolf’s hind leg she dropped, but immediately stood up again and continued to
stare at him. He decided to shoot once more. This time he wanted the bullet to pass through the injured leg and the
other leg, breaking them both. He wanted to capture her. He felt he should capture her.
He saw the wolf use her snout to knock the two pups down. He heard the high-pitched yelps of the wolf pups.
He saw the she-wolf take hold of the dead wolf’s tail in her mouth and struggle to drag him away. She wanted to
carry off her mate.
A rifle report sounded. He saw the wolf fall down. She immediately tried to rise and flee again. Finally, she sat
on the earth, one foreleg propping herself up, the other drooping limply. He hadn’t been able to break both legs
simultaneously—it was embarrassing. He laughed and raised the rifle. He wanted to break that remaining leg. He
wanted to see what a wolf that couldn’t move would look like.
*
The snow was heavy, closing off the roads. He thought nothing of it—this was common during the mountain
winters. He was walking through the snow and saw a snow drift and a foot protruding from it. It was a woman.
She wasn’t dead yet. He carried her home on his back. He wanted to fetch his elder brother’s wife to come and
help, but he quickly turned back after starting out toward their hut.
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After the woman had regained consciousness, tears began to wash down her face. That alarmed him. He didn’t
feel that he had done anything wrong. While she had been unconscious, he had rubbed her entire body with snow.
He discovered that women were only different from men in two places, and that was nothing startling. Only when
her body began to warm up, to become soft, did he feel that the difference in these two places could really get one
going. A strange, suffocating feeling nearly made him pass out. He couldn’t bear it any longer and began to knead
her large, soft, smooth breasts. After only a very short while he rushed out of the hut and stuck his head in the
snow. He felt a bit better after that, his body could move freely again and he was no longer aware of the flow of
blood through his veins. This was how he saved her life.
He asked her where she came from, why she was alone, and why she was in such a state. At first she said she
was lost and then that she had no home. He asked her where she planned to go. She said there was no place for
her to go. He asked her what she wanted to do. She didn’t say anything, but only cried. After crying a while, she
said, “I’ll stay with you here.” Flustered, he said, “That’s impossible.” She began to cry again, and he said,
“Please stop.” She said, “Come inside.” She hadn’t put on any clothes yet. He thought of asking, “Go inside and
do what?” but he didn’t; instead, he lifted a corner of the quilt and crawled in. She let out a shout and said:
“You take a bath.”
He was stunned for a moment, then pealed off his clothes, ran outside, stood in the snow and scrubbed himself
all over. As he entered the hut he felt very hot and saw that his body was red all over. So he and she slept together. He was busy in a confused way all night. And she became his woman. That morning the woman cried
violently. He felt that something was wrong but dared not to ask what. He had promised the woman not to ask any
questions.
*
The she-wolf released its mate’s tail. It looked at the body once more and then lifted its head. Its face bore a
grieved look, and traces of blood were visible at the edges of its jaws. When it had been tearing at the roe-deer the
blood had clung about its mouth. It tried to move but didn’t succeed. And then it ceased all movement, turning its
face toward him.
He laughed again. The yellow dawn light made his face look hideous, like the statue of a devil in a temple. He
walked two steps forward. A sound rose up out of the wolf’s throat. This was meant as a menacing sound; it was
not the first time he had heard it. But it was the first time it had made him freeze in his tracks. He suddenly
thought of the whimpering sound that the woman had made in the middle of the night before she had left. A great
anger filled his chest. The rifle was held level in his hands, grasped so hard that the joints of his fingers could be
heard cracking. He caught sight of the roe-deer already torn to pieces. In order to trap roe-deer, every day he had
most unwillingly pried apart her arms. For many days now he had not trapped any deer, and that alone was
enough to anger him. And now he was even more infuriated by his own split second of fear. He walked forward
once more.
Of a sudden, the two wolf pups that had been thrown to the ground sprang up and rushed noiselessly toward
him. He sneered. Deftly handling the body of the rifle, with one swipe he smacked it into the head of the wolf pup
coming directly at him. He heard the sound of splintering bones, and fresh blood gushed out in a fine spray. He
lifted the rifle again and turned it toward the pup coming at him from the left side. The she-wolf called out. It was
telling the pup not to waste its life. The wolf pup turned about and scurried to the grown wolf’s side. The rifle was
left thrusting at thin air.
He grunted and shook his shock-numbed hand. Ketchaa! A bullet into the magazine. He took aim at the
courageous little wolf pup. He saw that the she-wolf wanted to shelter the pup but was unable to move. He saw a
light flashing in its eyes. He didn’t think it could be tears and shot another bullet.
*
It was a leg of a mountain of the Changbai range. It really looked like the shank of a leg—long, very straight,
and there was even a foot. He lived on that foot. On the other side of the foot lived his elder brother, actually his
sworn blood brother. Together they had come to the Northeast from southern Shandong and settled on this mountain foot for no particular reason. Somehow his brother came by a girl and she became his old lady. She was
pretty, more than ten years younger than his brother, about his age. Eight or nine years had passed and they had no
child. That day, he and his brother were sitting in the forest drinking. His brother said:
“It’s not that your sister-in-law can’t have a kid, it’s your elder brother that’s of no use. There’s no child; my
ancestors weren’t virtuous and I suffer retribution.”
At that time he hadn’t yet found the woman and he laughed loudly when he heard this, firing a shot into the air
as he did so.
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That night someone crept into his hut. He never latched the door. What could a man, a hunter, fear? That
person was his sister-in-law. She covered his mouth with her hand and, trembling, said:
“Your brother wants a son.” He said:
“So what? You creep into my hut late at night, what a spot you’ve put me in!” She said:
“But your brother knows.”
He didn’t wait for sister-in-law to take off her clothes. He grabbed her arms and pushed her out. He didn’t
sleep well that night because he couldn’t stop thinking about his sister-in-law.
The next day, his brother called him out again to go hunting. He stared at his brother, suddenly raised his hand,
and slapped him across the face. He swore:
“Fuck your mother. We're through!”
That day it snowed heavily, the traps were buried. He needed three bullets before finally felling a roe-deer. The
deer was a toothless bag of bones. He felt that it was inauspicious and kicked it into a gully. On his way home he
pulled the woman out of the snow drift, and this was how he came by a wife.
He felt that the days had taken on new interest, especially the nights. He was amazed that life held such a good
thing in store. On a few occasions he didn’t go out during the day, wanting only to stay home and wait on that
woman. She was like someone half dead, allowing him to drag her back and forth. Once, he bit her neck so hard
that it bled. The woman howled and swore, “You beast!” He became muddled. He felt as if he really were an
animal. Then he laid down on the floor and tried to sleep, but he couldn’t sleep. He was thinking, thinking until he
found himself swallowing down his own saliva, but still he resisted. He wasn’t able to swallow down that urge.
The woman ignored him and fell into a deep sleep.
He began to hate the woman. Sometimes he would find knit-picking excuses to beat her and she would curse
him, “You beast!” He would drink heavily and then think of the woman. The two men turned from each other.
From that time onward there were no further dealings between them. But the two women often visited one
another. He would solemnly watch these two women. His sister-in-law was not as soft and white as the woman,
and her hands were much larger and rougher. He heard his sister-in-law say:
“You certainly haven’t wasted your womanhood.” His woman said:
“That man is just a beast. I can’t bear it.”
“That man of mine is just …” He heard his sister-in-law curse and then begin to cry. His woman cried, too.
He hated his woman even more and decided not to pay any attention to her. He thought that she wouldn’t be
able to stand it, that she would soften toward him in the end, and would plead with him. But the woman certainly
didn’t plead with him for anything. In fact, she seemed very contented, very relaxed. He kept it up for over a
month and in the end, he was the one who couldn’t stand it and tried to get back on good terms with the woman.
She said, “No!” He said, “You’re my woman, what do you mean, no?” The woman said, “How did I get to be
your woman?” He said, “I saved your life.” She said, “You can still beat me to death.”
Her retort left him feeling greatly ashamed. He pushed her down and tore at her clothes. The woman shouted:
“I’m pregnant.” He asked, “What does ‘pregnant’ mean?” The woman began to cry, “There is a child in my belly.”
He was overjoyed, released the woman, and said, “Couldn't ya ha’ damned well told me sooner?” He laughed out
loud and shouted, “Good! The old man's got offspring.” The woman said, “Who would give you a girl in
marriage?” He said, “Aren’t ya married to me?” The woman stared blankly out the window.
He couldn’t help asking, “Where did you come from anyway?”
The woman turned her head and glared at him. His face went red and he laughed awkwardly. He hadn’t kept
his word; it was another loss of face.
“You, take a trip down the mountain,” the woman said.
He didn’t like going down the mountain. It was a walk of fifty-five kilometers before one finally reached the
town. The town upset him because people would look at him with eyes like thieves. He had once seen a crowd
herding a group of trussed-up people on the street, cursing them in every imaginable way. The sight made him
shake in his boots. He would go down every month or two, exchange skins for money, and use the money to buy
oil, salt, soya sauce, vinegar, and grain. He liked the mountain: no one could interfere with him, and he was no
trouble to anyone. He liked it even more so now that he had a woman, though the woman was none too willing to
sleep with him. But she made meals, clothing, and even bore a child for him. He didn’t want to go, he said.
The woman said, “Buy cloth to make the child’s clothing with.”
He realized that it was necessary, so he went. He always felt that the journey was too long, as if it would never
end.
*
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He saw the wolf pup’s blood spurt onto the she-wolf. It was still able to let out a few pitiful yelps, still able to
burrow its head into the she-wolf’s breast. He stood there waiting for the wolf pup to die. After the pup’s last yelp,
its body contorted into a ball, jerked violently out to its full length, and didn’t move again.
The she-wolf thrust her snout into the snow and let out a sobbing cry, a cry that would send chills into the heart
of any man. He knew that the wolf was calling out to others of its kind. He laughed very loudly. He cursed the
wolf:
“Fuck your ancestral mother! Howl! Howl! Not a one of them will come to save you!”
He shouldered the rifle, pulled the tobacco pouch out from his waist, and rolled a cigarette. He struck a match
and laughed sneeringly. He saw that the wolf had lifted her head and wasn’t howling anymore. She seemed to
have heard the summons of death in the hunter’s laugh. That little ball of orange flame made her close her eyes.
When she opened her eyes, she saw the hunter’s mouth puffing out clouds of smoke.
He had killed nearly a hundred wolves. All had looked at him with bloodshot, savage, cruel triangular eyes.
Only this wolf stared with a sad expression in its eyes at the barrel of the rifle. He was a bit baffled and even
angrier as a result. He liked to watch the last ferocious pounce of the wolf before it died. But this wolf wasn’t like
that, she just lay there motionless and looked at him sorrowfully. He imagined there was sympathy and derision in
that look.
*
He laughed ferociously. The newly risen sun was as red as his face, puffing out a warm fire. He remembered
how it had been that morning … Trees were thick about him, dripping wet. Water was collecting on the ground as
the rain fell. Birds flew very slowly, with great effort, just like fish in water swaying back and forth. They chirped
to each other—very small sounds the hearing of which made one feel cold on their account.
He wasn’t cold. He wanted to shoot some “flying-dragon” birds. His boy was already nine years old. He
thought that when he was nine he was not as tall as his son was already, and not as clever either. He first took up a
hunting rifle at the age of twenty. But his son at the age of seven had been able to prop the gun up on a mound of
earth and shoot a frisking squirrel. His son only liked being with him. His mother had never been close to him and
sometimes scolded him. Occasionally the woman would teach the child a few characters, but as soon as he ran
into difficulty she would turn on him.
Today he wanted to celebrate his son’s birthday. He felt very happy. What made him even happier was that the
woman was willing to sleep with him again and had even been attentive to him of her own accord. He felt that
now there was something to this family of his.
As he walked, he searched his mind, thinking back over the last ten years. They were like a dream, almost
totally forgotten. He only remembered that coming back from the bottom of the mountain a month previously he
had been very tired and sat smoking at the side of the brick bed. His woman was outside the hut getting him
something to eat and drink. He coughed a few times and said:
“Damned strange.”
The woman didn’t respond and didn’t come in. He felt disappointed. His son wasn’t in the room. He didn’t
know his father had returned. The woman had made the boy say, “Daddy” and “Mummy” and wouldn’t let their
son say “Pa” and “Ma.” It didn’t sound right to him, but he didn’t object. Why put up a fuss about a name? When
the woman was with child she had a bad enough time, it almost took her life.
“Damned strange,” he said again.
The woman carried in the food and wine. She didn’t say a word. He drank a mouthful of wine and watched the
woman. She didn’t look at him. He couldn’t keep it in any longer and finally asked:
“I’ve got somethin tuh say, d’yah wanna listen?”
“Go ahead and talk.”
“Damned strange. People all acting like loonies, scratchin those writ big words off the walls.” He drank a
mouthful of wine and spoke again. “They’re making a big fuss about ‘households being responsible for
production’ and such.”
He shook his head and looked at the woman. She was sitting across from him, listening. Now she topped up
his wine cup. He was surprised by her attentiveness and laughed contentedly.
“They’re dividing up the mules and horses, too,” he added.
The woman pushed the wine cup toward him and asked, “Is the Cultural Revolution over?”
He shook his head. “What revolution? I dunno.”
The woman nodded her head, closed her eyes, and suddenly started to cry. He was stunned by this behavior.
After a while he sent the wine cup crashing to the floor and berated her:
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“Cry! Cry! Cry over yer mother’s shit! All I e’er get’s tears!”
She trembled once and stopped crying.
It was that night, as he was tossing and turning in his sleep, that the woman came under his quilt. She said:
“Despite everything, you’re still a good person.”
He was greatly moved …
*
His heart came into his mouth. Don’t think about those days anymore, he told himself. Again he remembered
back to that morning. He had been out for a long time and hadn’t shot a single flying-dragon. He wasn’t happy
about it and continued to move deeper into the mountain. He saw a large black object by a stand of pine trees. He
thought he had come across some large beast. He roused himself, took hold of his gun, and crept in among some
saplings, leaning forward gently.
He was taken aback by what he saw: there was a dead bear, and beside it lay a man. He ran over quickly,
muddy water splashing up under his feet. Now he could see clearly that the man was his elder brother. He bent
over and took a close look. Half his brother’s head was crushed in, brains and blood mixed with rain water and
flowed into a small gully. His brother’s mouth was open, and there was black blood inside it. He thought that the
bear must have done this. The most powerful part of the bear are its paws, they can break trees as thick as soup
bowls with them. It would only take a light tap to open a man’s head. He couldn’t understand: how could his
brother go after a hungry bear after its winter hibernation?
He looked at the bear again-the white tuft of hair on its chest was stained purple by blood and a knife was still
lodged there. Now he understood. It had clubbed his brother to death after it had received that fatal knife. Damn
it! He stood motionless, wordless, for a long time. He took his brother’s corpse up onto his back and staggered
home with it.
*
The she-wolf suddenly howled and began to back up. She moved with great difficulty, and after only moving
about half a foot, she couldn’t move anymore. There was a look of desperation in her eyes. He laughed. The
cigarette butt dropped from his lips to the ground, making a faint sizzling sound. He walked over, and the wolf
didn’t try to back off again. He didn’t look at the wolf. He gathered up the torn roe-deer and with one motion
tossed it into the gully. He kicked at a blackish-red patch of snow, kicking snow onto the wolf. A howl issued from
the wolf’s throat and her tail churned, whipping snow up into the air. He ignored the wolf.
He raised his head and looked off toward his home. Before him lay the silvery glinting, snow-covered
wilderness, the dark forest—he couldn’t see his hut, but he knew it was there. He gazed for a while and suddenly
took in a deep breath, as if he wasn’t certain that he really had a home.
He carried his brother back to the mountain foot. He was already so exhausted his whole body was beginning
to lose sensation—he couldn’t distinguish between rainwater and sweat. He opened the door to his brother’s hut
with his head. His sister-in-law was sewing. She saw him, and her hand came away in shock. She stood up, and
when she saw the mangled flesh and blood of her husband’s face, her mouth fell open. She crumpled to the
ground and lay motionless. He hurriedly set down his brother and picked up his sister-in-law, shouting:
“What’s wrong wid yah! Wake up! Wake up!”
Someone pulled at his sleeve. It was his son. He yelled:
“Call your ma … mummy, quick!” His son began to cry:
“Mummy said, she’s gone.”
He drew his hand back, slapped his son, and swore, “Bastard! Get a move on and call your mum!” The boy,
knocked to the ground by the blow, yelled:
“Daddy! Mummy said she wasn’t comin’ back!”
He stared at his son with the eyes of a wolf. His son tried to wriggle away on his bottom. He believed the boy.
He sprang up like a tiger and rushed out the door. Again he stood still, shuffling his feet:
“Fuck your ancestors!”
He went back in, gathered up his sister-in-law, and called out: “Wake up, quick! Damn it!”
Sister-in-law finally started to come around, looked at his brother, and covered her face, wailing loudly. From
then on she was alone.
From that day on he and his son were just two. He sometimes remembered that the woman had wanted to go
down the mountain but he hadn’t let her: if he had let her, maybe she wouldn’t have run away. Fuck her mother,
that bitch had never wanted to live here! And he hated the woman even more, hated her enough to want to kill her.
*
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One day he walked into his sister-in-law's hut and said, “The boy and I’re leaving.”
She shuddered once, grabbed the child beside him, and asked, “Where are you going?”
Looking at the ground, he said, “Who knows? Wherever.”
“Going to look for his ma?”
“No! That woman’s cold-blooded ’n cruel! We’re not gonna look fer her!”
Sister-in-law was watching him, holding the child, and tears began to flow. She said, “Please don’t go.”
He didn’t say anything, just raised his head and looked at her.
She said, “Please don’t go. If you … if both of you go, I …”
That night he couldn’t sleep, his eyes were wide open, staring at the ceiling. He heard someone enter the hut.
He saw that it was his sister-in-law. He got up noiselessly and followed her into her hut.
That evening, he cried. Holding her, he knew then that she had for a long time wanted to sleep with him, to live
with him. He only then understood that it could be like this between men and women. That woman had never
given him the most precious thing that a woman can give a man—her heart. He was grateful to his sister-in-law;
he didn’t know what to say. For some reason he thought of that woman again. He said to her, “Good’r bad, that
woman gave me a son.”
This made sister-in-law very unhappy: “I can also give you children.” She said, “I really am a woman.”
“Elder … He really never …?” he asked.
“Him?” She snorted and then sighed, saying, “He was so pitiful. In front of me, he was like a dog.”
He also sighed, feeling very uncomfortable for his elder brother and a little apologetic toward him. He’s dead
and here I am on his brick bed sleeping with his wife. What kind of a person am I?
And so on he went, on the one hand taking himself to task, and on the other doing that thing with her. This
made him lose interest, made him want to leave her. But once he left her, he couldn’t think of anything but her.
*
And so the days went by, one after the other. Almost every day he went to check the traps for deer. Over the
past few days he had lost two deer in a row. They were not stolen by man, but eaten by wolves. Wolves were rare
on the mountain-side, so it was really bad luck. Today, if he had come out just that little bit earlier, he would have
been able to bring back a whole deer. But he was late again. However, he felt better because he had run into the
wolves. No matter what, he wouldn’t let them off. He immediately killed the he-wolf with the first shot. Another
three shots and he had broken the she-wolf’s four legs. The rifle butt smashed open the skull of one wolf-pup, and
the fourth shot had killed the other cub by its mother’s side.
Now only this immobile she-wolf was left. He wanted to torture her for a while, until he grew tired of it, and
then give her a taste of the knife, fully releasing the black temper within him. He was paralyzed for a moment, he
couldn’t understand why he had to do this. He felt as if something was pushing him on to it. He didn’t know what.
He was only four or five steps away from the wolf. This was the first time he had ever looked so calmly upon a
wolf. He was so close that he could reach out and touch her. He gazed at the wolf’s legs. Her legs weren’t completely broken: the hind legs were still in good shape, only bleeding profusely; the forelegs were neatly broken,
pressed evenly upon the snow and bleeding so much that the blood was coagulating into so many clots under her
body. If he just let her go on bleeding like this, in a short while she would be dead of her wounds. The knife
would probably not be necessary. As he thought, he pulled out the knife and tossed it up into the air. The knife
described a flashing arc before piercing the snow. He saw the wolf’s eyes follow the knife’s movements. The
knife was sticking in the snow not fully half a foot from the wolf. The wolf’s mouth opened and shut a few times.
She extended a bright red tongue, running it once around her mouth, licking herself clean of the deer’s blood. Her
jaws made a sharp clicking sound, and the vicious, cold flame rose again in her eyes.
He laughed grimly. He knew it was the scent of blood that restored the wolf’s courage, but now she didn’t have
the ability to resist. It would be most interesting to send this wolf to a humiliating yet courageous death. He
decided to wait and watch her die bit by bit. Anyway, there was nothing to do, and this was as good a way as any
to pass the time.
So he rolled another cigarette, smoked, and watched the smoke twisting and turning before his eyes. He blew a
puff of smoke at the wolf. The wind dispersed it. He blew several times without success. He was angered and
stepped forward two more steps. He could have reached out and touched the wolf’s face. The wolf struggled to
rise but was once more unable to do so. She lay staring at him ferociously. He inhaled deeply on the cigarette and
blew the smoke out as hard as he could. Finally, he saw the wolf shake her head and heard her cough three times.
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He laughed heartily. His whole body shook, and he continued laughing. Now he stopped, a sad expression had
come over his face. He raised his head and gazed off toward the distant range of mountains. He saw that path—
the path he had carried that woman back upon.
*
He had slipped down the mountain without telling sister-in-law. He still wanted to find the woman. He asked
other people if they had seen such a woman. Several people laughed at him heartlessly. He was so angry he
pointed his gun, frightening off a large group of people. But some others carted him off into a house. There, two
policeman frightened him a lot. He spoke with great effort. In the end, the policemen made sense of what he was
saying. The older one said:
“You fool, why’re you still looking? For sure that woman was running away from trouble. You picked up a
woman to sleep with you for ten years for nothing, what more do you want?” And the younger one added:
“You didn’t even register and lived with a woman, you should be happy you weren’t arrested. Go on back
home!”
He returned in a daze to the foot of the mountain and entered sister-in-law’s hut. His son saw his father had
come back and called out, “Daddy.” He scolded, “Don’t say ‘Daddy!’ Say ‘Pa!’” His son called him “Pa.” He
stared balefully and asked, “Miss your mother?” His son said, “No, mummy’s bad, didn’t wan’us.” He said,
“Good boy.” And he began to drink.
Sister-in law put the child to sleep. She asked:
“You went to look for her again?”
He nodded. She said:
“Don’t look for her. If you find her, she won’t go with you.” She spoke again, “You picked up a woman for
nothing, she also gave you a child, isn’t that enough?” And again she spoke, “And now I’ll be your woman, isn’t
that enough for you?” And again, “Is it worth the trouble for mountain people to go after city people? Isn’t this
plenty good enough?”
He was glowering at her with red eyes, thinking, “Isn’t this what women are all about?”He knocked her down.
She pushed the lamp over with her hand. It was like this with them almost every day.
He discovered that she threw up when she ate and also when she hadn’t. He called her useless. She began to
cry and shouted, “You’ve caused me to lose the child, you beast!” He froze, remembering that the woman had
also cursed him in such a way. He took her in his arms, saying, “I’m not human! I’m a beast!” and forced her to
do it with him again.
On those days he felt extremely exhausted and annoyed. He felt like running off or doing away with himself
with his gun. But he still wanted to come out to hunt. It didn’t matter to him if he hit or missed, he still wanted to
come out. Each time he looked down the mountain he would think: So many people down there, like ants, they’re
certainly worse off. By comparison, he was pretty much free to do as he pleased. When he thought of this he
would feel happier.
And so it went—he was now angry, now happy. He began to fear that he might be crazy.
*
“Fuck his old man!”
He swore and spat the cigarette butt into the wolf’s face. The wolf didn’t cry out: she bared her fangs and
swung her head violently a few times. The cigarette butt had burnt her painfully.
He was watching the wolf. The wolf was watching him too; now her eyes had a very gentle, friendly look in
them. He suddenly thought that the wolf was really pitiful, much like himself. He squatted and said to the wolf:
“I won’t kill you.”
The wolf was looking at him, her eyes had a very gentle, very grateful look in them. He thought that this wolf
really understood his state of mind. Again he spoke:
“How would you like it if I took you home?”
The wolf shrank away. He said:
“Don’t be afraid, I won’t kill you.” The wolf continued to draw back. He said:
“I won’t kill …”
Suddenly he noticed that the wolf’s eyes were blood-filled and her body had become much thicker. He became
aware that he was too close to her. He became flustered, wanted to get up, wanted to move a bit farther off …
The wolf had been waiting for this opportunity. The injured legs would not have let her jump any farther. She
could only bear the pain and wait. And now this person was not only squatting two steps away, but was also
heedlessly emitting some unintelligible sounds. The sounds didn’t seem to carry any hostile intent, but this was
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the person who had killed all her children, that had killed her mate. She gathered back her body, drawing up her
strength. Unexpectedly, stupidly, this person hadn’t noticed. She saw the first look of panic appear in the person’s
eyes. She had been waiting for this moment. She leapt forward, the snow that had been stuck to her body flew into
the air in a flurry, forming a white fog. Just as she left the ground, her jaws opened and a cold wind blew into her
narrow mouth. Her jaws came together with great force. She felt her teeth sink into his neck. Sweet blood spurted
down her throat.
I could have killed her! he thought, as the wolf’s sharp teeth sank into his throat.
*
“Child, we’ll go to look for your ma,” she said after waiting for him to stop crying.
The nearly ten-year-old child shook his head. He was still looking at his father’s corpse. When Auntie had born
Pa home, Pa’s body had been covered in blood, and only a thin shred of the neck was left. The head was hanging
limply on Auntie’s shoulder. He had seen dead wolves, dead bears, all had been like this. He knew Pa was dead.
He was very frightened and began to cry. He saw Auntie strip the clothes off Pa, use water to scrub the body
clean, and put new clothes on it. Crying was tiring him and so he stopped.
“Child, your pa’s dead. You still have a ma. I’ll take you to look for her.”
The child shook his head. He was looking at this aunt who was just about as tall as he and suddenly felt that
she was his own mother. He looked at her for a long time. He stared at her so long that she became uncomfortable. “What's wrong with you, child?” He suddenly called out:
“Ma!”
She was stunned. Her mouth fell open. Then he hugged her and again called out, “Ma!”
She took him in her arms, crying, “My son!” And she began to wail, to cry with all the strength in her body.
After crying a while, she said, “Son, from now on there’s just the two of us.”
Her son nodded. The corpse lay peacefully in the middle of the room. They slept.
In the morning upon waking, she reached out, but her son was not by her side. She called out several times.
There was no answer. She leapt to her feet.
She saw that the rifle that had been leaning against the brick bed was gone. She was a little frightened, paced
around the hut a few times, then took her husband's rifle down off the wall and ran out. She greatly regretted it.
She shouldn’t have told the child. The child had gone out in search of that injured wolf. The child's too small,
what if …
She dared not continue to think about it. She scolded herself as she stumbled off in pursuit of her son like a
mad woman.
She never caught up to him. When it was nearly dark she returned, crying. She was in despair and didn’t want
to go on living. But then she saw her son. He was standing by the door watching her. She rushed forward and
locked him in her arms, running her trembling hands over him.
“Ma, I killed it! Ma, one shot and I killed it!” She had no more tears left to cry.
“Ma, let’s leave.”
“Where can we go?”
“Ma, I hate this place.”
She was looking at her son.
“Ma, let’s leave!”
She was looking at her son. The light in her son’s eyes amazed and frightened her a little. She thought it over
and agreed.
*
Two balls of flame rose abruptly into the pitch-black early morning sky. Two little straw huts on a small foot of
a little leg of one of the mountains in the Changbai range were burning fiercely.
A middle-aged woman and a small child stood by, watching the conflagration. They waited until all that was
left was a pile of ashes and a curtain of smoke and then went down the mountain. The path was still covered in
snow. The pair moved on with great difficulty.
74.73 Green Earth Mother\fn{by Ai Bei (1957-

)}

Shanghai, China (F) 6

Night\fn{A note reads: Earth Mother, a mythical, benevolent Buddhist saint, is the central icon in the Potala Palace. She is said to
have seven eyes, with which She can see into people’s hearts. Her right leg is stretched out in symbolic suppression of anger and
realization of mercy. Earth Mothers come in five colors—white, red, blue, yellow, and green—of which green is the most basic. A powerful
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roc with golden wings is perched atop the green Earth Mother’s head; it is Her protector. [I have restored the punctuation and internal
diacritical marks].} once again deceived people’s eyes. The wind relentlessly toyed with the overripe berries.

In the orange morning light, Mimi pushed open the double cedar doors. The earth was blotted with the reddish
brown juice of crushed berries—already rotten, they hid a hope brighter than the eyes of birds in their hearts: now
that winter had passed, who could stop the multicolored seeds from sprouting green buds? Mimi asked him about
the ancient division of the seasons.
“Spring is spring, winter is winter, flowers bloom in the summertime, fruit ripens on autumn days: once you
enter that time mountains, rivers, flowers, trees, wind, clouds, thunder, lightning, snow, rain, frost, fog, all things
fuse or multiply; even the excretions of men and women and boys and girls increase or decrease.” He said it all in
one breath.
“Why?”
“People are powerless against the mysteries of heaven and earth.” He put on a pair of greasy blue shorts and
walked toward the inner room, his skin a snowy white. Mimi’s heart floated softly along on two hairless, spindly
legs. For days, Mimi had been longing for a snowfall that would cover the land, freezing heaven and earth, solidifying the people in their places to keep their corrupt souls from fluttering all over the streets, even if her own heart
were also frozen into a lump of ice. Mimi wanted to stick out her scalding tongue—I’ll kiss you, kiss every pore
on your body, suck in all the hidden flavors. Her tongue was already frozen. Ice and snow fused heaven and earth,
embracing withered branches and dead leaves, wastelands and abandoned slopes, the bare stems of shriveled
petals and the ancient forest far from the bustling city, its ruined, rust-blotched trees, and those aged, greenskinned people hobbling all over the world. The aged people wore an overcoat of snow as they seduced the young
by singing the praises of parental love. Spring came, the snow slunk away to reveal the ravaged land in all its ugliness. Beneath the sun’s rays, it shed tears as it related a tale of short-lived purity and a false love it should never
have known.
“Kiss me. Why are you afraid of Her?”
“It just isn’t right.”
“It’s not fair. Just look at Her wrinkled old mouth that has been stamped by hundreds, thousands of fullblooded lips, a once rosy color that has peeled away completely from countless scrapings. A kiss, you have to kiss
me in front of Her.”
“It’s as out of place as wearing a bathing suit on the street.” The sound of his voice shriveled into a lump; the
words ran together. It’s as ridiculous as wearing a mandarin gown in a swimming pool. Blasphemous, sacred
motherly love!”
“I want what’s mine, it’s got nothing to do with Her!”
“OK, tonight we’ll go to some deserted spot—”
“No, I don’t want any more stolen kisses in the dark.” Mimi got up out of the bathtub, every pore on her bright,
pink body spreading open willfully, steam obscuring the reflection of her tender fresh naked female body in the
dressing mirror. She pressed her face against the cold silvery surface. Not a single wrinkle anywhere, especially
on her pink forehead. In twenty-five years, nine thousand days and nights, those delicate lips had never tasted a
bright shining kiss! What appeared to be an invisible dark hand in the mirror was thrust into Mimi’s small narrow
chest, where it stroked a weakly beating heart that was covered by a thick, heavy layer of dust. Two streams of hot
tears gouged out two pale scars. In the darkness, Mimi was hopelessly entwined by pity.
If She opened her eyes, a lover’s kiss would immediately become a sinful intrigue.
“If in a world of respect for one’s elders, there’s no room for a kiss in broad daylight, I’d rather have
languished in my mother’s womb and never have opened my eyes.”
“Not so loud. Mother will hear.”
He was breathing hard, his every word chiseled on Mimi’s heart.
Mimi composed herself and gazed at the pale tiny tightly closed mouth in the dressing mirror. Her pink body
was cooling off, turning as pale as wax. A delicate hand glided down it from top to bottom as she mused:
“Maybe this doesn’t belong to me. No … but maybe …”
Love knotted in her heart, spun a thread that circled the earth three times, maybe more. Mimi was sure that
sooner or later, the world would be destroyed—by love.
“Are you crying? Are you …”
The words stuck in his throat and simply wouldn’t come out. He put a towel printed with cats’ eyes—red,
yellow, blue, white—over Mimi’s shoulders. She shook her head, raining tears onto the back of his hand. When
Mimi was little, Mama had said she was born under a crying star, that she had come into this world with tears in
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her eyes. Granny believed she was an unlucky child, so on snowy days she secretly fed her snowballs. Mimi’s
mouth was frozen open like a trumpet as she sang and sang and sang, never stopping. All Mama could do was buy
a set of imported earplugs.
“Are you crying again?” His hand was lily-white and supple, so soft it seemed boneless. He wiped away the
tears on her cheeks, then carried her back to the bathtub and the hot water. He rubbed her back, massaged her
shoulders, then let his supple hands rest on her trembling breasts. Beads of water dripped through his fingers.
Ribbons of orange light filtered in through a dark-green bamboo grove. The ribbons, like spirit threads, tied up
her tender little heart as they swayed back and forth. Pricked by sharp leaves, her heart settled like a fine powder
over her childhood dream world, with all its colored lamps. The colored lamps congealed into a swarm of moths.
The moths greedily sucked up the orange-colored light, which shone through their transparent wings. Mimi had
been afraid of the moon’s orange rays ever since she was little.
Knock-knock.
She was at the door.
“I’m taking a bath. What do you want?”
“Is he in there?”
“He—”
Before she could get it out, he covered Mimi’s lips with his boneless hand.
“Say I’m not here.” His mouth was boring into Mimi's ear. “Why?” “I shouldn’t be here while you’re taking a
bath.” “I’m your wife, I share your bed. What’s wrong with a bath?” “Blasphemous … Blasphemous, sacred
motherly love.” “Ptui! Pettiness is the true blasphemous love!”
Mimi kicked the tub over. A pair of purple slippers floated toward the door on the spilled water.
“Ai!” A heavy sigh from the other side of the door splintered Mimi’s heart. She hadn’t left. Instead, She cupped
a brilliant excuse in Her hands.
“I bought you a Moonlight Sonata tape. Come out here, and we’ll listen to it together.”
“Ma—” He was embarrassed beyond belief. A snow-white back slipped through the cedar doors.
“It’s my chest, the same old problem.” The moans of a sick cat outside the door.
“Ma—I’ll massage it for you.”
Mimi stood barefoot next to the window. She tumbled into a sea of mist, floated off toward a deep canyon—
compressed into a breathless speck of dust, her bloodless lips parted, she gazed up at the creases squirming in the
sky. A ruined face like a piece of rotting wood appeared in the tattered vault of heaven. Mimi rubbed her wildly
beating heart. “What is it I still want?” she asked herself. “Why hasn’t my heart ossified?”
In spite of herself, Mimi looked down into the courtyard. That knifelike face spread out across a hairless,
snow-white chest. Mimi was thinking, “The flowers in Her eyes are blooming at an angle, the clouds are drifting
at an angle, people are walking at an angle. Her happiness spilled out of Her crisscrossing creases. Like the new
bloom of a withered flower, Her face came back to life.”
Four spindly legs intertwined; two bodies folded together. As though she were watching a centipede, Mimi hid,
trembling, behind the curtain. Soap bubbles kept popping; water spread silently in all directions. A pair of tiny
feet, made plump by soapbubbles, stepped on the scarlet gravel. A shout—“Mama!”—the orbs of her buttocks
arched as she walked, arched and quivered as though restless animals were hiding in them.
Arms thrust out in front of her, Mimi ran toward the churning white foam stretching out before her, leaving
behind a trail of happy birds’ nests with her feet. A pile of bubbles was created in a second; a drab blueness
required countless millennia. She ran into it, a fleshy red butterfly toying with a boundless expanse of waves. As
she swam ahead, the fleshy red became white, the blue became a deep green.
“Oh, Mama, the ocean isn’t blue!”
Mimi raised her pudgy arms, threw them around Mama's youthful long neck, and floated lightly upward, the
weight of twelve years seemingly as light as a feather. Mama scooped little Mimi out of the water, cupping her
like a living heart. Watery eyes spread open, a rose.
“You’re twelve years old today. Taking you swimming in the ocean is Mama’s present to you, because you
never enjoyed the love of a father …”
“Mama!” Two wet faces pressed together; a childish heart grew, suddenly solemn. A ferocious wave crashed
over them. Mimi swallowed a mouthful of seawater, brackish and salty. Mama staggered back to the beach,
cradling Mimi in her arms. She looked at the stunned expression on Mama’s face and felt resentment, sadness.
She never swam in the ocean again.
*
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The first time Mimi saw him was on her second trip to the seashore. She was sitting alone on the beach, staring
up at the moon, a sheet of red paper stuck onto the canopy of heaven above the sea. She was laden with sorrow.
He walked up and sat down beside her. The beach was deserted, the sand unbearably cold and cheerless. He spoke
to Mimi in a disbelieving voice. You look just like Her, the same sadness, the same purity. She loves the moon, the
early morning sun, Beethoven, Spinoza . . .
A poet? No, unemployed. Gets by by doing odd jobs. She published a story when She was eighteen; at twenty,
She had a solo vocal recital, as a coloratura. But like ordinary women, She gleaned scraps of coal and carried
manure buckets, all for the sake of Her son. . . . His voice quickly faded out. Mimi's heart leaped into her mouth.
The sea was unbelievably calm; all she could hear were the softly lap- ping waves and the violent beating of her
heart.
“Do you love Her?”
“I adore Her. My only goal in life is to make Her happy.”
Mimi's heart crawled; her narrow chest began to swell. The broad expanse of the beach was nearly unbearable.
She headed over to a shaded path that led to the shore. The thick branches of the towering kola-nut trees were
intertwined, their thick shade forming a dark umbrella over Mimi’s head. He followed quietly behind her, as still
as a shadow.
“Who is She?”
“My mother.”
Thunder roared; the moon was gone. In the pitch-darkness, he grabbed Mimi’s hand and drew up next to her,
purring like a cat. Her suspended heart settled back down, dissolving into millions of pearls of tribute. The “motherhood” memorial arch screened out the last traces of jealousy. All the emotions in the world could be written
with only the word affection or filiality; otherwise, it would be blasphemy. A bolt of lightning flashed between
them; two twisted faces drew together. In the space of a minute, countless driven raindrops crashed into two bodies and two hearts consumed by flames at the base of an ancient tree. They saw nothing, they heard nothing. There
was only the driven rain and the mud and an inextinguishable fireball. Tens of thousands of years ago, the heavens had opened up angrily, just like tonight, and a pair of lovers had died for love beneath the branches of this
ancient tree. After tens of thousands of springs, tens of thousands of summers, two carnal-colored seeds had
formed deep beneath the roots of this gnarled, ancient tree. Maybe the vows would be answered on this rainy
night, and the two love seeds would finally germinate and sprout forth. As the rain fell, they exchanged their
burnmg hearts, which sizzled; with each raindrop. A chill wind brushed past, whipping up flames of joy. Thunder
roared angrily; the gigantic canopy of the tree rose into the air, then crashed to the ground. Their souls flew out of
their bodies. The fire was out, but gray smoke continued to curl upward. The wind died down, the rain stopped, a
cluster of rice-colored stars was set free to cleanse the canopy of heaven. They stared silently at each other like a
pair of clay statues, gazing into each other’s expression, all genuine feelings now lost..
“Come to my place, and change into some dry clothes.”
“No, Mother’s waiting anxiously for me to come home!”
They held hands tightly in the darkness, then let go. No words of comfort, no good-byes as they parted.
He knew it had been an extraordinary rainy night and that he’d given her an even more extraordinary love.
Mimi knew it had been a soul-stirring rainy night and that she’d relinquished soul-stirring emotions to the rainy
night. The rainy night had incurred a heavy debt. What they’d taken from the rainy night could never be easily
abandoned. Love had turned their hearts into a scorched mass, but they remained fused together to avoid the pain
of being ripped apart.
“Mother wants to meet you.”
“Why?”
“She has to give Her permission for me to marry. I know She’ll like you.”
On Sunday, he climbed the Great Wall, Mimi holding his left hand, Mother holding his right. He used up a roll
of color film beside the North Sea, his left arm around Mimi’s shoulder, his right hand gripping Mother’s arm.
Mimi let him hold the parasol; She handed him her feather-light handbag. Mimi took off her jacket and put it over
his shoulders; She put her half-eaten Popsicle up to his mouth. Mimi could see resentment in Her eyes; She could
see superfluousness in Mimi’s face. He tried to please Mimi by buying a Popsicle; he tried to please Her by
buying a soft drink, all the time panting like a cat in heat.
At dusk, Mimi’s first glance took in Her thick black hair, oppressive, impenetrable. Three pink moles at the
corner of Her mouth were so close together they were almost one. From then on, unlucky omens began to appear
in Mimi’s dreams. Bright red, meaty growths appeared. Countless pink eyes hidden in Her thick black hair,
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shedding tears like blood … Mimi often woke from her dreams in terror; in the surrounding blackness, she
refreshed her image of him by looking through photographs.
“How about this one?”
“No, you can’t see Ma’s disposition in it. This one’s no good, either. You can’t see Mother’s grace in it. Umum, these are even worse.
“This one’s pretty good. Her hair isn’t dyed.”
“Gray hair’s a sign of kindness. No, She looks too old. Mimi, under no circumstances are you to let Mother see
this photo!”
“Why?”
“If She sees Herself looking so old, She’ll be upset. From now on, you’re not to call Her an old lady to Her
face.”
His words were strings of waterdrops that seeped into Mimi’s heart like poison. Mimi’s nerves felt raw; she
was trembling. She walked out of the house and wandered aimlessly. She walked up to a shop where people were
selling all kinds of diapers; countless wrinkled, chapped feet stepped over pudgy babies lying on the ground as
they fought over the colorful diapers. Mimi reached out. Four huge cats’ eyes bit down painfully. She pulled her
hand back and realized that her face was still pressed up against the icy window. She stared at the orange moon as
it scurried in and out of a jumbled mass of clouds. Another daydream!
Mimi dragged her stiffened legs out the door. What was this, a blanket of stars in the sky above and on the
ground below? Heaven and earth, everything was all jumbled up! Her face was soaked; water filled her eyes. She
stepped in a puddle, shattering it as an orange moon landed on her instep. She kicked it away and walked up to the
room, stepping in one puddle after another.
Mimi stood in the doorway, oblivious to the passage of time. His broad, heavy back blocked her view of the
reclining chair. They couldn’t see Mimi, but Mimi could see his limp, boneless hand massaging a mound of withered, yellowed wrinkles. Amid the wrinkles, countless stringy mammary glands converged to form two darkpurple nipples, like overripe squishy grapes.
“The pain in my chest started when I was pregnant with you.”
Her voice seemed to float up from the depths of a dying well, then sank slowly back down. Mimi could see
Her parted lips, Her half-closed eyes, the three pink moles quivering in a red tide.
“Ma, it feels better when I massage You, doesn’t it?”
“Much better. Your head was so big it was a very hard delivery. For two days and three nights, that wretched
father of yours never showed his face at the delivery-room door. I was so angry I couldn’t eat. My stomach ached
from hunger …”
“Ma.” Grief and indignation caused the big pale boneless hands to dig in too hard. The overripe purple grapes
oozed two drops of pus-colored liquid. They hung there on the verge of falling off, quivering drops of muddy
yellow, like a secret mixture of splendor and decay fighting off death. Mimi suddenly saw in the glass her own
ghostly image.
“Ai, you’re all grown up. But I still remember what you were like as a child. You nursed at my breast every
night and listened to me read Snow White. You didn’t blink. Remember, I spanked you once because you stole
Leilei’s hanky, and you curled up in my lap and cried half the night. Pretty soon, I started crying, too. Ai …”
Words gradually gave way to soft moans.
“Ma—” the two mounds of withered yellow wrinkled skin were getting hot from the rubbing, turning red. His
hands hesitated; they began to tremble. Terrified, he stared at the overripe, oozing purple grapes …
Mimi threw the towel over her shoulders, burst into the room, and stood there ramrod straight, beads of water
streaming down her body.
“You!”
The big pale boneless hands froze above Her chest. All rubbing motions stopped for a full two minutes.
Reluctantly, She opened her eyes. After a momentary fright, She calmed Herself down.
“What’s wrong with you?” He quickly picked up the sheet to cover up Mimi’s naked body. As though awakened from a dream, Mimi cast a flustered look at her own dripping body, knocked his hand away, and recoiled to
the side.
“I told you long ago she’s got emotional problems. Look at her, the poor thing. You stay here; I’ll take her to
the hospital.” A look of great compassion on Her face.
“No.” Mimi huddled next to him and gripped his hand tightly.
“Mimi, go to the hospital with Mother, and let them see what’s wrong, OK?”
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Mimi looked at him for a moment as though he were a stranger, before jerking her hand free and throwing off
the sheet that covered her. She ran to her own room, stepping on the rays of starlight. The bed was swirling. She
buried her head in the fluffy pillow, her eyes were tightly shut.
He held Mimi in his arms. He could feel her trembling but couldn’t hear the sobs stuck in her throat. His body
was racked by a cold shudder that stabbed into his heart. Her long damp hair gave off steam that encircled the two
faces. A sharp pain in his heart as he dug his fingernails into Mimi’s flesh. Mimi shrank into his embrace; for a
long, long time, her terrified eyes were glued to those fleshy big pale boneless hands. He peeled the wet strands of
hair off her cheeks, touched her full lips. His muscles tensed as he nervously reached for her hand. Two limpid
drops of water oozed out from under her tightly shut eyelids.
“Don’t open your eyes, hold my hand. Let’s find our way out of this dark-green grove together.” Pointed leaves
cradled strings of last night’s dewdrops, emitting light-yellow rays. “Don’t reach out.” Every dewdrop knocked to
the ground is one more shattered heart. Pressed tightly together, they walked forward, hand in hand. Stillness
reigned, broken only by the even sounds of their labored breathing. As he raised his head, his face was imprinted
with golden splotches of light filtering through cracks in the dark-green canopy above. So was Mimi’s snowywhite blouse. Creeping forward cautiously, their shoulders bent, they made their way through the dark-green
grove, a pair of intertwining silk ribbons gliding back and forth like an empty emotion being poured into an empty
heart.
“Kiss me.”
In the translucent light of the sun, a pair of feet like those of a tiny animal rose up on their tiptoes. The pointed
leaves rustled interminably, sending light-yellow dewdrops cascading to the ground, shattered. His back blocked
out the sunlight; a wall of darkness suddenly spread out before Mimi’s eyes, probably because the lamp at the
head of the bed was smashed. In a flash, two naked bodies formed a scarlet forest. Mimi’s mouth opened wide,
fingernails dug into his back.
“No, don’t stop … don’t stop.” Mimi wanted to push him away, but she dug her fingers deeply into flesh that
could have been his or could have been hers. Two vibrant lives formed a bright rainbow. Four eyes were tightly
shut, blood-filled lips fused together, heaven and earth were about to explode, the ark was capsizing …
“Don’t move! I hear something.” Footsteps on broken glass, hobbling back and forth beyond the door. A
swarm of ants gently raised up a berry; several little stars silently leaped onto the wet window ledge. Rain dripping from the eaves turned into fine drops, falling freely to the ground in threads. The berries were completely
smashed, oozing crimson earth. Already rotten, they hid a hope in their hearts brighter than the eyes of birds; now
that winter had passed, who could stop the multicolored seeds from sprouting green buds? The scarlet forest
began to fade, gradually becoming a gloomy violet. Mimi’s verdant heart suddenly withered and cracked;
springtime fled without a trace.
“Is she better?” Her voice was soft and supple, like a rope twisted out of rubber.
“Much better, Ma.” He was desperate to convince Her that nothing had happened a moment ago.
“Is she asleep?”
“She fell asleep long ago, Ma.” Still desperate to convince Her, he turned on the light and opened the door. An
icy hand descended on Mimi’s forehead.
“Oh! She’s feverish.” Mimi raised her eyelids, which were nearly stuck shut. She saw a knifelike old face
leaning over her, a glinting cold light like the dead grasses covering a winter pasture in whose roots were hidden
the hope of rebirth for snakes and scorpions, ants and bugs. Mimi was like a spring that had been stretched too far,
its tension completely lost. The channels in her heart slowed down, twisted; last night, so transparent, would decompose where it stuck. She tossed down a green stone. The echo from the bottom of her heart reverberated, was
still reverberating.
“I’m not sick! I’m not.” Mimi sensed that she was an emotional, kind-hearted sparrow silently keeping watch
over a nonexistent snake track in the darkness of a vast forest. Deep autumn, when the birds fly south, and Mimi
no longer had the strength to cross the single-file bridge of his heart. Profound sorrow wrapped itself around her.
All Mimi could do was cry.
“Mimi, you’re sick.”
“There are yardsticks all over the world, but not a speck of land. for me anywhere. Take my measure with your
yardstick, take your measure with mine.”
“What nonsense is that? Mimi. You really are sick.”
“She has no husband, I have no father. None of us has a father.”
“Mimi, snap out of it. I love you, Mother loves you, too … She loves—”
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“She loves acting high and mighty, the foreign superstition of not going outside on Friday the thirteenth, eating
sausage sandwiches even if they taste funny, drinking coffee without sugar destroying nerves that are already too
fragile—”
“Why do you insist on making this relationship impossible!”
“The relationship is cruel enough already. At first, I was confident in my youth and my good looks, confident
that no one could replace the love of a wife. Heh-heh, I was wrong. You’ll never have the courage to cut the umbilical cord, and, of course, that’s what she’s counting on. It’s not enough just to be your wife.”
“Goddamn that Freud and his theories!”
“No, it’s more than that. It’s castration. Most Chinese men are swallowed up by maternal love. There’s nothing
left. I want nothing. I’m leaving.”
“What nonsense is that? You’re sick. Where do you think you’re going?”
Mimi walked into the gray misty dusk empty-handed.
“You can’t leave.” He reached out but grabbed only the empty dusk air, like an infant who’s lost the nipple and
stares into a great void.
*
“Let her go and walk it off. She’s just tired.” She walked over abruptly and stood in his way, Her face suffused
with the innocence of an eighteen-year-old girl.
“Ma—she’s still got a fever. She’s talking nonsense.” Now that he’d found an excuse, he was as excited as a
drowning man reaching out to grasp a straw, someone who’d found the hope to go on living.
“Take it easy. Nothing will happen.” Her voice was thinner than paper.
“Ma.” He felt like crying, but he didn’t, though his eyes were burning.
An ancient ugly dying forest way off in the corner of the dark green sky. Decrepit forked branches, so rusted
they looked as if they’d never borne flowers or brought forth tender new buds—ancient trees forced to bear the
stigma of not having seen the color of green in thousands of years. Flocks of birds perching densely on the shaky
forked branches were exchanging curses that birds have known since antiquity. Pair after pair of bulging eyes
looked down on Mimi’s life and her lives to come.
Mimi was frightened out of her wits. She wouldn’t choose this decaying den of spies as the place to end her
life. She emerged from the forest and lay down on a desolate slope covered with years of loneliness. The grass
around her was restless; the desolate slope lifted her up until she was floating in the air. Snakes and scorpions,
bugs and ants lazily raised their heads, eyes heavy with sleep. Mimi was so tired she couldn’t keep her eyes open.
An icy softness kept brushing past her hands. There was a tautness in her belly, a weightiness, painful cramps. She
undid her underwear and held her bulging belly with both hands, letting the first flakes of snow moisten the tiny
new life. A momentary throbbing reminded her that the child would be born under the sign of the serpent. Why is
there so much movement during a period of hibernation? A smile spread across Mimi’s face as tran- quillity
settled upon her once again.
“It’s snowing hard now, and Mimi still isn’t home. I’ll find her and bring her back to talk some sense into her.”
His reproach was filled with anxiety.
“I won’t allow you to talk sense into her. Let her calm down first. Who knows, maybe she went to her mother’s
home.” Mother held his arm. Her withered, yellowing body blocked the huge cedar doors.
“Ma, let me bring her back and give her a good talking to.” He tried to wrench his arm free from Her grip, but
She held on for dear life.
“I won’t allow you to frighten her!” She shouted anxiously.
“Ma!” He pushed Her hand away and burst through the door.
“Stop right there!” She ran out after him, stumbled, nearly fell. He had no choice but to rush back and steady
Her. Her mouth was open wide; She was gasping. She couldn’t speak.
“Ma—”
“l won’t allow you to be rough with Mimi. It’s cold out there. I’ll go with you to find her.” Suddenly calm
again, She looked at him tenderly. He lowered his head to avoid Her eyes. His voice was so low he seemed to be
talking to himself. “She’s still got a fever.”
*
Mimi raised her leg—it was stiff from the cold. She didn’t have the heart to stamp a footprint onto the translucent surface, though maybe that was the way for her to experience the pleasure of destroying purity. White sky.
White snow. White night. Tender snowflakes translucent in the boundless translucence. Not a breath of wind. The
flakes seemed to be floating in their prescribed spots, a scene of chaos, nihilism. This was Mimi’s cherished hope
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— heaven and earth a single color.
As she stood in the snow, she could no longer see herself. Fossilized bones glistened so brightly they dazzled
her eyes; her terrified, trembling heart had petrified, had been transformed into a heart-shaped green agate tossed
onto the boundless snow all by itself.
Don’t open the door, people; give the world a chance to hold on to this pale, powerless purity! Hide under the
snowbound roof to cry alone over your own death. Look, the sky is responding to human misery by sending down
its symbol of filial piety—snow that covers the ground. In the snow-covered wilderness, only the emerald-green
agate awaits rebirth—maybe the tragedy of these two legs will be replayed somewhere else in the universe.
Mimi was overcome by sorrow, but she was at peace. Inadvertently, she discovered a long piece of light-purple
silk rolling back and forth across the earth’s crust with a soft tearing sound, leaving behind an eternal silence.
Mimi had no sense of her own being, not even as a tiny snowflake. As she slumped slowly to the snow-covered
ground, she saw the bright, snowy red of the ancient grove with its rusted trees. Flowers in full bloom were like
huge tongues stretching up into the vault of heaven, sucking dry all the blood vessels, turning the anemic heaven
and earth paler than ever. The delicate and beautiful ancient forest trembled in the dazzling snow, sending
skyward a cloud of red mist …
He picked Mimi up, his face as dark as the earth. He gazed in stupefaction at Mother’s silvery new teeth. A
confused look on his face, the twin expressions of laughter and crying.
74.89 Moonlight Over The Field Of Ghosts\fn{by Yang Zhengguang (1957- )} Qianxian District, Shanxi Province,
China (M) 3
Dou Bao was awakened by a full bladder. Throwing off his ripped and torn quilt, he sat bare-bottomed on the
edge of the kang, two spindly legs feeling the ground for his sandals. When he found them, he shoved his feet in
and shuffled out the door of the cave. Dou Bao never bothered to bring a chamber pot to bed at night, not even in
the winter. He just relieved himself as soon as he cleared the doorway. Since it was summer, he walked a little
farther, until he was standing in front of the levee. The moon was bare-bottomed, too. He raised his head, and in
the quiet of the night he heard his piss flow in a rivulet down the side of the levee.
He shuddered, then shook himself. As he turned around, he spotted someone sitting on the rock in front of the
cave. In the bright light of the bare-bottomed moon, he could see that it was his daughter, Dou Gua. She sat there
so silently, resting her head in her hands, that her body seemed to have grown out of the rock. Dou Bao’s face
twitched.
He shuffled past his daughter. He lit the oil lamp, then climbed back onto the kang to put on his clothes. He
reached for his pipe on the stovetop connected to the kang and settled back with his legs crossed. He knocked the
bowl of his pipe against the stove twice, and his daughter entered the room.
Dou Gua rested her backside on the edge of the kang but didn’t look at Dou Bao. Puffing away on his pipe,
Dou Bao soon finished a bowl of tobacco, and still Dou Gua hadn’t spoken. He refilled his pipe, the long stem
tilting stiffly upward, as if to say, Fine, go ahead and just sit there. Sit until dawn if you want. But …
“He’s dead,” Dou Gua announced.
Dou Bao’s face twitched a second time. The stem of his pipe seemed to go limp, almost drop off, but quickly
tilted upward agam.
“He followed me to the Field of Ghosts. I hit him with a rock. It caught him on the forehead, and he went
down. He must be dead,” she said. “He was still on the ground when I left. I killed him.”
Dou Gua thought she heard a swish. The whip that Dou Bao used to herd sheep hung behind the door, its thong
snaking quietly down the mud wall. She knew by experience that that was how it sounded when it skimmed past
her ear; she felt a muscle on her back jump. Actually, nothing moved. The oil lamp had crackled, sending off a
spark and causing the shadow of the whip on the wall to flicker.
Not a hint of expression on Dou Bao’s face.
Earlier, when Dou Gua had returned from the town of Shaping, it was already dark. She hadn’t got anything
done in town. She’d run into Teacher Chai as soon as she got there, and his brief conversation with her had left
her feeling bad. She’d sat down where the stream wound toward the irrigation ditch and watched the market goers
pass by, one after the other, until they had all disappeared, leaving only a parched brown road. Then she had
turned and come back home.
Mangmang was waiting for her in their cave. His arms swiftly closed around her, drawing her toward the kang.
When she spat in his face, Mangmang loosened his hold to wipe the spit off with the back of his hand. He looked
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at her, smiled a secret smile, and climbed onto the kang. Stripping off his clothes, he slipped naked beneath the
quilt.
She felt miserable and spat on him. Afterward, she had come here.
Everyone called this place the Field of Ghosts. No one ever came here, least of all at. night. This piece of land
had never yielded a single crop, not a single blade of grass. It was only an expanse of red soil, while everywhere
else the earth was brown. And because there was only this unvarying red soil, it was called the Field of Ghosts.
She came here often, always at night.
Tonight the Field of Ghosts was shrouded in a layer of moonlight. The red, red soil was shrouded in moonlight. She sat at the edge of the field, all by herself, without even a blade of grass around.
“Lanying!” Teacher Chai had called out to her in town as he approached from the other side.
Lanying was the name she’d used in school.
“Lanying, so you’ve come, too,” he said.
“Teacher Chai,” she greeted him.
“How have you been, Lanying?”
She remembered that she’d produced a smile.
“Quanmao’s come back,” continued Teacher Chai. “You remember him, don’t you? Last year, he passed the
exam and got accepted to high school, and now he’s back for summer vacation. Why don’t you go see him? He
came by to see me and asked about you. You two were the top students in my class. Quanmao is the first one from
this town.”
She remembered that she’d produced a smile.
*
The smile she had to produce for Teacher Chai made her feel so miserable that she just turned around and
headed back. She sat down where the stream wound toward the irrigation ditch and watched the market goers
disappear, one after the other, until only a parched brown road remained. It was such a very long road.
She began walking, too. She walked and walked and became the girl of the pancake stall. She walked and
walked and became Mangmang’s woman.
Since it was Sunday and there was no school, she was tending the pancake stall in front of the house. A crew
from Qiao Family Gully on their way to mend the terraced paddies walked by, their heads swiveling around to
look in her direction.
“That’s some tender young cabbage,” one of them remarked.
“Belongs to Dou Bao,” said another.
“If anyone on the way asks who we are, you just say we’re man and wife.”
Someone started a bawdy song.
She was a little frightened. She wanted to go to the latrine, but she didn’t dare get up until all the men were
gone. The latrine was located west of the levee, screened by cornstalks. She had just crouched down when she
heard someone laughing above her.
It was Mangmang. He was laughing. Then he laughed some more, his head tilted to one side so he could see
her thighs.
To think that there could be such a shameless man on this earth! She wept. She locked herself in the cave and
wept until Dou Bao came back from herding sheep.
Dou Bao already knew. His face livid with anger, he called for her to come out. She heard the swish of the
whip as it skimmed past her ear and felt a sharp pain on her back as if she had been slashed with a knife.
That evening, Dou Bao went to Qiao Family Gully to look up Mangmang’s father.
“Your Mangmang has laid eyes on my daughter’s body. Fork over a few coppers, and take her into your house.
It’s a fucking bargain for the lot of you!”
She was sixteen then and never set foot in school again.
*
Mangmang was a bull. When he wasn’t working, he was sleeping. His hands were rough as winnowing fans,
his toes like the fangs of a tiger. As soon as he walked in the door, he threw his arms around Dou Gua.
The tender young cabbage was plucked three times that night.
“Mangmang, please go easy on me,” she begged.
He just looked at her and laughed.
“Mangmang, can’t you do something else?”
“Like what?” he replied. “This is what everyone does.”
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As soon as dusk fell, the village became silent as a graveyard. Not a sound to be heard, not a soul to be seen.
All the men had their arms around their women. After all, what else was there to do at night? It was only at this
time that the men, exhausted by a day of hard labor, could shift their weariness onto the bosoms of their women,
then stretch out beside them, and fall into a deathlike sleep that even a jab with an awl couldn’t disturb.
While Mangmang slept in oblivion, Dou Gua wept softly. He couldn’t hear her sobs. He needed a good night’s
sleep; he had to go up the mountain in the morning.
Before Mangmang left for the mountain, he made himself a packet of Dou Gua’s pancakes. Then, for rolling
tobacco, he tore off sheets of paper from the head of the kang, pages from Dou Gua’s schoolbooks.
And so the tender young cabbage was plucked by Mangmang. Three years had passed, and still no offspring.
“Dou Gua, don’t you want to spend your life with me?” asked Mangmang as he straddled her.
Not understanding what he was trying to say, Dou Gua could only stare into his face.
“You won’t give me a son,” said Mangmang.
“You want to run off with some other man, don’t you?” Mangmang accused her. Mangmang became a real bull
because he thought the problem could be solved by exerting more force. The tears on Dou Gua’s face flowed in
rivulets.
*
“Pa, I can’t live with Mangmang. I can’t stand it. I can’t stand it anymore.”
Dou Gua was on her knees in front of Dou Bao.
A crowd gathered on the levee, above the cave, looking at Dou Bao. Nobody knew what he would do.
His face livid with anger, Dou Bao strode into the cave, then emerged with his shepherd’s whip. The onlookers
watched as he raised it high.
Swish!
] Dou Gua heard a noise close by her ear. As the tip of the whip trailed across het: back, she felt it cut into her
flesh. Too weak to pick herself up, she rested her face against the ground, trembling all over.
Dou Bao didn’t utter a word and went back inside.
“Serves her right! We should all do like Dou Bao. Women! Pah!” someone commented.
“I hear she even keeps books on the kang!”
“What does she have against Mangmang?”
“I’ll bet you she’s got someone else on her mind.”
One by one, the crowd dispersed. From their remarks, Dou Gua could tell that the single lash of the whip had
cost her father his reputation.
When there was no one left, Dou Gua pushed herself to her feet and returned to Qiao Family Gully. She
stripped naked and stretched out on the kang.
“Come on, Mangmang,” she said. “You can do whatever you like.
“Mangmang, you’ve ruined my life,” she wept.
She hadn’t visited her father Dou Bao since that time.
*
But she became a frequent visitor to the Field of Ghosts.
An expanse of red soil, nothing else-not even a blade of grass … yet shew loved to go there.
At this moment, the Field of Ghosts was shrouded in a layer of moonlight that drifted here and there like mist.
The lenses of Teacher Chai’s glasses, too, seemed to have been covered with a layer of drifting mist.
Then there was the road; it, too, drifted about. She walked and walked and became the girl of the pancake stall,
became Mangmang’s woman.
She heard somebody walking toward the Field of Ghosts. She knew it had to be Mangmang. Worried that she
was meeting another man, he had come looking for her.
Mangmang, you’ve ruined my life, she thought to herself. With that, she picked up a rock that lay close by and
struck him on the forehead. Mangmang sank to the ground without a murmur. The sound made by the rock was
not very loud, but it traveled far, startling the moonlight on the Field of Ghosts into flight, wings fluttering, like a
swarm of white butterflies. She glanced at Mangmang. His eyes were opened wide as if to ask her what had
happened. And that was the only thing that Dou Gua did.
Now Dou Gua was in her father’s cave, her backside resting on the edge of the kang; she was confessing to
him. There was no movement inside the cave. Dou Bao’s shepherd’s whip hung behind the door, its thong snaking
quietly down the wall. Even the shadow of the whip remained quiet and still.
The bare-bottomed moon shone bright and clear. Dou Gua remembered the moonlight on the Field of Ghosts,
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wings fluttering like a swarm of white butterflies. She had gone there so many times, but only tonight was the
moonlight like white butterflies. And that she would never forget.
74.92 Willow Waist\fn{by Chi Li (1957- )} Hubei Province, China (F) 2
The late-spring plum rains fell softly, sadly, lightly, silently. Dusk encroached everywhere; the sky was dark,
the earth dizzy, everthing near and far was completely dreary.
A small dreary street in a big dreary city.
A small eel-like sedan drifted up slowly.
Faint streetlamps were so far apart that the shadows of the few pedestrians out on the street were stretched taut.
They swayed unsteadily. The superstitious driver slithered in and out like a snake, afraid of running over someone’s shadow.
“What’s the problem, Tian?” asked the old man in the back seat.
A bit put out, the driver replied, “What do you mean, ‘What’s the problem,’ Mr. Guo? Are we there yet, sir?”
“You can park just up ahead.”
“Hmm,” said the driver, as if relieved of a heavy burden. The old man said:
“You know I won’t need a car anymore after this, don’t you?”
Tbe driver was rattled, “Mr. Guo, how can you say that? I can’t stand it! I’m not one of those petty, opportunistic people who burn their bridges behind them! All these years you—”
“Stop the car,” said the old man.
Not waiting for the driver to open the door, the old man stepped out, slammed the door shut behind him, and
walked off.
The old man turned into a small alley. The old man purposefully wound his way down the labyrinthine alley.
The old man stopped in front of a building with dappled walls. He sized up the building, which looked like an
ancient Buddhist temple, reached out to touch the green moss between the bricks, and then rang the bell above the
two huge China-fir doors.
The creaky door opened a crack. The entryway was dimly lit. The old fellow who opened the door recognized
the guest in the dim light, stepped aside, then closed the squeaky door after the guest. Steam began hissing from
two kettles at the same time. Both kettles lay atop charcoal stoves alongside two doors. Old men standing in the
doorways stopped what they were doing and stared through rheumy eyes at the visitor climbing the stairs.
The stairway seemed darker and narrower than before. The banister was cold and smooth, like a frozen snake.
The old man was forced to lean his paunchy body forward as he negotiated one step at a time. The steps creaked
and groaned beneath the heavy weight. The sound of the old man’s footsteps echoed through the foyer like the
sound of a bell in a deserted valley. A shrill voice shattered the quiet from downstairs:
“Who’s that? Stop that devilish clomping, or you’ll bring the house down! What did those poor stairs ever do
to you?”
Ignoring the woman, the old man kept climbing, one step after another.
Suddenly, the stairway was illuminated. The old man raised his head and saw her. She stood at the top of the
staircase, thoughtfully shining a flashlight on the steps beneath the old man’s feet. He reached the top of the stairs.
She looked up at him and remarked tenderly:
“You’ve come.”
The old man said, “Yes, I have.” The old man felt relaxed, like a bird returning to its nest, as if he came here
every day.
She followed him into the room, leaving the door unlatched. The winter warming stove hadn’t yet been put
away; on it sat a steaming earthenware kettle. The dark-blue flames danced playfully at the base of the kettle. The
small room was warmer than early summer. The faint smell of sandalwood incense hung in the air. A small light
above the stove formed a halo of light around the stove. The rest of the room was dark and shadowy.
In the dark shadows, she took off the once costly woolen coat that she wore when she went out, revealing a
black, narrow-sleeved thin cotton jacket. Oh, her waist was still hourglass thin. Even at her age.
The old man gazed at her.
She took the old man’s hat and shook the fine droplets of rain off the woolen surface, saying, “Oh, these spring
rains.” Then with a dry towel, she gently dried off the old man’s clothes, from his collar to his pant legs. She
moved two faded old-fashioned armchairs up to the stove.
“Sit down,” she said, “I’ll make some tea.”
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The old man sat down. Amid the delicate fragrance of the warm, dry heat, the old man felt completely relaxed;
his joints cracked as they loosened up.
She carried over a serving tray and removed the tea towel covering it. On the tray were an Yixing ceramic
teapot, two ceramic teacups, and a ceramic jar. After warming the teapot with hot water, she scooped a few
spoonfuls of tea leaves out of the ceramic jar with an ivory teaspoon and put them into the teapot. She then
refilled the teapot with hot water and put the lid on tightly. After a moment, she lifted up the water bottle and
poured hot water over the outside of the teapot. The reddish-purple color of the ceramic tea ware and the pair of
small, pale, bony hands looked like a flower of unmatched beauty slowly blossoming. She prepared the tea with
composure, her hands and eyes in perfect accord, completely absorbed in the task.
The aroma of the tea seeped out.
After pouring a cup of tea for the old man, she took out a plate of his favorite treats, long famous in the small
alleys of the big city: crab cakes. A habit of many years it was for the old man to enjoy this treat only if he hadn’t
already eaten. She poured herself half a cup of tea and sat down across from the old man, separated from him by
the stove.
How did she know that the old man hadn’t eaten?
Did she know why the old man had walked away from the dinner table?
Did she know that the old man had already retired?
Did she know that the old man had decided to move out of the small red building?
Did she know that because of all this, the old man’s children had attacked him?
Did she know that his wife was prepared to fight to the death to retain the small red building?
Did she know of the looks of resentment in the eyes of the two domestics who served him his meals?
Did she know that the quiet, soft-spoken driver of many years had begun saying things to distance himself?
And even more awful things—did she know of them? That would be …
“I was afraid you might not have had dinner. Take the edge off your hunger with these snacks,” she said. She
looked at the old man, smiled, and took a sip of tea. She knew it all.
The old man felt transparent: he was a mass of agitation and anger. Was if necessary to tell every little detail?
Her knees were together, her feet side by side. Narrow shoulders, a slender waist, delicate fingers, a warm
expression of quiet humility—as she sat with an air of quaint antiquity, her warm, peaceful humility flowed
endlessly toward the old man.
The old man’s frustration and anger gradually subsided. Separated only by the stove, they gazed at each other
in silence, using their beating hearts to read the history of each new wrinkle on each other’s face.
The old man's face was crisscrossed with ravines.
The skin on her face had folds in length and breadth.
An abstruse heavenly tome that only the two of them could understand.
Suddenly, it dawned upon the old man that her hair had turned white. Puzzled, he wondered when it was that
the last strand of black hair had disappeared.
Silently, she shook her head, releasing waves of silvery light. Why should he be puzzled? The first strand of
hair turns white, and so does the last one. What’s so special about one’s hair turning white? It would be strange if
hair that had grown for so many years did not turn white; a person isn’t truly old until the hair turns white. Her
white hair was like snow, her face was like snow, kindly and yet noble. The dimple on her left cheek appeared as a
hollow spot on the surface of that snow created by a hot teardrop. Therein lay the essence of old-fashioned
feminine beauty. So why be sad over white hair?
The old man understood.
The tea mellowed on the second brewing. They sat facing each other without a word or a sound.
Oh, her waist was still hourglass thin. Even at her age. Yes, she’s old now. Time flies like an arrow; everyone
grows old. What’s so special about growing old? How boring life would be without change.
What is there to be sorry about? What else do you have? In the end, what does anyone have? Doesn’t everyone
come into the world naked and leave the same way? How pleasant that the stove is so warm tonight, the tea
steeped so well, and that you and I can still drink a cup together.
She took a sip of tea.
The old man took a sip of tea.
The gloomy look on the old man’s face vanished, replaced by a spreading glow. He was at peace, refreshed.
They sat, and they sat, and they sat, a hint of happiness and joy occasionally flickering across their stony faces.
The dark-blue flames were no longer dancing. The coals in the stove were completely red, burning silently.
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The rolling steam atop the kettle turned to white smoke and curled upward.
Was that a cat or a person outside? Tiptoeing back and forth, then stopping just outside the door for a long time
before walking on.
The tea weakened considerably on the third brewing. The old man stood up and paced the floor. Each piece of
furniture was where it had always been; only the colors had darkened—spotlessly clean, but already the color of
death. The sandalwood incense had burned out; the ashes had fallen to the floor. The smell of mildew emerged
from the four corners of the room. It was the old, rotten sort of mildew that the sun could not burn off or shine
through.
The old man was reminded of something. He asked, “Did this flare up again?” He pointed to his heart.
Without turning her head to look, she answered clearly, ]”Twice, both times in the winter, and both times I was
hospitalized.”
The old man said, “I had two attacks, too, also in the winter, and I was hospitalized. We’re the same.” The old
man laughed like a child.
She smiled.
“Well, I should be going,” said the old man.
She rose slowly and picked up his hat. The old man leaned forward and lowered his head; she stood on tiptoes
to place the hat properly on the old man’s head.
Oh, her waist was still hourglass thin.
The old man put his hands on the slender waist.
“I’m no longer an official. I can finally relax.”
“You should be going,” she said.
The old man’s grasp loosened. He was secretly ashamed. Had she not stopped him so quickly he might have
broken his word.
In the dark shadows, she put on her once costly woolen coat and tied a scarf over her head. Looking like a
baby in swaddling clothes, she raised her wrinkled forehead and said, “Come again if you have time.”
The old man turned back and looked at the stove, at the old-fashioned armchairs, and at the two nearly empty
teacups. Then he looked into her calm, quiet, humble eyes and said:
“All right.”
She escorted the old man to the front door, curling up inside the doorway.
The old man stopped, turned, and waved her back inside. She stayed for a moment, then retreated; the shiny
black door creaked. In the instant before the two doors met, the old man thought he saw a single teardrop ooze
through the crack.
The old man hurried back to where he had been and touched the spot where the tear had emerged; it was wet.
He touched his finger to the tip of his tongue and tasted it. Salty and sweet at the same time. When he touched it
again, the whole door was wet. The plum rains were still falling, softly and sadly.
The fog turned the alley vast and hazy; the fog turned the street vast and hazy; the fog turned the boulevard
vast and hazy. The outlines of tall buildings were blurred; dark shadows were everywhere; lights in homes were
dim as starlight. The sky and the earth fused at the horizon, misty and blurred, a ball of chaos. Even if you were a
good son, how could you clear away the clouds and fog and stop the wind and rain to seek a sky you yourself
loved? No, let nature take its course; nature is fair, so why must we seek things by force?
Take a step back; the sea and sky are boundless. The old man said to the driver in an unusually calm tone:
“I’ve made you wait too long.”
75.131 The Memorial Arch\fn{by Chen Jie (1957- )} Shanghai, China (F) 7
The small village was nestled at the foot of high mountains. Neither the mountain tops nor the white memorial
arch could be seen from the window. She could only see the jumble of squat, tumble-down houses with golden
ears of maize hung ftom their eaves and stacks of dirty firewood formed into small mountains in their yards.
Beyond the village lay a forest of pine trees.
The man laid aside the page he had just finished writing and lit a cigarette. He casually exhaled the smoke and
smiled.
“You look lovely leaning against the window like that,” he commented .
The young woman turned to face him.
“What you actually mean is that in this place we are able to have our little love, right?”
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“You’re talking nonsense again. Every time you smile like that I know you’re going to say something silly.”
“And you’re saying what, that I’m not so lovely when I’m being silly?”
The man stared at the thin sheets of finished manuscript piled neatly on the table.
“It’s stuffy in here,” he said. “Let’s go out and get some fresh air. We’ve been here five days and I still haven’t
seen much of anything. Besides, you chose this place, Shi Qian, certainly it can’t be all that bad.”
“I didn’t choose it,” the young woman said. “We just picked a train at random and rode to the end of the line,
hopped on a bus and got off at the last stop, and then wandered down this little lane until we came to a dead end.
And here we are.”
“True enough,” the man replied. “But it’s not a bad place, it’s got mountains and rivers. I like it here.”
“Sure you like it. This place is so quiet and remote you can walk for hundreds of miles without worrying about
running into someone you know.”
The man stubbed out his cigarette and gazed at her affectionately.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Oh, I think you do,” she replied, affecting an innocent smile.
“Hey, if you don’t want to go out we won’t, it’s up to you.”
“Of course I want to go out. Didn’t we come all this way from Shanghai so we could forget about everything
else and enjoy ourselves?”
“If that's what you really think then I can relax.”
“By all means, set your mind at ease.” The young woman reached up and loosened the braids of her long hair.
“I can convince myself to believe it.”
They walked out the door. In the courtyard a kindly old man straightened up and smiled at them. Beyond the
outer gate a shadowy figure in loose, black clothing floated past.
“Are you going out?” asked the old man in a thick local accent.
“We’re just going out for a stroll, Uncle Fugen,” the man answered, casually glancing outside the courtyard.
“The weather’s really muggy, it’ll probably rain,” the old man said.
“It doesn’t matter, we’ll be back soon,” came the reply as he and the young woman walked out the courtyard
gate.
With everyone working, the village was deserted. From behind the mud and stone courtyard walls they could
hear the shrill sounds of chickens squabbling amid the flapping of wings. Several lean, filthy pigs rooted among
the stones as they wandered lazily along the dung-littered street. At the outskirts of the village a clutch of grubby,
unwashed children lying atop a stack of firewood, their chins resting on their arms, stared down at them in
silence.
A figure dressed in a baggy, home-spun tunic and trousers walked toward them. The body beneath the loosefitting garments was so frail and thin it appeared to be floating, carried along by the black clothes that were
fluttering in the breeze. The person’s short black hair had been chopped off unevenly. A wooden face that
expressed no emotion revealed no hint of the person’s age, or even gender. Wraith-like eyes glanced at them
apathetically, then meeting the man’s gaze the person shrank back in panic, flung his arms up defensively, turned,
and bolted in the opposite direction.
“It’s a madman,” he said..
“It’s a madwoman,” she corrected him.
“Did it seem to you that she was afraid of me?”
“She’s always like that with strangers.”
“It’s curious, though, that she didn’t seem to be afraid of you.”
“That’s because I’m not a stranger to her.”
“Why not?”
“Because I’ve spent time with her everyday since we arrived.”
“Every day! With that lunatic?”
“Uh-huh. You see, no one in the village likes to go there. Since the two of us like to go there, we’ve been going
together every day.”
“There? … where’s there?”
Looking at him the young woman answered:
“The memorial arch.”
“Memorial arch?”
“That’s right.”
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“Ahh! I didn’t imagine there’d be any major historical artifacts in a place like this,” the man exclaimed with
delight. “I’ve got to see it! Let’s go right now!”
“Perfect … you’re going to see it very soon.”
As the couple talked they made their way through the pine forest. The ground was layered with a thick
covering of dark brown pine needles, filling the forest with the fresh scent of dampness and decay. When they
emerged from the trees the darkness was broken by rays of light. Beneath the gray sky stretched a wild meadow
littered with stones and scattered clumps of stunted brush. The white memorial arch stood towering in the distance, eclipsing even the steep mountains that lay behind it.
The young woman stopped and gazed silently at the arch.
“Incredible,” the man said. “I’ve never seen an arch as tall as that one before.”
“It’s the tallest structure within hundreds of miles.”
“Fantastic! Do you know when it was built?”
“During the reign of Wanti of the Ming Dynasty.”\fn{The last native Chinese Dynasty (1368-1644).}
“Such a big arch must have been built to commemorate some great scholarly achievement.”
“Actually, it was constructed in honor of a bride whose husband died before they could marry.”
“And she remained single for the rest of her life?”
“No. She was married to the man’s memorial tablet. Later, she and a young man in the village fell in love. As
their feelings grew stronger she realized she could no longer control her passion so she hung herself in front of her
husband’s memorial tablet.”
The man turned his gaze from the arch and looked intently at the young woman. Suddenly he laughed then
nimbly jumped up and snapped a branch off a tree.
“A very touching and very imaginative story,” he said. “How on earth did you manage to come up with it?”
The young woman shot him a wan smile.
“I didn’t manage to come up with anything, it’s a true story. I read it on the arch.”
“But the inscription must have been worn away long ago.”
“If you come day after day and decipher it word by word eventually you can read even the most indistinct
characters.”
“My, haven’t you been an industrious little student deciphering this story these past five days?”
“Yes, five days, and I’ll probably continue my studies. I find this an extremely interesting story.”
For a moment the man stood silently thinking then said, “How cruel.”
“Excellent! ‘Cruel’ is the perfect word.” The young woman nodded her head with mawkish solemnity. “Very
sentimental. I never thought of you as being capable of such human feelings. Can you spare a bit for me?”
“God! You can really stir up trouble when you want to start an argument.”
“I don’t want to argue,” she said, still smiling. “I just want to talk about human feelings. The day we arrived
here in the village and were looking for somewhere to stay you introduced me to Uncle Fugen as your wife. That
was an artful example of human feelings. Wife … it’s such a lovely word, wouldn’t you agree?”
She turned her head and gazed at him with a disarmingly sweet smile.
He scattered the pine needles that he was holding in the palm of his hand, looked up into the sky, and watched
the dark clouds that were gradually moving toward them.
“That old man was right,” he said. “It’s really going to rain. You see, the sky’s already getting dark.”
“Then people’s hearts will also become dark,” the young woman said. “In the end, everything will always be
black.”
“That’s really childish. What do storm clouds have to do with people’s hearts?”
“All sorts of things. For example, you don’t want to go to the arch anymore.”
“Of course I do, but not now. You know that it’s going to rain. We should be getting back.”
“Right. Actually, you always say the right thing. It’s just when you take each correct statement and add them
all together they equal one big mistake. But with me it’s exactly the opposite. It’s really rather sad, wouldn’t you
say?”
“Let’s talk about this when we get back, okay?”
“But I don’t feel like going back right now. I want to sit down for a while.”
“That’s fine with me. If you want to sit down, then we’ll sit down, but it’s going to start raining.”
The man sat down cross-legged and the young woman sat near him.
“If you’re tired you can lean against me,” the man said.
The young woman did not move, and her eyes narrowed as if she were thinking about something far away.
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Leaning against a tree, the man gazed out at the mountains that rose and fell in the distance .
“I am really tired,” she said. “I’d love to find something to lean against, but I don’t think I can lean against
you, not like this.”
“Don’t say anymore.”
He reached out and put an arm around her shoulders.
“Don’t say anything else. The only thing you have to know is that you’re the only woman I love.”
The corners of the young woman’s mouth turned up in a faint smile, but she said nothing. The sky remained
dark and gloomy. It seemed that there were suddenly more birds about, darting back and forth just above the tops
of the low-lying bushes. All around them the air was very still, accentuating the noisy chattering of the birds.
Suddenly, from within a bush, a gray mountain tit began fluttering its wings, then flew almost straight up into the
sky and soon disappeared without a trace.
“You mentioned that you want to climb up the mountain,” the man said. “As soon as the weather improves
we’ll do it.”
“In the village they say that no one’s ever climbed up all the way. Up around the top there’s no trail.”
“So much the better,” the man replied. “The climb will be wilder, more exciting, and you don’t have to be
afraid because you’ll be with me.”
“I’m not afraid. Climbing to the top of the mountain is the only thing I’ve been wanting to do these last five
days. I’m not afraid.”
The man looked at her with an odd expression. “Then why are you clenching your teeth?”
“Am I? Okay, granted that I am clenching my teeth; it’s because of the arch. It’s so tall, so arrogant. It’s as
though it demands that everyone grovel at its feet.”
“That’s nonsense,” he laughed. “There’s absolutely no need to waste your energy climbing to the top of the
mountain just to prove your contempt for the arch. It goes without saying that it’s a feudal relic, something buried,
something that was always beneath your feet.”
“I know that,” the young woman replied. “What makes me angry is the way it stands there. It should be
smashed to bits and the pieces used to make a statue of the poor widow and her lover, a beautiful statue, just like
Cupid and Psyche.”
“That’s not a bad idea.”
“Exactly that kind of shape,” she said, becoming excited as she spoke. “Something vital and alive. Perfect! Do
you think the widow would like it?”
“It’s,” then he paused. At that moment the madwoman emerged from the pine forest, her loose black clothing
fluttering among the bushes.
“Do you think that widow died for her husband?” the young woman asked him.
“No.”
“So, she doesn’t need this memorial arch, right?”
The madwoman disappeared behind an outcropping of rock.
“She doesn’t need it . She never needed it,” he answered, sighing, “but the memorial arch needs her.”
The young woman raised her head and stared at the arch in silence, intermittently catching sight of the madwoman’s black clothes appearing and disappearing among the dull, gray bushes.
“She’s going to the arch again,” the young woman said.
“How do you know?”
“She goes every day. It’s her habit to go there and kneel.”
“Kneel at the memorial arch?”
Before answering, the young woman stared in silence at the silhouette of the madwoman’s back until it
disappeared completely.
“That’s right, to kneel at the memorial arch. One day she met her lover for a secret rendezvous and was caught
by her husband’s family. They stripped the young lovers naked, bound them with rope, then made them kneel for
a whole day and night at the foot of the arch. When the villagers returned and prodded her to get up they
discovered that she’d already gone mad.” A sudden silence descended upon them.
“Women’s nerves are always so fragile.” With a brittle laugh the man reached into his pocket, pulled out his
cigarettes, and lit one up.
“After that it became her habit to kneel there.” In a somber voice she added, “perhaps she’ll kneel there for the
rest of her life.”
“Have you noticed,” the man said, “the wind’s already picking up. It’s been so muggy for days. Finally there’s
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a bit of a breeze. Winds here in the mountains can be quite chilly.”
“It should be clear to you now why she’s so frightened of strangers.”
“Clear what?” the man asked.
“She doesn’t speak or show any emotion. Except for fear there’s no expression in her face, it’s like a block of
wood.”
The man stubbed out his cigarette and said: “Can you forget about that lunatic for a little while? We should be
getting back, it’s already beginning to rain.”
The young woman smirked.
“You should have said something sooner. If you’d told me you weren’t interested in that madwoman I
wouldn’t have wasted your time with all this.”
“I didn’t say I wasn’t interested in her. I only said we should be getting back.”
“Well then,” the young woman paused. “Can we stay out in the rain for a little while? You know, this rain’s the
only change there’s been in the village for the entire time we’ve been here. I’ve been suffocating. I’d like to stay
outside and breathe some fresh air.”
“If you stay out in the rain you’ll catch cold.”
“Must we go back?”
“Yes.”
“And if I want to stay here alone?”
“Then I’ll just have to drag you back like I were a recalcitrant child.”
The young woman stood up and stared at the man in silence. Just then a downpour broke from the sky, the
sudden deluge splattering drops of rain all around them. With surprised delight the young woman exclaimed:
“It’s raining! It’s really raining!”
Kicking up her legs she skipped off toward the forest. Suddenly, as if the sound of the pelting rain had been
torn apart, a thin, keening wail rang out.
The young woman stopped dead in her tracks.
“Are you okay?” the man asked, running over to her. She raised a finger to her lips. Once again the chilling
sound wailed out. At first it was like the desperate howling of a wolf, then faded off into a long guttural moan.
The young woman shuddered.
“We can’t let her stay out there. We’ve got to get her back to the village.”
“What are you talking about?”
“That woman. There must be something wrong. She never cried out like that.”
“You’re imagining things again. And even if.it is her it’s got nothing to do with you. Listen to me, if you don’t
go back you’ll get sick.”
Ignoring him the young woman turned and walked away.
The man stood there without moving. In the heavy downpour the forest appeared dark and menacing, the pale
green vines dangling from branches trembled beneath the impact of the rain. With a steady pace the young woman
walked determinedly ahead. Her pale yellow skirt flashed brightly through the trees then disappeared. The man
wiped the rain from his face then chased off after her. The sound of the madwoman's cry was heard once again.
“Quick—run! They’re coming!”
Involuntarily the man and woman looked at one another, then ran off in the direction from which the sound had
come.
Out in the open field the rain was coming down much heavier than in the forest. With nothing to break its fall
it cascaded down, flattening the scattered clumps of grass. Just as they neared the madwoman they stopped short
in utter amazement.
What they saw before them was not a wooden, dull-witted lunatic, but a vibrant young woman with rosy
cheeks and bright, intelligent eyes. Although her hair, face and clothes were splattered with mud and rain, not only
did she appear quite sane, but seemed filled with a radiant vitality.
The madwoman stared at them, the light in her eyes so bright it almost scorched them. Tentatively she began to
step backward, preparing at any moment to make her escape.
“Don’t run away,” the man said gently. “There’s no one chasing you, no one at all. Can’t you see that you are
just chasing yourself?”
The madwoman continued to step backward. Her shoulders began to shudder, then she buried her face in her
hands and sobbed plaintively. Weeping, but without offering any real resistance, she allowed them to drag her
away. By the time they reached the village, night had fallen. Oil lamps, like red beans, flickered dimly in every
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window. The young woman, soaked to the bone, wrapped her arms around herself for protection. The man, head
hunkered down into his collar, dragged the madwoman back to their lodgings.
“Could you please take her home?” the man asked Uncle Fugen.
Paying no attention to the lunatic, the old man circled around the young woman, muttering continuously:
“What’s happened? What’s happened?” Then he called out to his wife:
“Light a fire, get up and light a fire! The youngsters are frozen, they’re frozen to death!”
“Could you please take her home,” the man repeated.
“Oh, don’t worry about it!” Uncle Fugen said. “Her lover fled up into the mountains on a rainy day. The path
was narrow and slick with mud. He fell to his death. Since then, whenever it rains she goes crazy and runs madly
about through the mountains and fields.”
“Please take her home,” the man asked once again.
The madwoman, staring out at the rain, moved away from them one step at a time, then suddelily bolted out
the door.
“That bitch!” muttered Fugen as he closed the door. He turned and reproached the couple affectionately.
“Well, what are you doing just standing there? Hurry up and get out of those wet clothes. When you’ve
changed come back and get some soup to warm you up.”
They stood there in silence without moving. In the distance they could hear the faint screams of the madwoman. They listened to this wailing while they changed, while they ate dinner, and while they got ready for bed.
Neither of them said a word. The man blew out the lamp and the room filled with darkness.
Shortly thereafter the young woman sighed.
“I think there’s no need to build a statue down by the memorial arch. It doesn’t matter if it’s Cupid and Psyche
or not, it just doesn’t matter. There already was a nude statue in front of the arch, on that rainy night long ago. But
after that the God of Love died and Psyche went insane.”
Rolling his back to the young woman the man said, “Let’s get some sleep.”
“I don’t hear her cries anymore. She’s probably gone home. Did you notice, in the field when she was wailing,
she seemed to have returned to the past, to have become that young girl again. I’ll never be able to forget that look
in her eyes, it seemed—” Gently the man interrupted her.
“I said, let’s get some sleep.”
“The strange thing is, normally when she’s not in a frenzy she looks quite mad, but today when she went crazy
she didn’t look mad at all, not even a little bit.”
The man turned to face her and, drawing out each word, said”
“We should get some sleep.”
“All right—since you want to sleep so badly,” the young woman answered as she rolled over.
Without saying another word they lay on the bed facing in opposite directions. They had been in the village for
five days and this was the first time they had fallen asleep back to back.
Early the next morning when the man awoke he discovered that the young woman was not beside him.
“Shi Qian!” he ran out into the courtyard calling. His voice drifted through the fresh, dew-laden morning air.
The rain had stopped but the sky was still gray and cloudy. The pine forest and distant mountains were enveloped
in a layer of fine mist.
The man ran in the direction of the memorial arch, his heavy footfults shaking beads of water from the wet
pines. The dense vegetation on the forest floor had been washed clean by the rain, and, with each step, moisture
oozed up from beneath the thick layer of pine needles. As he emerged from the forest he saw two figures, one
dressed in light blue clothes, the other in black, busily doing something at the foot of the white arch. The man
stopped. A moment later the young woman saw him and ran light-heartedly in his direction.
“Good morning,” she said, obviously in a good mood.
“What were you doing just now?” the man asked.
“Picking flowers.” Holding up a bunch of wild flowers she said, “Look at these beautiful little yellow ones. I
want to take them back and put them in a bottle.”
“You really picked quite a bunch.” Without taking his eyes off the young woman’s face he asked, “What’s she
doing?”
“She’s weaving a straw cushion.”
“A straw cushion?”
“Yes. When she kneels down she needs a straw cushion under her knees. She makes a new one every day.”
Tilting his head the man looked up at the sky.
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“It looks like it's going to rain again, but. the air’s very fresh. You’d never find air as fresh as this in Shanghai.”
“And you’d never find a memorial arch like this one either.” Looking at him playfully she asked: “Shall we go
and look at it? I can read the inscription for you.”
“I really don’t have any interest in it.”
The young woman turned to look at him.
“Are you sure you’re not interested? That seems a bit strange. Why are you so afraid of it?”
“Shi Qian,” he blurted out. “You’re becoming more and more outrageous.”
“Do you really mean that?” The young woman looked puzzled for a moment, then began to smile again. “Is
that really what you think?”
The man paused for a moment feeling ill at ease, then said:
“I'm sorry, Qian.”
No longer smiling, the young woman lowered her eyes and fiddled with the flowers in her hand.
“We agreed we’d never say , ‘I’m sorry’ or ‘thank you.’”
“You’re right,” he answered. “It’s just that I suddenly felt a bit irritated.”
“I know. Who wouldn’t suddenly get irritated, right?”
As the young woman spoke she raised her head and stared off toward the distant mountains but the arch,
catching her eye, seemed to dominate her vision.
“She’s kowtowing again,” the young woman muttered. “She's spent her entire life knocking her head against
the ground. How many times must she do it before she’s redeemed herself! … two … three—”
“Don’t bother counting.” The man spoke in a weary voice that the young woman seemed not to hear.
Without moving she stared off at the distant mountains, unaware that the little yellow flowers had fallen from
her hand and lay scattered on the ground.
For a long time neither of them said a word.
The young woman picked up the wild flowers one by one, then the two of them headed back to their room in
silence. After walking a short way the young woman softly called out:
“Yifan.”
The man turned and looked at her.
The young woman lowered her head and said slowly:
“I’m very glad that I came here with you; we’ve had a really happy time. I’ll never forget these days we’ve
spent together.”
Not responding, the Yifan began to fumble around in his pocket for a cigarette.
“You already know what I’m going to say,” the young woman sighed. “You always know what 1 am going to
say before 1 say it.”
Still not speaking the man just puffed on his cigarette.
“And this time you’re right again. 1 want to go back, back to Shanghai, back home,” she said. “I know, you’re
going to say that we planned to spend a month together, and yet we haven’t even been here a week. But people
often change their plans. A thought suddenly pops into their heads and everything falls apart. That’s just what’s
happened with me.”
The man said nothing.
“There’s an afternoon train,” the young woman said. “We still have time to catch it.”
“So,” the man said, drawing on his cigarette then slowly blowing out the smoke. “You’ve decided to go back?”
“Yes.”
Lapsing into silence their footsteps suddenly seemed very loud.
“Yifan,” the young woman said.
The man turned his head and looked at her.
“I love you.”
Still he said nothing.
“No matter what, I’ll always love you,” she said.
The man stopped, reached out, and took her into his arms. After a moment he said:
“You’re burning up. You’ve got a fever.”
“I know.”
“We’ll wait until you’re better before we go back, all right?”
The young woman shook her head.
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“Okay,” the man said dispiritedly. “We’ll go back now.”
They packed their luggage and that afternoon began their homeward journey. A bunch of yellow flowers,
bright and fresh amid the gray day, stuck out of the young woman’s bag.
It began to rain again, a fine drizzle that blew about in the wind. Uncle Fugen escorted them to the outskirts of
the village.
“When you have your baby be sure to bring him back here with you,” the old man urged repeatedly.
“That question’s too far away,” the man answered listlessly.
“Oh, not far away, not far away at all!” the old man said. “All you have to do is ask where the memorial arch is
and anyone can tell you the way. There’s not a person within hundreds of miles who doesn’t know about the
memorial arch. All you have to do is just ask and you’re sure to find it.”
“And if it falls down?” the man asked.
“Never!” said the old man, his voice bright and filled with enthusiasm. “It’s been here several hundred years
and it’s still solid as a rock! The things our ancestors left behind don’t fall down as easily as words. Ha, never! It
will never fall down!”
The young woman stared at him with a peculiar look in her eyes.
“Okay, we’d better be going,” the man said, waving good-bye to Old Fugen.
They followed the road that led out of the mountains. The rain began falling more heavily. The man opened his
umbrella and they walked along beneath it in silence, the rain splattering down all around them.
Suddenly, from the distant bushes, came the sound of rapidly fleeing footsteps. Intermittently, a strangled cry
could be heard.
“ … They’re—coming! … They’re—coming!”
The young woman smiled thinly.
“Actualy, when others are chasing you it’s not so bad, but it’s really terrible when you’re chasing yourself.” As
she finished speaking she suddenly shuddered.
“Are you cold?” the man asked.
“No, but thank you. I’m all right.”
The man looked at her, his eyes flashing with anger.
“Shi Qian!” he suddenly cried out.
“What?” the young woman said, smiling brightly.
Over her shoulder the man caught sight of the little yellow flowers, crumpled and scattered along the road
behind them. The small points of color stood out brilliantly against the dark mud. The distant cries of the madwoman became weaker and weaker, fainter and fainter, gradually blending in with the sounds of rain falling in the
mountains.
“I …”
The man began to say something then paused.
“I was wondering what time the long-distance bus leaves?”
“Two forty-five,” the young woman answered happily. “We can catch it, no problem. Do you think they’ll be
serving fresh fish on the train?”
The man looked back one last time. The village, pine forest, and the mountains beyond had all silently disappeared, concealed by the rain and mist. There was only the white memorial arch, stately and majestic, towering
arrogantly against the bleak sky.
80.122 In A Little Corner Of The World\fn{by Li Hangyu (1957- )} Hangzhou, China (M) 10
In the early summer of 1934, excessive rains in the Gechuan River basin had caused a disaster. At daybreak on
the last day of May, the thirty thousand inhabitants of the town of Common Prosperity, who had been besieged by
flood waters for seven days and seven nights, all heard, at almost the same time, a curious and inexplicable kind
of shoosh-ing noise.
The noise seemed to originate outside the town. It seemed both faint and far away, yet also strangely close at
hand. It alarmed the town’s many householders. Some thought it sounded like the gentle and refined murmuring
of spring silkworms as they ceaselessly spun their silk; but others compared it to a couple of shards of broken
porcelain being rubbed together—an irritating and oppressive rasping.
An expanse of pitch-blackness extended beyond the houses. The people were lying out in quilts which were so
damp that they were growing mildew. They shivered with fear, but tried to look on the bright side.
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Was the flood retreating? Perhaps the wind was getting up. If there was a typhoon the dampness they had
suffered for months non-stop might be driven to the north.
The blind soothsayer, who’d returned earlier, had pronounced that, according to his interpretation of the almanac, this was going to be a year of decay. However, because at the beginning of the year the Xuantong Emperor
had been elevated to the throne for a second time,\fn{ A note reads: In 1934 the Japanese set up Pu-yi, the former Xuantong
Emperor of the Qing dynasty, as “Emperor” of the Manchurian puppet state they controled ar this time . [Henry Pu Yi (1906-1967) was the
last emperor of China (1908-1911).]} there would, after all, be a degree of benevolence about. Things were unlikely to

be excessively bad. The common people would not be dessicated, like the grasses, to within an inch of their lives.
*
The beginning of Spring had not been very propitious. First there was the large group of ragged and lousy men
and women from north of the Yangtze who had tramped in, fleeing famine. The streets were filled with their cries
for food, and Common Prosperity, which had been a refined and pleasant town from ancient times, was turned
into something as disorderly and odorous as a fish market. Its bad luck was entirely due to this northern riff-raff.
Before the plum blossom season it had begun to rain non-stop, and, in the event, this continued for more than two
months. Not only had the River Gechuan discharged its flood water all over the place, but the rain water had even
made the nearby uplands to the north and west of the town so soggy you could squeeze half a bowl of water from
every handful of earth.
Now the city was cut off. Hearing all around them the strange rustling which began that evening, no wonder
the panicky and distressed citizens couldn’t prevent themselves becoming even more distraught and confused.
At the foot of the North Gate was the Camel Bridge, and under the hump of the arch was a flickering shadow
in a coolie hat, a straw cape and grass shoes. A night-watchman strolled slowly along the embankment casually
banging a bamboo tube and shouting every few steps in a voice that sounded hoarse with cold,
“All safe and sound … sleep safe, sleep sound …”
The watchman, who was hard of hearing, ignored the shoosh-ing sounds around him. From the North Gate he
swayed along step by step to the South Gate, dallied for a moment under the Young Scholar’s Bridge, then turned
back on the same road, doing all sorts of ill-mannered things as he went. At the tightly locked wooden door of
Lucky Zhu’s he spat out a glob of phlegm. Then he smeared some snot with his fingers onto the gilt-etched sign
board of the rice merchant, Prosperous Chen. He swayed along under Phoenix Bridge in the center of the market
where, deciding to relieve himself, he simply spread his legs and aimed a stream of hot piss straight into the
“Chastity Gate” erected in honor of the grandmother of the madame of The House of Pleasures. What the hell,
there was only him going back and forth along the street at this time anyway. Wagging his head he idly hummed a
Shaoxing Drum Opera—but the cold made him shiver.
Suddenly his toe was stopped by something dead in its tracks.
“Aiya, Mama. Help, hey, I’ve been bitten by a ghost! Help …”
His terrified, shrill cry was like a bolt out of the blue, it spread through the empty lanes and dispersed into the
roads beyond, awakening the dazed citizens and setting their hair standing on end. Women-folk begged their menfolk not to go out, grown-ups told their children not to utter a sound.
Now, old folk with good memories say that night seemed exceptionally long. Not until dawn did people realize
exactly what had happened during the night. Rising early, they went out, and found the whole town crawling with
crabs.
Crabs beyond number roamed the streets and alleyways at will. Along the rows of stonework, crabs clambered
up and down the bridge-arches. From gaps between paving slabs, along ditches and dikes, crabs poured out.
To the east, Common Prosperity faced the Gechuan River estuary. To the west, it abutted the vast expanse of
the rich, hundred-mile long Water-Chestnut Lake. To the north, the large and small Mei and Xi Rivers flowed
from the Heavenly Buddhist Mountain, traveling side by side, twin streams threading through the town and out of
the North Gate to join up with the Peking-Hangzhou Grand Canal in the West. The countryside was chequered
with lakes and ponds, criss-crossed with creeks and canals. In a good year, the paddy became a sheet of yellow,
the mulberry-trees so many dots of green, the grain crops were abundant, and fish and shellfish flourished. It was
usually at the Dragon Boat Festival in May that the “Wheat Yellow” crabs were at their most marketable. This
was when the mother crabs produced their roe. In a normal year at festival time there would be a bustling crab
market under the Sky High Bridge at the West Gate with crab stalls lining roads and alleyways, even coiling
round the better half of the central part of the town. You could drop in for a meal anywhere, and everyone had the
chance to appreciate the seasonable crab roe’s fresh flavor—even more delicious than fresh wine. There was not a
home where they didn’t indulge in this seasonal treat and, following the custom of the place, there wasn’t anyone
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who refused the pleasures of alcohol.
But now the entire place was a crab market. The stalls this time were altogether excessive. Armies of crabs
were everywhere, clogging up the streets without leaving people a single place to set a foot down. Even without
all the tongues set wagging with alarm, this spectacle by Itself was enough to make people believe that calamity
was about to descend upon their heads. And in fact because of the great flood surrounding the city, their thoughts
were already constrained by fear, their minds stuffed full of every kind of bad omen and evil notion. This left little
room for thoughts of fresh crab and gluttony. It was like bemg suddenly faced with a world blanketed in gold
coins where even the out and out money-grubbers shrunk back in fear, unable to work out how to gather them.
In every directions growing numbers of crabs were clambering over the city walls, entering into the very heart
of the market place and converging on Blue Hill and Rice Market Port where the terrain was a little bit higher. It
was as if there was a crab king commanding all crabs under Heaven. Of course they were really only doing what
comes naturally to a crab. They liked to climb embankments and they dread deep water or turbulence. Now that
the world had become a boundless ocean, there was only Common Prosperity which still counted as a piece of
solid land. So there they came to rest. Shoosh-ing their frothy spittle, string after string of foamy bubbles were
caught by the wind, blown up from the ground to waft over the city. Everywhere there were hairy crab legs;
everywhere the gleam of dark, shiny pincers. When they encountered a pedestrian obstruction, the crowd of crabs
would raise pair after pair of neat, swishing pincers, fan out, display their strength in numbers, commandeer the
street and move on—the front advancing while the rearguard took their places.
Crabs crawled into houses and rooms, into the corners of walls, onto stoves, inside children’s cradles, some did
a turn around a room and then crawled away, but others set their sights on getting their share of people’s homes
and took lodgings in their rooms, even climbing onto beds and into cupboards.
At Flourishing Ye’s chicken-hatchery on Magistrate’s Street about five or six hundred male crabs burst into the
shop. In the ensuing hoohah feathers flew and eggs were broken. Clucking noisily, mother hens pecked father
crabs to death one after another, while many of the newly hatched chicks, sheltering under their mothers’ wings,
were pinched to death by the crabs. Hearing the commotion, Proprietor Ye came rushing noisily downstairs from
his bedroom, hauling on his trouser belt, thumping his chest, stamping his feet in desperation, and bellowing to
his two wives to quickly go and bar the door and not to let a single extra crab inside. Looking at the floor all
covered in twitching chicks, he cursed them with a sob in his voice:
“Damn that mob of crazy crabs!”
The crazy crabs even stormed the Local Party Headquarters. At the Town Hall the old doorman knelt reverently at the bottom of the steps in front of the committee rooms, banging his head on the ground, kowtowing nonstop to the crowd of crabs which were crawling around everywhere, while intoning over and over again,
“Amitabha Buddha, I’m a wicked sinner,” as if he were in front of the Great Temple of Buddha. As the sutras
reveal, amongst the endless forest of Buddhas there was certain to be at least one enlightened and incarnate crab.
If the crabs were going mad, the people were becoming completely crazy. The vast majority of the citizenry
followed Proprietor Ye’s methods, each standing guard in their own doorway and trying to prevent the mad crabs
from invading their homes. They waved carrying poles, fire tongs or pokers, and beat to death any crab that tried
to cross their threshold. One battle over, they would await the next round.
Although the mass of frenzied crabs risked life and death with absolute abandon, because they crawled too
slowly, there were periods of calm when the front was annihilated but before those behind had had time to replace
them. One bout over and nothing to do, many of our manly heroes guarding their doorways were forced to sit and
rest. But idleness made them jittery, and finally it dawned on the brighter ones amongst them that, quite apart
from defensive tactics, they could take the initiative and attack. So seizing their weapons, they charged out of
their doorways and started killing crabs allover the street, one stick one crab. Soon there was crab roe spattered
about on all sides.
Eventually, others of even more astonishing astuteness simply put on hard-soled shoes and trampled the crabs
as they went along the street. This saved considerable trouble, and was also much more fun.
Despite everything, by mid-day the townsfolk had still had not exterminated, all the crabs. The road surfaces
were covered in a sticky crust of festering crab meat pulp and smashed crab shell, but even so, everywhere from
berween cracks in the uneven stones of the Mei and the Xi embankments, countless numbers of live crabs were
just waiting to climb out. A few crippled crustaceans managed to escape from the sticks and cudgels, or from
beneath the hard shoes. Others, minus a large pincer or a pair of hairy legs, escaped over walls and up onto roofs,
squealing as they climbed along the rows of tiles, and sometimes boring down berween the cracks in the tiles to
make their way along rafters and uprights, invading people’s homes at will. They were simply impossible!
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Because of this, decent and devout men and women like the town-hall porter were once again in the ascendancy. A few old women who believed in ghosts and spirits went around everywhere advising people to paste up
more talismans of exorcism in front of and at the back of their houses. They even succeeded in persuading the
townsfolk to carry the Boddhisatva Guanyin out of the Iron Buddha Temple.
Tramping down roads covered in dead crabs they brought the iron Guanyin out to stand guard at the Camel
Bridge by the Mei river. There, crowded together along the two embankments, the townsfolk kneeled and
kowtowed, praying, in a continuous, muttered incanta- tion, to the crowd. of squirming crabs, while smoke
billowed up from the innumerable incense candles which had been lit along the banks of the river. A day later this
had become the most enjoyable topic of conversation amongst the citizens of Common Prosperity, just as Port
Arthur folk relish stories about the Russo-Japanese war, or people from Western Hunan lap up stories about
robbers and bandits. And even though it is now years and years ago, whenever young people today hear old folk
talking about this ancient affair, they still cluck with amazement even though they harbor deep resentment.
Amazement that there should have been enough crabs all those years ago to allow such a situation to arise, and
resentment because the older generation finally, stupidly, exterminated the crabs—just as the “Four Harmfuls,”
flies, mosquitoes, lice and mice, were exterminated—leaving children, grand-children and great-grand-children
who saw the price of Common Prosperity’s crabs reach three yuan a pound before their very eyes, and they could
no longer afford to buy them.
Throughout the last fifty years of Common Prosperity’s history and even now, that day when so many
extraordinary and interesting things happened has been used by successive generations of the town’s men of
letters as material for their Words from the History of Prosperity, Folk Anecdotes and Choice Specimens of
Country Lore, and so, of course, for the enlightenment of future generations.
*
It was on this very day that a cenain Mr. Zhong from north of the Yangtze, driven by the wind and rain, sailed
across the canal and arrived in Common Prosperity. He had his wife and son on board, but his boat’s name was
blotted out.
He was about thirty or so, tall with broad shoulders, and thin as a rake. He had a pair of serious, indifferent
eyes and a face like hardened steel. Bare-chested, he stood beside the mast at the prow of his boat. He was so tired
his arms hung down lifelessly, both shoulders covered in symmetrical, bloody scars, like the epaulettes of an army
officer. They were the result of rope burns as he hauled the boat along from the canal-side. His boat threaded its
way along the many bends and curves of the winding stream through the outskirts of the city and sailed gently in
through the North Gate, finally corning to rest on the river beyond the Camel Bridge in the moorings crammed
with every kind of wooden craft and now turned into temporary homes.
This shanty-town was made up chiefly of people who had fled the famine in the north. Some were skilled
boatmen, like him, who had sailed there, but many more were peasants who had trudged in on foot. There was no
place for them to settle on land, so the only thing they could do, copying the example of the boatmen, was to steal
a bit of timber here or a bit of straw there and cobble together some kind of a shelter for themselves on the river.
Boat to boat, shack to shack, a continuous line stretched almost all the way from the North Gate to the Camel
Bridge. Children skipped along gang-planks, threading their way through their dwellings as if they were on dry
land. The outsider’s fear of a strange country made these disaster victims stick together. Those who had arrived in
Common Prosperiry earlier had been settled there nearly half a year, but had still never ventured north to take a
turn round the area where the rich merchants were concentrated. They clung to each other, establishing
themselves in this town’s most filthy and dilapidated north-west corner, which they now looked upon as their
homeland.
“Hey mister, what is it like further to the south?” the newcomer, Zhong, addressed an older Huaian compatriot
on the boat alongside his.
“No kind of place at all. In the south it’s all mountains—huge mountains. What’s the matter? Don’t you like
this Common Prosperity?”
The man laughed, “What’s there to like?”
“The whole place is well-off. They really live off the fat of the land.”
Zhong leaned back against the mast and looked into the distance at the crowd of people dimly looming out of
the pall of black smoke by the Camel Bridge, and asked lazily, “What the hell’s going on over there?”
“They’re crab-worshipping I guess.”
“Crab-worshipping?”
“Yes. Just get a load of that.” The old man pointed to the rough stones on the side of the embankment where
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the crabs were thickly crowded and milling about. “You see? Today the crabs have staged a rebellion against
Prosperity.”
Zhong stood gazing stupefied. For ages he couldn’t utter a word. The wet crab shells were spread out,
gleaming darkly. The noise of their frothy spittle seemed long ago to have merged with the native noises of the
town’s general hubbub. It was only then that Zhong remarked that the people around him on the water were all
eating crabs, and, moreover, that some of the children had already given themselves tummy ache and were
squatting with their little bottoms stuck out over the water.
“It’s fine with a bit of ginger. Ginger helps warm the stomach and stops indigestion.”
“My God! Why the hell are there so many crabs?”
The old man answered as if he had considered his reply. “They’re refugees, the same as us.”
His old lady was just putting a pot of crabs to boil on the little wood stove she’d fixed up behind the cabin
awning. He banged the lid of the pot to get Zhong’s attention.
“Hey little brother, why not go and get a few to boil up yoursdf? They’re free. Only a donkey refuses to eat
when he gets the chance. You may say they don’t satisfy, but still, one way or another, it fills up the emptiness.
Though according to my taste, the crabs here aren’t a patch on ours back home in Huaian.”
Zhong turned and was just about to climb the bank to get some crabs when suddenly his seven-year old son
burst out of the cabin, all of a fluster, saying, “Mum’s about to have the baby, she wants you to come down
quick.”
He raced down after his son into the cabin. His wife was rolling about all over the place clutching her huge
stomach, her waxen face distorted with pain. Beside her on the plank bed, her little three-year old son was stunned
into complete silence by her groans of agony.
“Is it going to be born now? It’s not time yet.”
“Quick dad, go and get a midwife. Quick, quick.”
“Where the hell am I going to find a midwife?” He was really in a fix. He’d just arrived in this place for the
first time and didn’t have a clue.
“Please, I’m begging you, go quick!”
“I mean, can’t you just hang on another day or two?”
He’d no sooner spoken than he realized how absurd it was. He dashed out of the cabin and, standing on tip-toe,
peered out at the nearby embankment, as if by straining his eyes he could pick out some old lady passing by who
might bear some resemblance to a midwife.
“Is your woman about to give birth?”
“Hmm!” He didn’t feel like passing the time of day with the old man just now, and eyes fixed, he went on
scanning the alleys by the embankment.
“What are you looking for, little brother?”
“You don’t know where I could find a midwife do you?”
“A midwife? Well my old woman’s a midwife.”
The old lady, hearing someone calling her, limped across, and with a severe expression scolded Mr. Zhong,
“What’s up with you then? It’s not the first time your woman’s had a baby, hey!” Then she rounded on her
husband and statted abusing him. “What do you think you are doing craning your neck like that? Want to see a
woman give birth? You shameless creature. Go and put a pan of water on the boil, quick.”
The old man smiled, abashed, and ran to the back of their shelter.
“The crabs aren’t ready yet.”
“Throw them away and put on a fresh pot of water,” the old woman commanded while crossing over onto Mr.
Zhong’s boat.
“Isn’t it a pity to just throw them away?”
“The crabs are free. There’s plenty more.”
“But—”
“Hurry up you old devil, the baby’s about to be born,” she growled as she hobbled deftly down into the cabin,
and had another go at Mr. Zhong. “You ‘heroes’ are all useless, good for nothing. Go outside and wait there.”
The cabin door slammed shut. The small boat rocked gently on the water, its oar-sockets making characteristic
squeaking noises. The river water was murky and choppy, so high it flowed almost level with the embankment.
Squeezed together on either side of the bank, row upon row of arched eaves and tiled roofs extended outwards,
narrowing the waterways between them into dark troughs. Sometimes the embankment followed the left bank,
sometimes it twisted over a little bridge and followed the right bank. When the embankment crossed to the other
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bank, that side’s bank became the one with the riverside houses, back doors opening directly onto the water.
Women sifted rice, washed vegetables or scrubbed out night-soil pots, while gossiping with neighbours about the
weather, the price of rice, this neighbor’s marriage or that neighbor’s funeral.
The old man boiling water was grumbling furiously, “I’m really an unlucky old bastard, my old woman’s as
mean as the devil. But going back to what I was saying before—a good-for-nothing gets his just deserts. Little
brother, don’t worry about her limp, she really knows her stuff, in fact I’ve got a cushy life.”
Zhong hadn’t said a word. His face was creased with worry.
Looking at this spectacle, the old man ventured, “Just look at the water everywhere. This year’s harvest is
going to be a disaster.”
“Huh?”
“I mean, this child is being born at the wrong time.”
Zhong was thinking the same thing. And he was worrying about something else too—his original idea had
been to go further south to a little town called White Sands in the upper reaches of the Gechuan River where a
clan relative had opened a boat business, and where he might find a secure job. But he had only got part-way, and
now his wife was having her baby early. He was afraid that her frailty after childbirth would mean she couldn’t
cope with lack of food while they were traveling, and so they would have to kick their heels here, where they had
no family or friends.
“Is there much of a livelihood hereabouts for a boatman, mister?” he asked.
“It’s not bad. The first couple of days after the flood surrounded the town, I brought out a boat-load of jewelry
and valuables for Mr. Chen, the boss of the Chamber of Commerce. Dear me, it was enough to make your eyes
light up.”
“Don’t people here try to rip off strangers like us?”
“Well, if you take the name of this place at its face value, you wouldn’t expect them to be hard on outsiders.”
“What do you mean?”
“Think about it. Common Prosperity gives the idea that the whole world’s a single family, everyone enjoying
good fortune together, sharing the common bounty.”
Zhong smiled. He was utterly exhausted and couldn’t help flopping down to stretch out on the deck. His mind
started to drift and he was soon heedless of the old man’s tittle-tattle. Having brought the water to the boil, the old
man stepped across with the pot in his hands and passed it to his old woman who had been demanding it
impatiently. Zhong just went on lying there, unmoving, and little by little fell asleep, as if all the fuss had nothing
to do with him.
He was unaware of how long he’d been asleep. Suddenly, there was a baby’s cry from inside the cabin. He
jumped up violently, setting the boat rocking.
He wanted to do something.
But no sooner had he had this idea, than he changed his mind and lay down again.
The lame old woman emerged from the cabin, covered in sweat.
Impatiently, the old man asked, “What variety of goods is it then?”
“One with two more ounces of flesh—a boy.” Fed up, she waved him aside dismissively. “Another woman is
doomed to suffer.” She went to where the man was still lying down, and lifting her bad foot, gave him a kick.
“Hey you, get up, go and see your wife.”
He got up, making way for the old woman, but he really didn’t want to see his wife just after she’d given birth.
At such times she always had a filthy, disgusting, half-alive look. There was nothing pleasant about it. Every year
she had a child, and out of five, three had died. Hadn’t he seen her comic face before, clucking happily like a
mother hen just after she’s laid an egg? Not a pretty sight. He thought, it’s better to climb onto the bank, gather up
a few crabs and start to get her back to health.
The baby’s birth was timely. The crabs would help provide him with milk.
*
From that afternoon, the general hatred of the crabs amongst the citizenry of Common Prosperity began to be
redirected towards the “northern riff-raff.” This was because this gang of beggars and outsiders was taking
advantage of others’ calamities, and feasting on crabs.
Common Prosperiry folk were spoilt by their habitual good life in this land of milk and honey. Their nerves
were rather fragile and they couldn’t cope with the torment of a day like this. They went completely insane.
Rampaging around and flourishing the weapons they’d been using to kill crabs, they took to the streets. They
didn’t ask what kind of person it was, if it was “northern riff-raff,” then they bashed it in. They even snatched up
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dead crabs from all over the streets, throwing them into the strangers’ faces and spitting through clenched teeth,
“Eat, you northern pigs, stuff yourselves to your hearts’ content!”
Rich merchants like Proprietor Ye did everything they could to encourage this bigotry. The prosperous citizens,
fearing that the crab catastrophe would reverse their luck and bring bankruptcy, found their nerves in an even
more unstable state than usual. They got together to sign a petition demanding that the police order the expulsion
of the refugees, and drive away, once and for all, the “northern riff-raff” who’d brought bad luck to Common
Prosperity. In this way the town might rediscover its former, elegant and flourishing self, restore the old worldly
charm of “the town with the little bridges and flowing water,” safeguard the tranquillity of its many homes and
preserve the prosperity of its multitudinous businesses.
For one reason or another the authorities were not able to meet the demands of industrial and commercial
circles, but, by giving tacit consent, they assisted the gradual escalation of the atrocities.
On the second day the townspeople again stormed the two embankments near the North Gate, showering a hail
of paving stones, roof tiles and rubbish down on top of the water folk’s house-boats. Even more serious, one
hooligan who liked a bit of horseplay, set light to a roll of cotton yarn soaked in kerosene, tossed it through the
roof of a thatched awning which had been rigged up on the water, and set off a raging fire which enveloped one
whole stretch of the river in a thick, rolling pall of darkness. Propelled by the wind, the great blaze spread quickly
to the other boat-shacks. In the midst of the explosion of crackling noises, grass roofs caved in and ash-filled
smoke surged up. Through this thick smog the light of the fire glimmered, now faint, now bright. Refugees ran
hither and thither, crying out in every direction, their shouts adding to the chaos. Some people fled onto the
embankments, others dived into the water …
The great fire raged for one whole day, until all the shelters and shacks had been reduced to ash, and every
single one of the boats on that stretch of the river had vanished from the town.
To the west of the town a gang of valiant northern boatmen who had been attacked earlier, rose to defend
themselves. They took up their boat poles and charged up the bank. Both sides went at it hammer and tongs. Long
poles and shon staves were flailed about in the melee, leaving almost a hundred casualties. The local people who
were of a naturally feeble disposition felt sick when they saw a drop of blood, so each of the “northern riff-raff”
was worth ten of them. Becoming braver and braver the more they fought, the northerners pressed the townsfolk
right back into the inner district around Phoenix Bridge. The police came out to intervene, opened fire and
wounded the boatmen’s leader. They arrested any nonhern boatmen who dared to retaliate.
For two whole days there were continual small-scale conflicts all over the city. And naturally, in the end, those
who suffered the most were the outsiders.
After the third day, the flood which had surrounded the city began to subside. The crisis passed. Common
Prosperity began to return to normal. Wasting no time, the peasants from round about seized the opportunity to
pick up their carrying poles and speed their vegetables and pork into town to get the best prices and so make up
for the losses they had suffered during the flood. Hard on the heels of the producers, the stall holders hurriedly set
out their wares, and the principal streets started to bustle again. Everything flourished just as before. Even the
gentle breeze sprang up again, which wafted through the trembling willows hanging down into the water by the
little bridges over the winding waterways.
But the townsfolk had to face a new and different spectacle. The orphans and beggars on their streets were
more numerous than ever. The streets were so full of desolate cries that it sounded as if every house in the town
was in mourning. The northern refugees who had their shacks burnt down and had no home to return to, were
huddled everywhere—in street corners, under eves—their bedding spread out, sleeping rough. Emaciated and
ragged boat-women sat outside the police station all day long, sobbing, crying and pleading for the release of their
men-folk. Around them their silent children crouched, huddled by the base of the wall beside the road, so starved
already they no longer had strength to cry. Pair upon pair of eyes fixed on the passers-by like little lambs in shock,
full of bewilderment and fear …
Usually the citizens of Common Prosperity were neither totally heartless nor evil. Faced with the importunate
pleas as well as the pathetic, wordless looks, they started to revise their thinking. Many people began to regret the
atrocities. They avoided the glances of the orphans and widows who filled the streets with their countless pairs of
eyes all swollen with tears, and, their hearts filled with shame, they hastened home. Good-natured citizens would
take advantage of darkness to sneak out and bring a few titbits of food to the starving kids—cake-dumplings,
palm-wrapped sticky-rice zongzi, that sort of thing. There were even those who went so far as to bring some
roofless “northern riff-raff” back to their homes for the night. They did their best to succour them in the darkness
to make up for the suffering they caused them in the daytime.
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But it was now too late The seeds of hatred had already been sown. Night brought a breath of hot damp wind
which made the reeds rustle on the lake surface, and at the mouth of the tributary outside the suburbs, the fleet of
sailing boats which had gathered there swept gently past. Up above there wasn’t the glimmer of a single star. It
looked as if it would rain again tomorrow. This time of year with storms, cold, dark and muddy roads, the
prospect was even more depressing for those who had to take to the road and travel afar.
The outsiders who had been beaten up had almost all decided to leave this place. Some of them were going
south to seek a living; other honest folk, filled with despondency after trying to earn a living in a strange place,
were turning back towards their old homes in the north.
A golden nest or a silver nest,
Nothing beat your own straw nest!

*
After supper the old fellow from Huaian took his leave of Zhong. His old woman was tidying their boat and
getting the dry food ready.
“Little brother, is there any message you’d like me to take back home for you?”
“There’s no one left there now. Anyone with any breath left in them came away too.”
They sat for a long time, staring silently, woodenly, each of them thinking his own thoughts. Going south had
its panicular hazards, while returning had its own problems.
“Anyway, since nowhere leads anywhere, its my opinion, better to go home.”
Mr. Zhong shook his head.
“Once we get through this bout of spring famine, perhaps things will start to get better gradually.”
The old man gave a glance towards the city gate. “As things are at present, it really won’t be much fun here.”
Zhong nodded his head again. In fact he hadn’t had any intention of staying in Common Prosperity.
“Little brother, don’t you think it’d be better to go home? We can give each other a helping hand on the way.”
“I can’t go back now.”
“Can’t go back?” The old man was thoughtful. He appeared to have worked something out. 'You must be in
some kind of trouble with the law. Are the authorities on your tail?'
“Nothing of the sort.”
“Don’t worry, I’m not a grass.”
“Stop talking rubbish.”
“What son of trouble is it?”
Zhong didn’t want to go into it. He realized the old man was on to him and changed the subject, asking, “Who
are the big wheels in the underworld around here?”
“It used to be the ‘grain protection mob.’ I heard their chief was from Fujian, a fourth level gangster from the
Yellow Section. They had eight thousand members and links with the Nine Songjiang Halls as well. They were
really something. Later on during the Taiping rebellion, their boss was rubbed out. After that the ‘Xin’ lot got on
top and the old gang were done away with.”
“And the Red Section?”
“There’s no leader, not even any small fry.”
“What about a local?”
“The people around here all live in cloud cuckoo land, they’re good at playing drag acts in the opera, and that’s
about it.” The old man saw Zhong smile knowingly, so he probed further, “What Order do you belong to brother?”
“The Fourth Order—the women’s,” said Zhong, laughing.
The old man nodded, and ceased his questioning, while the younger man quizzed him carefully—probing
gingerly one minute, pretending indifference the next—and generally beating around the bush. But not another
drop of information could be squeezed out of the old man. Some people were really difficult to deal with. Those
days it was hard for folk to get on with one another. Even idiots had turned into smartalecks. Hearing the cry of
the baby coming from inside the boat, the old man got up to say goodbye.
“Wait a bit,” Zhong said holding him back. He made a deep bow and respectfully requested, “I would have
great faith in your blessing, honored sir. Would you be so good as to name our child?”
“What … what …”
“We trust in the good fortune your years have bestowed on you.”
The old man tried hard to wriggle out of it, but in the end, with evident pleasure, he gave in and consented.
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“What’s the child’s place in the family?”
“The youngest son of three.”
“A third son … ah! And he was born during the great flood as well. Let him be called Sanmiao.”
“Which characters are they?”
“‘San’ meaning ‘three;’ and ‘miao’ using the three dots of the water radical.”
“Sanmiao?”
“Three times three equals nine. ‘Great water’ will play an important role in this child’s fate.”
“Great water—”
“In the life of a boatman, great water is good for navigating.”
“That’s so.”
For the first time Zhong laughed heartily.
“I wish you smooth sailing honored sir.”
“Many thanks, and smooth sailing to you too!” The old man remembered that he’d planned to follow the
Gechuan River upstream. “I hope everything will be fine in the south and that you will make your fortune. Little
brother, if things really are good down there, just send me word, and I’ll set out again to see the world.”
“Of course, of course …”
Long agreed readily, and took his leave of the old man.
*
Actually he didn’t even know the old man’s name, or even what county or village he came from. But that was
hardly important, and anyway he’d decided not to go to White Sands now. Instead he’d decided to settle and strike
root here in Common Prosperity, to set up his home and bring up his family on this patch of ground where he had
experienced all the humiliation of being an outsider, a place which was still filled with hostility towards him. The
more other people drove him out, the more firmly he resolved to stay.
“That’s the kind of animal I am.” He smiled grimly in the darkness.
Behind him the boat door creaked open and, stretching her head out, his wife asked, “Aren’t we leaving,
father?”
“Yes, let’s be off,” he agreed and went to the helm to pull up the anchor, then taking a punt in his hand he
slowly pushed the boat away from the bank.
Gently he brought the boat’s head round into the bend of the river.
“Where are we going, father?”
“Into town.”
His boat was laden with his woman and his kids, and those crabs which had crawled secretly on board. In the
clear night air he headed for the dark shadow of the city wall, punting forward, hand over hand.
83.18 Speaker Of The Aside\fn{by Chang Ta-chuen (1957- )} Shantung Province, China (M) 4
Ever since I was a child, I have had an amazing memory. When I was seven months old I already knew two
words: “yes” and “one.” My mother was the first to discover my ability. One morning she asked me, “Did you
have a dream?” I said, “Yes, one.” Since childhood I’ve stored every dream I have ever had in the third memory
bank at the back of my brain. Together with these dreams, I have stored all the things people know nothing about,
disagree upon, disapprove of or disbelieve. For example, the time my kindergarten teacher asked me to show him
my little peepee, or when the wife of the owner of the grocery at the mouth of the lane was burned to death by a
blue flame which emanated from her own body, or the time a woman, who looked very much like the singer Ts’ui
T’ai-ch’ing, came through a brick wall and took away my kitten, and so on. Every time I tell other people about
these things they always say, “you’re dreaming,” or “you’re dreaming again.” Therefore I put these things
together with all my dreams.
Seventeen years, three months and two days after the grocer’s wife was declared missing, a newspaper reporter
revealed that my kindergarten teacher was a child molester. Pointing to the newspaper, I said to my girlfriend, Leiyun, “This guy taught me.”
“What did he teach you, health education?” laughed Lei-yun.
Lei-yun was a writer. She wrote lots of novels and plays and occasionally a poem or an essay for the
newspaper’s literary section. I memorized all her works (when necessary I would recite them backwards for her
and, in exchange, earning for myself an astonished adoring smile); those works plus the 7,305 newspapers, 3,289
magazines as well as 2,446 textbooks and reference books that I had read were all fed into the compartment next
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to my dreams. During the two years that Lei-yun and I lived together, she frequently asked me to read her the
stories stored in my fourth memory bank so that she could draw upon something she had already written in order
to write something more rich and varied. I didn’t like doing this very much because in the end I’d have to input
her new stories in my fourth memory bank and there were quite a few repetitions which took up unnecessary
space. Besides, retrieving and storing stories were rather tiring.
For the same reason, I also hated moving, but I couldn’t help following Lei-yun. We needed each other.
According to Lei-yun this need was one of body and soul, I too deeply believed this. However, I still hated
moving. Every time we moved to a new place it was always farther from my work. Lei-yun didn’t seem to mind
driving me to and from work between the Nei-hu District and the Ta-an District every day.
“I get more inspiration when I drive,” she said.
We moved farther and farther away because the day always came when Lei-yun would say, “I can’t stand
living with these people any longer, if it goes on like this I’ll either go crazy or they’ll kill me.”
“Those people” she talked about were actually our friends. The first one was my aunt who raised me after my
parents died. Five days after Lei-yun moved into my aunt’s house, she told me, “Aunt and I will become very
good friends; she has told me many stories about herself.” Three months later when my aunt watched a TV drama
about the early years of the Republic, she cried. In the play, there was a young girl who sang for a living and who
was raped by a General Chang. Her story made my aunt cry so much that she used an entire box of Purity Brand
facial tissue made from virgin paper pulp to dry her tears. Actually she herself was that songstress and she
disapproved of how the girl was made to fall so low in the drama, becoming a heroic sort of prostitute.
“I never sold myself, neither did I learn anything about Kung-fu fighting,” my aunt said, blowing her nose.
“How could she write such lies?”
“She,” of course, was Lei-yun, the screenwriter. Lei-yun and I told her not to get upset or angry, that none of
the shows were actually true. But my aunt knew parts of the drama were true, just as she knew some parts were
untrue. She was torn both ways, but indicated that she couldn’t go on living, because she had no face left to meet
people.
Later we moved to Lu Chieh-yu’s house. She was a grade school classmate of Lei-yun’s. Like myself, she
studied computer science and so constantly asked me questions about programming. At first I thought this
divorced woman was fond of me (one time when Lei-yun and I were making love, I dreamed about her plump,
white buttocks). Later I found out from Lei-yun why Lu Chieh-yu turned her head aside and blushed, not daring
to breathe whenever I talked to her about programming—she couldn’t stand the smell of my breath. On the night
of July 25th Lu Chieh-yu got drunk. When she got home, she vomited her guts out and, crying, poured out her
heart to Lei-yun. That night I hardly slept a wink, but Lei-yun told me she had reaped a good harvest. In early
August, her story The Grievance of a Forsaken Woman appeared on the literary page of the evening newspaper.
The next day we moved.
At that time, I really didn’t understand why my aunt and Lu Chieh-yu were so embarrassed and angry about a
drama and a piece of fiction. To me, a writer’s input and output are simple and free, no big deal. For example,
when Lei-yun was writing her award-winning story Rainy Night for Daffodils, she lost ten pages of the
manuscript. She was never so upset, but finally she calmed down and rewrote the story. A couple weeks later the
lost manuscript was forwarded to her by the newspaper office. It was said that a good-hearted taxi driver had
returned it. Reading the manuscript written on stationery from the newspaper office, I found the plot completely
different from the one she rewrote. Lei-yun was more than a little displeased with the taxi driver and the
newspaper’s sluggishness. However, she did develop that ten-page manuscript into another story—The Past
Vanishes Like Smoke.
Rainy Night for Daffodils and The Past Vanishes Like Smoke offended our old landlady and another old
landlord respectively. They scolded Lei-yun, saying she shouldn’t have described them as being so stupid, so bad,
or used names resembling theirs just because they had pressed for payment of the rent.
I remember very clearly how I argued with Lei-yun that time.
“I think,” I said, “that our moving is no solution. Didn’t we get along pretty well with the old landlord and also
the previous old landlady in the beginning?”
“I can’t stay with these people any longer. If it goes on like this, I’ll go crazy,” she flicked her long hair back
from her brow and lit a cigarette. “Otherwise, they’ll end up killing me.”
“You don’t have to write about them!” I knew I was breaking a taboo by criticizing her work, but the thought
of moving gave me a pain in the back of my head. “Or you don’t have to write about them in that way.”
She was pissed off, she puffed furiously at her cigarette, her lips tightened and her dark brown eyes narrowed
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as she glared at me. “Please show some respect for my work. Please!”
Then she told me she wanted to write stories about people. When literature diverged from human life it was
merely full of wind, flowers, snow and the moon, just sentimental posturing. She said that if she didn’t write
about life, she couldn’t live up to the responsibility of being a writer and would no longer be worthy of her
heaven-sent gifts. Yet, if she wrote a story in complete accordance with reality, she thought that it would be too
common and trivial, lacking in tension and creativity, with no dramatic qualities and therefore of little interest to
anyone.
“Even more important,” she sighed, “I cannot allow people who have no courage to face their own shortcomings and misfortunes the opportunity to sue me for slander.”
I didn’t understand her theory of a writer’s mission, but I did know what she meant about not wanting to get
involved in a lawsuit and about failing to live up to her heavenly endowed abilities. I myself had no desire to get
embroiled in a lawsuit, and I too cherished my amazing memory which heaven had bestowed upon me. Our argument ended when I agreed to take the next day off to help her look for another place to stay.
“Let’s find a place we both like, with no disgusting people to bother us,” she said. “Oh, to wander alone!”
We found a house next to Trash Hill in the Nei-hu District. Lei-yun didn’t mind Trash Hill, she even liked the
“unique odor” of burning garbage.
“I’m not like Chuang Chia-jou, she feels like throwing up as soon as she smells smoke, alcohol or hears a
beating drum,” she said. “ don’ understand how people like that can make it in the world.”
I understood how after I read Lei-yun’s story The Transparent Woman. The Transparent Woman was named
Chang Chia-jou. She had been molested by her adoptive father and later suffered from mysophobia, the fear of
getting dirty. She hated men all her life, and finally she grew so disgusted with the world that she committed
suicide. Besides the great similarity between the names of her character and Chuang Chia-jou, they had two things
in common: both were fastidious to a tee about cleanness and they were both woman writers. The childhood of the
character Chang Chia-jou, which seemed very familiar, puzzled me. Her parents both died in an automobile
accident. She was raised by her adoptive mother, who always cried when she watched soap operas on TV. The
details of Chang Chia-jou’s adoptive father molesting her made me want to close my eyes—I couldn’t bear seeing
this fictionalized version of myself—albeit missing my little peepee—in a story.
That night when making love with Lei-yun, I went to input the sensory data in my second memory bank, as I
usually did. But at that moment I felt something was wrong: my second memory bank had disappeared—no, it
had not disappeared, it had been moved to my first memory bank, where I had originally stored memories of pain,
such as the pain of being touched and fondled by a big, hairy hand, the pain of being pricked by one of my aunt’s
cactuses, and those of falling down, being burned, being cold and being hungry. All of these were mixed with the
excitement of sensual pleasure. I cried and as I cried, I left my body and walked towards the window where I saw
my own face reflected, through which I could see smoke rising from Trash Hill.
“What’s the matter?” In bed, Lei-yun held me and tenderly caressed the back of my head and said, “I really
don’t understand you.”
I never told her about my experience and the feelings of that night, and ever since then I have become accustomed to hiding things from her.
Three months later, she wrote in the column of a gossip magazine:
A close girlfriend of mine told me that her boyfriend once confessed to her that when he was making love to her he
fancied about other women. My girlfriend didn’t think it was serious at first, but later she found her boyfriend was
drifting away from her. Once, he suddenly burst into tears when they were in bed. Not long after that they quietly and
discreetly broke up. I think they are wonderful and lucky because when they were in love, their honesty with each other
was a kind of fate to be treasured, something beautifully moral. We ought to respect this sort of fated relationship and
virtue, because it tells us that we must face the world with courage and honesty, for only then do we have the right to
love. My best wishes to my girlfriend and her courageous boyfriend.

I pretended I hadn’t seen the article and when I got the chance, I dumped the magazine in some corner of Trash
Hill. I guessed she purposely wanted to use this article to force me to lay my cards. on the table. If that were the
case, she apparently knew I was drifting away from her.
Was I drifting away from her? I didn’t think it was so obvious. Every night I told her all she wanted to know
about psychology, sociology, anthropology, medicine, law, electronics and all other areas of knowledge I had read
about. I still loved the smell of her hair, admired her slender, healthy body and listened to her talking about the
sharp, witty conversations of the characters in her stories as she acted out their expressions and gestures. I, of
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course enjoyed everything she cooked as I always had. But I never brought up my childhood, my youth and what
happened to me before I met her. Nor did I tell her about going home to visit my aunt or about meeting Lu Chiehyu in front of a computer company.
My aunt always said, “That woman will ruin your life.” She also repeated a line that I had heard 561 times on
radio dramas and TV soap operas,
“Now that you are grown up, your wings are strong and you can fly away, you don’t need Auntie any more.
(Then she sobbed just like Lu Pi-yun, the actress.) The day will come when that awful woman will walk out on
you … Oh! And when that time does come, oh! if you have a mind to come home, (sobbing) the front door is
always open!”
My timing was bad when I ran into Lu Chieh-yu in front of a computer company, because she was kissing a
young man. Even though the sky was overcast, I could still clearly see that she was at least fifteen years older than
the man she was kissing. She hurriedly turned away but I had already called her name. The young man looked at
me then looked at her and tapping his foot said,
“Your ex-husband?”
Lu Chieh-yu squeezed his elbow and shook her head; she gave me a bitter smile and nodded her head
knowingly. I didn’t know what to say so I just kept right on walking. A few minutes later, Lu Chieh-yu ran up and
grabbed me by the sleeve, and lowering her head, she murmured, “Please don’t tell Lei-yun, please. No matter
what, don’t let her know you saw us, don’t say anything, please.”
Finally, on Christmas Eve Lei-yun said to me, “It's been a long time since you talked to me about yourself,
hasn’t it?”
“Nothing to talk about,” I said, gulping a mouthful of delicious broth.
“Tell me again about the time Ts’ui T’ai-ch’ing stole your kitten. I can’t remember all the details.”
“Oh, it wasn’t really Ts’ui T’ai-ch’ing,” I said, “just a woman looked like her. She walked through a brick wall
at my aunt’s house and took my kitten.”
She reached out and pinched my cheek as if I were a child and said, “I just love it when you make up stories,
you look so serious.”
I felt like telling her I wasn’t making up the story, and that I had never made up anything. But, at that moment,
she got up, walked over to me and started kissing me.
“We haven’t been together for some time, have we?” she whispered in my ear.
Everything that happened on Christmas Eve became part of the plot of Looking Back over the Path Tonight
which was published in February of the following year in the literary section of one of the daily papers. I had
become a mental case and a sex machine. Lei-yun gave me the name “K’ang Pi-te” which I guessed was a
transliteration for “computer.” The plot went something like this:
… Mei-yun couldn’t stand it any longer, so on Christmas Eve she fmally asked K’ang Pi-te, “It’s been a long time
since you talked to me about yourself.”
“Nothing to talk about,” K’ang Pi-te glared at her as he gulped down a mouthful of seafood soup, “is there?”
“Tell me once more about the first time you dreamed of me, I can’t remember all the details.”
“How long ago was that?” K’ang Pi-te suddenly stood up, pinched Mei-yun’s cheek and clenching his teeth said, “I
just love it when you listen to a lie, you look so serious.”
Mei-yun wanted to tell him that she knew it was a lie and that she was never really serious in the bottom of her
heart. But right then K’ang Pi-te came toward her, coldly pressing in upon her and with his warm lips whispered in her
ear, “We haven’t been together for some time, have we?” K’ang Pi-te embraced her with all his strength and entered
her; Mei-yun realized that she was just a floating corpse …

Looking Back Over the Path Tonight was the only one of Lei-yun’s stories that I never finished reading. I
threw down the newspaper and asked her, “What kind of person are you? Where do you live? What I mean is, do
you live here or there?”
She glanced at me as I pointed to the newspaper. She shrugged her shoulders.
“I live in both worlds,” she said drily, then as if reciting something she sighed, “Oh, wandering alone!”
I guess at that time I must have behaved a little violently like a “K’ang Pi-te.” I scratched my head, stamped
my foot, and for a moment I recalled all her tenderness for me over the last two years, but almost immediately I
wanted to rip her to pieces, tenderness and all. Finally, I tore up the newspaper.
“You know,” said Lei-yun, “I stand aside, an onlooker.”
Then she explained how dramatists use a convention called an “aside.” In life, which is like a stage, where real
is unreal, she was just such an actress, a speaker of the aside.
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“It’s unavoidable, a writer is born that way.”
The power of my memory has never declined, many years later I still remember the mist, the strange odor from
Trash Hill and the reflection of my face in the window when I said good-bye to her.
“You know you ought to be a writer. You know so much and you never forget a thing. I really envy you!” She
smiled, “I really don’t understand you.”
The only thing I understand is there are four memory banks in the back of my brain for storing pain, happiness,
reality and that which people call dreams. I never mix them up. But of course, I’m afraid I’ll never have the
courage to confess all of these things to others.
166.57 & 179.146 1. Excerpt from Empress Orchid 2. Excerpt from Becoming Madame Mao\fn{by Anchee Min
(1957- )} Shanghai, China (F) 21
1
My Imperial life began with a smell. A rotten smell that came from my father’s coffin—he had been dead for
two months and we were still carrying him, trying to reach Peking, his birthplace, for burial. My mother was
frustrated.
“My husband was the governor of Wuhu,” she said to the footmen whom we had hired to bear the coffin.
“Yes, madam,” the head footman answered humbly, “and we sincerely wish the governor a good journey
home.”
In my memory, my father was not a happy man. He had been repeatedly demoted because of his poor
performance in the suppression of the Taiping peasant uprisings. Not until later did I learn that my father was not
totally to blame. For years China had been dogged by famine and foreign aggression. Anyone who tried on my
father’s shoes would understand that carrying out the Emperor’s order to restore peace in the countryside was
impossible—peasants saw their lives as no better than death.
I witnessed my father’s struggles and sufferings at a young age. I was born and raised in Anhwei, the poorest
province in China. We didn’t live in poverty, but I was aware that my neighbors had eaten earthworms for dinner
and had sold their children to pay off debts. My father’s slow journey to hell and my mother’s effort to fight it
occupied my childhood. Like a long-armed cricket my mother tried to block a carriage from running over her
family.
The summer heat baked the path. The coffin was carried in a tilted position because the footmen were of
different heights. Mother imagined how uncomfortable my father must be lying inside silence and listened to the
sound of our broken shoes tapping the dirt. Swarms of flies chased the coffin. Each time the footmen paused for a
break the flies covered the lid like a blanket. Mother asked my sister Rong, my brother Kuei Hsiang and me to
keep the flies away. But we were too exhausted to lift our arms. We had been traveling north along the Grand
Canal on foot because we had no money to hire a boat. My feet were covered with blisters. The landscape on both
sides of the path was bleak. The water in the canal was low and dirt-brown. Beyond it were barren hills, which
extended mile after mile. There were fewer inns to be seen. The ones that we did come upon were infested with
lice.
“You’d better pay us,” the head footman said to Mother when he heard her complaint that her wallet was near
empty, “or you will have to carry the coffin yourselves, madam.”
Mother began to sob again and said that her husband didn’t deserve this. She gained no sympathy. The next
dawn the footmen abandoned the coffin.
Mother sat down on a rock by the road. She had a ring of sores sprouting around her mouth. Rong and Kuei
Hsiang discussed burying our father where he was. I didn’t have the heart to leave him in a place without a tree in
sight. Although I was not my father’s favorite at first—he was disappointed that I, his firstborn, was not a son—he
did his best in raising me. It was he who insisted that I learn to read. I had no formal schooling, but I developed
enough of a vocabulary to figure out the stories of the Ming and Ch’ing classics.
*
At the age of five I thought that being born in the Year of the Sheep was bad luck. I told my father that my
friends in the village said that my birth sign was an inauspicious one. It meant that I would be slaughtered.
Father disagreed.
“The sheep is a most adorable creature,” he said. “It is a symbol of modesty, harmony and devotion.” He
explained that my birth sign was in fact strong.
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“You have a double ten in the numbers. You were born on the tenth day of the tenth moon, which fell on the
twenty-ninth of November 1835. You can’t be luckier!”
Also having doubts regarding my being a sheep, Mother brought in a local astrologer to consult. The astrologer
believed that double ten was too strong.
“Too full,” the old hag said, which meant ‘too easily spilled.’ “Your daughter will grow up to be a stubborn
sheep, which means a miserable end!” The astrologer talked excitedly as white spittle gathered at the comers of
her mouth.
“Even an emperor would avoid ten, in fear of its fullness!”
Finally, at the suggestion of the astrologer, my parents gave me a name that promised I would ‘bend.’ This was
how I was called Orchid. Mother told me later that orchids had also been the favorite subject of my father’s ink
paintings. He liked the fact that the plant stood green in all seasons and its flower was elegant in color, graceful in
form and sweet in scent.
My father’s name was Hui Cheng Yehonala. When I close my eyes, I can see my old man standing in a gray
cotton gown. He was slender with Confucian features. It is hard to imagine from his gentle look that his Yehonala
ancestors were Manchu Bannermen who lived on horseback. Father told me that they were originally from the Nu
Cheng people in the state of Manchuria, in northern China between Mongolia and Korea. The name Yehonala
meant that our roots could be traced to the Yeho tribe of the Nala clan in the sixteenth century. My ancestors
fought shoulder to shoulder with the Bannerman leader Nurhachi, who conquered China in 1644 and became the
first Emperor of the Ch’ing Dynasty.
The Ch’ing had now entered its seventh generation. My father inherited the title of Manchu Bannerman of the
Blue Rank, although the title gave him little but honor.
*
When I was ten years old my father became the taotai, or governor, of a small town called Wuhu, in Anhwei
province. I have fond memories of that time, although many consider Wuhu a terrible place. During the summer
months the temperature stayed above one hundred degrees, day and night. Other governors hired coolies to fan
their children, but my parents couldn’t afford one. Each morning my sheet would be soaked with sweat.
“You wet the bed!” my brother would tease.
Nevertheless, I loved Wuhu as a child. The lake there was part of the great Yangtze River, which drove through
China carving out gorges, shaggy crags, and valleys thick with ferns and grasses. It descended into a bright,
broad, richly watered plain where vegetables, rice and mosquitoes all thrived. It flowed on until it met the East
China Sea at Shanghai. Wuhu meant ‘the lake of a luxuriant growth of weeds.’
Our house, the governor’s mansion, had a gray ceramic-tile roof with the figures of gods standing at the four
corners of the tilted eaves. Every morning I would walk to the lake to wash my face and brush my hair. My
reflection in the water was mirror-clear. We drank from and bathed in the river. I played with my siblings and
neighbors on the slick backs of buffalo. We did fish-and-frog jumps. The long bushy weeds were our favorite
hiding places. We snacked on the hearts of water plants called chiao-pai. In the afternoon, when the heat became
unbearable, I would organize the children to help cool the house. My sister and brother would fill buckets, and I
would pull them up to the roof where I poured the water over the tiles. We would go back to the water afterward.
P’ieh, bamboo rafts, floated by. They came down the river like a giant loose necklace. My friends and I would
hop onto the rafts for rides. We joined the raft men singing songs. My favorite tune was Wuhu Is a Wonderful
Place. At sunset Mother would call us home. Dinner was set on a table in the yard under a trellis covered with
purple wisteria.
My mother was raised the Chinese way, although she was a Manchu by blood. According to Mother, after the
Manchus conquered China they discovered that the Chinese system of ruling was more benevolent and efficient,
and they adopted it fully. The Manchu emperors learned to speak Mandarin. Emperor Tao Kuang ate with
chopsticks. He was an admirer of Peking opera and he hired Chinese tutors to teach his children. The Manchus
also adopted the Chinese way of dressing.
The only thing that stayed Manchu was the hairstyle. The Emperor had a shaved forehead and a rope-like braid
of black hair down his back called a queue. The Empress wore her hair with a thin black board fastened on top of
her head displaying ornaments.
My grandparents on my mother’s side were brought up in the Ch’an, or Zen, religion, a combination of
Buddhism and Taoism. My mother was taught the Ch’an concept of happiness, which was to find satisfaction in
small things. I was taught to appreciate the fresh air in the morning, the color of leaves turning red in autumn and
the water’s smoothness when I soaked my hands in the basin.
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My mother didn’t consider herself educated, but she adored Li Po, a Tang Dynasty poet. Each time she read his
poems she would discover new meanings. She would put down her book and gaze out the window. Her gooseegg-shaped face was stunningly beautiful.
Mandarin Chinese was the language I spoke as a child. Once a month we had a tutor who came to teach us
Manchu. I remember nothing about the classes but being bored. I wouldn’t have sat through the lessons if it
hadn’t been to please my parents. Deep down I knew that my parents were not serious about having us master the
Manchu language. It was only for the appearance, so my mother could say to her guests,
“Oh, my children are taking Manchu.”
The truth was that Manchu was not useful. It was like a dead river that nobody drank from.
I was crazy about Peking operas. Again, it was my mother’s influence. She was such an enthusiast that she
saved for the entire year so she could hire a local troupe for an in-house performance during the Chinese New
Year. Each year the troupe presented a different opera. My mother invited all the neighbors and their children to
join us. When I turned twelve the troupe performed Hua Mulan.
I fell in love with the woman warrior, Hua Mulan. After the show I went to the back of our makeshift stage and
emptied my wallet to tip the actress, who let me try on her costume. She even taught me the aria “Goodbye, My
Dress.” For the rest of the month people as far as a mile from the lake could hear me singing “Goodbye, My
Dress.”
My father took pleasure in telling the background to the operas. He loved to show off his knowledge. He
reminded us that we were Manchus, the ruling class of China.
“It is the Manchus who appreciate and promote Chinese art and culture.”
When liquor took hold of my father’s spirit, he would become more animated. He would line up the children
and quiz us on the details of the ancient Bannerman system. He wouldn’t quit until every child knew how each
Bannerman was identified by his rank, such as Bordered, Plain, White, Yellow, Red and Blue.
One day my father brought out a scroll map of China. China was like the crown of a hat ringed by countries
eager and accustomed to pledging their fealty to the Son of Heaven, the Emperor. Among the countries were Laos,
Siam and Burma to the south; Nepal to the west; Korea, the Ryukyu Islands and Sulu to the east and southeast;
Mongolia and Turkestan to the north and northwest.
Years later, when I recalled the scene, I understood why my father showed us the map. The shape of China was
soon to change. By the time my father met his fate, during the last few years of Emperor Tao Kuang, the peasant
revolts had worsened. In the midst of a summer drought, my father didn’t come home for months. My mother
worried about his safety, for she had heard news from a neighboring province about angry peasants setting their
governor’s mansion on fire. My father had been living in his office and trying to control the rebels. One day an
edict arrived. To everyone’s shock the Emperor dismissed him.
Father came home deeply shamed. He shut himself in the study and refused visitors. Within a year his health
broke down. It didn’t take him long to die.
Our doctor bills piled up even after his death. My mother sold all of the family possessions, but we still
couldn’t clear the debts. Yesterday Mother sold her last item: her wedding souvenir from my father, a butterfly
hairpin made of green jade.
*
Before leaving us, the footmen carried the coffin to the bank of the Grand Canal so we could see the passing
boats, where we might get help. The heat worsened and the air grew still. The smell of decay from the coffin grew
stronger. We spent the night under the open sky, tormented by the heat and mosquitoes. My siblings and I could
hear one another’s stomachs rumbling.
I woke at dawn and heard the clattering of a horse’s hooves in the distance. I thought I was dreaming. In no
time a rider appeared in front of me. I felt dizzy with fatigue and hunger. The man dismounted and walked straight
toward me. Without saying a word he presented me with a package tied with ribbon. He said it was from the
taotai of the local town. Startled, I ran to my mother, who opened the package. Inside were three hundred taels of
silver.
“The taotai must be a friend of your father’s!” Mother cried.
With the help of the rider we hired back our footmen. But our good luck didn’t last. A few miles down the
canal we were stopped by a group of men on horses led by the taotai himself.
“A mistake has been made,” he said. “My rider delivered the taels to the wrong family.”
Hearing this, Mother fell to her knees. The taotai’s men took back the taels. Exhaustion suddenly overwhelmed
me and I fell on my father’s coffin.
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The taotai walked to the coffin and squatted as if studying the grains of the wood. He was a stocky man with
rough features. A moment later he turned to me. I expected him to speak but he didn’t.
“You are not a Chinese, are you?” he finally asked. His eyes were on my unbound feet.
“No, sir,” I replied. “I am Manchu.”
“How old are you? Fifteen?”
“Seventeen.”
He nodded. His eyes continued to travel up and down, examining me.
“The road is filled with bandits,” he said. “A pretty girl like you should not be walking.”
“But my father needs to go home.”
My tears ran. The taotai took my hand and placed the sailver taels in my palm.
“My respects to your father.”
I never forgot about the taotai. After I became the Empress of China I sought him out. I made an exception to
promote him. I made him a provincial governor, and he was given a handsome pension for the rest of his life.
*
We entered Peking through the south gate. I was amazed at the massive rose-colored walls. They were
everywhere, one behind another, winding around the entire city. The walls were about forty feet high and fifty feet
thick. At the hidden heart of the sprawling, low-lying capital sat the Forbidden City, the home of the Emperor.
I had never seen so many people in one place. The smell of roasting meat fluttered in the air. The street before
us was more than sixty feet wide, and for a mile went straight to the Gate of Zenith. Along each side were rows of
deep huddled mat-constructed booths and shops festooned with flags announcing their wares. There was so much
to see: rope dancers twirling and spinning, fortunetellers throwing interpretations of the I Ching, acrobats and
jugglers performing tricks with bears and monkeys, folksingers telling old tales in fanciful masks, wigs and
costumes. Furniture craftsmen were busy with their hands. The scenes were right out of classic Chinese opera.
Herbalists displayed large black dry fungi. An acupuncturist applied needles to a patient’s head, making him look
like a porcupine. Repairers mended porcelain with small rivets, their work as fine as embroidery. Barbers
hummed their favorite songs while shaving their customers. Children screamed happily while sly-eyed camels
with heavy loads strutted elegantly by.
My eyes were drawn to sugar-coated berries on sticks. I would have felt miserable if I hadn’t seen a group of
coolies carrying heavy buckets on bamboo poles across their bare shoulders. The men were collecting feces for
the night-soil merchants. They moved slowly toward waiting boats by the canal.
A distant relative whom we called Eleventh Uncle received us. He was a tiny-framed, sour man from my
father’s side. He wasn’t pleased with our arrival. He complained about his troubles running a dry-food shop.
“There hasn't been much food to dry in recent years,” he said. “All eaten. Nothing left to sell.”
Mother apologized for the inconvenience and said that we would leave as soon as we got back on our feet. He
nodded and then warned Mother about his door.
“It falls out of its frame:”
Finally we buried our father. There was no ceremony, because we couldn’t afford one. We settled down in our
uncle’s three-room house, in a kinsman’s compound in Pewter Lane. In the local dialect, the compound was called
a hootong. Like a spider web, the city of Peking was woven with hootongs. The Forbidden City was at the center,
and thousands of hootongs made up the web. My uncle’s lane was on the east side of a street near the canal of the
Imperial city. The canal ran parallel to the high walls and served as the Emperor’s private waterway. I saw boats
with yellow flags travel down the canal. Tall trees were thick behind the walls like floating green clouds. The
neighbors warned us not to look in the direction of the Forbidden City.
“There are dragons, the guardian spirits sent by the gods, living inside.”
*
I went to the neighbors and peddlers at the vegetable market hoping to find work. I carried loads of yams and
cabbages, and cleaned the stalls after the market closed. I made a few copper pennies each day. Some days no one
hired me and I would come home empty-handed.
One day, through my uncle, I landed a job in a shop specializing in shoes for wealthy Manchu ladies. My boss
was a middle-aged woman called Big Sister Fann. Fann was a heavyset lady who liked to apply her face paint as
thick as an opera singer’s. Her makeup flaked off in bits as she talked. Her oily hair was combed back tightly
against her skull. She was known to have a scorpion mouth but a tofu heart.
Big Sister Fann was proud that she used to serve the Grand Empress of Emperor Tao Kuang. She had been in
charge of Her Majesty’s dressing room, and she considered herself expert in court etiquette. She dressed
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magnificently but had no money to clean her clothes. During lice season, she would ask me to pinch off the lice
around her neck. She would scratch herself raw under her armpits. When she caught the creatures, she crushed
them between her teeth.
In her shop I worked with needles, waxed thread, twisters, pliers and hammers. First I decorated a shoe with
strings of pearls, encrusting it with stones, then raised the sole on a central wedge, like a streamlined clog, which
added extra height to the lady who would wear the shoe. By the time I got off work, my hair would be coated with
dust and my neck painfully sore.
Nevertheless I liked to go to work. It was not only for the money, but also to enjoy Big Sister Fann’s wisdom
about life.
“The sun doesn’t just hang on one family’s tree.” she would say.
She believed that everybody had a chance. I also loved her gossip about the royal families. She complained
that her life had been ruined by the Grand Empress, who “awarded” her to a eunuch as a figurehead wife,
dooming her to childlessness.
“Do you know how many dragons are carved around the Hall of Heavenly Harmony in the Forbidden City?”
Above her misery she bragged about the glory of her time in the palace. “Thirteen thousand eight hundred and
forty-four dragons!” As always, she answered her own question. “It was the work of the finest craftsmen over
generations!”
It was from Big Sister Fann that I learned about the place where I would soon live for the rest of my life. She
told me that the hall’s ceiling alone housed 2,604 dragons, and each had a different meaning and significance.
It took her a month to finish describing the Hall of Heavenly Harmony. I failed to follow Big Sister Fann and
to keep count of the number of dragons, but she made me understand the power they symbolized. Years later,
when I sat on the throne and was the dragon, I was very much afraid that people would find out that there was
nothing to the images. Like all my predecessors, I hid my face behind the gorgeous carvings of dragons and
prayed that my costumes and props would help me play the part right.
“Four thousand three hundred and seven dragons inside the Hall of Heavenly Harmony alone!” Gasping, Big
Sister Fann turned to me and asked,
:Orchid, can you imagine the rest of the Imperial glory? Mark my words: a glimpse of such beauty makes one
feel that one’s life has been worthy. One glimpse, Orchid, and you will never be an ordinary person again.”
*
One evening I went to Big Sister Fann’s place for dinner. I lit a fire in the hearth and washed her clothes while
she cooked. We ate dumplings stuffed with greens and soybeans. Afterward I served her tea and prepared her pipe.
Pleased, she said that she was ready to tell me more stories.
We sat into the night. Big Sister Fann recalled her time with her first Majesty, Empress Chu An. I noticed that
when she mentioned Her Majesty’s name, her voice had a worshipful tone.
“Chu An was scented with rose petals, herbs and precious essences since she was a child. And she was half
woman and half goddess. She exhaled heavenly aromas as she moved. Do you know why there was no
announcement and ceremony when she died?”
I shook my head.
“It had to do with Her Majesty’s son Hsien Feng and his half- brother Prince Kung.” Big Sister Fann inhaled
deeply and continued.
“It took place about ten years ago. Hsien Feng was eleven and Kung was nine. I was part of the servant group
who helped raise the boys. Among the nine sons Emperor Tao Kuang had, Hsien Feng was the fourth and Kung
the sixth. The first three princes died of illness, which left the Emperor six healthy heirs. Hsien Feng and Kung
showed the most promise. Hsien Feng’s mother was my mistress, Chu An, and Kung’s mother was the concubine
Lady Tin, who was the Emperor’s favorite.”
Big Sister Fann lowered her voice to a whisper.
“Although Chu An was the Empress, and as such enjoyed the greater power, she was extremely insecure about
her son Hsien Feng’s chances for succession:”
According to tradition, the elder son would be considered the heir. But Empress Chu An indeed had reason to
worry. As the greater physical and intellectual talents of Prince Kung began to declare themselves, it gradually
became obvious to the court that if Emperor Tao Kuang had good sense, he would select Prince Kung over Hsien
Feng.
“The Empress arranged a plot to get rid of Prince Kung,” Big Sister Fann continued. “My mistress invited the
two brothers for lunch one day. The main meal was steamed fish. The Empress had her maid Apricot put poison
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on Kung’s plate. Now I would say that Heaven must have meant to stop this act. Right before Prince Kung lifted
his chopsticks, the Empress’s cat jumped onto the table. Before the servants were able to do anything, that cat ate
Prince Kung’s fish. Immediately the animal showed signs of poisoning. It wobbled, and in minutes it fell flat on
the floor.”
Much later I would learn the details of the investigation conducted by the Imperial household. The first
suspects were the people who worked in the kitchen. The chef, especially, was questioned. Knowing that he had
little chance to live, he committed suicide. The next to be interrogated were the eunuchs. One eunuch confessed
that he saw Apricot speak secretively with the chef on the morning of the incident. At that point Empress Chu
An’s involvement was exposed. The matter was brought to the Grand Empress.
“‘Fetch me the Emperor!’” Big Sister Fann mimicked the Grand Empress. “Her voice echoed through the hall.
I was attending my mistress and thus witnessed Her Majesty’s face turn from red to white.”
Empress Chu An was found guilty.
At first Emperor Tao Kuang didn’t have the strength to order her execution. He blamed the servant girl Apricot.
But the Grand Empress stood firm and said that Apricot wouldn’t act alone “even if she borrowed a lion’s guts:”
Eventually the Emperor gave in.
“When Emperor Tao Kuang entered our palace, the Palace of Pure Essence, Her Majesty sensed that she had
reached the end of her life. She greeted her husband on her knees and was unable to rise afterward. His Majesty
helped her up. His swollen eyes showed that he had been crying. Then he spoke, expressing his regret that he
could no longer protect her, and that she must die.”
Big Sister Fann sucked on her pipe, unaware that it had gone out.
“As if accepting her fate, Empress Chu An stopped weeping. She told His Majesty that she knew her shame
and would accept the punishment. Then she begged for a last favor. Tao Kuang promised to grant anything she
wished. She wanted to keep the true reason for her death a secret. When the wish was granted, the Empress bade
her husband farewell. She then sent me to fetch her son for the final time.”
Tears began to well up in Big Sister Fann’s eyes.
“Hsien Feng was a fragile-looking boy. From his mother’s face he sensed tragedy. Of course he wouldn’t have
guessed that in the next few minutes his mother would be gone from the face of the earth. The boy brought his
pet, a parrot. He wanted to cheer his mother up by making the bird talk. Hsien Feng recited his new lesson, one he
had been having trouble with. She was pleased and hugged him.
“His laughter brought more sadness to the mother. The boy took out his handkerchief and wiped her tears. He
wanted to know what was bothering her. She wouldn’t answer. Then he stopped playing and became scared. At
that moment the sound of drums came from the courtyard. It was the signal to hurry Empress Chu An on her way.
She held her son again. The drumbeat got louder. Hsien Feng looked terrified. His mother buried her face in his
little vest and whispered,
“‘Bless you, my son.’
“The voice of the minister of the Imperial household echoed in the hallway. ‘Your Majesty the Empress, on
your way, please!’ To protect her son from seeing the horror, Empress Chu An ordered me to take Hsien Feng
away. It was the hardest thing I ever did. I stood like a dead tree trunk. Her Majesty came and shook me by the
shoulders. From her wrist she took off a jade bracelet and tucked it in my pocket.
“‘Please, Fann!’
“She looked at me pleadingly. I woke to my senses and dragged the screaming Hsien Feng away from his
mother. Outside the gate stood the minister. He was holding a piece of folded white silk—the hanging rope.
Behind him were several guards.”
*
I wept for the young boy Hsien Feng. Years later he would become my husband, and I kept a tender spot for
him in my heart even after he abandoned me.
“A tragedy foreshadows good luck. Let me tell you, Orchid.” Big Sister Fann took the pipe from her lips and
knocked the ashes out on the table. “And this applies exactly to what happened next.”
In the shadows of the candlelight, the story of my future husband continued. It was autumn, and the aging
Emperor Tao Kuang was ready to choose a successor. He invited his sons to Jehol, the Imperial hunting ground in
the north, beyond the Great Wall. He wanted to test their abilities. Six princes joined the journey.
The father told the sons that Manchus were known as great hunters. When he was their age he had killed more
than a dozen wild animals in half a day—wolves, deer and boar of all sorts. Once he took home fifteen bears and
eighteen tigers. He told the sons that his great-grandfather Emperor Kang Hsi was even better. Every day he rode
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six horses to exhaustion. The father then ordered the sons to show him what they could do.
“Knowing his own weakness, Hsien Feng was depressed.” Big Sister Fann paused for a beat. “He knew that he
wouldn’t survive the competition. He decided to withdraw but was stopped by his tutor, the brilliant scholar Tu
Shou-tien. The tutor offered his student a way to turn defeat into victory.
“‘When you lose,’ Tu said, ‘report to your father that it was not that you couldn’t shoot. Say that it was your
choice not to shoot. It was for a virtuous reason such as benevolence that you refused to perform your hunting
skills to their fullest.’”
In Big Sister Fann’s words, the autumn hunting scene was grand. The bushes and weeds were waist high.
Torches were lit to flush the wild animals. Rabbits, leopards, wolves and deer ran for their lives. Seventy thousand
men on horseback formed a circle. The hunting ground thundered and quaked. The men slowly closed in. Imperial
guardsmen followed each prince.
On top of the highest hill stood the father. He was on a black horse. His eyes followed his two favorite sons.
Hsien Feng was dressed in a purple silk robe and Prince Kung in white. Kung charged back and forth. The
animals fell one after another before his arrows. The guards cheered.
The sound of a trumpet called the hunters back at noon. The princes took turns presenting their father the
animals they had shot. Prince Kung had twenty-eight. His handsome face was marked by the scratch of a tiger
claw. The wound was seeping blood. His white robe was stained. He smiled with elation knowing that he had
performed well. The other sons came. They showed their father the animals tied under the bellies of their horses.
“Where is Hsien Feng, my fourth son?” the father asked.
Hsien Feng was summoned. He carried nothing under the belly of his horse. His robe was clean.
“You didn’t hunt.”
The father was disappointed. The son replied as the tutor had instructed:
“Your humblest son had trouble killing the animals. It was not because I refused Your Majesty’s order or
lacked skill. It was because I was moved by the beauty of nature. Your Majesty taught me that autumn is the time
when the universe is pregnant with spring. When I thought about all the animals that would be caring for their
young, my heart felt for them.”
The father was stunned.
Instantly, he made a decision on his heir.
*
The candle had gone out. I sat quietly. The moon was bright outside the window. The clouds were thick and
white, like giant fish swimming across the sky.
“It is my view that Empress Chu An’s death played a big part in the selection of the heir, too,” Big Sister Fann
said. “Father Emperor Tao Kuang felt guilty that he took the mother away from her child. The fact that he never
granted Lady Jin the wish to be titled Empress after Chu An was the proof. My mistress got what she wanted after
all.”
“Isn’t Lady Jin the Grand Empress today?” I asked.
“Yes, but she didn’t get that title from Tao Kuang. Hsien Feng gave it to her when he became the Emperor.
Again it was Tu’s advice. The act helped to add greatness to Hsien Feng’s name. Hsien Feng understood that the
public knew that Lady Jin was Chu An’s enemy. He wanted people to believe in his benevolence. It was also to
squelch the doubts of the nation, because Prince Kung was still on everyone’s mind. The father didn’t play fair.
He didn’t keep his promise.”
“What about Prince Kung?” I asked. “After all, he scored the highest during the hunt. How did he feel about
his father honoring a loser?”
“Orchid, you must learn never to judge the Son of Heaven.”
Big Sister Fann lit another candle. She stuck her hand in the air and drew a line under her neck.
“Whatever he does is Heaven’s will. It was Heaven’s will that Hsien Feng was made Emperor. Prince Kung
believes this too. And that is why he assists his brother with such devotion.”
“But … was Prince Kung even a little bit jealous?”
“There has been no sign of it. However, Lady Jin was. She was bitter about Prince Kung’s submission. But she
managed to hide her feelings.”
*
It was a terrible winter. Frozen bodies were found in the streets of Peking after an ice storm. I gave all that I
earned to Mother, but it was not enough to pay the bills. The lenders lined up at our door. The door had repeatedly
fallen out of its frame. Eleventh Uncle was uneasy and his thoughts were written all over his face. I knew he
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wanted us to move out. Mother took a cleaning job but was fired the next day, for she became ill. She had to lean
against the bed to stand up, and her breath was labored. My sister Rong brewed herb medicine for her. Along with
the bitter leaves the doctor prescribed cocoons of silkworms. The foul smell was in my clothes and hair. My
brother Kuei Hsiang had been sent to borrow money from neighbors. After a while nobody would open the door
for him. Mother bought cheap burial clothes, a black gown, and wore it all day long.
“You won’t have to change me if you find me dead in bed,” she said.
One afternoon Uncle came with his son, to whom I had never been introduced. His name was Ping, meaning
“bottle.” I knew that Uncle had had a son by a local prostitute and that he hid him because he was embarrassed. I
didn’t know that Bottle was retarded.
“Orchid will make a good wife for Bottle,” Uncle said to my mother, pushing Bottle toward me. “How about I
give you enough taels to help pay off your debts?”
Cousin Bottle was a slope-shouldered fellow. The shape of his face matched his name. He looked sixty years
old, although he was only twenty-two. Besides being “slow,” he was an opium addict. He stood in the middle of
the room smiling at me from ear to ear. His hands went constantly to pull up his pants, which fell right back to
where they were, below his hips.
“Orchid needs decent clothes,” Uncle said, ignoring Mother’s reaction, which was to shut her eyes and bang
her head on the bed frame. Uncle picked up his dirty cotton sack and took out a pink jacket patterned with blue
orchids.
I ran from the house into the snow. Soon both of my shoes were soaked and I could no longer feel that I had
toes.
A week later Mother told me that I was engaged to Botde.
“What do I do with him?” I cried to her.
“It’s not fair for Orchid,” Rong said in a small voice.
“Uncle wants his rooms back,” Kuei Hsiang said. “Someone offered him more rent. Marry Bottle, Orchid, so
Uncle won’t kick us out.”
I wished that I had the courage to say no to Mother. I did not have any choice. Rong and Kuei Hsiang were too
young to help support the family. Rong had been suffering from severe nightmares. To watch her sleep was to
watch her going through a torture chamber. She tore up the sheet as if possessed by demons. She was constandy
afraid, nervous and suspicious. She walked like a frightened bird—wide-eyed, freezing in the middle of her
movements. She made rattling sounds when she sat down. During meals she would continually knock her fingers
on the table.
My brother went the other way. He was disoriented, careless and lazy. He gave up his books and would do
nothing to help.
All day long at work I listened to Big Sister Fann’s stories of men of charm and intelligence, men who spent
their lives on horseback, conquered their foes and became emperors. I went home only to face the reality that I
would be married to Botde before spring.
Mother called from her bed, and I sat down beside her. I couldn’t bear looking at her face. She was bone-thin.
“Your father used to say, ‘A sick tiger that loses its way on a plain is weaker than a lamb. It can’t fight wild
dogs who come to feast.’ Unfortunately that is our fate, Orchid.”
*
One morning I heard a beggar singing in the street while I was brushing my hair:
To give it up is to accept your fate.
To give it up is to create peace.
To give it up is to gain the upper hand, and
To give it up is to have it all.

I stared at the beggar as he passed my window. He raised his empty bowl toward me. His fingers were as dry
as dead branches.
“Porridge,” h said.
“We are out of rice,” I said. “I have been digging up white clay from my yard and mixing it with wheat flour to
make buns. Would you like one?”
“Don’t you know that white clay clogs the intestines?”
“I know, but there is nothing else to eat:”
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He took the bun I gave him and disappeared at the end of the lane.
Sad and depressed, I walked to Big Sister Fann’s in the snow. When 1 arrived I picked up my tools and sat
down on the bench and started to work. Fann came in with breakfast still in her mouth. She was excited and said
she saw a decree posted on the city wall.
“His Majesty Emperor Hsien Feng is looking for future mates. I wonder who the lucky girls will be!” She
described the event, which was called the Selection of Imperial Consorts.
After work I decided to go and take a look at the decree. The direct route was blocked, so I weaved through the
lanes and alleys and got there by sunset. The poster was written in black ink. The characters were blurred from the
wash of wet snow. As I read it, my thoughts began to race.
The candidates had to be Manchu, to keep the purity of the Imperial bloodline. I remembered Father once told
me that among our hundred million people in China, five million were Manchu. The poster also said that the girls’
fathers had to be at least the rank of Blue Bannerman. That was to ensure the girls’ genetic intelligence. The
poster further declared that all Manchu girls between the ages of thireen and seventeen must register with their
state for the selection. None of the young Manchu women were allowed to marry until the Emperor had passed
them up.
*
“Don’t you think I have a chance?” I cried to Big Sister Fann. “I am a Manchu and seventeen. My father was a
Blue Bannerman.”
Fann shook her head.
“Orchid, you are an ugly mouse compared to the concubines and court ladies I have seen.”
I drank from a bucket of water and sat down to think. Big Sister Fann’s words discouraged me, but my desire
was not diminished. I learned from Fann that the Imperial court would review the candidates in October.
Governors all over the nation would send out scouts to gather beautiful girls. The scouts were ordered to make
lists of names.
“They missed me!” I said to Big Sister Fann.
I found out that the Imperial household was in charge of this year’s selection, and the beauties from each state
were being sent to Peking for the household committee to review. The chief eunuch, who represented the
Emperor, was expected to inspect more than five thousand girls and select about two hundred from among them.
Those girls would be presented to Grand Empress Lady Jin and Emperor Hsien Feng for viewing.
Big Sister Fann told me that Hsien Feng would select seven official wives, and that he would be free to
“reward happiness” to any court ladies or maids in the Forbidden City. After the official wives were chosen, the
rest of the finalists would be kept and would live in the Forbidden City. They might never get a chance to mate
with His Majesty, but they were guaranteed a lifetime of annual taels. The amount given was based on title and
rank. All told, the Emperor would have three thousand concubines.
I also learned from Big Sister Fann that besides the consort selection, the Selection of Imperial Maids was also
held this year. Unlike the consorts, who were given magnificent palaces to live in, the maids lived in barracks
behind the palaces. Many such quarters had been left to decay and were barely fit to live in.
I asked Big Sister Fann about the eunuchs, two thousand of whom lived in the Forbidden City. She told me that
most of them came from poverty. Their families were utterly beyond hope. While only castrated boys were
qualified to apply for the positions, not every castrated boy was guaranteed a place.
“Besides being quick-witted, the boys had to be above average in looks,” Big Sister Fann said. “The smartest
and handsomest would have a chance to survive or even become favorites.”
I asked why the court wouldn’t hire normal boys.
“It is to guarantee the Emperor as the sole seed planter,” she explained. The system was inherited from the
Ming Dynasty. The Ming Emperor owned ninety thousand eunuchs. They were his in-house police force. It was a
necessity, because cases of murder are not infrequent in a place where thousands of females compete for one
male’s attention.
“The eunuchs are creatures capable of extreme hatred and cruelty and also loyalty and devotion. Privately they
suffer a great deal. Most wear thick underwear because they constantly leak urine. Have you ever heard the
expression ‘You stink like a eunuch’?”
“How do you know?” I asked.
“I married one, for heaven’s sake! The leaking puts a lot of shame on the man. My husband had a profound
understanding of mistreatment and suffering, but that did not stop him from being vicious and jealous. He wished
everyone tragedy.”
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*
I didn’t tell my family about what I intended to do, because I was aware that my chance of success was one in
a million.
The next morning I went to the local courthouse before work. I was nervous but determined. I announced my
purpose to the guard and was guided to an office in the back. The room was large. Its columns, tables and chairs
were wrapped with red cloth. A bearded man dressed in a red robe sat behind a large redwood desk. On the desk
was a rectangular piece of yellow silk. It was a copy of the Imperial decree. I went up to the man and got down on
my knees. I stated my name and age. I said that my father was from the Yehonala clan and was the late taotai
ofWuhu.
The bearded man measured me with his eyes.
“Do you have better clothes?” he asked after a hard stare.
“No sir,” I replied.
“I am not allowed to let anyone enter the palace looking like a beggar.”
“Well, may I have your permission to ask whether I am qualified for the entrance? If I can get a yes from you,
sir, I shall find a way to prepare my appearance.”
“Do you think I’d bother to waste my breath if I didn’t find you qualified?”
*
“Well,:” Mother said, a bit relieved, “I will just have to tell your uncle that Bottle has to wait until the Emperor
passes you up.”
“Maybe by then Uncle will get hit by a cart or Bottle will die of an opium overdose,” Kuei Hsiang said.
“Kuei Hsiang,” Rong stopped him, “you don’t curse people like that. After all, they sheltered us.”
I always found that Rong had better sense than Kuei Hsiang. That was not to say that Rong was not afraid. She
continued to be delicate and fearful throughout her life. She would spend days working on an embroidery and
then suddenly abandon it, saying that she saw its color turning. She would conclude that there must be a ghost at
work. She would panic and cut up the piece.
“Why don’t you study, Kuei Hsiang?” I said to my brother. “You have a better chance than Rong and I. The
Imperial civil service examination comes up every year. Why don’t you give it a try?”
“I don’t have what it takes,” was Kuei Hsiang’s reply.
*
Big Sister Fann was surprised that I passed the entrance exam at the office of the Imperial household. Grabbing
a candle, she studied my features.
“How did I miss it?” She turned my head right and left. “Bright almond-shaped single-lid eyes, smooth skin, a
straight nose, a lovely mouth and a slender body. It must be the clothes that diminished your looks:”
Putting down the candle, Fann folded her arms. She paced around the room like a cricket in a jar before a fight.
“You are not going to look like this when you enter the Forbidden City, Orchid.” She placed her hands on my
shoulders and said,
“Come, let me transform you:”
It was in Big Sister Fann’s dressing room that I was turned into a princess. Big Sister Fann proved to me her
reputation—she who was once in charge of dressing the Empress wrapped me in a light green satin tunic
embroidered with lifelike white pheasants. Embroidered borders in a darker shade decorated the neck, cuffs and
edges.
“This tunic was Her Majesty’s. She gave it to me as a wedding present:” Big Sister Fann explained. “I hardly
wore it because I was afraid of stains. And now I am too old and heavy. I loan it to you, the matching headdress
too.”
“Won’t Her Majesty recognize it?”
“Don’t worry,” Fann shook her head. “She has hundreds of similar dresses.”
“What will the dress make her think?”
“That you have her taste.”
I was thrilled and told Big Sister Fann that I couldn’t thank her enough.
“Remember, beauty is not the only measurement at the selection, Orchid,” Big Sister Fann said as she dressed
me. “You can lose because you are too poor to bribe the eunuchs, who will in turn find a way to point out your
shortcomings to His and Her Majesties. I have personally attended this kind of occasion. It was so exhausting that
every girl looked the same by the end. His and Her Majesties’ eyes wouldn’t register beauty any more, and that’s
why most of the Imperial wives and concubines are ugly.”

599

*
Over the endless months of waiting, I could scarcely contain my agitation. I slept fitfully and awoke from
dreams full of dread. Then the waiting ended: tomorrow I would enter the Forbidden City to compete for the
selection.
*
Clouds hung high in the sky and the breeze was warm as my sister and I strode through the streets of Peking.
“I have a feeling that you will be one of the two hundred concubines, if not one of the seven wives,” Rong
said. “Your beauty is unmatchable, Orchid.”
“My desperation is unmatchable,” I corrected her.
We continued walking and I held her hand tightly. She was dressed in a light blue cotton gown with stitch pads
neatly sewed on her shoulders. She and I looked alike in terms of features, exept sometimes her expression gave
away her fear.
“What if you never get to spend a night with His Majesty?” Rong asked. Her raised eyebrows formed a line on
her forehead.
“It is better than marrying Bottle, isn’t it?”
Rong nodded.
“I’ll send you the most fashionable clothes patterns from the palace,” I said, trying to be cheerful. “You’ll be
the best-dressed girl in the city. Fine fabrics, fabulous lace, peacock feathers.”
“Don’t you go out of your way, Orchid. Everyone knows that the Forbidden City has strict rules. One wrong
move and your head could be chopped.”
For the rest of the walk we were quiet. The Imperial wall seemed taller and thicker. It was the wall that would
separate us. …
2
She learns pain early. When she is four, her mother comes to bind her feet. The mother tells the child that she
cannot afford to wait any longer. She promises that afterwards, after the pain, the girl will be beautiful. She will
get to marry into a rich family where she doesn’t have to walk but will be carried around in a sedan chair. The
three-inch lotus feet are a symbol of prestige and class.
The girl is curious. She sits on a stool barefoot. She plays with the pile of cloth with her toes, picks up a strip,
then drops it. Mother is stirring a jar of sticky rice porridge. The girl learns that the porridge will be used as glue.
Good glue, strong, won’t tear, Mother says. It seals out the air. The ancient mummies were preserved in the same
way.
The mother is in her late twenties. She is a pretty woman, long slanting almond-shaped eyes, which the girl
inherited. The mother hardly smiles. She describes herself as a radish pickled in the sauce of misery. The girl is
used to her mother’s sadness, to her silence during family meals. And she is used to her own position—the last
concubine’s daughter, the most distant relative the family considers. Her father was sixty years old when she was
born. He has been a stranger to her.
*
The mother’s hair is lacquer black, wrapped in a bun and fixed with a bamboo pin. She asks the girl to sit still
as she begins. She looks solemn as if she is in front of an altar. She takes the girl’s right foot, washes it and wipes
it dry with her blouse. She doesn’t tell the girl that this is the last time she will see her feet as she knows them.
The mother doesn’t tell her that by the time her feet are released they will look like triangle-shaped rice cakes
with toenails curled under the sole. The mother tries to concentrate on the girl’s future. A future that will be better
than her own.
The mother begins wrapping. The girl watches with interest. The mother applies the paste in between each
layer of cloth. It is a summer noon. Outside the window are climbing little bell flowers, small and red like
dripping blood. The girl sees herself, her feet being bound, in her mother’s dressing mirror. Also in the frame, a
delicately carved ancient vase on the table with a bunch of fresh jasmine in it. The scent is strong. The pendulum
of an old clock on the wall swings with a rustic sound. The house is quiet. The other concubines are napping and
the servants are sitting in the kitchen quietly peeling beans.
Sweat gathers on her mother’s forehead and begins to drip like broken beads down her cheeks. The girl asks if
her mother should take a break. The woman shakes her head and says that she is finishing the task. The girl looks
at her feet. They are as thick as elephant legs. The girl finds it amusing. She moves her toes inside the cocoon. Is
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that it? she asks. When her mother moves away the jar, the girl jumps on the floor and plays.
Stay in bed from now on, her mother says, the pain will take a while.
*
The girl has no trouble until the third week. She is already tired with her elephant legs and now comes the pain.
Her toes scream for space. Her mother is near her. She is there to prevent the girl from tearing off the strips. She
guards the elephant legs as if guarding the girl’s future. She keeps explaining to the crying girl why she has to
endure the pain. Then it becomes too much. The girl’s feet are infected. The mother’s tears pour. No, no, no, don’t
touch them. She insists, cries, curses. Herself. Men. She asks why she didn’t have a son. Again and again she tells
the girl that females are like grass, born to be stepped on.
*
The year is 1919. Shandong Province, China. The town is the birthplace of Confucius. It is called Zhu. The
ancient walls and gates stand high. From the girl’s window the hills are like giant turtles crawling along the edge
of the earth. The Yellow River runs through the town and its murky waters make their way lazily to the sea. The
coast cities and provinces have been occupied by foreign forces—first the Germans and now the Japanese—since
China lost the Opium War in 1858. China is collapsing and no one pays attention to the girl’s cries.
*
The girl is never able to forget the pain, even when she becomes Madame Mao, the most powerful woman in
China during the late 1960s and 70s. She recalls the pain as “evidence of the crimes of feudalism” and she
expresses her outrage in a series of operas and ballets, The Women of the Red Detachment and The White-Haired
Girl, among many others. She makes the billion population share her pain.
To understand the pain is to understand what the proletariat went through during the old society, she cries at a
public rally. It is to understand the necessity of Communism! She believes the pain she suffered gives her the right
to lead the nation. It’s the kind of pain that shoots through your core, she tells the actress who plays the lead in her
opera. You can’t land on your toes and you can’t fly either. You are trapped, chained down. There is an invisible
saw. You are toeless. Your breath dies out. The whole house hears you but there is no rescue.
She remembers her fight with the pain vividly. A heroine of the real-life stage. Ripping the foot-binding cloths
is her debut.
If there is no rebellion, there is no survival! she shouts at rallies during the Cultural Revolution.
*
My mother is shocked the moment I throw the smelly binding strips in front of her and show her my feet. They
are blue and yellow, swelling and dripping with pus. A couple of flies land on the strips. The pile looks like a dead
hundred-footed-octopus monster. I say to my mother, If you try to put my feet back in the wrap I shall kill myself.
I mean it. I have already found a place for myself to lie. It will be in Confucius’s temple. I like the couplet on its
gate:
The temple has no monk
So the floor will be swept by the wind
The temple has no candles
So the light will be lit by the moon

You need to have the lotus feet, my mother cries. You are not made to labor.
Afterwards my mother quits. I wonder if she already knows that she will need me to run with her one day.
*
The girl’s memory of her father is that he lives on liquor and is violent. Both her mother and she fear him. He
hits them. There is no way to predict when his temper will rise. Each time it shocks the soul out of the girl.
He is not a poor man. Madame Mao doesn’t tell the truth later when she wants to impress her fellow
countrymen. She describes him as a proletarian. In fact he is a well-to-do businessman, the town carpenter and
owner of a wood shop. He has four full-time workers. Two of them are blind. He uses them to sand wood. The
family has food on the table and the girl goes to school.
*
I never understand why my father beats my mother. There never really is a reason. Nobody in the house
interferes. All the wives hear the beating. All my stepbrothers and -sisters witness the act. Yet no one utters a
word. If my father is not pleased with my mother, he comes to her room, takes off his shoe and starts hitting her.
Concubines are bought slaves and bedmaids, but I wonder if my father’s true anger is because my mother didn’t
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produce a son for him.
*
This is how her father plants the seed of worthlessness in her. It is something she lives with. The moment she
begins remembering how she was brought up, she experiences a rage that bursts at its own time and pace. Like the
flood of the Yellow River, it comes and crashes in big waves. Its violence changes the landscape of her being. The
rage gets worse as she ages. It becomes a kept beast. It breathes and grows underground while consuming her. Its
constant presence makes her feel worthless. Her desire to fight it, to prove that it does not exist, lies behind her
every action.
*
It is my nature to rebel against oppressors. When my mother tells me to learn to “eat a meatball made of your
own tongue,” and “hide your broken arm inside your sleeve,” I fight without ever considering the consequences.
In frustration Mother hits me. She hits me with a broom. She is scared of my nature. She thinks that I will be
killed like the young revolutionaries whose heads are hung on flagpoles on top of the town gate. They were
slaughtered by the authorities.
Mother scolds me, calls me a mu-yu—a monk’s chanting tool—made to be hit all the time. But I can’t be set
right. It is always afterwards, after she has exhausted herself from hitting me, that she breaks down and sobs. She
calls herself an unfit mother and is sure that she will end up being punished in her next life. She will be made into
a most unfortunate animal, a cow who when alive bears heavy burdens and when dies is eaten, its skin made into
jackets and its horns into medicine.
Every time I see Mother’s tear-stained face I age. I feel white hair sprouting out of my head. I am sick of
seeing Mother tortured. I often wish that she were dead so she would be released from having to take care of me.
*
But the mother goes on living, for her, the daughter she wishes were a son. This is how misery permeates the
girl’s soul. Most of her life she can’t be satisfied with who she is. The irony is that she truly wishes to satisfy her
mother’s wish. This is how she begins her acting career. Very young. In her own house. She slips into roles. When
she thinks that she is not who she is, she becomes relaxed and fear free. She is in a safe place where her father’s
terror can no longer reach and her mother’s tears can no longer wash her away.
*
Later on it becomes clear that Madame Mao doesn’t forgive. She believes that one must collect the debts owed
to one. She has little desire to understand forgiveness. Revenge, on the other hand, she understands. She
understands it in the most savage way. In her life, she never hesitates to order her enemies’ complete elimination.
She does it naturally. It is a practice she started as a young girl.
*
I see my father hit Mother with a shovel. It happened suddenly. Without warning. I can hardly believe my eyes.
He is mad. He calls Mother a slut. Mother’s body curls up. My chest swells. He hits her back, front, shouting that
he will break her bones. Mother is in shock, unable to move. Father drags her, kicks and steps on her as if to
flatten her into a piece of paper.
I feel horror turning my stomach upside down. I jump. I get in between them. You are no longer my father, I
announce, my body trembling allover. I will never forgive you! One of these days you will find yourself dead
because I put mice poison in your liquor!
The man turns and raises the shovel over his head.
My lips burn. My front tooth is in my mouth. …
*
During the production of her operas and ballets in the 1970s, Madame Mao describes the wound to the
actresses, actors, artists and the nation. Madame Mao says, Our heroines must be covered with wounds. Blooddripping wounds. Wounds that have been torn, punctured or broken by weapons like shovels, whips, glass,
wooden sticks, bullets or explosions. Study the wounds, pay attention to the degree of the burn, the layers of the
infected tissue. The color transitions in the flesh. And the shapes that remind you of a worm-infested body.
*
Eight years old and she is already determined. It is not clear whether her father kicked her mother out of his
house or her mother ran away herself. At any rate the girl no longer has a home. The mother takes the daughter
with her. They walk from street to street and town to town. The mother works as a maid. A washmaid, lower in
rank than a kitchenmaid. The mother works where she and the girl will be given a corner to sleep at night. At
night the mother often leaves mysteriously. When she returns it is usually dawn. The mother never tells the girl
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where she goes. One day when the girl insists, she says that she visits different houses. She either peels potatoes
or serves as a foot warmer for the master’s children. She never tells the girl that she is a foot warmer for the
master himself. The mother withers quickly. Her skin wrinkles up like ripples in a lake and her hair dries like a
winter stalk.
Some nights the girl gets bored waiting for her mother. She can’t sleep yet she is afraid to go out. She lies in
bed quietly. After midnight she hears bullets being fired. She counts the shots so she will know how many people
have been killed.
*
My number always matches the number of heads that hang on the gate of the town the next day. My
schoolmates talk to each other like this: I’ll slaughter you and hang your head on a hook and then I’ll stick an
opium pipe between your teeth.
I hate school. I am an object of attack because I have no father and have a mother who works at jobs that
arouse suspicion. I beg my mother to transfer me to a different school. But the situation doesn’t change. It gets so
bad that one day a classmate unleashes a dog.
*
Madame Mao later uses the incident in both a ballet and opera of the same title, The Women of the Red
Detachment. The villains come with vicious-looking dogs to chase the slave girl. A close-up of the dog teeth and a
closeup of the wound. The bleeding body parts.
*
My mother’s face becomes unrecognizable. Her pretty cheekbones start to protrude and her eyes have deep
pockets. She is so sick that she can’t walk far. Yet we are still on the run. She has been fired from her job. She
can’t talk, she whispers in between breaths. She writes a letter and begs her parents for shelter and food. I wonder
why she hasn’t done that earlier. She won’t explain. I sense that she wasn’t her parents’ favorite. There are
probably bad memories of the past. But now she has no choice.
*
My grandparents live in Jinan. It is the capital of Shandong Province. Compared to the town of Zhu, it is a
fancy city. It is on the south side of the Yellow River, about nine miles away. The city is a center of business and
politics. It is very old. The names of the streets reflect its past glory: Court Street, Financial Street, Military Street.
There are magnificent temples and dazzling opera houses. I don’t know until later that many of the opera houses
are in fact whorehouses.
*
My grandparents and I have never met and our meeting changes my life. My dependence on my mother begins
to shift dramatically as my grandfather takes charge in caring for me. He is a kind fellow, a meek man actually,
knowledgeable but powerless in handling reality. He teaches me opera. He asks me to recite after him. Phrase by
phrase and tone by tone we get through the most famous arias. I don’t like it, but I want to please him.
Every morning, sitting on a rattan chair with a cup of tea, my grandfather begins. He tells me what the story is
about first, the situation and the character, and then out his voice comes. He is a terrible singer, which makes him
quite funny. I follow him, not remembering exactly what I am singing. I purposely imitate his poor tone. He tries
to correct me. After a few efforts, he discovers that I have been naughty and threatens to be upset and then I
behave. I hit the notes in a perfect voice. He claps and laughs. With his mouth wide open I see a hollow with all
the teeth gone.
We move on. Soon I am able to do passages from The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, especially The Empty
City. My grandfather is pleased. He lets me know that I count. A boy or a girl, to him it makes no difference.
There is only one condition: as long as I follow him and learn. He lets me do whatever I want around the house.
My grandmother is a quiet little lady and a Buddhist. She echoes her husband and never seems to have an opinion
of her own. She always covers up for me. For example, when I accidentally break Grandfather’s favorite ink
bottle, she uses her own savings and hurries to the town on her lotus feet and buys a new bottle to replace the
broken one. She does it quietly and I adore her.
*
My grandfather continues his cultivation. His head swings in circles. I do the same. When he is in a good
mood, he takes me to operas. Not the good ones—he can’t afford the tickets—but the imitations presented in the
whorehouses. During the performances fights often break out among the drunkards.
It is my grandfather’s wish that I complete elementary school. You are a peacock living among hens, he says.
He is fixing the arm of his rattan chair when he says this to me. His head is on the floor and his rear end points
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toward the ceiling. The phrase has an enormous effect on me.
My grandfather enrolls me in a local school a block away. He gives me a formal name, Yunhe—Crane in the
Clouds. The image is picked from his favorite opera, The Golden Pavilion. The crane is the symbol of hope.
*
The new school is a terrible place. The rich kids beat the poor whenever they like. Yunhe endures as much as
she can until one day she is hit by a boy and a group of girls applaud. It enrages her. For days afterwards she is
chewed by an incredible pain. I would have endured as usual if it were just the boys taking advantage of the girls,
Madame Mao says later. I wouldn’t have felt so alone and betrayed. I wouldn’t have taken it so personally
because mistreating women was considered a tradition. But it was the girls, the women, the grass, the worthless
creatures themselves, laughing at their own kind that hurt, that opened and dipped my wounds in salt water.
2
Slowly my mother fades from my life. It is said that she is married. To whom? She never introduces us to the
new husband. She just disappears. Gone. The door is shut.
I don’t hear from her. She is done with parenting. I don’t know what to do, only that I don’t want to end up like
her.
I watch operas and copy the arias. The Legend of Huoxiao Yu and Story of the West Chamber. I dream about the
characters in the ancient tales, the rebellious heroines, women who fight fiercely for their happiness and get it. I
decide that I shall be an opera actress so I will get to live a heroine’s life on stage.
But my grandfather opposes the idea. To him, actresses and prostitutes are the same.
I don’t give in. My grandfather regrets that he ever introduced me to opera. He threatens to disown me. But it
is too late.
*
The girl is not sold to the opera troupe as she later claims. She runs away from home and delivers herself to a
local troupe. She begs to be accepted. She is pretty, already a full-size young woman, already attractive. She
claims to be an orphan. She runs away before her grandparents get a chance to disown her. This becomes a pattern
in her life. With her husbands and lovers, she takes the initiative. She abandons before being abandoned.
The girl becomes an apprentice. While learning her craft she washes the floors, cleans makeup drawers, fills
water jars and takes care of the leading actress’s wardrobe. She gets to sit by the curtain during performances.
Like a spring field in the season’s first rain, she absorbs. During the New Year’s Eve performance she gets to play
her first one-line role. The line is: Tea, Madame.
For the role she dresses up in full costume. Her hair is up, pinned with pearls and glittering ornaments. In the
mirror, in the painted face, in the red lips, the girl sees herself in the world she has been imagining.
Yet the place shows its ugly face. At night, after the performances, the girl hears sobbing. After her mistress
takes off the makeup and costume, the girl sees a withered face. A young woman of twenty but who looks forty. A
face of wood, carved heavily with wrinkles. There must be a ghost’s hand working on this face, the girl thinks to
herself.
When the girl goes out to fetch duck-blood soup on her mistress’s order, she sees men waiting. Each night, a
different man. They are the troupe owner’s friends. Most of them are old, and a couple of them have a mouthful of
gold teeth. The mistress is told to entertain them, to help them realize their fantasies. It doesn’t matter that she is
exhausted, doesn’t matter that she wants to spend time with the young man of her heart.
*
The girl is waiting. She waits for a bigger role. For that she works hard, does everything she is told, endures an
occasional beating. She tells herself to be patient, to perfect her skills. She is aware of the changes in her body.
Aware that it is blooming. In the mirror she sees her eyes become brighter, her features ripening. Her waist grows
smaller while her chest blossoms. She believes that her chance is coming her way. At night she dreams of the
spotlight tracing her, only her.
*
I follow my grandfather and we head home. I am not giving up acting. I was not given the role I wanted to
play. I was bored. The wait was too long. I became sick of cleaning backstage. Sick; of my rubber-faced mistress,
her complaining, long and smelly words, like foot-binding cloths. My grandfather has paid a large sum to get me
out of the troupe.
But when the moon buries itself in the deep drifts of clouds my thoughts get busy again. I thought I had caught
a glance, heard a tone, seized my dream, but … I stay wide awake in my old bed, trying to figure out where to go
and what to do next.
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*
The sticky-rice-pasted wrapping cloths. The swelling toes. The inflammation. The prickling pain at the ankles.
The girl remembers how she saved herself.
My grandparents are busy traveling from town to town and from matchmaker to matchmaker. They are trying
get rid of me. I am sixteen years old, already beyond ruling. Because of my size, I am often mistaken as eighteen.
They should have my feet bound.
Now I can walk and run on this pair of—what my grandmother calls—liberation feet. My feet feel strong, as if
they are on wings. I run to free myself. I find another opera troupe. It is called the Experimental Theater Troupe of
Shandong Province. It’s bigger and better known, headed by a Confucius-looking man named Mr. Zhao Taimo.
*
Although Mr. Zhao Taimo has the look of Confucius, he is not a man of tradition by any means. He is a man of
Western education. He is the torch that lights Yunhe’s early life. Later on Madame Mao refuses to credit him for
his guidance. Madame Mao takes all the credit for herself. It is because she is expected to prove that she was a
born proletarian. But in I929 it is Mr. Zhao Taimo who grants the girl admission even though she lacks important
qualifications. Her Mandarin is poor and she has no acrobatic skills. Mr. Zhao is attracted instantly by the
rebellious spirit in the girl.
The bright almond eyes. The burning passion behind them. From the way the girl marches into the room, Mr.
Zhao discovers a tremendous potential.
*
The circle of literature and arts in Shandong regards Mr. Zhao as a man of inspiration. His wife, the elegant
opera actress Yu Shan, is popular and adored. Yu Shan is from a prestigious family and is well connected. The girl
Yunhe comes to worship the couple. She becomes a guest at the Zhaos’ open house every Sunday afternoon.
Sometimes she even comes early in the morning, skipping her breakfast, just to watch Yu Shan go through her
opera drills. Yunhe’s modesty and curiosity impress Yu Shan and the two become good friends.
At parties, Yunhe is usually quiet. She sits in the corner chewing sunflower seeds and listens. She observes the
visitors. Most of them are students, professors, musicians and playwrights. There are mysterious visitors too. They
are the left-wingers—the underground Communists.
*
My first encounters with the revolutionaries take place at Mr. Zhao Taimo’s parties. I find them young,
handsome and passionate. I look at them with respect. I can never forget those bloody heads hung on the poles.
What is it that makes them risk their lives?
In Mr. Zhao Taimo’s house I find the answer. It is their love for the country. And I think that there is nothing in
life more honorable than what they do.
*
The girl suddenly has the urge to join the discussion. It takes her a while to finally gather her courage and
project her voice.
I was never told that the foreign occupation was the result of our nation’s defeat, the girl says. In my
schoolbook China is as glorious as it has always been. But why are foreigners the masters of factories, owners of
railways and private mansions in our country? I remember once my grandfather sighed deeply and said that it was
useless to learn to read—the more one was educated, the deeper one felt humiliation. I now understand why my
grandfather loves opera. It is to numb himself. In opera he relives China’s past splendor. People are fooling
themselves.
*
At the school Yunhe proves herself to be an ardent student. Her shirt is constantly wet with sweat. Bruises are
visible on her knees and elbows from practicing martial arts. During voice class she spends hours studying one
aria and won’t quit until it is perfect. The teachers are pleased by the high expectations she sets for herself and she
is adored.
After classes one can hear Yunhe’s laughter. It sounds like bells. The male students find it extremely pleasant.
They find themselves unable to take their eyes off the girl. There is something about her that is utterly irresistible.
It catches their atttention and has a mysterious effect on them.
*
Not only does the girl love drama, she creates drama in her daily life. It becomes her interest first, then it
extends itself to become a need, an obsession and an addiction. Finally her entire existence is based on it, her
fantasy—she has to feel dramatic, has to play a role, or she gets restless, stressed and sick. She doesn’t get well
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until she assIgns herself another role.
*
It is midnight. The Temple of Confucius is said to be a visiting place of abandoned ghosts—the ghosts who had
disobeyed tradition during their breathing time and have been punished. No temple will collect them. It is said
that if the long grass sways in the empty courtyard after dark, bricks will drop from corners of the eaves. The
statues of Confucius and his seventy-two disciples will come to life. They will lecture the ghosts and help them
find their way back. The statue of Confucius is the tallest figure and is located in the deep end of the temple. It is
covered with thick dust and spider webs, all the way from his feet up to his head scarf.
*
The boys of the opera school are afraid to go into the temple at night. One night they invent a game and set up
a reward for anyone who dares to enter the temple after midnight to fetch the scarf from Confucius’s head.
All week long, no one answers the challenge. The fifth night, someone grabs the scarf. To everyone’s surprise,
it is Yunhe. With two thin pigtails and a naughty grin on her face, the girl smiles toward the clapping audience.
*
The girl has a feeling that Mr. Zhao and his wife will do her good—for example, introduce her to someone or
provide an opportunity. She relies on her instinct. Later in her life, on many occasions, she does the same.
She continues to practice her trade. She is taught Qingyi, traditionally a beautiful tragic female character. The
girl’s good looks earn her the role. Her movements are expected to be filled with elegance.
There are already rivals. Yunhe realizes that she has to fight to get chances. There is a part in a new play by a
well-known Shanghai playwright, Tien Han. It is entitled The Incident on the Lake. Yunhe participates in the
audition but is unlucky. The part goes to her roommate, a thin-haired girl whose brother is an instructor at the
school.
Yunhe feels depressed during the opera’s opening. She is unable to deal with her jealousy. Her discomfort is
written all over her face. During the performance she forgets her job—to pop out of a tree. Inside she is tortured.
She thinks of herself as a much better performer. Some evil hands are always there trying to bind my feet,
Madame Mao will say.
*
Even when winds buffet me from all directions, I never give up hope. This is my biggest virtue. Someone said
that it was by accident that I sprouted. No. It was no accident. I created my own opportunity. Raining or snowing,
I never missed one show. I was always there and always made myself available. I was never late or gave myself
an excuse to retire early. I didn’t waste time on gossiping or knitting sweaters by the stage curtain. I watched the
leading lady.
Yes, I was bored to tears, but I made myself stay. I memorized the character’s every aria and every word. It is
not that I am so wise that I can predict what will happen next. What I do know is that if one wants to get a boat
ride, one must be near the river.
*
The leading lady has the flu. Sick as she is, she doesn’t want to leave the show. For days she drags herself
through the play. It is Monday evening and it is rainy and wet. The actress is on the verge of collapsing. After
peeping through the curtain at the small crowd she asks for the night off.
The stage manager is furious with such short notice. The actress calls up a rickshaw and leaves the theater. It is
seven o’clock. Fifteen minutes to curtain time. In the makeup room the stage manager paces in circles like a dog
chasing its own tail. When the curtain bell rings he punches his fist into the makeup room mirror.
In the broken mirror Yunhe’s face appears. Fully made up and dressed for the role.
I am ready to carry on the show, the girl says. I have been ready. Please, sir, give me a chance.
Thy white face doth powder spurn. The manager recites an aria from the middle of the play.
Vermilion must yet from thy lips learn. Yunhe opens her mouth with a full voice. Flesh of snow, bones of jade,
dream thy dreams, peerless one, not for this world thou art made.
*
When the curtain ascends I am my role. Oh, how fantastic I feel! My cheeks are hot and I move about the stage
at ease. I am born for this. I let myself flow, be led by the spirit of the character. The audience is mine. A shout
comes when my character is about to end her life for love.
Take me with you! I hear. Take me with you! The rest of the audience follows. And then there is the sob, the
whole theater. It sounds like an incredible tide. Wave after wave. Sky high. Vast, wrapping my ears.
The performance is a success. It turns out to be the best opportunity I could ever hope for—Mr. Zhao Taimo
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and a group of critics he had invited to review the show are among the audience. He didn’t call in advance to
make reservations because he was aware that the show had been slow and that seats would not be a problem.
*
Yunhe’s tears pour uncontrollably. The heroine finally wins her lover’s affection. But her tears are not for her
character. They are for herself, her victory, that she had outshone her rival, that she can no longer be ignored. And
that she had single-handedly made all this happen herself.
Backstage, as she is being helped to remove her makeup and costume, she breaks down again. The sob comes
so suddenly, with such an overwhelming impact, that she grabs the door and dashes out.
*
The year is 1930. Right after her first appearance on the stage, the theater is shut down. And then the troupe
and the school. The reasons are lack of funds and political instability. Unable to pay its debts, China submits itself
to deeper and wider foreign penetration. The infighting between warlords has exhausted the peasants and months
of drought have devastated the landscape. By the time Yunhe decides to pack up, everybody else has already left.
It is like a forest on fire where all the animals run for their lives.
The girl has no money to flee and she doesn’t want to go back to her grandparents. Her mother has never tried
to find her. She doesn’t let herself miss her, especially in these moments, moments when she needs a place to go
and a familiar face to turn to. She despises herself when she feels weak and helpless. She pinches the little-girlcrying-for-help voice inside her, pinches it as if it were her worst enemy. She keeps pinching until the pitiful voice
turns into ice drops and forms a hard crystal. A crystal that never melts.
*
I sell all my belongings and buy a train ticket to Peking. I look for acting jobs. I have to try. But the city is cold
to me. Wherever I go, my Shandong-accented Mandarin brings laughs. None of my auditions ring back. Two
months later, I am completely broke. No one wants to lend me money. No one believes that I will ever have a
future as an actress. It doesn’t bother me at the beginning. But when I am cold and hungry, I begin to doubt
myself.
*
The girl comes back from Peking and consents to her grandparents’ wish—she will marry. She is seventeen.
The husband’s name is Fei, a fan of hers when she played The Incident on the Lake. He is a small-business man.
Later on in her life, she never mentions her marriage to Mr. Fei. She refuses to recall the face of the man. To her,
he happened to be a rock in the middle of the river in which she was drowning. She reached for the rock and
pulled herself up.
But at the wedding ceremony she is obedient. She is carried on a sedan chair and wrapped in red silk like a
New Year’s present. It is to satisfy her parents-in-law. They are not smiling. Yunhe suspects that her grandfather
has paid money to have Mr. Fei propose.
Now she is on her own as a wife and a daughter-in-law. She feels strange and unprepared for the role. The first
night is awful. The man claims his territory. She thinks of herself as an animal on a slaughtering table. His
expression reminds her of a goat after a satisfying chew of grass. His jaw moves from side to side. Blood seeps
from between her legs. She is resentful and disgusted.
*
I had dreamed of falling in love as in the operas. I expected my new husband to be intelligent and caring. I
expected that we would court like butterflies in spring. I expected to feel for him. But my chances are taken away
unasked. Mr. Fei is on my face every night ripping away every thread of my beautifully embroidered dream.
I weep in the middle of his act. How different am I from the prostitutes on the streets? It makes me think that. I
have wronged my mother. I have always thought that she had done something wrong to mess up her life. Now I
understand that a girl can do everything right and her life will still be a mess.
*
Now the girl has a place to stay and a man to pay her bills. Her energy resumes. She is ready to take charge of
her life again. She doesn’t consult her husband. She thinks of him as a prop in her real-life show.
The in-laws’ complaint becomes her excuse. I am not going to stay where your mother wants to have my feet
bound again, she says. The husband comes in between the women and tries to negotiate. No deal. His wife can’t
wait to be divorced. He can’t outsmart her. Nothing will satisfy her until she is released.
Mr. Fei sits down and takes out his abacus. He calculates and decides that he doesn’t want to invest more in a
business of no profit.
*
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With some money in her pocket the girl is on the run again. She never mentions the husband to anyone. Later
in life she denies that the marriage ever existed. As the woman who will lead China after Mao, she must be a
goddess. Having too many husbands on record will impede her path to power.
In 1930 she thinks herself a peacock among hens. Her life is the proof. She tells herself, sometimes one has to
be put in a henhouse in order to be measured, compared and recognized.
*
I run away from my marriage. A girl of eighteen. Not very well educated and all alone in the world. I can’t
remember how many days I wander from place to place. I have lice in my hair and my underwear smells. I think
about giving up. I almost do. Finally I manage to locate Zhao Taimo, who is now the new president of Shandong
University. I am sure that he remembers me and I assume that he will find a way to lend me a hand.
But I am disappointed. Mr. Zhao says that he is too busy. If I want to be a student, I have to apply through the
admissions office. How can I? I have no diplomas. I haven’t even completed elementary school.
But I try not to feel discouraged. I make myself go to Mr. Zhao’s wife, Yu Shan, to beg.
*
She plays her role passionately. Stories of her struggle, shows lice in her hair, blisters on her feet. She moves
the audience. Don’t cry, says Yu Shan. Don’t worry. There is hope. I know someone who might be helpful. Let me
work on it and I’ll get back to you in a few days.
Yu Shan finds the girl a job working in the school library as an assistant, which allows her to be a part-time
student. The girl feels excited and nervous at the same time. She attends classes, walks around the campus and
meets new people. She speaks humbly and carefully. She is eager to impress and eager to make friends.
One day, Yu Shan brings a handsome young man to meet her. It is her brother, Yu Qiwei. Yu Shan introduces
him. The student leader, the secretary of the underground Communist Party on campus.
Neither Yu Shan nor Yunhe could know that this man will become the girl’s next husband—and more
dramatically, one of the power-managers of Mao Tse-tung, the girl’s fourth husband.
*
My first impression of Yu Qiwei is that he is extremely good-looking and calm like a summer lake. His smile
relaxes me. He is in a navy blue Chinese two-piece suit. A pair of black cotton sandals. He sits opposite me,
drinking tea. His sister has been trying to explain the meaning of his name—Qi as enlightenment and Wei as
power and prestige.
It is a beautiful autumn day. We sit outside the teahouse near the campus under a large maple tree. The ground
is carpeted by the red and yellow maple leaves. The colors are pure and bright. When the breeze stirs, leaves rain
down. A couple land on Yu Qiwei’s shoulders. He picks up a leaf and admires it. Yu Shan finishes her introduction
and makes an excuse to leave.
*
The girl is interested but doesn’t show it. She nods politely, sips her tea. Yu Qiwei asks what kind of classes
interest her the most. Literature and theater, she answers. How interesting, he responds, and tells her that he has
been involved with artists who put on political plays. She says that she doesn’t know the group but admires them.
Maybe you would like to work with them someday, suggests Yu Qiwei. Maybe, she smiles.
He then asks whether she enjoys campus life. She answers his questions. She doesn’t ask any. There is no
need. She knows all there is to know about him through Yu Shan. Finally he asks, Don’t you have any questions
regarding me?
They both laugh. Your sister told me that you were a talent in the biology department. Oh that, he laughs. Yes,
but that was before I became a full-time Communist. I see politics as a much more effective way to save the
country.
Looking into the young man’s eyes, Yunhe discovers something extraordinary. When he begins to talk about
his country and his belief in Communism his expression is exalted. She is instantly attracted. But she is not sure
whether he is attracted to her. It doesn’t stop her. She pursues. She lets him know that she would like to meet
people, his friends. He is glad. He finds her beautiful and pleasant.
The next day he takes her to see a street play. He introduces her to his friends. She is impressed and discovers
that he is adored by almost everyone, especially women. His charisma and ability to communicate and lead make
him a natural magnet.
*
She sits in front of a checkout desk expecting him without knowing whether he will come. He usually steps
into the library right before she gets off work. She sees him now. She turns away, pretending that she is writing.
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She doesn’t want him to know her feelings. Yu Shan has told her that he has many female admirers.
She sees him approaching. He comes near, smiles, and tells her that he is here to deliver a message from his
sister. Yu Shan and Mr. Zhao have invited us both for a private dinner. Would you please come?
*
We begin to meet. We take long strolls around the campus as the sun is setting. The campus was originally a
German military base. The library was built in the waist of a hill facing the sea. Its roof is made of red glass tile
and its windows have delicate wooden frames. The views from the hill are breathtaking. Our other favorite spot is
the port of Qingdao. Its beauty lies in the mingling of traditional and modern architecture. At the end of the long
seashore is a pavilion which, when the sun sets, brings one onto the stage of the ancient poet Ci Yin’s poem “On
Farewell.” Sometimes we recite the lines together.
And so, dear friend, at Brown Crane Tower
You bid the west adieu.
Mid April mists and blossoms go
Till in the vast blue-green
Your lonely sail’s far shade no more is seen
Only on the sky’s verge the river flow

Every morning, when the sea awakens the city, the young woman Yunhe and young man Yu Qiwei appear
shoulder to shoulder at the shore. There is the faint smell of rotten fish and salt water. Blown by the wind Yunhe’s
hair brushes softly over Yu Qiwei’s cheek. They come again in the evenings to watch the moon. To watch how the
ocean puts on its silver nightgown and dances. In the distance are blinking lights of passing ships. The night
stretches in front of them endlessly.
In the beginning, the conversation is about banned books and plays—A Doll’s House, The Dream of the Red
Chamber—and then the future of the nation, the inevitable foreign invasion, freedom, socialism, Communism and
feminism. She listens to him and gradually feels herself falling in love. She doesn’t tell him about Mr. Fei, her exhusband. But a couple of times she makes odd remarks: The true poverty is having no choice in life. No choice
but getting married, for example. No choice but to be a prostitute or a concubine, to sell one’s body. She is in tears
when she says that.
Yu Qiwei pulls her closer and holds her. He finds himself becoming inseparable from her. The girl from Jinan.
The bright almond eyes. He feels the sweet-stir inside him. Suddenly he tears himself away from her and runs
toward the night waves. He dives into the water, swims, splashes his arms. Under the white moonlight, the silver
water streams down from the tips of his fingers.
She watches him, wiping her tears happily.
*
Through him she learns to be comfortable with herself. She learns that her own judgment counts, that she can
trust herself. She is no longer restless. Yu Qiwei makes her happy, content and inspired. They court seriously. She
is his everywoman. Each night, she is different. She loves to perform. Last night she was Nora and tonight she is
Lady Yuji. She does this genuinely and effortlessly. She likes the idea that he is popular among women. It gives
her the chance to prove herself, to prove that there is no way a hen can outshine a peacock. In his arms she
realizes that she is capable of playing any role.
She thinks of him as a hero of the time. It stimulates her to think that she nurtures a powerful man, that thus
she is the source of the power, strong and worthy. Each night when she opens herself she feels this way. She likes
to witness how she is desired, how he becomes helpless without her. She likes to prolong the moment of sweet
torture, to make him want her so much that he begs and cries. Sometimes she is quiet from beginning to end. The
only sound in the room is the sound of their breathing, its rising and falling like a distant sea, the ocean, the water
that wraps the earth.
*
Yu Qiwei is daring and shy at the same time. He is a respected public figure, a wise man, almost fatherlike, yet
with me he is a young boy in a fruit shop. I love it when he wants me in his sleep. This is often the case. He comes
home late. He has been promoted as the provincial Party secretary. His meetings take place in darkness, in
disguise and secrecy. Each night I wait for him.
It is the late autumn of 1931. Through Yu Qiwei I learn that the Japanese invasion has deepened. China’s three
northern provinces are occupied. The workers and students put on demonstrations. Day and night, my lover is
there to call the public’s consciousness.
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We decide to get married. There is no time for the wedding ceremony. We have more important things to do.
Moving into a small two-room place we settle down. Our friends and relatives are notified of our union. In fact I
have been respected as Yu Qiwei’s wife from the moment we started dating. Everyone thinks of us as a perfect
couple.
I volunteer to work for the Communist group under Yu Qiwei’s leadership. He has convinced his theater
friends to take advantage of my talent. I become a leading actress for a small left-wing troupe. I help create antiJapanese plays and take them to the streets. The first play is called Put Down Your Whip. I play a girl who finally
stands up to her abusive father. It feels like I am playing my life. I act out what I couldn’t back home. Yu Qiwei is
my most faithful fan. It always makes me happy when I see his face in the crowd. He hugs and kisses me as he
congratulates the other cast members. He leads the crowd, shouting Down with the Japanese invaders! I am part
of my lover, part of his work and part of China’s future.
*
In his bed, I am tame, settled. He is exhausted. He falls right to sleep when his head hits the pillow. He hasn’t
been able to sleep for days. I get up and cook noodles and vegetables. I know that he will want to eat when he
wakes. He eats a lot. Three bowls. It makes me laugh to think about the way he eats. He apologizes for his
manners but continues to eat. He calls himself a toilet that flushes the food down.
I cross my legs on the floor and watch him sleep. His sweet, boylike face. Sometimes he drools. He is so tired
he sleeps in his coat; he hasn’t the energy to take it off. I don’t wake him. I take off his shoes, slowly and gently.
There is a truck passing by outside on the street. I am afraid that he will wake. But he is fine, keeps dreaming.
I lie down next to him and fall asleep myself. Once in a while the noise outside keeps me up. I feel that I
haven’t seen him for so long that I still miss him. I am afraid that he will wake and tell me that he has to move on.
I take off his coat, shirt and pants. I push him toward the wall side of the bed. He doesn’t wake up. Maybe he
just knows that it is me and knows what I am going to do.
*
He has told her that he loves it, loves what she does when he is dreaming. He says that she always knows when
he has a steaming dream. He is too busy to feed his body, and the desire comes in his dreams. She knows the
timing—when, exactly, he needs her.
It usually begins with a towel. For he is covered with dust and sweat. She rubs him with the cloth. A few
strokes, the towel turns brown. She moves around, tosses the towel in hot water. Sometimes he turns around, in
half sleep, as if to help her out. A born pleasure seeker, he used to describe himself. It has to do with his
background, a bourgeois family spoiled with comforts. What makes him a revolutionary? She has no idea. There
are such people in the Communist Party. What do they risk their heads for? It isn’t food, she is sure. The power to
control? The love of country? Or just following an instinct—to be a bigger man than the rest?
*
The smooth body, the golden flesh. He is a naked god who doesn’t know shame. I can’t stop myself from
tasting him. I taste him alongside the dishes I have prepared for him, next to his dirty clothes. I unbutton my
blouse. I have the urge to feed him.
He opens his mouth, like an infant. Smiles, sweetly. I touch him gently as I take off my underwear. It is at this
moment I feel his hands coming.
In his desire I hear the singing of a storm as it breaks across a river.
*
The time-mountain will be there, left there, years later. It remembers the passion of the storm and the river.
*
We are walking in the dark. Three of us. A friend of Yu Qiwei walks a half block behind us. This is going to be
our ceremony, he says, a spirit union. I smile, nervous but excited. I thank him for the guidance. We slow down to
allow the friend to catch up. Yu Qiwei then passes me to the friend—a secret Communist agent. He talks to the
friend again about safety, instructs him to take the alley behind the silk factory on Yizhou Road, not the cross
street, Xin-ming Road. Be careful of the spies. The man nods. Congratulations, Yu Qiwei whispers to me.
I follow the man, my heart a rabbit in a bag. We walk quickly toward a small park where the bushes are thick.
The man takes the alley. Before we make a turn the man looks back. There is no tail.
A half-hour later, I am pronounced a member of the Communist Party. I have just completed my oath and
registration.
*
As Yunhe raises her right fist above her head, facing a cigarette-pack-size red flag with a crossed sickle and
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hammer, she thinks of Yu Qiwei. She thinks that they are now soul-mates and she is his partner. She will be
entitled to have access to all his activities. She will get to go out with him, to secret meetings and places. They
will risk their lives for China together. She still doesn’t know enough of Communism itself. This doesn’t bother
her. She believes in Yu Qiwei, and that is enough. She believes in the Communist Party the same way she believes
in love. In Yu Qiwei she finds her own identity. If Yu Qiwei represents the conscience of China, so does she. That
is how she looks at herself in 1931. It matches her image of herself, the heroine, the leading lady. Later on, the
same pattern repeats itself. When she becomes Mao’s wife, she thinks, logically, that if Mao is the soul of China,
so is she.
183.169 For A Little Love\fn{by Qiaoyu (1957- )} Chengdu, Szechwan Province, China (F) 5
My mother held the Chinese Communist Party as the highest moral good in her life, even though she was not a
Party member. For her there was nothing beyond the Party’s control or influence. Her biggest problem was that
she was from a wealthy family. Her father was a rich rice merchant and was executed by the Party in 1950.
My mother was twenty-one years old at the time. She had been trying to join the Party ever since as a way of
escaping her past. Her failure to get in and her unquenchable hope of joining meant that she would do anything
for the Party.
I never had much affection for my parents. I always admired girls in the streets when they passed by hand in
hand with their fathers or mothers, an experience I never enjoyed.
My parents fought almost every day of my childhood. My mother was a shrew. She ruled the household,
constantly cursing and insulting my father, who just accepted her abuse. Her word was law in our house. My
mother never smiled at me or my father or with us when we laughed.
I was deadly afraid of her. Since my father was so ill-treated, I thought I had little right to complain about my
fate. From the time I started kindergarten, my father took me to school at the start of each week, returning to pick
me up for the weekend. But my relationship with him was little better than his or mine with my mother. He was
too weak for me to admire.
*
I was only nine years old when the Cultural Revolution broke out in 1966. My father and mother escaped the
political persecution of many of their intellectual colleagues and friends. Perhaps they escaped the terror because
they were not important, well-known writers.
They dreamed of being Party members. Membership offered them more chances for promotion. They spent
their time trying to ingratiate themselves with Party bureaucrats, to little avail. They were not allowed into the
Party. Never ones to give up hope, they engaged themselves in the Revolution in a fanatical fashion.
I only remember one affectionate moment between my parents. One New Year’s Day my father put a sheet of
white paper on his desk and wrote with a brush in his hand while my mother dictated to him. They were writing a
da zi bao—a big-character poster about one of their colleagues. I never saw them more affectionate or
cooperative. It was the only time I ever saw them close to each other without fighting or quarreling. I noticed that
because they were so zealous and devoted, they did not see me watching them.
My parents treated me as though I was a burden taking up their time and energy. They wanted no one
questioning their loyalty to the Revolution or to the Party. In their quest for Party favors, they left me anywhere:
my grandmother’s home, my aunt’s home, or the homes of other relatives. I remember being kicked out of my
aunt’s house for getting sick on green grapes from the grapevines next door. My aunt accused me of setting a bad
example for her children, who were several years older than me, and who had fed me the grapes.
*
The year after the Cultural Revolution started, after many such incidents at various relatives’ houses, my
mother sent me to live with her brother, more than one thousand miles away. I stayed in my uncle’s house for
three years. During this period, my mother never once wrote to me. She maintained businesslike contacts with my
uncle, sending him my monthly living expenses as though she was paying a storage fee.
My uncle treated me like an indentured servant. He did not talk to me except to order me around, just like the
rest of the members of his family. I suppose he thought his responsibility to me was just to keep me alive until my
mother would allow me to return home.
My aunt was worse. At every meal she would accuse me of eating too much and working too little. I was afraid
to take more than one bowl of rice. She would say humiliating things like,
“How could you have the face to eat at this table? Your parents do not give us enough money to feed such a
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pig.”
When the money my mother sent to them was one or two days late, she would not feed me at all. I would steal
food from the kitchen at night, fearing for my life.
My jobs around the house included watching my younger cousin, a troublesome boy of five; cleaning the
house; washing the family clothes; and frequently cooking meals for the whole family. This saved my aunt and
uncle the cost of a live-in maid.
I felt wronged. I wanted to write to my father and my mother to tell them what life was like, but my uncle
refused to tell me their mailing address. One day when everyone was gone, I searched my uncle’s desk. I found
my parent’s address and wrote it on a scrap of paper. Since I didn’t know how to write many Chinese characters
and those I did know wouldn’t be useful, I wrote only one line:
Dear Daddy and Mom. Please take me home. I will be a good child.

When I finished the letter, I realized that I had neither a stamp nor the money to buy one. I had to wait a month
until my mother sent money to my uncle. Although my mother sent thirty yuan\fn{ About ten dollars} to my uncle
every month, he gave me an allowance of only one jiao (equivalent to two cents). Sending my parents that letter
meant that I would not have any of the inexpensive treats I enjoyed once a month: no popsicles or popcorn. Nor
would I have anything new to read. Each month when I got my allowance, I rented one book from the local
bookstore. Since all the schools in the country were closed by the Cultural Revolution in accordance with the
Party’s calling—“Suspending classes to make revolution”—I couldn’t go to school. The bookstore was my
favorite place.
I spent my whole month’s allowance on the stamp to send that letter. I was excited with the idea that my
mother would bring me home soon. About three weeks later my aunt, my uncle’s wife, came home with my letter.
She gave me a bad look, throwing the letter on the dining table and yelling at me;
“How dare you write your parents! How dare you accuse us of treating you badly! Luckily for us you don’t
even know how to address a letter. You are so stupid!”
Laughing, she walked away, leaving the opened letter on the table. I picked it up and saw my own handwriting,
the stamp that cost me so much, with the butterfly printed on it. I was confused. How had this terrible woman
gotten my letter? I didn’t dare ask. That night after dinner my older cousin laughed at me. I learned that I had put
my own address in the middle of the envelope where the recipient’s address should have gone. 1 put my mother’s
address in the return address spot.
After three years of being enslaved in my uncle’s household, and in time for high school, I was sent home by
my uncle because I caught pneumonia. He refused to pay for my,medical care. Now whenever I think of them,
they remind me of evil capitalists in children’s books who squeezed blood from their child laborers.
*
If my parents had only ignored me, I might have forgiven them. What I cannot forgive is their willingness to
sacrifice my life in their pursuit of Party membership.
When I returned home, my parents enrolled me in a local vocational high school as a way of keeping me out of
the house. When I graduated, I was assigned to work in a local automobile repair and spare parts factory.
However, I refused to go to work there because I wanted to take the entrance exam for the Central Conservatory
of Music in Peking. It had always been my dream to be a singer. Going to work at the factory meant giving up my
dreams. There would be no time to study or practice my music.
In those days the government had a policy that no vocational workers would be allowed to take the entrance
exam for college or university until they had completed two years of service for the government. When I refused
to take the job at the factory, I both was unemployed and had little hope of finding a job. Without a job, there was
no way for me to do the required service for the government.
My mother wrote for a literature magazine, and her boss was her editor. Ever eager to keep me busy, my
mother asked for help from the chief editor at the magazine where she worked. Her boss hired me as a temporary
secretary.
This man, Tang Xing, was a celebrated literary critic. He was a friend of my parents, and lived in the same
compound as my family. As a high school student, I had frequently visited him, asking his help with my writing. I
couldn’t ask for help from my father or mother even though they were both writers. The wife of the literary critic
was a professor of physics. She frequently helped me with my math homework.
One night in the summer of 1978, after I had been working for the magazine for just two months, I went the

612

critic’s house for help with my writing. His wife and children were not at home. He seated me at his desk, but
instead of sitting beside me, as he usually did, he stood behind me. I could feel his breath on the back of my neck.
I moved a bit and turned my head. I found he was staring down my blouse and not reading my assignment.
All of a sudden he kissed the back of my neck. I was completely shocked—then nervous. He was the first
person who ever kissed me. Neither my mother nor my father ever kissed or hugged me. I was so innocent and
naïve that I worried his kisses might make me pregnant. But at the same time his attention was desirable.
Before I was could recover from the shock, he started flattering me.
“It’s not my fault I want to kiss you. It’s your fault. How could I not be carried away by such beauty?”
My mother had often told me I was ugly and stupid. No one had ever told me I was desirable or pretty. I was
vulnerable to this new attention. If I would have held back my feelings a little bit, my whole life today would be
different, but I didn’t. I just let my feelings run.
The next day I came into his office many times. It was as if a lodestone was drawing my body there. He shared
the office with the chief editor of the magazine. I could not say anything private to him. It seemed that he and I
had a tacit mutual understanding on this point. He just smiled at me gently. I was satisfied; my heart was full of
peace and quiet. I was the happiest girl in the world. Naïvely, I thought this was what romance was all about.
On the morning of the fourth day of our love, as I was about to leave for work, my mother stopped me.
“You are not to go to work anymore,” she said.
She did not go to work either but stayed at home to watch me. It was horrible. She refused to tell me why I was
not allowed to go, nor did she explain why she kept watch over me.
I knew that my mother smelled something unusual between me and Tang Xing, but she could not prove it.
Keeping me at home was her strategy for finding out what was going on. My only protection was to act normally.
The first day there was no problem, but by the second day there was no way for me to continue to act normally.
I was full of nervous energy. I paced in my room, back and forth.
Through the window of my bedroom I could see the window of Tang Xing’s study and the courtyard of his
house. When he left home for his office and when he returned, I was standing by my window, watching. That was
my only chance to see him. He never glanced my way, but I was certain he knew I was standing'by my window.
At night I did not switch off my light until his was off. I imagined that he was thinking of me by his desk,
where we began our love. I imagined that he was suffering the bitterness of stifled love. I couldn’t go to bed till
his study sat in darkness.
My mother kept me locked in the house for a week. Then on Sunday she said,
“I’m taking you to the People’s Park today.”
This was strange because she had never taken me anyplace before, even as a little girl. On hearing this I was
not pleased; instead I became more nervous. I knew this was just another one of her tricks.
When we got the park, I saw my father and another woman, a Party political writer from the magazine where
he worked. They were waiting for us at the main gate. My mother led all of us to a teahouse in the park. We sat
with our tea for a while, my father and the writer talking about local politics. Then without warning my father
said,
“Well, I think we’ll walk around the park a bit. Do you want to join us?”
“No, you two go ahead,” answered my mother.
Actually I wanted to go with them to escape my mother. But I didn’t dare say so. My mother watched my
father and the writer as they walked away. She looked into my eyes without speaking for a moment and then said,
“Your father and I realize that we haven’t done enough for you in the past. We wanted to take you out today to
show our concern for you.”
I was laughing in my heart. I was not touched at all. I was totally numb.
“It’s too late for you to care for me now,” I thought. “My childhood has gone. Where were you when I needed
your love and attention?”
*
All my experiences of being left with relatives while my parents participated in the “Great Socialist Class
Struggle” flashed through my mind while my mother made her phony attempts at motherly talk. Timing really
was everything. Even if my mother was sincere, which I doubted, it was just too late. My heart was dead, and any
chance we had for love was lost.
“This society is complicated. You cannot tell good people from bad,” my mother said.
“That’s ridiculous,” I thought, “trying to tell me how to distinguish good from bad when I have grown up.” I
didn't answer, hoping she would take my silence as a sign of daughterly obedience. She didn’t. Without any
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warning in her face, she turned on me.
“Confess! What kind of relationship do you have with Tang Xing? How deeply are you involved with him? For
you own good you had better tell me everything!”
I remained silent. How could I tell her anything? She had never opened her heart to me. Moreover, this man
was the only person in this world who had ever shown me warmth and tender feelings. My silence angered her
and in a strident voice she said,
“We will take you to the hospital and have a doctor look at you. Then we will know, you honorless creature!”
Her shouting attracted the attention of the people in the teahouse. At this moment my father and the writer
came back. The woman was a member of the Party committee of the magazine. My mother had brought her along
so she could see how loyal my mother was to the Party.
“You'd better tell your mother the truth,” the writer said. “We’re only doing this for your own good.”
Since my mother did not get what she expected from me, the next day the secretary of the Party committee and
two other members came to my home. The secretary, Li, told me that they needed to ask me some questions about
Tang Xing on behalf of the Party committee. My mother went to her bedroom, and my father went into his office.
I do not remember exactly what secretary Li said to me that day, but the point of the conversation was clear. He
advised me to establish a great revolutionary goal. He told me that I was still young and unable to distinguish
good from bad. He said,
“You shouldn’t allow something as insignificant as love to spoil your future. All you need to do is to tell us
what the man did to you. If you tell us the truth, we won’t trouble you. I promise.”
At this time the only thing I had heard from Tang Xing was a note asking me to be quiet. He told me that my
mother and her friends only wanted to stir a scandal around him and ruin his career. He said that they were jealous
of his talent, of which they had little or none.
I said nothing to secretary Li and the two members of the committee. My mother learned that not even a
secretary of the Party could open my mouth. That night, frustrated by my silence, she locked me and herself inside
my bedroom, so my father couldn’t come in and stop her. Then she beat me as hard as she could with a stick.
The only reaction I had was to turn my back to her when she tried to hit my face. I was so silly. I tried to
protect my face for Tang Xing because he had praised my beauty and because he was the first person to kiss me.
Throughout the beating, my mother accused me of being a shameless whore.
My mother did not stop the beating until my back was covered with bruises and she was completely exhausted.
Then she retired to her bedroom. I opened my photo album. I took out all the pictures of my mother and tore them
to pieces. Then I cleaned my face and teeth, put on clean clothes, and slipped out of the house.
*
Once I was in the street, I realized that I had no place to go. One thing I was certain of was that I wanted to
leave my mother as far behind as possible. I walked west, which led me as far from home as fast as possible. I
was sad and tired. I kept thinking of Tang Xing. I missed his arms. I thought, if I can get to him, I can have peace
and love.
But I was unable to reach him. Like most homes in China, there was no telephone at his home. I wandered
through the city until I reached the People’s Park, were I fell asleep on the grass.
I waited until midmorning, when I could be sure that he was in his office; then I called his office from a phone
booth. I told him that I had left home last night and asked him for help. He said he would meet me at the gate of
the park soon.
I was standing at the main entrance of the park when Tang Xing arrived, riding an old black bicycle. I greeted
him by touching his arm. He responded by dragging me under a parasol tree where we could talk unnoticed.
The touch of his hand was so welcome that I naturally closed my eyes and opened my mouth. Then I heard a
strange voice in my ears.
“I cannot help you,” he said. “Go back to your mother.”
It sounded like thunder rolling over my head. I thought, whose voice is this? What words are these? I opened
my eyes. In front of me was the man I loved and counted on so much. Then I realized that there was something
more important for him than me—his social status, his reputation, his career.
"If you really love me, you should think about me,” he said.
I looked at him, not knowing what I should say or could say to him. He took me to the park office. He told the
ranger that I had a fight with my mother and he happened to meet me at the park. He asked the ranger for a cup of
water for me and said that he would inform my mother. The two of them left me.
I never saw Tang Xing again.
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*
Later on another writer told me that Tang Xing had written a report to the Party committee of the magazine the
day he left me at the park. He accused me of trying to trade my body for a permanent job at the magazine. He
described me as an evil, immoral woman. His wife supported his claims. She swore to the Party committee that
her husband and I had no personal relationship. She even claimed that I had tried to seduce Tang Xing.
There is an old Chinese curse that says,
“Give the dog an ill name and hang him.”
I now have the reputation as a sly dog, a reputation that hangs me every day of my life.
Tang Xing betrayed me in the autumn of 1978. Since that day my mother has not talked to me. It is as though
we are not even related. Nineteen seventy-eight was also the year I turned twenty-one. History has its own ways
of repeating itself: My mother escaped the shadow of her family and became a communist at the age of twentyone. At that same age I escaped from her.
The difference was that I would never believe in anything or anyone ever again.
The woman who gave me life was such a mean woman, and the man who inspired my first love was such a
selfish one. My mother thought I threatened her chances for joining the Party, so she sent me away at an early age.
She thought she could get ahead at the magazine, so she exposed my relationship with her boss to the Party
committee. Tang Xing put the blame on me for my mother’s actions, choosing to believe that I wanted to spoil his
future. Everyone who could have loved me and should have loved me abandoned me, physically, spiritually, and
emotionally.
After the disaster my mother refused to admit to anyone that I was her daughter. She also forbade my father to
claim me. She even forbade my father to mention my name in front of her. I had some sympathy for my father.
When I was young, he remained married to my mother for my sake, even though it meant that his career might
suffer because of her parents. But I don’t have a lot of sympathy for him because, now that I am grown, he stays
married to my mother. He claims that they are old and need each other’s company.
*
I got married one year ago last month. My parents did not come to the wedding. My mother rejected my
invitation and prevented my father from coming. Later he had a serious fight with my mother. He warned her,
“If you don’t want to claim her as your daughter, that’s your right. But she is my only child. You can’t stop me
from seeing her.”
To the best of my knowledge, that was the first time my father ever stood up for himself.
Since the wedding my mother has relented and allows him to visit me once in a while. Perhaps it was because
she is getting old and is afraid my father will leave her and come to live with me.
Despite all my problems with my mother, I continued to try to get her to love me. I married my husband to
please my father and because I was tired and scared by the scandal. Within the first year of my marriage, I was
pregnant and gave birth to my son. I thought he would make it possible for me to go back to my family.
On the day he was six months old, I took my son to my parents’ house. There are two houses in the compound
where my parents live. My father and I were playing with my son in front of the house across the courtyard from
my parents’ house. Because my mother did not know I had a child, my father thought it might be the right time to
show her her grandson. He took the baby into their house while I waited outside.
A few minutes later I heard my son screaming loudly, as though someone was stepping on his chest. I rushed
into my parents’ house. My son was lying on the concrete floor on his back. I picked him up and discovered
bruises on his soft head.
My father told me that at first my mother seemed to be happy to see the baby. She teased him and tickled him
as my father held him. Then she wanted to hold him, so my father handed him over to her. She tickled him some
more and kissed him on the cheek. My son was smiling at her and making happy sounds. Finally she asked my
father,
“Whose child is this?”
“This is your daughter’s son,” my father said.
As soon as she heard this, my mother dropped my son on the ground. Then she walked away.
Holding him in my arms, my heart sank. I felt terribly sorry for my son. He was such a little thing. He had
done nothing. My mother had simply shifted her anger from me to my son.
Then I cried. I did not cry when my mother beat me up. I did not cry when Tang Xing betrayed me. But I cried
for my son. When I calmed down, I realized that nothing was really unfair for my son.
I would not abuse him or abandon him. I knew better.
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186.78 Excerpt from Foreign Devil\fn{by Wang Ping (1957- )} Shanghai, China (F) 9
1
At the age of twenty-two, I became a woman. Yan took my virginity. He was my first lover, a married man.
“Meimei, I want to hold you.”
But you are, I thought, gasping for air under Yan’s compact body. He had been lying on top of me for at least
two hours like a mountain. His hip bones pressed and ground my abdomen with a slow, determined motion that
made me feel that he wouldn’t let me go until I was crushed and ground into dust. My stomach felt numb, as if I
had been pressed under a nether millstone for days and nights. Where did he get this weight?
He was small, only two inches taller than I, with thin hairy legs, narrow hips, the ribs lined up on his chest like
my grandma’s washing board. When I asked him about this, he would point to his huge head with an ear-to-ear
smile. I only needed to take a look at his black hair whirling around on the top in all directions and his chin
always pointing to the sky, and I would burst out laughing. His most distinguished facial features, however, were
his bony, hooked nose, which took up a third of his face, and underneath, his red, watery lips that hung like a new
moon between his ears. Sometimes I teased him that his nose must weigh a pound. Yan argued that it was all his
brain, which was at least twice as large and wrinkled as a normal person’s brain. True. His round head looked so
huge on top of his little neck that sometimes I imagined if I just flicked my fingers at his scalp, the blue veins that
stood up along the neck would explode and his head would break off and roll on the ground.
When Yan took my hand and put it inside his pants, I grasped something hot and sticky, trembling like a
bloody newborn rabbit. What alarmed me the most was that this thing was expanding rapidly, and soon my fingers
could no longer wrap around it. Was he going to penetrate me with this gigantic monster, thicker than my wrist,
harder than my grandma’s washing stick, and hotter than a red iron rod? The thought threw me into a panic and I
withdrew my hand quickly.
“Meimei, my delicious Meimei, Gege wants to hold you and eat you up, little by little,”Yan moaned as he
pressed down harder, wrapping me with his long arms and legs like an octopus. I felt his heart thumping against
my chest as he sucked my already-swollen lips deep into his mouth and cupped my breasts firmly with his hands.
“Finally. I'm going to lose my virginity tonight,” I said to myself.
Why not tonight? It would have to happen, just a matter of time. If I tried to put it off again, he would be really
mad at me. My roommate Wang Ying had left earlier in the afternoon to visit her aunt. It was now past eleven.
She had missed the last bus back to school for the night. The door was locked. I had checked it twice before Yan
pushed me down on the bed.
No one must see what we were doing. To fool around with a man before marriage was bad enough. To fall in
love with a married man could ruin both of us.
Yan was leading my hand into his open fly again. At the touch of my cold fingers, the thing twitched like a live
fish in a sizzling pan.
“I want you, Meimei, I want you,” Yan murmured repeatedly as he chewed my ears and cheeks, his saliva
dribbling all over my face.
“I can’t take it anymore. I’m going insane if I don’t hold you tonight. You’ll let me, Meimei, won’t you, my
sweet Meimei?”
His whisper smelled of garlic and fish. The thing in my hand was moving up and down, the way my father
pounded garlic in a mortar with a stone pestle. My father ate garlic every day, either mashed or whole, always
raw.
What did it look like? I had never seen a penis in my life. Not true. I did see one at a bus stop in the suburb of
Shanghai when I was nine. It was a drizzling afternoon. The waiting shed had only three people—my mom, a bald
old man, and me. My mother went to the bathroom. I took out The Western Journey to read. The Monkey King
had transformed himself into a fly and entered the Iron-Fan Princess’s stomach. The old man said,
“Hey!”
I looked up. He had something red and rubbery sticking out through his open fly.
“Why did he insert a rubber pipe between his legs?” I thought. “To suck out all the extra fat and water from his
round tummy?”
He circled his hand around it and began to pull and push it so hard that he made strange, painful noises, and his
face was all contorted. Was he trying to peel the skin off the pipe? If it hurt so much, why did he do it? Suddenly,
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he bent over. White liquid gushed out from the tip of the red pipe and made an arc in the air before it fell on the
ground. At this moment, something clicked in my mind. I blushed heavily but did not turn my back to him. By the
time my mother returned, he had already buttoned up. I pointed at his back to my mother.
“What?” she said.
But the old man turned his face. His look scared me. I shook my head and ran to the other side of the waiting
shed. My mother’s voice chased me like a whip.
“Why are you so red? Damn, who spit on the floor again? People are such pigs!”
*
“Why are you so stiff? Relax, Meimei. Gege wants to know you, and you want the same thing, don’t you? The
only way to do it is to go inside you. This will be our true union. No one can separate us again. Meimei, please
breathe with me. Now, inhale, exhale. Again …”
I breathed deeply, in, out, in, out, but I just wanted to laugh. This was too much like having a baby. I saw my
mother giving birth to my little sister at home. The nurse told her to breathe exactly like this. Instead of relaxing, I
began to feel the cramps in my stomach.
Funny that it always happened this way. I spent many sleepless nights in my dormitory bed, calling Yan’s name
in silence. I wanted him to come inside and make me die. But when he humped me with his swollen loins, I got
all tight and crampy. Although I called his name in my bed, the images that answered my call were all different
men. None of them had Yan’s face. Maybe he was too ugly? Maybe I regarded him too much as my brother,
father, and teacher?
About a month and a half ago, Yan called me meimei, sister, for the first time, while we were waiting for the
beginning of 1980. He sat on Wang Ying’s bed, me on my own, our fingers intertwined over the desk between us.
We had just reached an agreement. I was going to take the 1980 college entrance exams in June and Yan would
tutor me. He made a schedule for my daily study: 4:00-7:30 A.M.—Chinese and history; 5:30-11:00 P.M.—
geometry and political science. I had to teach from 8:30-4:00 P.M. In the next five months, I had to catch up with
all the junior high and high school courses I had missed during the Cultural Revolution.
“What you learned during those years is useless for the exams,” Yan commented with a sneer when I told him I
was a top student in high school. He was right. Because the Cultural Revolution began when I was in the third
grade, I had spent most of my school years working in the countryside and factories, reading Mao’s red book, and
writing papers to criticize myself or others.
“Don’t you worry a bit about it,” Yan said. “I’ll help you from the very beginning. We’ll make it, I’m sure.”
He waved his fist in the air, his Adam’s apple rolling up and down along his neck. Yan was really excited.
“He’s helping me to realize my life-long dream,” I thought. “What can I do for him? If I really pass the exams,
not only will I give him everything I have for the rest oj my life, but also in my next life I’ll become an ox or a
horse to serve him.”
“What are you thinking about?” He squeezed my hand. Before I could answer, the radio solemnly announced
the arrival of the New Year. When the clock stroked the twelfth time, Yan stood up dramatically and embraced me
across the desk.
“Meimei, my little meimei, what am I going to do?” he moaned, his cheek burning like a hot wok against
mine. Suddenly, he dropped my arms, stepped back, stared at me without seeing.
“What am I doing? Oh, God, what am I doing?”
In a second, he ran out of the room, leaving me totally bewildered.
*
The next day, he came back but refused to enter my room.
“I come here to apologize for my behavior last night,” he announced in a high-pitched voice, his manner still
so dramatic but touched with melancholy.
“I don’t get it, Yan Hua. Why did you run away like that?”
“I can’t. I’m a married man, you know. You’re still a virgin. I don’t want to ruin your future.”
“I don’t have a future without you,” I said, astonished at what I was saying and the way I said it.
Yan’s dramatic manner was influential.. But what I was telling him came from the deep well of my body. The
feeling had never surfaced before, even though we had been seeing each other every day for the past three
months. But now words just poured out like spring water.
“I don’t care whether I’m a virgin or not. But I do care that you’re married. I don’t want to ruin your family. So
let’s be brother and sister, since you don’t have a meimei, and I don’t have a gege.”
His eyes lit up.

617

“You forgave me, Meimei? Oh, I’m so happy I’m going to die. All my life I’ve been longing for a little sister
like you.” He took me into his arms.
I rested my face against his green military jacket and realized how much my future depended on him.
*
Yan had pulled down my pants.
“Meimei,” he whispered into my ear, “I’m going to come inside you now. It hurts a little, but if you relax, it
won’t be too bad. You’ll open your door for your brother, won’t you?”
Yes, I wanted more than anything else to let him in, to make him happy. But my door was tightly closed. Yan
was drilling between my legs.
“Gege, have mercy. You’re cutting me into pieces. It’s no use. The lock on my door has been rusted too long.
Maybe I’m a shinu, a stone girl, whose hymen can never be broken. Don’t poke me so hard, Gege. I’m going to
scream.”
“I can’t, I just can’t!” I pushed him away, shouting. “Why do we have to do this? I’m happy the way it was,
gege and meimei.”
Yan buttoned his fly and walked to the door without looking at me. I watched his slightly hunched back, my
stomach twitching into a knot. The green silk lamp he gave me last year was shedding a soft light on the desk.
This was the first birthday gift I’d ever received. Not that no one remembered my birthday. My paternal grandma
Nainai always made her three best dishes that day. But instead of letting me eat them, she placed them under the
elm tree in the yard, burned incense, and folded paper into the shape of money. She did all this, of course, at
midnight, when everyone in the navy compound was asleep.
On that day, June 14 th, all the adults in my family—Nainai, Father, and Mother—treated me with silence and
politeness. Even my two sisters stopped bugging me like flies. No one looked at me or talked to me, as if I were a
ghost or a devil.
In the beginning, I was delighted for getting away from the endless chores in the house, but soon I just wished
that Nainai and Mother would curse and order me around as usual. Their politeness toward me did not come out
of care but out of fear. It terrified me and sent me into endless daydreams and trances.
“Gege,” I called.
“I’m afraid I won’t be able to be your gege for long,” he said, his hand on the lock.
I put my chin on my drawn-up knees. My head was buzzing with that familiar noise, as if an overwound clock
was about to shatter at any moment, and time, instead of ticking forward, would slide backward in a bottomless
tunnel. at a dizzying speed. I’d been in that tunnel too many times. It was not fun at all.
“Gege, give me your hand. Do not let me fall,” [I thought]
“Have you ever seen brothers and sisters live together forever?”
“What should we do?” my eyes asked in despair.
“We have to become lovers. We have to become husband and wife. I don’t want to hurt you, Meimei, but this
is the only way to keep us together. I’m not doing this for fun but for the plan I’ve been thinking about. I’ve made
up my mind. I’m going to leave her and be with you for the rest of my life.”
“How are you going to do this?” I said to myself. This society won’t allow you to divorce her. You’re a college
student and she’s only a factory worker on a small island. If you abandon her, you’ll be cursed forever as a Chen
Shimei, the legendary figure who abandoned his wife after he passed the official exams and had a government
appointment, and you’ll fall back to the place where you started. You’ll never do that, Gege, because you’re
ambitious. You want a high place in this world.
“Once I break your virginity, I’ll be your man forever. I’ll have no retreat. Do you understand, Meimei?”
“No, I don’t understand,” I thought. You mean if I were not a virgin, I would be less valuable to you? What
about your responsibility to your wife? Didn’t you take her virginity? But I do understand your point, Gege. The
chance for an unmarried non-virgin to find a husband is small. So you’re burning the bridge for me. Take me if it
makes you feel more secure. I’ll endure the pain, no matter how bad it is. Have I told you I’ll give you anything I
have, no condition attached, because I love you?
“Say something, Meimei, please.”
Yan returned to the bed and held my head cautiously, as if holding a flower.
“I never know what’s going on inside your head. Your silence sometimes scares me, sometimes pisses me off.
But maybe that’s why I’m so crazy about you. I don’t know.”
I held his hand and still couldn’t say a word. Everyone seemed to hate or fear silence. I couldn’t even
remember how many times my grandmas, mother, and teachers had cursed or punished me for not speaking and
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refusing to answer questions.
“Either she is retarded or very bad-tempered for behaving like that,” they often commented.
I grew up with different nicknames: iron lips, wooden melon, mute mud, dead ghost. I didn’t give a shit about
what they called me. Silence was the only way to keep one’s dignity in this world and I treasured the sacredness
of sound and words more than anything else. Sounds should always be used to make things beautiful, like music,
songs, poetry, expressions of emotions, making up and telling stories. The noises children made when they were
playing could be beautiful even though they had no meaning. The sounds of sobbing or cursing, if they were done
with true emotion and purpose, could also be beautiful. It was a crime to waste sounds, and worse, to pollute the
earth with babbling nonsense and poisonous words. When adults got together, they immediately started chatting
or arguing, as if they would be possessed by ghosts if they remained silent for a minute. I guarded my sounds and
words like a miser except when I told stories, made up or real. To me, there was a very thin line between the two.
How did we know what was real, what was made up? Most of the time it depended on our perception.
The only person who didn’t mind my quietness was my father. We could sit in one room, hike in the
mountains, ride bicycles for hours without saying one word, and still feel comfortable. But those moments were
too rare. Most of the time, he was away at sea. When he came home, he was besieged by Nainai, Mother, and my
two sisters.
*
“Meimie, what are you thinking about?” Yan’s voice sounded distant and annoyed.
I gave him an apologetic look. This would be a crucial moment in my life. I would no longer be a girl after
tonight. I must not let my mind wander too much. I removed my shoes, then my pants, which Yan had already
pulled down below my knees. The idea of making love with clothing on made me feel cheap. People could say
whatever they wanted about us—immoral morons, adulterers—but my feeling towardYan was not cheap or light.
Wang Ying wouldn’t come back tonight. It was not necessary to take precautions.
“Hold me, Gege,” I said.
I had gone through all kinds of pain: my mother’s whipping of bamboo sticks and belts, Nainai’s pinching on
the inner thighs, the hitting of washing sticks and rolling pins, and the burning of swollen knees and ankles from
arthritis, but I had never experienced the pain of being sawed and drilled. Once he broke through my rusty door,
would he pierce my womb, my stomach, and come out through my scalp? Like the Chinese baby on the bayonet
of a Japanese soldier in one of those war movies?
When I masturbated as a kid, all I felt was the dizzying pleasure mingled with shame and terror. Never had I
imagined this kind of agony. Yan made weird noises through his clenched teeth, the kind of noise he made when
he was having a hard time in the bathroom. It was funny, but I couldn’t laugh. My stomach was turned upside
down. Sweat poured down my face and arms, soaking the sheet underneath.
“That weird ticking and buzzing in my ears again,” I thought “Oh Mama, when will this end? Do not push me
into the tunnel. Let me out. I can’t breathe. It’s dark and stuffy here. This time, I won’t be able to come out alive.
Who is the woman hung on a post at the entrance of the market? Her naked body is written all over with the
character jian, adultery. It is in fact branded on her with a hot iron seal. Below her stands a donkey. A huge
wooden block in the shape of a penis tied to the back of the donkey points up at the woman from between her
legs. Two people come up and pull her legs apart. Then the person lets go of the rope that has been hoisting the
woman in the air. She falls with a thud on the back of the donkey, the penis disappearing between her thighs.
Blood spurts from the top of her scalp onto the heads of the staring crowd.”
*
“I got it, Meimi, I’m inside you!” Yan shouted.
The tearing pain pulled me out of the bloody pool, the tunnel, and sent me back to reality. Yan was thrashing
on top of me, hurting me inside.
“I’d rather die than go through this torment,” I cried to myself. “I don’t want to be awakened.” Suddenly Yan
shouted again:
“Oh, I can’t bear it any more!”
He collapsed, his gripping hands and head now drooping like overcooked noodles.
I sat up slowly, my legs beneath me, my hand trying to cover my nakedness. How could I cool the burning
between my legs? I inhaled and exhaled, my teeth still grinding against one another.
Yan wiped himself with my towel and knelt on the floor next to me, his arms clasped around my knees. He
remained silent for a long time. I realized he was staring at something in the bed. I looked.
On the white sheet, there was a dark spot. In the moonlight, it looked like an ink stain. Then I realized it was
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blood, my virgin blood.
“Meimei, Meimei!” Yan cried passionately, burying his face in the sheet. “You’re mine forever!”
2
I was a strange girl.
Everyone who knew me or just met me said so. It didn’t bother me that much because I grew up hearing this
comment, first from Waipo, my maternal grandma, from my aunts and uncle, then from my parents, my sisters,
my neighbors and classmates, and now from my colleagues.
“How strange you are!” Waipo had said.
She had been watching me sitting on a stool for hours, my eyes looking but not seeing. I was four years old
and still hadn’t seen my parents. I knew they lived on one of the fishing islands called Zhoushan. My father was a
navy officer, my mother a dance teacher. Actually I had seen my mother once, her back. I was taking a nap and
dreaming of a flood from too much rain. I heard Waipo say,
“Leave. She’s waking up.”
I opened my eyes and heard the crisp footsteps her leather shoes made on the wooden floor and stairways. I sat
up and caught a glimpse of dark, dark hair cut straight above a long, snow-white neck.
“Mother Swan!” I shouted, stretching out my hands as if to pull her back.
I didn’t know why I said it. My mother’s neck was in fact neither extraordinarily long nor white like a swan’s.
But that was how I saw it. Waipo put her arms around me.
“Wake up, gua nuan, you’re sleep-talking again,” she said in a hushed voice.
She called me gua nuan, obedient girl, only when she was extremely angry or pleased with me. What had I
done in my dream? I rubbed my face with my hand. It was wet and it tasted bitter. So it wasn’t just a dream. My
mother did come to see me and wet my face with her tears.
“Mother,” I said. Waipo squeezed my arms.
“It was your aunt, gua nuan.”
“No, my mother,” I insisted. She slapped the back of my head.
“Stubborn, stubborn, stubborn. Where did you get that from? Not from me, not from your mother. No wonder
you were born with your feet out first.”
I looked up at her. In my head, I was asking,
“But what’s wrong with that? Don’t we all walk on our feet? Of course, we should all be born with our feet out
first.” When I finally opened my mouth, I said,
“Really? But why?”
She seemed surprised by my second question. Her eyebrows knit together as she answered,
“Perhaps you were anxious, or perhaps too proud to fall into this world head over heels. Whatever it was, you
did have a pretty scary look on your face, as if you came into the world with a destination, a plan. And your cry
was even more frightening. It sounded almost like a laugh, very sardonic, like this,” she imitated, “ha, ha, ha.”
We both laughed, my head buried between Grandma’s knees, her warm breath on my bare back. We laughed a
long time until we fell into a longer silence.
“You were such a weird baby,” she said again, “not only because of that funny cry, but also the full head of
hair, dark and rough like a porcupine. Lots of things happened before and after your birth. It rained non-stop for
weeks. All the rivers flooded and the ocean swallowed the beaches. People seemed to go insane, particularly that
Old One. She would have strangled you if I hadn’t grabbed you from her. You should have seen her eyes, lit up
like a flashlight with fear and hatred. And her mouth, open as wide as a basin, blood all over her face and hands,
and curses spitting out like a snake spraying poison. She looked like a witch. I grabbed you and held you against
my breasts. You were still bloody and naked, but I had already fallen in love with you, little helpless stubborn
thing.
“‘This baby is mine now,’ I said, glaring into that Old Thing’s eyes. ‘If you dare touch her, you’d have to step
over my dead body first.’”
She stopped, then suddenly tightened her arms around me, as if protecting me from the grabbing of an evil
spirit in the air. She was trembling.
“Oh, baby, what are you going to do when it’s time for you to leave your grandma and live with that Old
One?”
*
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I had endless questions. Why did “that Old One,” my paternal grandma, hate me? What about my father and
mother? If they didn’t want to see me, why did my mother shed her tears on my face and run away when I woke
up? Why was Waipo worried so much about my living with my other grandma?
The thought of leaving Waipo’s warm bosom tore my heart. When she was mad at me, she often threatened to
send me back to Shandong, to the Old One’s house, tomorrow. I hated the word tomorrow. It filled my heart with
something I could name only much later: despair.
But I said nothing, just buried my head in her lap. Waipo was combing my hair and braiding it into nine braids,
which made me look like a bird with its wings open, getting ready to fly. Whenever she did that, she would tell
me about the birds that lived their first two years on a Pacific island, then flew away to the ocean for twenty years,
never landing, never returning to the island again until it was time to have babies and die. Those birds didn’t build
nests. They laid their eggs on barren rocks. The chicks had to learn how to live with nature on the day they were
born. Many died, but those who survived grew up strong and tough. When the flying time came, they followed
their parents to the top of the island. From there, they hopped down as fast as they could. Their hopping was
awkward, but once they were in the air and their powerful wings wide open between the blue sky and the blue sea,
they turned into the most magnificent creatures on earth. Thus they would keep flying over the ocean until they
came back to have babies and die.
*
Except for the bird story and the braids, my memory of four years living with Waipo in Shanghai was misty,
more like a waft of scent in the breeze. It came to me when I was not paying attention, but if I tried to grab it, it
drifted away.
When I was four years and three months, I finally got to live with my parents on the island. I cannot recall how
I got there. I only remember my father picking me up from Waipo’s arms and carrying me on his back to a ship
named Qingdao.
“We are going to Weihai, a beautiful place on the coast of the North China Sea,” Father murmured.
How about Zhoushan? I wanted to ask, but dared not. Waipo told me you were taking me there to live with
Mother and my sister. Suddenly I lifted my head. Someone was calling:
“Gua nuan, gua nuan!”
I turned my head and saw Waipo running along the dock. Her bun had come loose and the wind was blowing it
up like a black flag.
“Where are you taking her, you liar, you country bumpkin?” she shouted as she ran up the bridge between the
dock and ship. But the steward stopped her.
“He’s kidnapped my child. That guy up there kidnapped my child!” my grandma roared like a lioness.
“Waipo!” I shouted. She scared me. I’d never seen her like this.
“Let me get off. I want to go with Waipo,” I said to him, still not used to calling him father.
“No,” he said firmly, “you’re with me now.” Then he turned to the security guard.
“I apologize for this mess. My mother-in-law is very emotional. Sometimes she’s a bit crazy. But she’s
harmless. Just make sure she doesn’t come up here.”
I was kicking and punching my father’s back.
“Don’t move,” he shouted, and swung me to his chest.
I opened my mouth. Before I called out to Waipo, he had already buried my face in his wool navy uniform.
*
What happened next was a mystery. It was like waking up in the morning: you knew so much had taken place
in your dreams, but no matter how you wracked your brains, you couldn’t retrieve any of it.
My next memory was of me looking up at my mother, tall and dazzling, even when she was sitting. It was
dinnertime. We each sat on a stool, our simple dinner set on a taller stool. It was rice gruel, fermented bean curd,
and a chunk of fat pork floating on the congealed surface. In the middle of the stool was a half piece of steamed
bread.
Mother was wearing a white dress with black polka dots. Her soft hair covered her upper cheeks as she bent
her head over the bowl, drinking the gruel. In an apartment with only two beds and a few chairs, we sat face to
face, so close that our knees brushed against one another from time to time, and 1 didn’t know how to respond.
The dust was dancing up and down in the last rays of the sun. Suddenly 1 had some strange questions.
“Who am I? What’s this place? What am I doing here?” [I thought].
“What are you staring at? Ghosts?” Mother asked. “Don’t fidget with your food! You’ll spill it.”
I tried to swallow the rice and tears. What was Waipo doing? Was she still crying on the dock? What happened

621

after she was pushed off the bridge? Did she have anything to eat? The rice and pork smelled good, and I was
hungry. But I couldn’t eat.
“What’s your problem? You have a bone in your throat or what!”
“I can’t swallow the fat pork and I don’t like fermented bean curd.”
“You ungrateful little ghost, you’re lucky to have anything to put in your mouth at all. People are eating leaves
and grass nowadays. Eat the pork now!” She hit my head with her chopsticks.
*
The door flew open. A man in uniform came in with an old woman on his shoulders. Her eyes were puffy and
red like rotten meat, with yellow puss congealed around the lids. They both looked like they’d been crawling in
mud for days without any food. The woman’s eyes brightened as she saw the food. She stumbled toward us.
“Oh, my heavens, the fucking steamed bread!” she roared, and fell to the ground.
“Niang, Niang, take it easy,” the man shouted in a strange accent as he rushed to her. 1 recognized him from
his voice. Father. What had happened to him? When he had entered Waipo’s apartment that day, he looked awe
inspiring. There was not a wrinkle in his gray uniform except for the straight “railway tracks” on his pants.
Now his gray uniform, his face, even his dark curly hair were the color of dirt. He smelled different, too. I
sniffed hard, searching for the smell of the sun and ocean his body had given off on our first encounter. But I
found only the odor of vomit, mixed with something new, yet not unfamiliar. Later I realized it was the smell of
the northern soil.
“Do we have more bread?” he asked Mother.
My mother looked at the old woman, now leaning again on Father's shoulder. Her eyes were filled with fear
and contempt. Then she walked to the kitchen without a word. She had not greeted them.
“Ni Bing, come and say hello to your nainai.”
I ignored Father’s order. I couldn’t take my eyes off this puffy, wheezing woman. I had never met her, yet I had
seen her before. I immediately disliked her. She scared me, although she looked as if she would crumble onto the
ground again at any moment. Something in her eyes when she looked at me through the swollen eyelids (she had
only looked at me once since she came in) was not fun at all. It was more awful than the look Mother gave her. I
smelled hatred in it. She was my nainai, my paternal grandma, whom Waipo called “that Old One.”
He took my hand and pulled me close to her.
“Ni Bing, from now on, you must learn to show respect to your elders. Call Nainai.”
His voice was low and stern; his hands pressed down on my shoulders until I collapsed on the floor. Nainai
stood before me in her rags, like a tower burnt by the sun and fire, silent, ruined, yet still powerful. I lifted my
head slowly, sitting on my legs like a mermaid. Our eyes met.
This time her look told me clearly that we were enemies. Yes, she hated me, and yet we were connected by
some invisible cord.
Later on, Nainai told me about the terrible droughts that had fallen on her homeland.
“Three years, not a single drop of rain. Thousands of people died from hunger. Those who lived went crazy.
We would eat anything—tree barks, grass, even soil. In many places, people cut the meat from the dead bodies.”
She sighed heavily. The swelling in her face and the sores around her eyelids had gone, but her eyes still struck
with horror and awe.
“The old heaven was punishing us for something we did. It had to be, because the whole country has been
suffering from droughts and floods for such a long period.”
She stared at me, sharp light shooting out from her contracted pupils, like a cat about to leap upon her prey. I
shuddered. She made me feel I was the cause of all disasters.
*
I had been strange and lonely since I was a child.
I didn’t know how to make friends. When I.was five, I brought a girl home for the first time. Her name was Jia
Jia. I sat on the floor watching her fly my airplane all over the room. Jia Jia, what a nice name! And she was as
beautiful as her name. Mama would be so proud of me: I could make friends at last. I was not as abnormal, stupid,
unsociable as she thought me.
Jia Jia fell. The wing cracked. Jia Jia's face turned white.
“Don’t worry,” I consoled her, though I was trembling with fear myself. “See, I can fix it with some glue.
Going home now? Come back tomorrow. The glue will be dry then, and we can fly again. Will you come back?
Will you, Jia Jia?” I kept shouting long after she ran out the door.
At night, someone pulled me out of the quilt. I opened my eyes and saw Mother holding the broken plane in

622

one hand, a bamboo stick in the other. She thrashed my thigh several times.
“If you bring any wild kid home again,” she said, “you can sleep on the streets.”
Since then my entertainment was sitting by myself reading. I devoured any books I could lay my hands on. I
also enjoyed leaning on the window when I finished my chores in the house, watching my sisters playing rubber
band jump rope or hide-and-seek with their friends. Father sometimes urged me to go out and join in the game. I
just smiled and shook my head.
*
When I was a freshman in high school, a girl moved into the apartment across the hallway. The next day she
appeared in my class and was assigned to share the desk with me. Her name was Li Jia. I couldn’t tear my eyes
away from her. Everything about her showed that she was from the capital—her standard Mandarin with Peking
accent, her clothing, her manner. What fascinated me most were her velvet shoes with the immaculately white
plastic soles. I’d been wearing homemade shoes all my life.
We became inseparable. We lived across from each other, shared a desk in school, and did our homework
together. I helped her with her homework and housework and she told me endless stories about Peking. One day
Mother saw me light a coal stove for Li Jia in the yard. She called me in and said,
“That girl from Peking is taking advantage of you. Who do you think you are, her maid? The older you get, the
more stupid you become. You neglect your duty at home for someone who’s not worth your friendship. How
much do you know about her family? Did you know that her father was demoted from Peking because of an affair
with a young girl in his office? Her sister isn’t much better. I heard she’s had two abortions already. Li Jia herself
is also a snob. Can’t you see? She talks to you only because you can do her homework and light her stove.”
I continued seeing Li Jia secretly. But one day, she wouldn’t open her door. I knocked stubbornly, knowing she
was home with Dongzhuo, the girl from upstairs whose father was the vice-commander at the navy base. I had
heard them going in five minutes before. I stopped knocking and waited.
Suddenly I heard the laughing from inside. I walked away. Something inside me was shattered. The next
morning, I asked the teacher to transfer me to another desk.
When I graduated, I received straight As, but I hadn’t made a single friend.
*
I was trained to be independent, useful, and hardworking after I came to live with my parents. I learned how to
clean the apartment, wash my own clothes, make rice and noodles, steam bread, haul rice and coal on a cart from
stores, raise chickens, grow vegetables, and many other things. I still remember the morning when Mother called
me to her bedside and handed me a one-yuan bill and some ration coupons for meat and bean curd.
“Go to the market now and get fifty fen of pork, twenty fen of bean curd, and the rest for any vegetables you
like,” she yawned, her body ready to slip back into the warm quilt.
I stared at the money. My hands were still covered with soot from lighting the stove. But that was not the
reason why I didn’t reach for Mother’s hand.
“What’s wrong, Ni Bing?”
“I promise I won’t forget to sweep the corners next time. I’ll wash all the stains off the clothes and dishes. I’ll
try my best not to burn the rice again. But don’t send me to the market, please! I don’t know how to bargain with
peddlers. And I don’t like it.”
Mother sat up straight and exposed her naked behind.
“Do you think I send you there because I’m lazy? Not at all. I’m training you to take care of this family. Who
knows when those Red Guards will take me away for the training class? Once I’m in there, even God can’t help
us. Do you understand? Your father is always on the ocean. If anything happens to me, you, the eldest daughter,
must take care of your two sisters. From now on, you must learn fast. How old are you this year—eight, nine? Not
a little girl any more!”
I took the money and stepped into the dark morning. The silent rice fields surrounded me with unknown
danger and the stream made weird noises like a monster weeping underground. I had fished there with my sisters
after the rain. It never uttered this kind of sound during the day. But I couldn’t run away from it. The stream
flowed through the center of Dinghai County, where the market was located. I passed several sentry posts along
the road. The guards were sound asleep.
This was the quietest moment. From morning till late evening, bullets whizzed past our apartment building.
Occasionally Red Guards hid at our doorway, aiming their guns, which they lifted to their sweaty faces, at the
outside world.
There were five bullet holes in our door. This was nothing compared to the upstairs, where almost all the
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windows were shattered or pierced by bullets. Frightened adults were talking about moving to the first floor
apartments. At first the children were scared, then they got really excited. They bugged their parents to let their
best friends move into their apartments.
I was also scared. My fear had more to do with the food supply. It was more and more difficult to get rice or
sweet potatoes, for most of the rice stores were closed or destroyed. Everythng was rationed: rice, oil, meat, sugar,
even matches. I could not feel at ease unless the rice jar was full and the sweet potatoes piled high in the kitchen
corner.
There was a little hand in my stomach. When the jar was half empty, or when I passed my regular mealtime,
the little hand would start scratching, grabbing, punching, and pounding. The only thing I could do was to eat
until the food had pushed the little dirty hand to the bottom of my tummy. I didn’t know why I was like that.
Mother and Nainai, even Waipo, called me an incarnation of a hungry ghost.
A Red Guard stepped out of his sandbag-and-wire shelter and pointed his bayonet at my chest. Dewdrops were
sparkling on his thick beard. I raised my basket upside down, then showed him the one-yuan bill while pointing in
the direction of the market with my thumb. He inspected my face for a while, then let me go with a friendly smile.
*
Soon I passed the Liberation Bridge and entered the free mar- ket area, where freshwater fish, shrimp, crabs,
potatoes, grains, and vegetables were sold. I went directly to the huge, green plastic shed of the state market. Food
like pork, tofu, and seafood were only available here with ration coupons. Mother told me to get pork first, before
it was sold. When I saw the line that rounded the counter three times, my heart sank. Standing among the
ferocious adults, who constantly pushed and elbowed one another, I prayed that there would be some pork left for
me. Mother had to eat meat and seafood every day to keep up her spirit. After the needles had crawled around the
clock on the wall, it was finally my turn.
But I couldn’t see the fat butcher’s shiny scalp. The counter was too tall for me.
“What you want? What you want?” I heard him shouting impatiently. Someone lifted me and sat me down on
the greasy counter.
“Ha, you little sprout,” the butcher shouted, amused by what he saw. “How old are you? What are you doing
here? Where’s Mom?”
“Meat for fifty fen,” I said with all my courage, blushing as I imagined that everyone was looking at me.
“Ha, fifty fen of pork for my sprout,” he sang out loud, as he picked a piece of lean meat and threw it to the
cashier:
“Thank you, Uncle,” I said with gratitude. He’d given me the best meat that was left on the counter.
I didn’t bother to stand in the line for bean curd. There were only two boards of them left. Each had ten pieces.
Even if everyone bought just one piece, only twenty customers could be served. I quickly counted the people
ahead of me. There were at least forty-five in the line.
I passed the fish stands. The rotting smell made me sick. This was the only thing that didn’t require coupons.
When the season came, the market was drowned with sea bass, belt fish, and squid. I hated seafood, hated its
smell and its mushy meat, especially the white eyes of the fish when I washed and fried them in the wok for
Mother.
I bought some shrimp for her. Caught in the morning and boiled alive with salt water, the peddler claimed, his
face as red as the boiled shrimp. I didn’t bargain with the peddler. It was degrading, both for the buyer and the
seller, but everyone who came to the free market was supposed to do it. Mother, Nainai, even my younger sister
haggled.
The only person who refused to bargain was my father. He just walked around in the crowd and stopped when
he saw something good. If the price was not too bad, he immediately took out his wallet. Not a word was wasted.
Unfortunately, I had only gone out with him twice. He was too busy.
The shrimp peddler seemed to be shocked by my manner. When I was leaving, he threw a handful of shrimp
into my basket.
“Enjoy, little sister,” he said, his white teeth glistening in the first morning light.
It made the rest of my shopping easier. I bought a jin of sprouts and a half jin of mustard pickles. Sprouts could
make a big dish for lunch and dinner. Pickles sauteed with sliced potatoes were my favorite and cost only thirty
fen. On the island, vegetables were double, even triple the price of seafood.
Mother should be happy with this full basket. I would tell her that I had bargained hard this morning and cut
the shrimp price down to only eighteen fen a jin. It would make her happy. She often complained that I didn’t
know how to bargain and had to pay more for the food.
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I started home. I had to let out the chickens from the bathroom and clean it before everybody got up. I had to
pick and wash the vegetables before I went to school at seven-thirty. I had to hurry.
*
So I mde my first lie at the age of eight, a sweet lie to please my mother, to get praise from her. I was willing to
do anything to get it out of her beautiful mouth. She was my idol, someone I had tried, was still trying, to get
close to.
As for my relation with my father, it was beyond words, beyond comprehension. I hadn’t called him father for
almost seven years, and we’d never written to each other since I left home six years ago, yet he was with me day
and night.
It was strange, but so was I. …
187.21 An Autobiographical Statement\fn{by Ming Fang (1957- )} Yangtze Delta, China (F) 5
My father told me that he graduated from an American Christian high school in Shanghai at the age of 17. He
was admitted into Shuzhow teacher’s college where he underwent one of the most rigorous teacher training
programs in China, and there he met my mother.
However, “the rigidity of the teacher’s college did not suppress my innate rebellious quality,” my father
declared. Instead of seeking a teaching job in Shanghai, which was the most prestigious city in China at that time
in terms of economic, cultural, and social status, my father voluntarily chose to go to the countryside where
school funds were always tight and the environment was usually poor.
My father always said that he was supported by education. Therefore his life should be devoted to education.
Since the countryside was the place where education was most urgently needed, it was the first place for him to
go. He was assigned to teach in Benniu Middle School which was located in a small town and close to the
countryside. My father spent 40 years in that school where he unselfishly poured all his heart into his teaching.
We lived in a compound with three other teacher families. There was a wall around the compound. The gate
faced the street and the backs of the houses faced an uncultivated field. There was a small river running through
the fields. My father used to fish in the river during the weekends or on summer holidays. I would sit beside my
father reading my books or running through the grass or picking wild flowers.
One summer day, I was nursing some silkworms. I worked very diligently on them. I used to pick the leaves of
some wild silkworm trees beside the river with my father. I watched everyday and sometimes at night to see those
worms grow up. Finally my father helped me to put them into a small tree made of straw to let them construct
their little cocoons. I saw and heard them spin silk day and night.
One morning when I got up, I saw the straw tree decorated with beautiful cocoons. But I could not hear
anything any more. I cried. My father came up and told me:
“Don’t cry, Ming Fang, the little silkworms are not dead. They are sleeping. They will become moths. The
little moths will bring thousands of new silkworms.” I smiled through my tears.
*
In 1963, I was a-six-year old girl. My parents were very conscientious teachers. Their time was always fully
occupied by school work and required political meetings occurred regularly every Thursday afternoon. From
Monday through Friday, my brothers dropped me off at kindergarten on their way to school. Around three in the
afternoon, I would lead a group of school yard children (teachers’ children who lived in the same residential area
of the campus as my parents) back home while Miss Shang (our kindergarten teacher) accompanied us.
One day after school, I found myself alone at home. I sang to myself and dashed to my father’s teaching
building and rushed into my father’s class:
“Papa, I got another award in school today.”
Everybody laughed and I realized that I had interrupted my father’s class. One big sister pulled me down
beside her, and the class continued. I did not understand what exactly they were doing. I just saw my father
walking among the students and talking about somebody named Confucius. I heard my father say:
“A teacher is like a silkworm who won’t stop diligently making the silk cocoon until she is out of silk and
silent inside. A teacher can be compared to a candle which won’t run out of wax tears until it dwindles into dust.”
The students were listening to him very attentively. I was trying to understand my father’s saying through my
experience of nursing the silkworms. I was puzzled:
“Why silkworms or candles?”
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During the break time, while my father was busy with answering students’ questions, I climbed up to the
blackboard to imitate my father’s teaching. Some of the big brothers and sisters were listening to me very
courteously. After class, my father led me to his teaching office while carrying a whole stack of exercise books:
“Ming Fang, try not to disturb our class next time, OK?”
“OK, but Papa is busy and Mama is busy. Nobody is at home.”
“If you really want to come to Papa’s class, you’d better be quiet, OK?”
I smiled. During the evening, as my parents were correcting the exercises and preparing their lessons for the
next day under the lamp in the tiny study room surrounded by stacks of books and dictionaries, I climbed into a
chair beside my father, imitating my parents, and read a book upsidedown very attentively. I cannot remember if
we children had a lot of picture books during those days. But I do remember those books in my parents’ study
room.
*
The Grand Cultural Revolution (1966-1975) cast a shadow over what my parents instilled in me. What my
parents dreamed for me went into crisis.
On a Thursday evening in July 1966, my brothers and I waited and waited for our parents to come back home
for dinner. It was ten past ten in the evening, we could not see any sign of our parents. We knew sometimes our
parents would visit their students’ families in the evening to make sure the parents understood what was going on
with their children at school. Those home visiting hours were usually unpaid and teachers would sacrifice their
time during evenings or weekends with their own families. My parents scheduled that kind of visit every week but
not that Thursday evening.
My big brother told us that the teachers in our parents’ school were having a very important meeting.
“How important, brother? I am starving!”
I became really impatient. My big brother arranged for everybody to finish dinner and we left our parents’
share on the table. Everybody continued with their homework. I slept on a couch near the dinner table.
Suddenly, I heard my parents’ footsteps. I ran to the door and jumped to my father as usual. My father carried
me with a very serious smile. My mother asked me to get down from my father. She looked very serious too.
While they were having their dinner, my father asked us to sit beside them:
“From tomorrow on, you should watch out. Do not get into trouble at school or in the neighborhood! If you
hear anything, do not talk to anybody. Wait until we come back home to explain to you, got it?”
I could not understand my father’s request. But the solemnness in his face made me nod accordingly. Then my
father asked my big brother to go to the study room. They closed the door. I was so sleepy and I could not satisfy
my curiosity anymore.
The next day when I was playing house with my friends in the neighborhood, I heard somebody shout:
“Parade! Oh, go to see the parade.” Rushing out with excitement, I headed for the street where thousands of
eyes were following the coming parade.
“Look, He Jiu Wei.”
I heard somebody call my father’s name. I was puzzled and didn’t know the reason why the parade had
anything to do with my father. The first in line was Uncle Chen (the principal); second was my father, walking
with heavy steps. On my father’s head, there was a ridiculous high paper hat on which several black Chinese
characters were written with my father’s name upside down and a red x marking my father’s name. It said:
“He Jiu Wei—the bourgeois antirevolutionary authority.”
I understood well what the words meant, but I didn’t realize what kind of fate would fall on me and my family.
*
My family life was abruptly changed by the parade. My father was confined in a little dark room in the school
compound to confess his antirevolutionary teaching. There were ten small rooms in that deserted compound
where we teachers’ children used to play hide-and-seek. The Red Guards were watching the gate in turns.
Uncle Li, the physics teacher who graduated from Qinghua, the most prestigious university in China then, who
was denounced as rightist in 1957, was kept in the dark room next door to my father’s. I remember that all those
rooms smelled of rust and rotten wood, and were full of spider webs with a narrow beam of light from the little
windows far above.
Those small rooms reminded me of the prison in which the Koumintang\fn{ The Nationalist Chinese government}
imprisoned the Communists in Zhongqing.
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One day, my big brother and I tried to approach the compound to find out something about my father. We saw
the Red Guards walking back and forth in front of the gate with Mao suits and wide belts round their waists. We
were informed that nobody except the Red Guards could approach those imprisoned teachers.
My brother led me to a wall and asked me to stand on his shoulders to see whether I could see my father. I
jumped on his shoulders and still could not reach the window. But I could hear that the Red Guards were shouting
to Uncle Chen, the school principal:
“You dirty antirevolutionary authority, listen carefully. Your confession, since you became the bourgeois
authority in 1960, is not enough. You have to confess from the time you were born. We want to search for your
antirevolutionary roots, understand?”
I heard Uncle Chen say something but it was not clear enough for me to catch what he said. Suddenly, I heard
the belt smashing down. Uncle Chen didn’t say a word nor was there any sound of a groan.
“You stubborn dog, don’t waste our time. You must admit your crime!” the Red Guards continued.
My legs suddenly collapsed. My brother asked me what I saw. I could only sob.
*
Later we heard that my father was sent to the reforming farm 10 miles away from my home to “wash his
bourgeois brain.” The Red Guards forbade anybody in my family from seeing my father except me since they
thought I was too young to “communicate with my father any antirevolutionary motive.”
We were never able to know exactly what happened to my father and other uncles and aunts. I only knew that
my father sometimes was crawling in the rice field to collect the harvest. His back was permanently damaged
from the Red Guards’ beating.
My mother who was a very good teacher and a very pretty woman was accused of being a witch because of her
dressing style.
My big brother who was an extraordinary intelligent student was deprived of the right to go to high school and
forced to go to the countryside to receive the peasants’ reforming education.
My second brother was also prohibited from attending middle school.
My third brother, my younger sister and I were not allowed to join the Red Guards unless we promised to
report my parents’ so-called “antirevolutionary propaganda” at home.
The Red Guards could come into my home at any time and destroy anything they thought to be bourgeois,
even my parents’ beautiful wedding photograph. I was deserted by my father’s students who were once attentively
listening to my baby teaching in the classroom. The only things that delighted me were my trips to visit my father
on the farm.
My father, Uncle Chen (the principal) and other teachers were sent to chastising parades and the “Fight to
Death for Chairman Mao and the Central Committee” chastising meetings almost every day. People spat on them
to show their revolutionary actions, On the wall, I saw a lot of Da Zi Bao ([big-character] posters) and cartoons
about my parents’ bourgeois antirevolutionary behavior inside and outside the classroom. I heard some students
shouting the slogans:
“Down with He Jiu Wei! He Jiu Wei is a bourgeois antirevolutionary authority!”
“Down with Wang Xiang Zhen! Wang Xiang Zhen is a witch! She polluted the school atmosphere with her
fancy bourgeois dresses!”
People called me an “antirevolutionary daughter.” My little heart was filled with horror and anger. I could not
understand why people’s attitudes towards my father and other teachers had changed so fast. In my mind
remained the picture of my father talking and walking among the students in his classroom, with over forty pairs
of eyes looking at him attentively. My parents visiting their students’ parents and being led out of each family
with 90 degree bows.
The large school banner hanging up at our parents’ school gate:

Respect Teachers, Love Friends, Study Hard and Make Progress Every Day.
The popular slogan appeared on the schoolyard walls:

Teachers are the Engineers of Human Beings’ Morality and Intellect.
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*
One day, I walked ten miles to the reforming farm to visit my father with two eggs and some candies in my
pockets. As I entered the gate, one Red Guard shouted to me:
“Hey, your antirevolutionary father is not here. He was sent to the school chastising meeting.”
I ran back to the school exhausted. The Red Guards at the school told me:
“He Jiu Wei is in the hospital.” I burst into tears right way.
“Shut up, you little antirevolutionary!”
Ignoring the shouting, I rushed to the only hospital in town and asked the nurse about my father. One nurse
was shivering while she told me:
“Don’t worry, your Papa is OK. He was grabbed by a group of people at the chastising meeting just now.”
I was so exhausted that day that I could not move my legs any more. I just sat on the hospital floor and cried
and cried until my big brother came to carry me back home.
Later I was told my father’s back was broken since he refused to confess. I was also told that my father was
crawling in the field to harvest rice. The day when I saw him again, my father told me:
“It won’t always be like this, Ming Fang. Those brothers and sisters are forced to do so. Some day they will
realize what’s wrong with their present behavior. Don’t hate them.”
I nodded unconvincingly simply not to compound my father’s sorrow and trouble.
*
In 1970, my Mom, my third brother, my sister, and I went back to a small town where my grandma was living.
That small town was isolated from the rest of the country. The revolutionary atmosphere was not so strong there.
My parents realized that our stay in Ben Niu County would decrease our self-esteem and have a negative effect on
our education. We had a better life in my grandma’s county. Everyday I could go to school and escape the
revolutionary shouting behind me.
However, the blind worship of Mao reached every corner of the country. In my grandmother’s hometown,
early every morning the loudspeaker played: East is Red, rising the Sun.
Before each meal, people would line up piously in front of Mao’s pictures, wave the Little Red Books for ten
minutes for the “morning consultation with Chairman Mao,” and wish Chairman Mao good health and an eternal
life. Before people went to sleep, they would line up in front of the picture again and perform the “late progress
report to Chairman Mao.”
At school, we were required to recite Chairman Mao’s instructions such as Serve the People, The Slow Old
Man Moving the Mountain, and Commemorate Dr. Norman Bethune (a Canadian doctor who saved thousands of
the People’s Liberation Army men’s lives during World War II and died of tetanus). We were also required to keep
revolutionary confession diaries and encouraged to confess selfish actions and criticize revisionism in public. I
remember at one self-criticism meeting, one of our classmates confessed:
“Yesterday, I found ten cents on the ground. Suddenly I remembered Chairmen Mao’s Three Big Disciplines
and Eight Points ‘You can’t have other people’s single needle or thread.’ I quickly picked up the money and
handed it in to the street committee.” Another girl in a dull blue coat and trousers and two short pigtails continued:
“Yesterday, my Mom bought me a new dress. I suddenly remembered Chairman Mao’s instruction: ‘We should
live simply.’ I refused to put on the new dress.”
Everyone clapped. One day, the whole school was gathered to listen to one big hero who saved a little child’s
life on the railway tracks. He said:
“As I saw the train approaching and the child crossing the tracks, resounded in my ears Chairman Mao’s
instructions. In front of my eyes, appeared Dong Ren Rei’s heroic action—putting up the bomb against the bridge,
stopping the enemy and rescuing a brigade of People’s Liberation Army men. Then I ran as fast as I could and
grabbed the little child who was the Red Seed of a revolutionary family. Without Chairman Mao’s instruction, I
could not have done that.”
There was another thunder of applause. I was influenced. But I was puzzled:
“How come everybody thinks of Chairman Mao’s instruction when they do something while I just do it?
Occasionally I think of what my teacher or papa and mama said, not what Chairman Mao said.”
One day when I visited my father on the reforming farm, I quietly asked my father about this. My father told
me:
“Ming Fang, what you have said makes a lot of sense. But, my dear, you have to say whatever they say. You
are too young to understand all this. When you grow up, I will tell you more about this.”
“Why not now, papa?”
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“Ming Fang, don’t ask too many questions especially in public. You can think about them and if you have any
questions, come to me, OK? You want to make papa happy, not worried, right?”
I nodded but grew up with circles of question marks in my head.
*
My grandmother’s town was backward in terms of economics and politics which made my schooling safe. In
Li Jia Middle School, my academic results pleased all my teachers. I used to get the highest marks in
mathematics, physics, chemistry, and Mandarin.
In spite of all my academic achievement and my father’s rehabilitation, I was not allowed to join the Chinese
Communist Youth Union. I was advised to draw a revolutionary line between my father and myself, or I would
never be admitted into the Youth League. My father helped me to write a stunning letter to show that I had drawn
the revolutionary line separating me from him. For him, being part of the Youth League was a good opportunity to
bring some light into my little life. I can still remember some lines:
Dear comrades:
My father is a historical antirevolutionary who was nourished by the People and the Chinese Communist Party. His
crime of being an antirevolutionary group leader of the Koumintang Youth League can never be forgiven. As we all
know, the persons who created our bodies are our parents. The persons who nurtured our minds are our beloved
Chinese Communist Party and Chairman Mao. My father’s purposely forgetting all about this makes him an
antirevolutionary bourgeois intellectual. I, a person born in the New China and raised under the Red Flag, should have
sharp eyes to draw a crystal clear line between me and my antirevolutionary father. My noble life- long purpose is to
serve the people and the Chinese Communist Party. I hereby swear that I will devote my life to this noble mission. I
will roll myself a body of revolutionary dirt and define a revolutionary red heart. As our beloved Chairman Mao says:
“The Chinese Communist Party and its Youth League will accept those later generations of the antirevolutionary.”
I am a red flower out of the black dye vat.

My letter was so touching that I was finally given a ticket to the Communist Youth League. The ticket did keep
me safe through the high school years but my little heart was aching and moaning and my six senses were totally
twisted then.
I was taught not to cheat. It was my father who taught me to be sincere to others. It was also my father who
helped me to tell lies in front of people. In those days, we learned to be deceptive in order to protect ourselves.
*
In 1975, during the national campaign against Deng Xiao Ping’s Rightist Restoration, I graduated from Li Jia
High School and went to a farm to receive workers’ and peasants’ re-education. I underwent the heavy labor
which I had never done in my life.
During the four years’ stay on the farm, I learned how to protect myself and the girls on the farm. I learned to
be aggressive and tough. I never complained about the heavy labor tasks and dirty routines. I just tightened my
teeth and fists. I kept thinking if others could do it, I was no exception. I could carry more than two hundred
pounds on my shoulders.
Because of my hard-working “revolutionary behaviors,” I was chosen as the leader of the women’s group. I
used to call the women together and warn them against the sexual assaults which my parents had told me about
from time to time. Thousands of young women in the country were raped by peasants and farm workers during
the period when they were asked to receive re-education. That was one of the most tragic and shameful episodes
in Chinese history.
In the evenings, after finishing a whole day’s hard labor, I began to study by myself and make up the work I
missed in middle school and in high school math, physics, chemistry, and English. During the breaks, while the
peasants were enjoying cursing dirty words, I would sit quietly aside reciting the English dictionary. In 1976, our
farm needed a barefoot doctor—a term from Mao’s June 26 th Medical Document issued in the Grand Cultural
Revolution in which Mao called upon all the medical workers, doctors, researchers, and nurses to leave their
hospitals in the cities and go to the mountain villages to bring medical treatment to the peasants.
I was chosen to receive half a year’s medical education in a hospital. I visited each clinic in the hospital and
soon I was able to treat some common diseases. Like other barefoot doctors throughout the country, I mainly
worked in the fields and did medical work in my spare time unless there was an emergency. By myself I studied
the books and tried acupuncture needles on my own body to make sure that I did it right. Sometimes I attended
some acupuncture and Chinese medicine workshops and seminars.
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I was highly respected by the peasants. They recommended me to join the Chinese Communist Party. The
county farming department wanted to train me to become a revolutionary cadre. I used to reply to them with a
smile:
“I think I am still far behind the admission requirement of the Party. I have to work harder in order to live up to
its expectations.”
*
In 1978, I got permission to ask for half a year’s leave from the farm where I was working to receive workers’
and peasants’ re-education. I decided to review my middle school lessons in order to go to university. At that time,
the higher education system was resumed. Anyone who could pass the provincial and national standard tests was
allowed to enter into university. I was so excited by such a golden opportunity. So I decided not to let it slip out of
my fingers.
*
In 1979, I was admitted into Wuhan University of Hydraulic and Electric Engineering specializing in Teaching
English as a Foreign Language at university level. My goal was quite specific—to be a university teacher of
English.
187.29 An Autobiographical Statement\fn{by Wei (1957- )} “along the Yangtze River,” China (F) 4
My mother was a beauty in a Communist Army Wengongtuan (art and dance ensemble). She answered the
revolutionary call to marry my father who was a commander. My mother became a housewife after she got
married. It was very usual at that time for a Wengongtuan beauty to marry a big cadre. Every day while my father
was busy with his army work, my mother would arrange everything in the house with our nanny. .
While we were waiting for our father to come back home, my mother would tell us some Chinese fables:
Once upon a time, there was a little frog who lived happily in an unused well, contentedly splashing in the water and
wondering aloud if anyone could be as well satisfied as he. One day, a sea-turtle passing outside the well heard the frog
and said to him:
“Brother, have you ever seen the sea? It is so vast that once there was a seven year drought, yet the waters did not
recede. It is only in the ocean that I’m truly content.”
Hearing this, the frog was deeply ashamed.

My mother told us that there is a Chinese saying “the frog in the well” which is a metaphor for a person who
has little experience or knowledge yet exudes self-importance. If we wanted to become somebody useful to
society, we should not be too proud of ourselves since “there is a bigger sky outside the piece of sky above your
head.” My mother also taught us to learn modestly from others but to keep our own beauty. She told us a famous
story of “Hantan’s Learning Walking:
In the Kingdom of Chao during the Warring States period, the people of Hantan were renowned for their beautiful
walking. A young boy in Nankuo admired their skills. He decided to go to Hantan and study the walking methods of the
local people.
After a long and arduous journey, he finally reached his destination. He immediately began to scrutinize and imitate
the walking posture of the pedestrians.
However, not only was he unsuccessful in his attempts, he also completely forgot his own original walking style.
Finally, he had no alternative but to crawl back home.

My mother told us that this story came from a Chinese fable. This story is an allegory that teaches us not to
emulate the actions of others at the cost of losing the unique characteristics which make us individuals. My
mother’s moral teaching was always different from my father’s revolutionary style at home.
We were always waiting for my father to come back home. My father was busy with meetings, army activities,
and some official talks. Every night whenever my father’s footstep was heard in the doorway, my mother would
raise herself to greet my father at the door. My father would hold my mother and walk towards us with a big smile
on his face. I had never heard any quarrel between my parents while I heard some of my friends were quite upset
by their parents’ constant fights at home. I was so proud of my parents at that time.
However, my mother told me before she died that in her life she was always deeply in love with a man other
than my father. At the time she told me, I was shocked. My mother said;
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“As a beauty in Wengongtuan, you had no free choice to marry the man you really loved if you fell into some
big cadre’s eyes.”
That was the secret she kept all her life.
*
In mid-July 1966, the world before us suddenly became insane and crazy. What Fang, Shiao, and I were taught
during our primary years at home or school was confused by torture, violence and madness brought by the Grand
Cultural Revolution. We saw our “aunts” reporting “uncles,” “big brothers” fighting ruthlessly against their
fathers or mothers or spying on each other, and those “big brothers and sisters” at school wearing Mao’s uniforms
and wide belts shouting “revolutionary” slogans and chastising their teachers in parades, platforms, stages, and
other places.
We were scared, angry, and shocked. We swallowed our tears and clenched our fists. The stories told by our
teachers or parents became fairy tales in our memories.
*
My father was instilling revolutionary ideas in my brain every day:
“Wei, you are the generation of the revolutionary. Every moment, you have to remember how hard Chairman
Mao and the Revolutionaries worked to establish the New China. You have to study to serve the people and the
country. You shouldn’t think one tiny bit of yourself. The love from your mother and me can never be compared
with Chairman Mao’s. All the hard work you put into study can never be compared with the Red Army’s Twenty
Five Thousand Li March (which laid down the foundation for the New China).
In spite of my father’s philosophy, we were privileged to live in a very big house with a beautiful garden
surrounded by walls. We had a nanny to cook our dinners and take care of our housework and gardening while we
were required to dress plainly and live a simple life. Nevertheless, our “red” family background evoked
tremendous admiration from our peer groups. At school or in our neighborhood, we were the center of attention
for all the other children.
In spite of all the privileges, my father used to squeeze some of our family expenses to help the poor. My
father would ask us to deliver some food to Uncle Wang who lived in a very shabby hut two streets from our
home. For ten years, my father paid Little Lily’s educational expenses since Lily’s father was a revolutionary
martyr who died during the Red Army’s Twenty Five Thousand Li March. My father also saved thousands upon
thousands of Chinese dollars to prepare for a donation to the poor some day.
However, our father’s selfless contribution to the poor and his revolutionary philosophy did not shield us from
the Grand Cultural Revolution in 1966.
*
Every day on my way to or back from school, I came across a former music teacher at our school passing on
the street. Unmarried, Miss Yang was from a family of wealthy bureaucrats and spoke with a very heavy Shanghai
accent. Although she was in her fifties, she was still full of energy and always elegantly dressed.
One day in late August, I saw her beautiful white dress had red and blue marks on the back. Another day, I
noticed that she had a stiff paper poster hanging round her neck with her name upside down and crossed by a red
X. Below her denounced name it was marked:
“Antirevolutionary.”
The next day, the right side of her hair was shaved in the Red Guards’ “Yin and Yang haircut.”
The next day, I did not see her any more. Several days later, people said she committed suicide.
*
Everywhere I went, people were parroting slogans and grabbing Chairman Mao’s Red Book to worship
Chairman Mao with the loudspeaker announcing the latest instruction from Tiananmen Square. Whenever
Chairman Mao’s speeches were broadcast through loudspeakers, people would stop and look excited with tears in
their eyes. I had tears in my eyes too but for different reasons.
One day as I returned from school, I found a big crowd assembled in front of my house. Horrified, I ran
towards my home and I knew that the Red Guards were there.
They formed a stage with several tables. One Red Guard leader stood on the tables, screaming the slogans and
other people around were parroting him. I saw my father kneeling down on the uneven tables with bare knees. My
brother was shaking while he was forced to tie my father’s hands behind his back. I heard some Red Guards
shouting:
“Put some pebbles and broken glass on the table and let the bastard kneel on them!”
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I closed my eyes and silently prayed for my father. My sister was standing in front of the stage trembling. I
noticed the Red Guards’ leader was Uncle Liang’s son.
This family used to get fed breakfast only and would then worry about what they could get for supper. My
father used to support this family selflessly. He bought clothes for this man, paid his tuition, and encouraged him
to keep up with his studies although he was hanging there just on the verge of dropping out. The Red Guards’
leader screamed at my father:
“You antirevolutionary authority! You live in such a big house while we huddled in a bungalow. Then you use
your dirty bourgeois money to buy our revolutionary hearts!”
The guy started panting. He forced my brother to tighten my father’s hands even higher up. The weather was
very humid. The crowd began to be uneasy. I saw that even the Red Guards on the stage begin to feel that the
situation was unbearable.
My father’s clothes were wet with sweat and his gray hair was drooping in the sunshine. My brother was
terrified and shaking.
“You bourgeois antirevolutionary tyrant, admit that you abused us working class!”
“No, I didn’t,” my father insisted.
They forced my brother to kick my father. The Red Guards giggled. As the Red Guards went to the side of the
stage to drink some tea, one woman in the crowd walked to the stage and murmured to my father:
“Just admit whatever they ask you to say. Think of your poor kid.”
I was shivering among the crowd wearing very short haircut according to the Red Guards’ standards. So
nobody recognized me in the crowd. Suddenly Uncle Zhang, one of my father’s friends and a working class cadre
jumped to the stage and shouted to the crowd:
“Down with the bourgeois authority! But we don’t want to let this ghost die, do we?”
The crowd was puzzled. Uncle Zhang continued:
“We have to keep him in order to fight against him further until we have cleansed the brains contaminated by
him!”
The Red Guards could not disobey Uncle Zhang since Chairman Mao declared that the working class people
be the leaders of all fields in China.
The big crowd finally left. I began to wonder where my mother was.
*
My school days were full of revolutionary slogans, self-criticism activities, and chastising meetings. One
winter day, the ground in Peking was covered with snow. Jing, one of my best friends (a professor’s son), was
wearing a very heavy yellow overcoat and I was wearing a blue one. We came across our school library which
was deserted by the majority of people. We saw Ms. Chang, the librarian, sitting at her desk.
Since Ms. Chang came from a working family, she was not denounced. We greeted her as usual. But she
greeted me coldly which was quite opposite to how she reacted towards me before my father and Jing’s father
were denounced. I got used to that kind of situation. We walked into the library and heard:
“Wei, Jing, don’t touch those books. They are banned.”
I wanted some books to read so badly. Jing too. We used to read books together whenever we could find the
time and place. But all our books were confiscated by the Red Guards. Those we hid from the Red Guards were
read over and over again so that we could almost recite them. The book stores only sold revolutionary books.
Jing and I were going to be in grade six. But our knowledge of math, science, and physics was almost zero.
Sometimes Jing’s father offered to teach us in secret. He would explain math, physics, and chemistry problems to
us by using a simple blank sheet of paper and pencil and by referring to some scientific problems we faced every
day.
But we needed books. Jing was murmuring to me:
“Let’s steal some, Wei.”
“No, we can’t!” I whispered back in a very heavy tone. Jing insisted:
“The old saying tells us that stealing a book is not stealing.” I admitted that what Jing said was true.
“Just do it very fast, OK?”
I was shivering but I snatched a novel and a math book and put them into my overcoat. Jing took some too. We
smiled at Ms. Chang and said good-bye. My heart was beating as we stepped out of the library door calmly.
As soon as I went back home, I confessed it to my mother. My mother just smiled and said:
“Wei, it’s not right. Don’t do it again.”
*
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Jing’s father was still giving us home lessons without anybody else knowing it. We began to have more and
more books every day. Nobody told us where they got them. .Jing’s father just told us from time to time:
“My dear children, learning is not committing a crime! Without knowledge, China will dwindle into nothing.
You will need it some day, believe me.”
We agreed silently. In my mind I pictured how my father, Jing’s father, and other teachers and professors were
treated as criminals. How people destroyed and confiscated books, closed libraries, and bookstores. This is what
the newspapers said and what the textbooks told us.
*
After I graduated from high school, I was sent to the reforming farm to “roll a body of earth and refine a red
heart.” On the reforming farm, I took over the hardest labor to show my revolutionary attitude. After each day’s
hard labor, while others went to see a revolutionary film or joke around, I would read my books underneath a dim
oil lamp. I remembered Jing’s father's saying:
“You will need it some day.”
During the daytime break, I would sit on the bank of the rice field and read books. On the farm, as long as you
kept up with the hard labor, nobody would bother you or stop you from reading. That was a kind of “paradise” for
me although sometimes my shoulders and hands were bleeding.
*
In 1977 after Deng Xiao Ping took over the government, I was able to pass the national entrance exam to enter
Shanghai Normal University to study for my bachelor’s degree of science in chemistry. I decided not to be “the
frog in the well” and “Nankuo who learned to walk in Hantan”.
158e.147 Excerpt from Fleurs De Coton: Roman\fn{by Tie Ning (1957- )} Peking, China (F) 10
1
Mizi, elle, n’était pas mariée. Elle avait autrefois suivi la foule des ramasseuses, elle avait porté par-devant un
sac bourré de duvet blanc comme la neige. Mais pour ce qu’on gagnait, on se donnait trop de peine et elle avait
arrêté. Mizi, avec son regard lumineux, ses lèvres naturellement écarlates et son teint si clair qu’elle n’avait pas
besoin de poudre, était trop jolie pour vouloir continuer à faire la cueilleuse. Elle portait d’ordinaire une jaquette
près du corps et un pantaloon à dessin de cloche flottant autour d’elle à chaque pas, plus de cinq mètres de coton
en longueur sur un lé de largeur qui lui mouiaient les fesses tout en s’évasant autour de ses jam bes. C’était la
mode d’alors, une mode que peu osaient suivre. On aurait cru, àvoir Mizi marcher dans son panta ion, qu’elle
commandait aux vents. Au village, les hommes, les femmes, tous la regardaient comme si leurs yeux étaient
aimantés, les hommes remplis de trouble, les femmes rongées par la jalousie. Mais elle n’alla plus jamais
travailler dans les champs et ne répondit plus aux appels des planteurs. Les ramasseuses, quand elles passaient
devant le mur de sa cour, pouvaient bien tenter de convaincre les plus jeunes parmi les planteurs de lancer leur cri,
ils savaient en eux-mêmes, et sans qu’on le leur explique, que cela n’aurait servi à rien.
Mizi ne plantait pas de coton, ni n’en cueillait. Pourtant, à la maison, il y avait bel et bien des fleurs: sur le
kan(g,\fn{Immense lit en brique chuffé par-dessous encore trés répandu dans la Chine rurale } contre le mur noir de suie, elle en
conservait un petit tas, soigneusement camouflé sous des sacs de jute. Et si Mizi ne voulait pas qu’on les voie,
c’était parce que ses fleurs n’étaient pas toutes de la même couleur. Les voies par les queues elle les avait obtenues
étaient sans doute peu avouables, mais moins fatigantes; ses mains ne s’abîmeraient plus à détacher les fleurs de
leur tige. Mizi voulait que les hommes remarquent combien ses mains étaient belles.
Mizi vivait avec son père, Baoji, le colporteur, qui vendait des sucreries, du pétrole pour les lampes et, le soir,
animait la loterie. Au crépuscule, il poussait devant lui sa petite carriole, éclairée par la lueur de quatre lanternes
suspendues à chaque coin et annonçait son passage à grands effets de voix pour vanter sa marchandise, jujubes
croquants, bonbons, azeroles, cacahuètes et cigarettes. Il frappait aussi sur un gong spécial, de cuivre affiné,
comme ils en ont dans sa profession, large, plus sonore qu’un grand gong mais moms criard qu’un petit. Son gong
et lui, ils ouvraient les portes de la nuit á Baisu.
Baisu, c’est le nom du village.
Bonheur et chance tournent dans mon panier,
Chez moi deux mu\fn{675 mètres carrés environ} tie terre à gagner.
À ma banque la fortune vient s’asseoir
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Tu seras peut-être riche ce soir.
Le chant de Baoji, mélange de sentences proverbiales de son cru, s’élevait, ponctué furieusement par le gong.
De la marée des robes de fleur pourpre pressées autour de la petite charrette, les pièces en bronze volaient en
échange d’un billet de loterie, et les mains saisissaient le qiantong,\fn{ Littéralemcnt «tube de bronze», le qiantong servait
autrefois à la divination par les tiges d’achillée. Le numéo porté sur la première tige qui tombe lorsqu’on secoue le tube renvoie au numéro
de l’hexagramme, figure divinatoire du Yiking. Apparemment, cc système fut aussi utilisé pour tirer des lotteries } le secouaient pour

lui faire cracher un numéro. La loterie commençait. Baoji donnait le numéro des fiches qui sor taient et attribuait
son lot à chacun: les cigarettes à celui qui avait gagné les cigarettes, la barbe à papa à celui qui avait gagné la
barbe à papa. Les cigarettes étaient de la marque Shuangdao ou Dahaier et donc assez légères. Pour la barbe à
papa, il y avait plusieurs couleurs—rouge, jaune ou vert—et chaque couleur correspondait à un parfum dif férent.
Le sucre, entortillé autour de son bâton, semblait un cocon de ver à soie.
Baoji était grand et svelte, doté d’une voix haut perchée à l’attaque et longue à l’oreille. Autrefois, il avait
chanté le yangge\fn{Yangge: theater de campagne} d’ici, dans des rôles de femmes chastes. Il avait trouvé son meilleur
rôle avec Jiuhong, l’héroïne de Quan Jiuhong\fn{Pièce inconnue} que son père, poussé par l’appât du gain,
encourage à épouser un homme riche. Mais elle ne veut rien entendre, et c’est en tapant du pied qu’elle plaide sa
cause: «Jiuhong se tient dans la cour de sa maison et expose ses arguments» … Avec fougue, elle critique la
rapacité paternelle et refuse une telle union. L’autre acteur était plus petit que Baoji, et le pan inférieur de son
costume de nankin, indiquant son statut de second rôle, trainait quelque peu par terre. Au-dessus de sa bouche, on
avait collé, pour remplacer une moustache inexistante, deux pétales de coton occidental. Baoji portait, lui, la
perruque. des rôles de femme, fixée à ses tempes avec de la glu d’orme. Le problème rési dait dans sa jupe et sa
tunique de coton blanc teint, qui lui donnait l’air débraillé et dont il ne parvenait pas à faire onduler les manches
malgré ses efforts. Cependant, Baoji avait sa voix.
Si les pleurs et les griefs de Jiuhong n’ont pas eu le pou voir d’attendrir ce père insensible, ils ont ému une
jeune fille d’un village voisin, venue voir la pièce. Voilà comment Baoji, un sans-terre, put se marier. Tout était
pour le mieux quand Mizi vint au monde, mais les relevailles furent fatales à la jeune mère qui contracta une
mauvaise fièvre et en mourut. Par la suite, lorsque les paysans entendaient Baoji crier pour appeler les chalands, il
leur semblait entendre Jiuhong pleurer et tempêter devant son père.
La loterie lui rapportait des pièces de bronze, des billets, des fleurs; tout comme celles que possédait sa fille,
ces fleurs n’étaient pas entières. Baoji les plaçait, en général, près d’une jarre dans l’entrée, car Mizi n’en voulait
pas dans la maison elle-méme. Gonflées de l’humidité environnante, les fleurs s’alourdissaient et, au moment de
la vente, c’était autant de gagné.
2
Le coton occidental était beau, cette année-là, et les planteurs veillaient comme des mères sur leurs fleurs. Au
bout de trois jours de canicule, trois jours sans pluie, ils délaissèrent complètement leurs champs de céréales,
n’arrosant plus que leur coton. L'eau des puits abreuva les canaux assoiffés, la terre sèche avala l’eau, serpent
immobile qui s’enfonce dans le sol pour remonter le long des racines. La vie revint dans les champs: les feuilles
s’ouvrirent comme des mains, les fruits d’un vert intense se remirent à frapper les mollets.
Mingxing, le planteur, surveillait l’irrigation. Il s’était accordé une petite méridienne sous ses fleurs, dans la
lumière et l’ombre qui jouaient sur sa poitrine nue. Il ne dormait que d’un œil, l’autre regardait de loin l’arrosage,
pour voir si la terre avait eu assez. De temps à autre, il bondissait de sous les feuilles, se precipitait à l’entrée du canal,
puis retournait s’allonger. Mingxing donnait beaucoup d’eau à son champ et l’arrosait très soigneusement car, à ses
yeux, son coton était ce qui comptait le plus au monde. «Ce serait bien si la récolte était meilleure que l’an passé.
Avec un peu de chance, en plus, les céréales vont bientôt étre bonnes à moissonner.» Alors il aurait pu se construire
une petite cabane, y disposer la literie toute neuve qu’il aurait descendue du kang de sa femme. Mingxing se sentait le
besoin de veiller sur ses fleurs, même si cela l’obligeait à quitter sa femme, toute neuve elle aussi. Mais la jeune
épousée savait la fragilité des champs, elle savait aussi qu’il n’y a rien à dire dès lors que c’était pour le bien du coton.
La femme de Mingxing était une nature raisonnable. Elle alla lui préparer sa literie, avec la couverture reçue en
cadeau de mariage, à motifs brochés, rouges et verts, de démons.
Mingxing voulait surveiller ses fleurs, mais les nuits étaient blanches dans les bras de sa femme. Le champ de coton était
comme une lointaine ligne de front, comme une mission nécessaire et dangereuse à laquelle il n’aurait pu se soustraire. La
jeune maniée se doutait bien que l’affection qu’il lui prodiguait était une manière d’excuse par avance. «Mes fleurs, mes
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fleurs», haletait-il en roulant sur le côté, «elles viennent des parents, il faut y aller. Comme ça, elles n’auront peut-être pas
besoin que j’y reste construire une cabane, ni que je prenne la couverture, ni que je te laisse.» Puis il préféra ne plus y
penser. De cette façon, tout pourrait s’arranger de soi-même.
Mingxing prit avec lui sa litière en août et la rapporta en octobre. Sa femme contempla la couverture pétrie et
repétrie depuis deux mois. Après quelques instants passes à se représenter ce qui s’était passé dessus et dessous, elle
s’employa de son mieux à la nettoyer, de façon qu’elle fût bien propre pour l’année suivante, sans souci de sa face.
Il était de notoniété publique que Mizi trouvait ses fleurs dans les cabanes des planteurs. Cela n’était pas rare dans le
pays, elle n’était pas la seule à le faire. Ce n’était d’ailleurs point le fait des seuls gens du coin, les étrangers ne s’en
privaient pas: des femmes, par petits groupes, venaient à Baisu, à la recherche d’une cachette d’où elles surgissaient à la
nuit tombée.
Chaque planteur possédait sa cahute faite de bric et de broc. On commence par enfoncer fermement un pieu en terre,
on assujettit une armature de lamelles de bambou, puis on fixe les stores, le toit de chaume. Les murs de paille de riz
viennent à la toute fin, fichés dans le sol puis consolidés avec de la boue. L’intérieur est garni de paille fraîche, d’une
natte et d’une literie neuves. Ces cahutes, considérées de loin, ne frappent pas par leur taille mais, en réalité, ce sont de
vrais petits paradis caches. Plusieurs personnes peuvent y converser à l’aise, à l’abri du vent, de la pluie et du froid.
Leur petit cabanon, les planteurs tardaient toujours à le démolir, même après les gelées blanches de la fin d’octobre,
lorsqu’ils remplissaient les rues de leurs appels et que le temps devenait paresseux, étirant les jours et les nuits sans fin.
Ce fut précisément une de ces nuits que le gong de Baoji fit trembler. Pourtant, ce n’était pas le seul. Un autre gong
résonnait dans l’immensité de la campagne, sourdement, de cette voix par laquelle la nuit naît au cœur des choses, ce
moment d’intimité qui se dissout à la lumière du matin. Le gong des marchands de sucreries est un signal, il éveille les
yeux à l’obscurité, dans un frémissement qui trouble et dérange la placidité du crépuscule. Les cœurs se serrent
d’angoisse et, dans sa cabane, on se prend à vouloir de toutes ses forces qu’elle ne soit pas si vide.
Ceux qui frappaient ce gong en poussant de grands cris ne portaient pas de palanche, contrairement à ce qu’ils
annonçaient, mais un gros panier d’osier sur lequel ils avaient attaché quelque grosse lanterne. C’étaient les mêmes
marchandises que celles que bringuebalait Baoji dans sa carriole, à cette différence que les cigarettes étaient meilleures,
puisqu’en plus des Shuangdao et des Dahaier, ils vendaient aussi des Hadamen et des Baipaotai. Pour les occupants des
cahutes, leurs cigarettes et leurs poires étaient des étoiles dans la nuit. Les marchands ambulants savaient que ces
clients-là n’avaient jamais la réjouissance avare.
Tous les jours, les marchands ambulants rendaient visite à Mingxing. Mizi aussi. Le colporteur arriva donc
devant la porte et écarta la natte d’herbes pour entrer. On appelait natte d’herbes un genre de store si épais et
imperméable aux sons qu’il était impossible de savoir ce qui se passait derrière. Une lumière crue inonda
instantanément l’intérieur de la cahute.
—Fils de pute! jura Mingxing, enroulé dans la couverture. On ne t’a jamais appris qu’il y a des heures pour
déranger les gens?
Il recouvrit prestement Mizi avec un bout de drap.
—Bah, laisse-le se rincer l’œil, dit-elle, ça nous feta économiser.
Le marchand ambulant souleva le drap pour s’assurer que les épaules nues étaient bien celles de la jeune
femme.
—C’est vrai que le spectacle vaut bien deux poires! Servez-vous.
Deux fruits chargés de fraicheur roulèrent au creux du lit tout chaud.
—Tu n’as pas bientôt fini de tout mettre en l’air? Il fait froid ici!
—Fiche-lui la paix. Tu aurais le cran, reprit Mizi à l’adresse du camelot, de remettre ça?
Cette fois il ne lança pas les fruits. Il les poussa doucement de la main, et son mouvement se prolongea pour
titer ses poires à elle, qu’elle avait sur la poitrine et qui brûlaient comme si on venait de les sortir du four. Mizi
continua à manger, imperturbable, mais Mingxing, agacé par ces manières, empoigna la robe de fleur pourpre de
l’homme.
—Calme-toi. Demande-lui plutôt un paquet de cigarettes, intervint-elle.
—Un paquet de cigarettes pour une aubaine pareille? grogna Mingxing.
—Deux paquets, alors.
Mingxing né repondit pas. Deux paquets de cigarettes, cela faisait tout de même deux jin\fn{ Un jin équivaut
environ à 600g} de fleurs. Le marché n’était pas très honnête, car Il avait dû acheter cher sa place, ce colporteur.
Tant pis. D’ailleurs, sans attendre sa réponse, la fuile s’était dressée d’un coup de reins, complè ternent nue, pour
fouiller elle-même dans le panier.
—Malheur! Tout est sens dessus dessous! Il y a des limites, quand même!
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—C’est toi qui te mets sens dessus dessous tout seul, vieux vicelard, rétorqua Mizi.
Le colporteur essaya de lui disputer les deux paquets de cigarettes, des Baipaotai, qu’elle venait d’escamoter,
en vain. Elle avait plongé sous les draps, rabattus fermement sur elle par Mingxing. «C’est deux paquets en
moins, songea le camelot, mais pour ce prix-là, j’ai pu voir tes nichons. Ça se vaut. Et puis, personne ne t’a
forcée. Je n’ai pas de champ, je n’ai pas de cabane; je suis moins intéressant que Mingxing. Alors je jette un œil,
puisque je ne peux pas faire plus.»
—Bon, il se fait tard, tu as sûrement du chemin à faire. J’ai là quelques fleurs rustiques: tu n’as qu’à les
prendre, conclut Mingxing lorsqu’il le vit revenue à de meilleurs sentiments.
Les fleurs étaient entassées le long de la cabane, dehors. Mingxing sortit les chercher.
—Coton rustique? Plus personne n’en veut de nos jours, fit remarquer l’homme en soupesant le coton et en
observant sa couleur. Il y en a de moisies, en plus!
—Ah, ne commence pas, tu ne vas pas me faire croire que deux jin de fleurs ne suffisent pas à t’acheter trois
poires et deux paquets de cigarettes.
Le marchand décida d’arrêter là les enchères; une minute plus tard, les fleurs étaient entassées dans son panier.
—Ne t’inquiète pas, je pars mais je reviendrai demain, annonça-t-il à la couverture. Rassure-toi, je pense que
j’arriverai à dormir.
—Du vent! dit Mingxing.
Le marchand ambulant s’étant résolu à soulever la natte d’herbes et à rejoindre le ciel automnal rempli
d’étoiles, le planteur sortit derrière lui, un vêtement jeté sur le dos. Il regarda la loupiote flotter au-dessus des
canaux asséchés, une des lueurs qui parsemaient l’horizon. Mingxing songea à ces fantômes à la lanterne dont on
lui avait tant parlé, mais qu’il était le seul à n’avoir jamais vus, en vingt ans d’existence. D’après la légende, ces
esprits hantaient de préférence les champs de coton. Les voix du marchand et de son gong rythmaient toujours au
loin les heures du monde des fleurs. Mingxing revint dans la cabane.
—Sors. Il est parti.
Mizi ne sortit pas, mais un bras blanc émergea des profondeurs du lit pour l’y attirer. Il glissa une jambe sous
les draps, trouva l’oreiller à tâtons, s’y assit, puis il fit glisser d’un seul coup sa robe de fleur pourpre. Lorsqu’elle
lui enfonça la tête dans l’estomac, il la repoussa car elle le chatouillait.
—Tu résistes? On va voir ça.
Mizi s’étira de tout son corps.
—Perce-moi avec ta lance.
Son bras s’enroula autour du cou de Mingxing et il sentit sa main lui caresser l’échine.
—J’y suis.
«Comme elle a la peau lisse, à côté de moi, rugueux de partout, du visage, des mains, du corps.» Ils roulèrent
ensemble.
Le froid les saisit: la couverture avait glissé depuis un certain temps. Quand Mingxing se baissa pour la
ramasser, Mizi lui dit qu’elle allait partir, pour lui éviter d’avoir à remettre une fois de plus le lit en ordre.
—C’est la vraie raison? demanda-t-il.
—C’est aussi parce que tu es fatigue. Dors.
—Tu ne me tiens pas en très haute estime, à ce que je vois.
—Tu ronfles. Tu ne t’es jamais entendu, sans doute?
Mingxing ne répondit pas. Mizi avait déjà retrouvé, malgré l’obscurité, son pantalon noir, ses chaussures et sa
robe de coton pourpre.
—J’y vais. Dors, murmura-t-elle en s’agenouillant.
—Dehors, j’ai encore des fleurs de coton occidental, cachées sous de la paille. Tu peux te servir mais, en
revanche, je ne veux plus que tu ailles dans d’autres cabanes. Tu as entendu?
Sur un bref acquiescement, la fille partit à la recherche de son petit ballot d’effets qu’elle avait laissé sur le
bord de la toiture. Quand elle l’eut récupéré, elle souleva la couche de paille. Mingxing l’entendit s’emparer des
fleurs dont elle bourra son sac. Alors seulement, elle alla s’accroupir dans le champ. L’urine, en frappant les
feuiiles de l’automne finissant, les fit craquer de sécheresse. Le temps de se rhabiller à la hâte, et Mingxing la
rejoignit en deux enjambées. Elle était en train de renouer le cordon de son pantalon.
—Tu t’es levé? dit-elle.
—Je t’ai dit que je ne voulais pas que tu ailles dans d’autres cabanes, je te le répète. Ne m’en veux pas. Rentre
chez toi et vite.
—J’avais dit que je te le promettais! fit-elle.
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—Je n’avais pas entendu.
—Vraiment?
Quand Mizi se releva avec le sac sur le dos, elle songea qu’il ne s’était pas moqué d’elle: les fleurs pesaient
leur poids. Au loin, la lanterne du marchand ambulant jetait toujours sa lueur vacillante. Elle enjamba des sillons,
puis un canal à sec. Mingxing vit bien qu’elle faisait simplement semblant de prendre le chemin du village mais
qu’après quelques pas, elle entamerait un grand détour pour revenir en douce vers les champs. «Tu peux lui dire
ce que tu veux, elle n’en fera jamais qu’à sa tête. N’importe, tôt ou tard j’aurai à nouveau l’occasion de lui donner
d’autres fleurs, et du premier choix encore.»
Un autre jour, la fille revint.
—Pourquoi tu n’obéis jamais? Je t’avais demandé de retourner droit au village, non?
—C’est ce que j’ai fait.
—Ça va, ne me raconte pas d’histoires. Tu t’es contentée de faire un crochet. Dans combien de champs es-tu
allée?
—Tu tiens vraiment à le savoir?
—Non.
—Alors ne pose pas de questions.
—Il me faut une réponse. Tu veux que je continue à te donner des fleurs?
—Tu veux parler de tes trois bouts de coton occidental? Tu veux rire! Garde-les et prends-moi comme épouse
à la place. Non seulement tu n’auras plus besoin de me payer en coton mais, mieux, tu auras le droit de me taper
dessus.
3
Guo et son père étaient venus à la foire de Baisu. Le père de Guo tenait une boutique de coton. Guo avait
douze ans; son crâne était rasé sur la nuque et sur les côtés, la coiffure des jeunes enfants.
Le marché au coton se tenait dans la boutique appelée Le Champ prospère. À une rue de là, on pouvait se
restaurer sous un auvent dressé, été comme hiver, devant une maison de trois pièces de terre battue. Tous,
habitants et boutiquiers, s’installaient devant les deux longues tables de bois blanc et se régalaient de galettes aux
germes de soja et de soupe épaisse. Il y avait en permanence un mar chand de viande d’áne salée qui y jouait du
couteau. Les assiettes, prises dans la boutique, étaient toujours pleines: sa richesse permettait au Champ prospère
d’avoir ses propres cuisinier et serveur, et non les factotums habituels. Derrière un bout de boutique se cachait une
cour de deux mu que ceinturait un mur de terre. Cette cour était perpétuellement enfouie sous le crottin. Hommes
et bétail s’y entassaient d’un bout à l’autre de l’année, dans un tel amoncellement que leurs corps avaient poli le
mur. Quelques cédrèles rognés, mordillés par Li, Zhang ou Wang, mais qui continuaient à pousser sans se laisser
perturber, trop vite et trop maigres, complétaient le tableau. Le soft venu, il pouvait y avoir des invités; des
chevaux, des bœufs passaient. Le jour, en revanche, tout dormait. La rue ne s’éveillait de sa torpeur que pour le
grand marché; alors, le coton prenait possession de tous les étals, car les marchands des environs venaient
s’approvisionner là. Pour Le Champ prospère, ces cinq jours étaient des jours de fête.
Le père de Guo jeta un œil çà et là, marchanda vaguement, peu pressé d’entrer dans la danse. Il attendait de
voir à combien les prix allaient tomber: le bon moment pour conclure, c’était lorsque le soleil écrasait tout et que
les vendeurs bradaient, dans leur hâte de rentrer chez eux.
Guo gardait le tas de fleurs de son père, encore modeste car ils n’avaient pour l’instant acheté que deux lots.
Devant étaient poses les fléaux de la balance et sa barre transversale. L’enfant s’amusait avec les poids, assis sur
le tas, jouant à les soulever de plus en plus haut pour les lâcher et les regarder s’enfoncer dans la masse duveteuse.
Il plongeait la main dedans et, quand il les avait trouvés, il recommençait.
Mizi était à son étal, vêtue d’une tunique bleu-violet sur un fin pantalon de coton noir. Elle portait sur la tête
une serviette en tissu éponge blanc, uni, par aversion pour les foulards à fleurs et autres tissus trop colorés qui,
dans son esprit, attiraient la malchance. Chaque extrémité était agreémentée d’une inscription en rouge: «Je vous
souhaite le bonjour», en lettres un peu archaïsantes, et «Good morning.»Les gens d’ici affectionnaient ce genre de
foulard, quand bien même ils n’avaient pas la moindre idée de la signification des inscriptions. De toute manière,
et Mizi en avait pleinement conscience, quand ils feignaient de regarder son foulard, c’était elle qui les intéressait.
Chaque fois que sa fille partait vendre des fleurs, Baoji lui faisait prendre aussi celles qui se trouvaient à côté
de la jarre. Mais il n’y avait rien à faire: Mizi pensait à elle, et ces fleurs constituaient sa petite réserve, le fonds de
secours qui couvrirait les besoins de la maisonnée en cas de coup dur. Ce petit pécule, il le lui fallait. Assurée de
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sa survie, largement même, elle était dans un constant souci de son avenir, y compris à la minute où elle entrait
dans une cabane de paysan. La nécessité de trouver quelqu’un et d’avoir des enfants, la peur de gâcher sa vie la
taraudaient.
À l’autre bout du marché, le sac de Baoji ne grossissait guère. Le père de Guo était passé plusieurs fois devant
l’étal de Mizi, sans un regard pour ses fleurs, sans un regard pour son foulard. Elle, tout en le fusillant des yeux,
se disait: «Tu te prends pour quoi? Un étalon? Tu n’es qu’un péquenaud dans une foire à coton, plus un rat qu’un
homme.» Mizi vit le père de Guo, de loin, saisir des fleurs et marchander le prix. Il était, elle le savait, âpre
négociateur et le marchand, bien qu’il n’ait pas encore été payé, prit ses ballots pour le suivre. Un tour, deux tours
… le père de Guo passait, repassait. Enfin, Mizi tie se contint plus:
—Tu parles d’un client, à se promener les mains dans les poches à en creuser des ornières avec ses souliers!
—Tes fleurs, je les connais, repondit le père de Guo. Ce serait une perte de temps. Pour d’autres, ça a été une
perte tout court …
—Pour qui?
—Pour certains petits exploitants.
—Comment ça?
Le père de Guo s’en fut avec un sourire. Mizi se sentit un peu confuse. Elle se mit à réfléchir à ce qu’il allait
falloir lui répondre à son prochain passage. Le soleil ne se dépêchait guère aujourd’hui, ça n’en finissait pas.
Il revint. Cette fois-ci, Mizi n’ouvrit pas la bouche. Elle présenta le côté «Good morning» de son foulard. Lui
aussi portait ce genre de chose sur la tête, mais il ne s’était jamais aperçu qu’il y avait quelque chose d’écrit
dessus, et voilà qu’il y apparaissait bel et bien des caractères. Quelque chose comme un mille-pattes, un millepattes en pleine ascension, un insecte long, très long. Sa rêverie fut interrompue par la voix de Mizi qui lui disait,
toute joyeuse et flattée de son intérêt subit:
—J’en ai assez de piétiner sur place, j’ai faim. Allons tous les deux manger des galettes de riz ou une soupe
épaisse, c’est moi qui régale, d’accord?
Le père de Guo, à ces mots, rougit jusqu’aux yeux, parce qu’il avait jeté à la dérobée un regard au foulard de
Mizi. Ou alors parce qu’elle venait de l’inviter à manger des galettes à la vapeur. Lui, pour commencer, ne voulait
que cela, s’arrêter pour discuter un peu sérieusement avec elle, mais l’invitation lui noua la gorge. Ruminant la
question dans son esprit, il tendit le bras et fourragea dans le sac de fleurs.
—Ta, ta, ta, lâche ça, ce n'est pas à vendre, protesta Mizi.
—Qu’est-ce que ça fait, si je ne les lâche pas? On peut bien regarder, non?
La main était ressortie pleine de coton. Le père de Guo n’osait pourtant pas la regarder en face.
—Si je dis qu’elles ne sont pas à vendre, c’est qu’elles ne sont pas à vendre.
—Ça signifie quoi? Que tes fleurs valent mieux que les autres?
—Tu ne m’as pas bien regardée?
—Tu as peut-être en réserve un autre genre de fleur que je pourrais avoir envie de voir?
Malgré ses yeux ronds, Mizi ne sembla pas en colère, tout au plus offensée, à ce que remarqua le père de Guo.
«Tu n’arrêtes pas de me fixer, songea-t-il. Est-ce que j’ai dit quelque chose qu’il ne fallait pas? je ne voulais pas
être blessant. Mais quel caractère! Pour un mot, elle vous fusillerait. Les fleurs, elles ne tombent cependant pas du
ciel; et je sais de quoi je parle.» Il saisit une autre poignée et Mizi s’exclama:
—Comment?
—J’en avais envie, dit-il en ramenant vers lui son poing fermé.
—Tu les veux, mais si je refuse de te les vendre? Je passe en cour martiale?
—Si c’est une question de prix, on peut trouver un arrangement.
—Tu repartirais bredouille, même en les payant en pursang.
—Tu parles de moins en moins comme une commerçante.
—Je sais bien.
Le père de Guo reçut la réponse sans rien ajouter. Il était gêné devant l’air impassible de Mizi. Il eut hâte de
s’en aller.
—Reviens, le rappela-t-elle aussitôt.
—Qu’est-ce qu’il y a?
—Tu as oublié tes fleurs.
Tu m’as dit que tu ne les vendais pas, non? Inutile de revenir là-dessus dans ces conditions.
—Qui irait se coller des crampes dans les jambs à rester debout toute la journée, si ce n’était pas pour vendre?
—Bon. Apporte-les qu’on les pèse.
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—Et le prix?
Le père de Guo, souleva le pan de sa robe de fleur pourpre:
—Disons ça, dir-il en se saisissant de la main de Mizi, et voilà les zéros.
Dans ces régions, lorsqu’on conclut une vente de coton ou de bétail, on le fait en beuglant le poids de la
marchandise. Une autre façon consiste à se communiquer le prix plus discrètement: le vendeur dissimule sous ses
vétements une de ses mains, avec les doigts de laquelle il indique la somme, et le client doit à son tour plonger la
main sous le tissu pour tâter. Le père de Guo, bien que n’ayant aucune intention de faire mal à Mizi, ne relâcha
pourtant pas sa poigne et elle songea que c’était cher payé.
—Autant dire que je te les laisse pour rien, répondit-elle néanmoins.
—Mon sac, c’est pour aujourd’hui ou pour demain?
—C’est pas toi qui es censé le porter?
—Non
—Il est top lourd pour moi.
Le père de Guo, après avoir considéré Mizi un bref instant, prit son sac de fleurs, sous le regard et les rites des
autres marchands qui n’avaient rien perdu de la scène. En tête marchait le père, avec le sac qui rasait le sol et
frappait ses mollets à chaque pas, ensuite Mizi, dans son pantalon cloche dont les jambes trainaient par terre.
Il se déchargea lourdement de son fardeau, le pesa et vida le sac de son contenu sur son tas, devenu soudain
bien plus imposant. Le père de Guo donna l’argent à Mizi, beau-coup, tandis que l’enfant refaisait le tas qui
s’écroulait.
—Papa, regarde, vite.
Mizi allongea prestement une taloche à Guo, car elle savait bien ce que son doigt pointé sur les fleurs entendait
montrer:
Regarder quoi? Y a rien à regarder!
Le père plongea la main dans les fleurs et un sourire en coin lui échappa.
—Coton de demi-sel.
—Demi-sel? Ce sont des fleurs, non? Tiens, prends ce ballot en plus et dégage.
Une nouvelle Hasse de billets apparut, avalée aussitôt par la poche de Mizi, puis elle alla chercher son père,
Baoji. En chemin, l’idée lui vint que ses fleurs étaient «hors standard» et qu’elles faisaient tache sur la blancheur
de lait du coton de ses clients. Où voyait-on du rustique avec de l’occidental et du nankin?
Baoji, lui, n’avait rien vendu. Mizi appuya un peu sur la balance du père de Guo au moment de la pesée. Le
marchand la laissa vider violemment le plateau sur son propre tas, et quand son fils lui désigna à nouveau les
fleurs, il en prit machinalement une poignée:
—On dirait de la terre de kaolin. Mais elles sont mouillées! C’est normal?
4
Par la suite, Mizi se trouva un veuf dans le village. C’est ainsi qu’un jour vint où elle traversa tout le village
d’est en ouest, ses affaires serrées dans ses bras, qu’elle se maria et en finit avec les visites dans les cahutes des
planteurs. Mizi voulait par-dessus tout avoir des enfants, mais elle dut patienter des années. Son mari ne la battait
pas, même s’il évoquait souvent sa jeunesse aventureuse au milieu des fleurs. «Je n’aurais jamais cru qu’un
homme comme ça existait, disait-elle parfois, je n’ai manqué de rien.» Puis elle finit par mettre au monde une
petite fille, Xiao Chouzi. Celle-ci était loin d’avoir la beauté de sa mère, elle avait de trop petits yeux. À dix ans,
elle n’aimait rien tant qu’écouter les filles plus âgées parler de leurs histoires de grandes per sonnes. Sa seule arnie
avait quinze ans et s’appelait Qiao.
La cour de chez Qiao était remplie de jujubiers de toutes sortes, y compris des arbres petits et frêles sous
lesquels les enfants jouaient à la marelle, à la toupie, au papa et à la maman. Qiao n’aimait pas jouer. Elle aimait
s’asseoir à l’écart des autres en pensant à d’autres choses: les abeilles capturant le nectar des jujubiers en fleur, les
moineaux faisant leur nid, les poules et les coqs s’accouplant. Elle voulait réfléchir à tout cela. Quand ses parents
avaient dû sacrifier plusieurs de leurs volailles, malades, et qu’ils leur avaient ouvert le ventre après les avoir
déplumées, la gamine avait regardé en catimini le quelque chose des bétes. Elle n’avait pas compris pourquoi, si
le coq et la poule étaient exactement pareils à cet endroit, il failait deux mots différents pour les désigner. Ce
n’était pas comme avec les gens, ce n’était pas non plus comme avec les chiens, les moutons, les chevaux ou les
vaches. Elle le savait, elle avait vu.
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Tout en réfléchissant, Qiao grandit, sa poitrine gonfla. Ses fesses, sa taille également changèrent. Cela, elle
l’attendait depuis des années. Les marmots qui jouaient àla marelle la trouvaient belle. Elle-même sentait qu’elle
sortait du lot, qu’elle était plus jolie que les autres. Sous ses fins sourcils, ses yeux noirs brillaient dans un visage
au teint clair, où même les dents étaient blanches. Xiao Chouzi appréciait la compagnie de Qiao, à laquelle elle
espérait ressembler un jour. Elle lui enviait aussi son prenom, dans son incompréhension du choix de sa mère pour
le sien, cette horreur.\fn{Le véritable prénom de l’enfant est en réalité, comme on l’apprendra plus tard, Fengzhen, qui signifie
«Phénix». Xiao Chouzi est son appellation d’enfance, c’est-à-dire un petit nom qu’on donnait aux enfants presque jusqu’à l’âge adulte,
surtout en milieu rural. Ainsi, le nom de Qiao veut dire «fine», «élégante», un nom un peu surprenant pour une jeune paysanne. Le nom
d’enfance de la maiheureuse Xiao Chouzi, lui, veut dire: «la petite qui pue». }

Tous savaient à quoi révait Qiao.
*
Ce jour-là, elle mit la barre à la porte de la maison, sans sortir de sa réflexion. Son père et sa mère étaient partis
enlever les mauvaises herbes dans leur champ de coton. Les enfants du village, voyant les deux vantaux rabattus,
se mirent à demander où elle était, sans réponse. Seule Xiao Chouzi était au courant, et elle était partie avec elle.
Qiao entraîna son arnie vers la partie est du village, là où venait de s’ouvrir une école du dimanche, et où
chaque semaine enseignait un étranger, un pentecôtiste qui faisait huit lis à vélo pour rejoindre Baisu. Ce Patersen
commençait par un prêche à l’intention des adultes, puis il passait aux enfants auxquels il faisait apprendre, tous
âges confondus, des citations du Nouveau Testament imprimées sur du papier brillant. Au verso, figuraient des
images d’hommes et de femmes en vêtements amples, des Occidentaux. Les femmes étaient belles, toutes
blanches. On voyait au moins la moitié de leur poitrine. Les élèves recevaient une nouvelle image comme
récompense quand ils avaient bien appris leur leçon. Dans leur langage, ils avaient donc baptisé cette école du
dimanche l’école récitimages.
Tout l’intérét de Qiao pour les cours venait de là, même si les phrases comme «Dieu nous aime si fort qu’il
nous a envoyé son fils» ne signifiaient pas grand-chose pour elle, «Heureux les pauvres d’esprit» guère plus. Elle
y allait pour la petite image, pour pouvoir, une fois rentrée à la maison, la cacher sous son oreiller et la ressortir
quand elle et Xiao Chouzi seraient seules. Une fois pourtant, une citation attira son attention. Elle disait: «Ceux
qui s’adonnent à la luxure, ceux-là iront en enfer.» Les personnages du verso représentaient des luxurieux soumis
aux châtiments infernaux, certains frits dans l’huile bouillante, d’autres sciés en deux. Ce qu’elle apprenait de la
luxure ne laissa pas d’impressionner fortement Xiao Chouzi, ce qui la conduisit, sur le chemin du retour, à
demander des explications. Mais elle ne reçut pour toute réponse qu’un horion derrière la tête et elle en resta triste
jusqu’à chez Qiao, même quand cette dernière l’eut instailée avec tous les honneurs sur le kang, adossée à un tas
de fleurs, dans un coin.
—Des gens auraient pu t’entendre, avec ta manie de chuchoter en hurlant.
—Le pasteur Patersen, il le dit, ce mot, il le fait réciter.
—Lui, il peut, c’est un pasteur.
—S’il peut le dire, alors nous aussi. Tiens: luxure, luxure, luxure!!
—D’accord. Répète encore une fois et tu ne viens plus avec moi à l’école.
Xiao Chouzi se leva comme un ressort et promit.
—Ça ira. Tu sais ce que ça veut dire, la luxure?
—C’est toi qui sais.
—Eh bien je t’explique. Alors … Tu t’allonges et ensuite je te raconte tout.
Xiao Chouzi s’étendit. Elle serrait son arnie avec ferveur.
—Ton oreille, approche-la.
Xiao Chouzi colla son oreille aux lèvres de son arnie, qui commença à murmurer comme si elle voulait
souffler dedans.
—C’est un secret. Si tu le dis à quelqu’un, je le saurai et gare à toi.
—Promis, juré.
—J’y viens. La luxure, c’est quand on s’accouple.
—Comme les chiens?
—Non, pas comme les chiens.
—Comme les poules?
—Non, pas comme les poules.
—Les vaches?
—Rien à voir du tout.
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—Pareil que les cochons, alors?
—Non plus.
—Comme les ânes, les chevaux, les moutons?
—Non! Arréte avec tes questions.
—C’est autre chose que pour toutes les bétes du monde?
—N’importe quoi! Cesse de m’interrompre. Je te parle des humains qui s’accouplent.
—Ça alors, dit Xiao Chouzi interloquée. Les gens aussi s’accouplent?
—Les hommes et les femmes, oui. Si tu ne me crois pas, demande à ta mère.
—Ma mère, elle me tape dessus.
—Ne lui demande pas, alors. Je ne parlais pas de ton père et de ta mère, je parlais des autres.
—Les autres quoi?
—Les hommes qui ont une femme en dehors et qui vont chez elle; les femmes qui ont des amants. Tu
cornprends maintenant?
5
Lao You portait une chemise de coton blanc et un pantaion de nankin. Debout sur le mur, il regardait les
jujubiers dans la cour de chez Qiao. Plusieurs étaient couverts de petits fruits rouges semblables à des globes
oculaires. Il se rappela une phrase entendue souvent: «Si le 15 juillet les fruits sont rouges, le 15 août l’arbre
croule sous leur poids.» On était au mois de juillet, la sueur mouillait le front de Lao You; sa chemise de coton
blanc lui collait à la peau.
Lao You était le cousin de Mingxing, et le plus jeune de la famille. Son père et Mingxing avaient, à peu de
chose près, le même âge. Ce dernier dirigeait l’école Ergao, à la ville, mais il enseignait aussi le chinois écrit et la
géographie. Il pouvait composer des vers à chanter selon les règles de la notation musicale: «L’orge déjà a été
fauchée, le soja à terre est tombé …» Devenu l’ami de Patersen, il avait embrassé la foi chrétienne, contrairement
à ses enfants, qui avec leur naturel grave et sérieux, étaient demeurés athées. Le pasteur suédois lui demanda un
jour d’écrire l’hymne de l’école du dimanche:
Une nouvelle danse, une nouvelle chanson qui nous emporte
Pour louer le dieu qui nous donne la vraie vie,
L’or et le jade peu nous importent
L’étude seule enrichit.

Le père de Lao You inculquait à son fils des valeurs comme l’application, le savoir-vivre, lui apprenait par
exemple à ne pas renverser les bols de nouilles au marché, à ne pas acheter de pastèques si elles étaient déjà
fendues, à ne pas se faire la barbe avec le nécessaire de papa. Il le conduisait à la ville, chez le coiffeur, d’où Lao
You ressortait avec une raie au milieu du crâne. Tenu de se distinguer par la propreté de sa mise, donc de ne pas
retrousser le bas de ses pantalons ni de montrer ses épaules, l’enfant de dix ans se sentait empli, face à toutes ces
exigences, du sentiment d’être un adulte.
Lao You sortait rarement, car les gens lui faisaient peur. Et puis, les autres enfants lui jetaient des mottes de
terre. Dans ses moments de loisir, il allait donc se promener seul du côté des champs; tant pis si c’était là de la
paresse. Il en profitait pour passer en revue les fleurs de tous les champs et pour mesurer les cotonniers à l’aide
d’une perche de barnbou qu’il avait coupée avec son couteau. À la ville, il avait pu voir les membres de la
Commission pour l’amélioration de la filière du coton procéder de cette manière, puis noter le résultat sur un
morceau de papier. Alors lui aussi mesurait et notait, bien qu’il ne sût pas à quoi cela servait. Deux des membres
de la Commission étaient des Japonais. Ils s’habillaient à la mode occidentale, comme le pasteur Patersen. Un
jour, pendant sa promenade, Lao You croisa Xiao Chouzi.
—Quel intérêt d’aller mesurer les plants!? lui demanda-t-elle.
Le garçon se contenta dun coup d’œil dédaigneux, mais elle continua:
—Il paraît que tu étudies avec des gens. Où ça te mène?
Il avait déjà rangé sa toise et son papier dans son sac.
—Dépêche-toi, tu as vu comme ils poussent vite?
Lao You était loin lorsque la dernière phrase de Xiao Chouzi lui parvint. Elle lui trouva l’air prétentieux et les
épaules voûtées.
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La raison du mepris de l’enfant venait de ce que Xiao Chouzi ne jouait qu’avec Qiao. Or Qiao était la cousine
de Lao You, éloignée certes, mais sa cousine tout de même. Mystérieusement, alors que le champ de sa propre
famille semblait n’avoir aucune limite et requérait tous les soins de Mingxing, celui des parents de Qiao faisait
tout juste le double de leur cour. Chez Lao You, c’était vingt-huit pains de maïs que l’on engloutissait chaque
année, mais chez Qiao, le printemps n’était pas encore arrivé que la famille commençait à attaquer les réserves de
légumes séchés de l’hiver. Il n’empêchait que le garçon aimait beaucoup sa cousine, et parce qu’il l’aimait
beaucoup, il ne pouvait pas ne pas détester Xiao Chouzi. Quand Qiao avait emmené la gamine à l’école du
dimanche, le garçon s’était abstenu de tout commentaire, mais cela ne lui avait pas plu.
Ainsi donc, Lao You regardait les jujubiers. Tout lui semblait calme dans la cour, mais il attendit d’en être bien
sûr avant de pousser la porte. A cet endroit, il n’y avait plus de jujubiers, mais il remarqua sur le sol une épaisse
couche de fleurs de cédrèle, jaunes, pas plus grosses que des grains de riz. C’était la saison. L’odeur en était à la
fois délectable et immonde. La famille des cédrèles compte les cédrèles odorants, les ailantes glanduleux qui
empestent, et puis les cédrèles de la cour de Qiao qui sont encore d’une autre sorte; les fleurs, comestibles, sont
moins parfurnées. Des trois sortes, c’est aussi celle qui pousse le plus haut et qui est la plus imposante. Ceux de
chez Qiao dépassaient les jujubiers et les sophoras, tendus vers le ciel de toutes leurs branches, tels des bâtons
d’encens. Xiao Chouzi était une des seules personnes capables de grimper jusqu’au sommet.
Lao You tomba à genoux, cueillit au sol une poignée de fleurs et se mit à jouer, à les faire passer d’une main à
l’autre. Ses narines étaient baignées par bouffées d’un souffle où puanteur et parfum se combattaient. Lao You
aimait cette odeur.
—Regarde-toi, tu es en nage!
Il sursauta; Qiao était devant lui.
—Viens, je vais t’essuyer.
Lao You jeta les fleurs qu’il tenait à la main. Qu’elle était grande, Qiao, sa cousine! Il se sentit soulevé, frotté
avec la robe de la file; il lui arrivait à la poitrine. Son odeur à elle gonfla ses narines, et sa sueur lui sembla bien
plus plaisante que la sienne propre. Il en oublia le parfum des fleurs. Quand elle eut fini de le sécher, sa cousine
remit sa robe en ordre. Sa main ébouriffa les cheveux du garçon. Lao You n’aimait pas que les gens remarquent
trop sa raie, parce qu’il détestait être différent des autres. En revanche, avec sa cousine, c’était autre chose. Elle ne
le faisait pas pour se moquer de lui, et d’ailleurs elle l’empêchait souvent de se dépeigner, comme il en avait la
tentation. Devant elle, ce n’était plus si grave d’avoir la raie, si cela 1w plaisait.
Jamais il ne l’appelait «Grande cousine », comme l’auraient exigé leurs liens de parenté.
—Tu n’es jamais allé à l’école récitimages? demanda-t-elle.
La main de Qiao continuait à fourrager dans les cheveux du garçon.
—Non.
—Comment ça se fait? Tu sais, tu y vois des images pas comme les autres.
—En quoi?
—Elles montrent l’enfer. Tu n’as jamais rien vu d’aussi horrible.
Pendant ce temps, Xiao Chouzi, qui n’osait pas se mêler à la conversation et sentait le mépris du garçon, était
restée à l’intérieur de la maison. Elle sauta sur l’occasion.
—Tu vois des gens frits dans l’huile bouillante, sciés en deux, tout ça à cause de la luxure.
—À cause de quoi? fit Lao You avec un regard dur.
—De la luxure. Tu ne vas pas à l’école, tu ne peux pas savoir.
—Eh, oh, on ne t’a pas sonnée. Tu crânes, c’est tout ce que tu fais, ajouta-t-il en la bousculant.
Qiao entraina le garçon dans la maison, bousculant à nouveau Xiao Chouzi au passage.
—Viens, je vais te montrer.
Celle-ci les suivit néanmoins. Pour commencer, le garçon refusa de monter sur le kang comme l’y invitait sa
cousine. Elle le souleva par les aisselles, puis ce fut Xiao Chouzi qui s’en prit à ses jambes qu’elle enserra dans
ses bras et, à deux, elles finirent par le hisser tant bien que mal sur le lit.
—Mais laissez-moi d’abord enlever mes chaussures!
Lao You avait honte de ses chaussures abîmées. En temps normal, personne ne regarde les pieds des autres;
mais dès que vous montez sur un kang, vos fortunes, bonnes et mauvaises, sautent aux yeux de tout un chacun.
Les vêtements du garçon, certes, étaient toujours impeccables, en revanche, il avait des trous dans ses chaussures
et, d’après sa mère, c’etait à cause d’orteils anormalement longs, capables de venire à bout de n’importe quelle
paire de souliers. À la seconde meme où il atterrit comme un paquet de linge sur le kang, il se hâta d’ôter ses
chaussures avec rage pour les envoyer dans un coin.
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De sous son oreiller, Qiao tira une image et la montra à son cousin qui étudia avec attention l’illustration du
verso, puis la tourna pour voir l’inscription du recto. Il n’y reconnut pas le mot que Xiao Chouzi avait prononcé
dans la cour. Quant à Qiao, elle colla son visage au sien et lui murmura:
—Je vais te le dire, rien qu’à toi.
Elle l’installa dans le coin et lui redit le mot tout bas. Xiao Chouzi, écartée à nouveau, répétait, comme si elle
radotait:
—Ah, ah, une jeune fille et un garçon qui se font des messes basses!
—Voyez-moi cette prétention!! Qu’est-ce que ça peut te faire?
—Une fille et un garçon, Xiao Chouzi persistait, qui se prennent les pieds dans la barre du seuil et tombent par
terre …
—Tu nous fiches la paix, oui? Tu ne veux pas crier encore plus fort? intervint Lao You.
—Du calme. On va jouer tous les trois, d’accord? Xiao Chouzi, va fermer la porte.
—Pourquoi pas lui?
—Si tu ne veux pas le faire, va-t’en.
—J’y vais, j’y vais.
Xiao Chouzi sauta à bas du kang sans prendre le temps de se rechausser et courut fermer la porte.
1958

187.65 Excerpt from When Huai Flowers Bloom: Stories Of The Cultural Revolution\fn{by Shu Jiang Lu
(c.1958-) Hefei, Anhui Province, China (F) 9
Once upon a time, there is a mountain. In the mountain, there is a temple. In the temple, there is an old monk
who lives with a young monk. One day, the old monk tells the young monk a story. He starts:
“Once upon a time, there is a mountain, and in the mountain, there is a temple, and in the temple, there is a
monk who lives with a young monk. One day the old monk tells the young monk a story. He says:
“Once upon a time …”
So the telling continues, never ending. Like a bird, it wings its way through the thickest forest of the mountain,
over its valley and up to its top. As darkness falls, it perches quietly on the clear full moon hanging over the edge
of the vast dark blue skyline. Every now and then, large pieces of clouds scud over the moon, shredding it into
strips that seem to be falling into the darkness below. But each time the moon emerges, full as ever, so does the
bird, waiting in the quiet darkness for the break of the dawn when it will fly, sing, and tell stories, for another day.
And another, another, and another. It never ends.
*
Once upon a time, there was a Dragon King who lived on the top oj a big mountain in a palace built with golden
bricks and covered with silver shingles. The King, dressed in a sparkling yellow dragon robe and sitting high above on
his dragon throne, issued his royal commands to his subjects.
One day, the King ordered that trees be planted around the palace. And they must be the same kind with the same
shape and same color. The Kings wish was immediately fulfilled. Trees of the same bright red color and the same heartshaped leaves were planted around the palace. The King, looking down .from the top of the mountain, was pleased with
what he saw and further demanded:
“You are all my subjects.” His thunderous voice echoed through the hill and valley.
“You must always strive to maintain your color; mind you, because that is the color of loyalty, your loyalty to me,
your King. You must not let the color fade; you must not change the shape. Keep still and quiet unless I tell you
otherwise.”
All the trees cringed Awed and silenced by those words, they offered their leaves—their hearts—for the King to play
with, to tear, or to burn, at the mercy of his boundless power.
As days went by, some oj the younger trees became more and more restless and resentful.
“Our eyes are so burned all day by this red color,” they burst out one day, “that our vision is all but a blur now; our
sight is trapped in the forest and we can hardly see a meter away. Our voices have been silenced for so long that our
throats are growing rusty and our words caged within like dead birds.”
Adult trees nervously turned to these grumbling youngsters, hushing and shushing them. Their trunks were shivering
with panic and their voices shaking with fear:
“What do you need your voice for? You should be grateful just to be alive. Understand? You’d better watch out your
mouth, or you will bring disasters to your families and yourselves. The King is on the top of the mountain. He knows
everything about us. So you’d better shut your mouths, now and forever.”

*
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That was the warning I grew up on, the warning that was passed on to us from our parents’ generation who had
learned through endless class struggles and political movements how words—a slip of the tongue or a single
sentence spoken ten years earlier—could turn one into an enemy of the state and wipe out one’s existence.
“You know how your father escaped being smeared as a rightist in the 1957 Anti-Rightist Movement?”
My mother often reminded us.
“He didn’t say anything during those arranged study sessions and meetings. If he had, this family wouldn’t be
here, I tell you. We would be plowing fields and planting rice in some remote village. We would grow old and die
there. So would you.”
And she was right. In the chilly early spring of 1957, the Party called for all intellectuals, Party members and
nonmembers alike, to voice their views to help the Party improve itself. Not knowing that this was a trap set up by
the Party and its Great Leader to identify and capture any potential enemies, or—to use Chairman Mao’s own
words—to “lure snakes out of their lairs,” many authors, poets, artists, researchers, and professors spoke their
minds freely.
As a result, they were labeled as anti-Party rightists and were uprooted from cities and forced into exile in rural
areas and labor reform farms. If my father had done the same, he would have had his city residential permit
revoked like many others and been sent to a labor farm or back to his home village. If my mother chose not to
divorce him, like many other wives were forced to do—for their children’s sake—she would have been expelled
from the city along with her husband. My second sister, my brother, and I would have been born peasants.
*
The lesson was learned by all. Watch your mouth. Say the right things. Follow the crowd. Parrot the words.
Grown-ups warned themselves, each other, and their children. Remember, the sun is always shining, the east is
always red, and the Party is forever great. To survive was to say what everyone else said and be able to show that
you were the same as everyone else. Think as stipulated by our Great Leader and his Party, cast away all doubts,
and keep to the slogans. Learn to lie, to wear a mask, and to extinguish your voice or else hide it deep at the
bottom of your heart. Words could get you into trouble and disaster always came from your mouth. Remember,
remember.
And yet … I didn’t want to remember. I tried to break the imposed silence by telling stories, stories I heard
from my grandmother and my father and later learned on my own. I listened to my voice flapping its wings over
the silent wall into an overcast sky. Like a bird, once it has flown from its cage, it will not want to fly back into it
again.
*
When at the age of twenty-one, my mother had her first child, my oldest sister, in the spring of 1954, my
grandma moved from Bengbu, an industrial city in the north of Anhui Province, to Hefei, the provincial capital
where my family lived, to help take care of her first grandchild, and three more afterward. She became a
migrating bird, flying back and forth between Bengbu and Hefei. Each time she came, she had to stay longer and
longer, as my parents had to leave us more and more frequently. My mother, working full time as a librarian, was
obligated to go to the countryside at least once a month to assist peasants with political movements. My father, an
author and also a Party member, had to spend a good six to eight months in the distant rural areas, working as a
Party secretary in different communes and writing at the same time.
The void left by my parents was filled by my grandma under whose wings we all huddled, feeling her soft blue
cotton dajing shirt, smelling the fragrance of her hair oil, and listening to her mellow voice from which folk tales,
opera romances, and ghost stories trickled like a clear-water creek. The heat and humidity of summers retreated as
we sat on our cool bamboo bed under the dark blue starry sky. My grandmother, sitting right beside our bed,
waved a big palm fan back and forth to chase away ferocious mosquitoes that otherwise would have eaten us
alive.
As the fan danced with a steady rhythm, it turned into a magic wand with whose help we flew to the quiet and
vast Moon Palace where we would meet the beautiful Moon Lady (Chang-O) who offered us a jar of sweet
osmanthus wine and invited us to dance with her. We would follow Jade Rabbit, gliding over the surface of the
moon, trying to catch a floating cloud. From the moon palace, we would then fly toward the Silver River (the
Milky Way) where we joined the Weaving Fairy (Vega) on one side and then the Buffalo Boy (Altair) on the other.
“Did you see those two smaller stars on each side of the Altair?” my grandma would sigh. “They are the
Weaving Fairy and Buffalo Boy’s children—a boy and a girl. When the Weaving Fairy fell in love with Buffalo
Boy, she sneaked out of the Heavenly Palace and married him. They lived a happy and peaceful life on earth, the
Buffalo Boy plowing in the field and the Fairy weaving cloth at home. But the Fairy’s mother, the Western
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Celestial Queen, had her snatched back to the palace and forbade her to return to earth. The Buffalo Boy, with the
help of a magic water buffalo, flew all the way to the Heavenly Palace, carrying their children on a shoulder pole,
one on each side. When he was near the entrance of the palace, the Queen pulled out her hair pin and scratched a
Silver River in the sky that forever separated the Buffalo Boy and the Weaving Fairy.
“But every year, on the seventh day in the seventh month of each lunar year, magpies with red, orange, blue,
silver, and golden feathers gather from all corners of China to build a bridge across the Silver River so that the
Weaving Fairy and the Buffalo Boy can be together for that day.”
The icy chill of the roaring north wind subsided as we curled up inside our cotton quilt, watching different
dramas unfold from behind my grandmother’s magical curtain of words.
We followed Liniang to the Peony Pavilion where she secretly became engaged to her lover against her
father’s wishes.
We followed the route of the Princess of White Snake to the Broken Bridge over the West Lake in the city of
Hang Zhou, an earthly paradise, where she fell in love with a handsome and kind-hearted scholar and fought to
the death for their love against an evil monk.
Then we listened to the wrongly accused Dou O, her voice of protest echoing through the heavens, declaring
that on the day she was to be beheaded, the river would turn red and there would be a snow storm in June (the
Sixth Month according to the lunar calendar). Everything happened exactly as she predicted. The power of her
words finally carried out vengeance for the injustice done to her.
*
After each story, my grandma never forgot to add,
“What I have told you, do not tell to anyone else, hear me? Those are all old stories. Don’t tell them outside the
house. Remember.”
We all nodded, knowing well that the word “old,” as in the old society, always carried with it a derogatory
connotation. The Party and its Leader called on people to build a shining brand-new society and urged them to
transform themselves into new people with pure revolutionary minds and spirits. These stories about fairies,
spirits, ghosts, and immortals were the “remains of a feudalist society” that didn’t fit into the new revolutionary
era. But to me, these magical “Once upon a Times” took me on an unfettered flight from which I didn’t want to
return.
*
Once upon a time …
I heard another voice joining me in this flight: the voice of my father. During the limited time he stayed at
home, one of my father’s favorite things to do was to tell us stories. Every afternoon, around seven or seven thirty,
after we finished our supper, my father would pull from his bedroom—which was also his study—his dark brown
rattan armchair and place it in the middle of the living room. My siblings and I would go grab our small wooden
stools and put them in two rows around the armchair—my brother and I in front and my two older sisters behind
—and wait for the story to begin.
Most of the furniture in our household was loaned to us by my father’s work unit, Anhui Provincial
Association of Arts and Literature, and thus all stamped with its red seals. But the armchair belonged to my father
and didn’t have such a seal. Whenever he was home, he would sit in the chair at his big writing desk either
reading or writing. The original brown of the armchair had faded into a shadowy yellow, but its surface was
smoother and shinier than when new.
“It was the finest and strongest rattan,” my father told us. “It would only grow more solid through wearing.”
In this old but sturdy armchair my father leaned back, his long legs crossed, his left arm resting casually on the
armrest, and his right forefinger and middle finger holding a burning cigarette. Our eyes followed its light blue
twirl of smoke as it curled up in the air before drifting out of the windows. When he stubbed out the cigarette and
slowly put it down in a dark blue marble ashtray on the coffee table nearby, that was his signal. He would clear his
throat, take a deep sip from his big brown ceramic tea mug, glance around at each of his four little children sitting
with their chins propped on their hands, and ask,
“Now, are you ready?”
We always were, eagerly yet patiently waiting for him to draw up the magical curtain. Once he started telling,
he wouldn’t allow anyone to distract or interrupt him. Everyone had to be very quiet, as he put it, to be in the
milieu of the story itself. Whenever he saw fit to stop, without warning, he concluded the way a traditional
storyteller always did:
“Well, everyone, we stop right here. If you want to know what happens next, wait until next time.”
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With that, he slowly rose from his armchair, his eyes sweeping over each of us with an intriguing smile. Then
he strolled back into his study and disappeared into his own world of stories.
*
Long after he left and after all my siblings had gone to play, I would still be sitting on my stool, immersed in
those characters and what had happened and wondering what would happen to them next time we met. Most of
the stories my father told us, I learned later on when I started reading on my own, were works by authors of Asia,
Europe, and North America. Without knowing it, I had been acquainted with characters and stories created by
such authors as Tagore, Dickens, Hardy, the Bronte sisters, Balzac, Moliere, Maupassant, Flaubert, Zola,
Chekhov, Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, Melville, Hawthorne, Mark Twain, and Hemingway.
These and other books were shelved in the pine bookcase standing in the innermost corner of my parents’
bedroom. About two meters high and one meter wide, the bookcase had double doors, the lower half of which
were solid pine wood and the upper half clear glass, through which rows and rows of hard cover and paperback
books could be seen. The bookcase was built by my grandfather as a wedding present to his beloved son-in-law.
My mother often said that the most expensive property they had was all in that bookcase: the major portion of my
father’s salary and royalties, which amounted to a few thousand yuan a month, was spent on books. L.ike my
father’s old rattan armchair, the bookcase was free of the red seal. It was another piece of furniture my parents
could claim as their own. It was their priceless treasure which, my father often said, would eventually be passed
on to all of us.
By the time I learned to read, however, I would be warned to stay away from the bookcase and its treasure.
In the summer of 1966, with his own first big-character poster, Chairman Mao launched an unprecedented
wide-scale political movement with the intention of purging the Party of any possible opponents and enemies,
using middle school and college students as its driving force. The movement would later be known as the Great
Proletarian Revolution.
Mao became the Commander in Chief who conducted numerous reviews of the students, now organized as
Red Guards. There were around two million at each review. Those students, who streamed into the capital from all
over the country, assembled in the middle of the night, filed in at both sides of the Tiananmen Square for ten
kilometers from east to west along Changan Avenue, waiting to be reviewed and to catch a glimpse of Chairman
Mao the following day or the day after.
Their Commander in Chief, accompanied by Deputy Commander in Chief Lin Biao holding his little red book
of Mao’s sayings, would drive in an open jeep past tens of thousands of students who waved the little red books,
screaming themselves hoarse, wildly shouting
“Long live Chairman Mao!”
Then they all went home to “make revolution”—to smash up everything that was old; they ravaged homes,
wrecked schools, destroyed temples, and attacked any enemies or potential enemies of the Party and its leader.
The revolutionary whirlwind, raging in every corner of the land, dazzled and terrified everyone. Big posters
and slogans covered walls and filled the streets, written on the lampposts and even on the roadways. Pamphlets
and leaflets fluttered in the air, as cars with big loudspeakers shuttled back and forth broadcasting Mao’s sayings.
Party leaders of various ranks were escorted by the rebelling masses onto open trucks and paraded in public. They
all wore dunce caps with humiliating slogans on their heads and placards on their chests with their names in black
characters with big red Xs through them.
They would be forced to kneel, and were beaten and kicked while their arms were twisted backward by
students. Other Red Rebels wielded leather army belts to whip these men and women mostly in their forties or
fifties. The brass belt buckle struck their backs and heads with heavy thuds. Some of them would fall down, their
hands clutching their heads while blood oozed between their fingers.
*
“Next, it will be our turn,” I heard my father whispering to my mother one night after we all went to bed.
They and my grandma were talking in lowered voices in the next room, but I could hear them. The images of
those Red Guards and the bleeding faces of those in the parading trucks reeled through my mind and kept me
wide awake and deeply worried. Some big-character posters were already put on the wall outside our complex,
citing my father as one of the biggest “fox ghosts and snake demons” who were accused of using their novels and
movies to engage in anti-Party and antirevolutionary activities. I knew it was only a matter of time until he would
be hauled out for the mass denunciation meetings and street parades.
Then I smelled something burning. I got up and my sisters too. We tiptoed to the bedroom door and saw letters,
notebooks, and photos piled up in our white enamel washbasin burning. My parents were squatting around the
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basin and sorting out letters and documents, sometimes tearing up pages from thick notebooks and throwing them
into the fire. After the scorched paper burned thoroughly, my grandma, who stood beside the door as if on guard,
sprinkled water from a smaller basin onto the ashes before shoveling it into the dustbin.
My mother was holding a black-and-white photo, in which she wore a short-sleeve floral-patterned qipao
(evening gown) and sat on a chair, smiling at the camera. She gazed upon the picture for a while and slowly
placed it on the top of the burning pile. With a dull crackle, its edges began to bum. The photo started curling and
then flattened out. In an instant, the smile was swallowed by the fire and the floral gown turned into ash.
“What about those books?” My mother sighed. My father shot a glance at us, stood up, put both his arms
around our shoulders and said,
“Go to bed, children. Do not tell anyone what you saw tonight, hear me? Now go to bed.”
The bookcase. And all those books. What were they going to do about them? I knew these books would cause
trouble for us. Since the goal of the revolution was to cleanse people’s souls of any alien elements in order to
develop a pure revolutionary mind, it was necessary to destroy everything that was old and cultural, produced in
the pre-Cultural Revolutionary era. Books, of course, were considered particularly dangerous and deserved the
most thorough scrutiny and extermination. They were one of the major targets during those frequent home
ravages—expected and unexpected, organized or randomly conducted by zealous revolutionary loyalists,
including Red Guards.
The first thing in the morning, I hurried to my parents’ bedroom to check on the bookcase. It was still there,
but with a different look now. Inside its double glass doors my father put a large piece of thick, brown kraft paper
and on its outside, he pasted a huge poster of Chairman Mao smiling above the Tiananmen Palace. He also locked
the bookcase and gave the key to my grandma. Under no circumstances, my father warned, could any of us open
the bookcase and take any book out of it.
*
In the following days and months, Red Guards and other rebel factions from local and provincial art school
and opera troupes, who wore red armbands and faded green uniforms and caps, would break into our house,
smashing up antique porcelain vases, tearing up any books they found, searching anything they considered old or
suspicious. They confiscated my father’s collections of traditional Chinese painted scrolls, a rare collection of
handwritten history volumes bound together by fine silk strings, and his two manuscripts.
My father wasn’t at home to witness these ravages. He was going through sessions of confession and selfcriticism in a secluded camp outside the city and would later be sent to the labor farm to have his thoughts
reformed and soul remodeled.
But the bookcase survived, thanks to the poster of a smiling Chairman Mao in front and the brown kraft paper
in the back. Its survival, the very fact that it was still standing there with all its treasure hidden inside, gave me
enough courage to go against my father’s warning not to be anywhere near it.
*
Every day, after returning home from school, while my grandmother was busy preparing dinner, I found the
bookcase key at one inner corner of the first drawer of our chest where my grandma hid all the other keys.
Carrying a small stool, I sneaked into my parents’ bedroom and closed the door quietly behind me. I placed the
stool beside the bookcase, stepped on it, and began peeling off the Mao poster; after that, I slowly rolled the
poster over and carefully placed it underneath the bed. I opened the doors one at a time so that they wouldn’t
make any noise, and then all those books, about ten shelves in all, greeted me with a smile that rippled over their
dusty spines. I pulled the stool over and sat down or sometimes stood on it, drawing one after another book,
straight from their rows, from the top shelf to bottom, leafing through pages and stopping whenever I felt like it.
To my amazement, I recognized many familiar faces and voices, the ones I had met and listened to in my
father’s storytelling. I conversed with these characters and listened to their stories for hours and hours, only to be
interrupted by :my grandmother’s gentle yet loud voice calling us to supper.
In haste I put whatever book I was reading back in its place, closed both doors, used the paste my grandma
made out of a mixture of sticky rice and water to reattach the Mao Poster, picked up my stool, and hurried out of
the bedroom into our living room where my grandma was setting dishes on our big square dinner table. Guiltily, I
rushed to the green plastic chopstick case hanging on the kitchen wall, grabbing a whole bunch and quickly
dividing them into five pairs. Then I turned to the dish cabinet to get the bowls, again, five. It had been a few
months since we all could sit together with our parents for our meals. I didn’t even remember when the last time
was that I needed to set up seven pairs of chopsticks and seven bowls.
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But now I didn'’t feel as sad or empty as I used to, preoccupied with that wondrous land I couldn’t wait to
return to.
From that land the characters kept coming back to me, whispering into my ears, in Arabian, Japanese, French,
German, Russian, and English. Each voice told his or her dreams, fulfilled or unfulfilled, sweet or bitter, heavenly
or hellish. These various human dramas—tragic, comic, tragically comic or comically tragic—crowded into my
brain and helped to push away the constant worries and chaotic surroundings, offering me a glimpse into the
strength of humanity—how much humans could take and still survive with grace and dignity.
I now started looking around with newly acquired hope and faith, knowing that some day, maybe not too far
away, things would go back to normal. Father would return home, sit once again in his magical rattan armchair,
and tell stories; mother would finish her seemingly endless assignments and come back to us, and we would be
allowed to read what we loved reading and to do what we enjoyed doing.
These characters and their stories brought me so much wonder, excitement, hope, and joy that I found it
difficult to hold them all to myself. I felt like a river overflowing with words and stories, and then, on one of those
quiet late afternoons when I sat on the stool in front of that pine bookcase, I decided that some day I would let the
river flow out of me. I wanted to let these stories be heard. I wanted to hear my own voice as well as theirs.
Like my grandmother and my father, I became a storyteller too.
*
It all started on a rainy evening in the late fall of 1972, at a military farm on the outskirts of the city. It was my
first year of middle school. Every semester, we would go to the villages, factories, or military training camps to
“learn from peasants, workers, and soldiers,” as called upon by Chairman Mao, who believed “petty bourgeois
intellectuals” like us should go through thought reform at an early age. To better serve this purpose of thought
reform, our school opened a branch campus at a military farm about sixty miles away from the city. We would
spend one third of our semester there, undergoing military training and working in the fields at the same time.
The dorm for girls was a vacant military warehouse where there were two rows of big communal brick beds
padded with dry straw. About twenty of us slept on these beds next to each other, with about fifty centimeters of
space each. On this particular rainy day, we stayed indoors instead of weeding the sweet potato field.
We studied the latest of Mao’s directives and exchanged our thoughts with one another, as our teachers asked
us to. We soon became bored. After the teacher left, we gathered in groups of three or five and started chatting. A
small black speaker in the corner of the room was broadcasting a snatch from the opera Red Lantern. The
daughter of the revolutionary martyr was singing in solemn high-pitched notes as she vowed to carry on her
father’s unfinished cause. It was one of the eight revolutionary operas we grew up listening to. Each of us could
sing every song and speak every line verbatim.
The rain kept rattling on the glass windowpanes and the air inside seemed to stand still. Yinping, a girl who
had just transferred from another school and who never cared much about what others thought of her, stretched
her arms and yawned:
“Oh, my, so boring. I wish someone would cut off that damn wire of the speaker.”
The other girls and I nervously exchanged looks. But no one said anything. I was then one of the two monitors
of our class and felt obligated to say something.
“Let’s get some rest, then. Tomorrow we still have work to do,” I suggested.
“What?!” Yinping burst out laughing, “Go to sleep? Now? Not even seven yet!” Other girls started giggling.
Yinping seemed to be encouraged and continued,
“I wish we could do something, anything.” Then, all of sudden, she fixed her stare squarely at me.
“I know your father is a writer, right? You must have heard lots of stories from him, right?” Before I could
even respond, she hopped across two or three beds and landed on mine, the tiny brown freckles on the bridge of
her nose turning red with excitement.
“Yes, yes, maybe you could tell us one or two?”
The room suddenly became quiet. Raindrops gently tapped on the window; their steady beat seemed to soften
the ear-piercing voice of the opera singer. Several girls started moving toward our direction, and before I realized
it, they had formed a circle around me. I thought of those moments when my siblings and I sat just like that
around my grandma and my father, waiting for the story time to begin. How long had those “Once upon a Times”
been gone? How long since those voices had vanished? I felt my eyes a little wet and heard my voice slightly
trembling.
“OK,” I broke the silence, “only one, only tonight.”
*
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But that turned out to be the first of many times when I told stories, whether we were in the branch campus,
villages, factories, or other military training camps. When we were back at school, I continued my storytelling,
despite the limited time and constricted space. Every morning, our regular classes were preceded by a fixed fiftyminute reading period called the Daily Reading, a session strictly reserved for reading and reciting Chairman
Mao’s little red book—especially one collection entitled “Three Old Pieces.”\fn{ I am unable to find such a title in my
copy of the Little Red Book; but, of course, there may have been different versions, some limited perhaps for local consumption only:H }
Regardless of levels and grades, every class in the entire school was mandated to have such a session. It was
the class that started our day. Each student had to hold his or her little red book in front while reading it aloud. If
anyone was caught doing something else, such as idling around, dozing off: or worse, reading for other classes, he
or she would be warned at the first offense and disciplined or even expelled at the subsequent ones.
After these required morning reading sessions, other subjects, such as math, Chinese, physics, and chemistry,
started piling up on us one after another, until four in the afternoon. The precious ten minutes between each class
was all we had.
Like my father, I broke down each story, so the audience would always have to wait until the next session. As
soon as we finished our mandatory exercise during the first recess, all the girls rushed back to our classroom,
sitting in a circle around my desk, urging me to continue whatever story I was telling. I remember it took me
several weeks to finish the story of Les Miserables. One time, just as I reached the moment when Jean Valjean and
Javert were standing face to face with each other outside the wall of the convent, the bell rang, but nobody moved.
Dozens of eyes focused on me, waiting for me to go on. I looked over the crowd and saw our math teacher—who
was also our homeroom teacher—standing on the platform, his eyes rolling with suspicion in our direction from
behind his thick bottle-bottom-like glasses. I cut myself short and whispered,
“Teacher Wang is here. Wait until next time.”
I then quickly sat down at my desk, grabbing my math textbook and pretending to read. But somehow I
couldn’t concentrate. The teacher’s seemingly penetrating eyes made me uneasy and nervous.
*
One hot summer afternoon I went home to find my mother, who had returned three days before for her
monthly home visit, sitting on one side of the dinner table with my grandma on the other. Both looked worn out
and worried.
“Your home classroom teacher visited today,” mother said.
Her voice trembled deep down in her throat. My heart started sinking. To any student, a home classroom
teacher’s visit usually meant trouble, mostly serious. A model student, who excelled in both academic and
political performance, I had never had a teacher’s visit until now. I waited anxiously for my mother to continue.
“Your teacher said you told stories to your classmates. Some are not good ones. Others should not be told at
all. It is just not appropriate or acceptable for students like you to be involved in that kind of activity.”
My mother paused, exchanged a perplexed look with my grandma and sighed.
“You have always been such a good child, so understanding and all. What got into you this time? Haven’t you
forgotten the old saying, ‘Disaster always comes from one’s mouth?’”
My heart dropped with a heavy thud. It all came back—the warning that had been passed down to us, the
warning not to tell, the warning that we grew up on. When my grandma told us not to retell those old stories,
when my father forbade us to be anywhere near that bookcase, they must have acted upon this warning in order to
prevent any possible disaster from descending upon their grandchildren.
How could I forget this ghost-like warning? How could I think that I could tell whatever stories I wanted to tell
to others?
I closed my eyes for a few minutes, feeling caved in by a darkness in which I could see no end ahead. It was a
moment before I spoke again to my mother and grandma.
“Don’t worry,” I assured them. “I won’t tell anyone stories any more. I have been so foolish. Sorry.” Holding
my hands in hers, my grandma said:
“Don’t blame yourself. It’s my fault too. Just be careful from now, OK?”
I nodded; my nose felt a little sore, but I bit my lips to hold back tears. There was nothing I could or should say
now.
*
Before I had time to act on my own, however, I had a major push from the outside, a push so strong that it
would silence me for years to come.
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Not long after my mother’s warning—and my teacher’s, of course—a large-scale political campaign was
launched; its goal was to wage battle against the spiritual corruption from Western bourgeois ideology and any
sentiments associated with it.
Unlike other political movements, this one specifically targeted schools—from elementary through middle and
high school. The reason for this campaign was that certain manuscripts written by anonymous authors—probably
very young ones—were found circulating among the students.
Since 1966, with the exception of Mao’s selected works, almost all the old books had been out of print and few
new ones were published. For those who wanted to write books and have them go public, the only avenue was
through underground transmission. Similarly, those who wanted to find books, any books other than Mao’s works
and a handful of revolutionary memoirs and novels, had to engage in clandestine activities—borrowing or trading
books with each other, swearing secrecy, wraping the books with innocent and harmless covers (such as pictures
of heroes and heroines from the eight revolutionary operas or natural scenery). In this sneaky manner, published
or unpublished books were passed from one person to another.
The manuscripts that were being circulated on middle and high school campuses were considered especially
harmful and dangerous because the majority of them were romance and love stories, such as The Maidens Heart
and Shaking Hands Once More. In the lexicon of that era, the word “love” could be understood and interpreted
only as loyalty toward the Party and Chairman Mao. Any other connotation would be threatening and corruptive
to revolutionary minds. As a result, the meaning of love in its human sense was nonexistent; it became a forbidden
and shameful subject for men and women, young and old alike, because it would only disarm and eventually
destroy their revolutionary willpower. In the new society, people loved and married for the sake of revolution, and
that was how the new plays and films of the time portrayed it.
As an initiative, school authorities nationwide called on all those who had read or heard about these
underground manuscripts to come forward, turning in any such books in their possession or providing information
for tracking them down. Those who had the books but chose not to turn them in would be expelled from school;
those who had read them, and thereby had to a certain degree indirectly helped “spread poison,” were to engage in
serious self-criticism and write letters to the school authority promising that they would not under any
circumstances repeat their mistakes.
The scale of this campaign soon accelerated into another mobilized political movement that intended to purge
schools of any “unhealthy, pernicious, poisonous” elements—from the feudal remnants of the prerevolutionary
China to the bourgeois influence from the Western world. The folktales about those beautiful and witty fairies and
spirits I heard from my grandmother would fit the former category while the stories I learned from my father and
later on my own would fit the latter.
To avoid any potential danger that might fall upon my family, particularly my father, who I knew couldn’t
afford to have any further troubles, I did self-criticism profusely during the class meetings for telling these stories
and took the blame for my own foolish action. In both oral and written forms, I promised, over and over again,
that I would be true to my honor as a model student and that I would never do anything that was incongruent with
the revolutionary cause.
From that time on, I restrained myself from telling stories to anyone in school and didn’t even want to talk
much. Now and then, when a few of my neighbors’ kids came to my house to play, they would plead with me to
tell them some stories. I reluctantly obliged. Since they didn’t go to the same school with me, I didn’t have to fear
their reporting on me. But this sneaky way of telling often made me feel guilty as well as nervous, even if we
were at my house and those kids were my neighbors. The fun was lost; the sense of wonder was lost and, along
with it, my own voice.
*
Before long, I stopped telling stories altogether. After graduating from high school, I settled down in my
father’s home village where I worked with peasants in the fields from morning till night with little time or desire
to tell stories or even to think about storytelling.
But the world of words was not completely lost. It was brought back to me by the villagers—men and women,
old and young—who seemed to have endless stories to tell and could find any place to tell them. The
revolutionary storm in urban areas had made little direct impact here in the village where the peasants labored
from dawn to dusk in the most primitive ways of farming—backs to the sky and faces to the earth.
As a way to survive, they created their own world that was alive with the sound of human voices. At the end of
each long day of fieldwork, either planting and harvesting rice or picking cotton, I would join the villagers who,
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whenever weather permitted, always gathered in the open courtyard inside the village ancestor hall. We would
stand, sit, or squat on the stone steps, holding our rice bowls, and get ready to tell and listen to stories.
Most of the villagers were good storytellers who could tell stories about everything—from the Silver River and
down to the Lu village, from folktales of ancient times to the legends of different dynasties—it seemed to me
there was nothing they didn’t know or couldn’t tell. One of those storytellers, who was one of my great-uncles, a
man with rough dark skin and deep wrinkles on his wide forehead, could remember and act out every episode in
the classic novels Three Kingdoms and The Outlaws of the Marsh. Each time he finished a story, he would, like
my father, repeat the phrase,
“Well, everyone, if you want to know what happens next, wait for the next chapter.”
Listening to him, I remembered the voices of my grandmother, my father, and my own, the voices that had
been lost one by one in the distant silence.
*
Three years later in the late fall of 1977, about a year after Mao’s death, the new leader lifted the ban on
college admission that had been imposed since the beginning of the Cultural Revolution.
Overnight, every new and old high school graduate, tens of thousands of them, ranging from ages eighteen to
forty, who had been denied opportunities to pursue higher education for the past ten years, were now for the first
time eligible to take the national entrance exams that might give them a chance to go to college.
This sudden turn of events put everyone on edge. It was as if we had been plodding hopelessly through a vast
desert and now suddenly saw the only oasis ahead. That was where hope perched; that was where life started.
The competition among the exhausted travelers was frighteningly fierce, since no one was certain how long
that oasis would exist and when it would disappear. Ten years’ bitter and desperate struggle merely to stay alive
made it difficult for us to believe in anything at all.
After two rounds of national written tests, I became one of the lucky travelers who finally approached that land
of hope, my eyes moistened by its greenness and my thirst quenched at the sight of its clear-flowing water. With
tears welling up in my eyes, I cheered, but I couldn’t hear my own voice. It was shrouded in too thick a cocoon to
break free, at least not yet.
It was in early March when I arrived on the campus of a small liberal arts college located near the Yangtze
River. The dorms were still under construction. The male students, who outnumbered the female ones, moved into
the only finished dorm. All the girls, about twenty of us, from different departments, English, math, physics and
chemistry, would spend our first few months in college in a deserted Buddhist temple that had been recently
converted into a temporary residence. The first days flew by as we were busy cleaning our beds and unpacking
our suitcases and canvas travel bags.
Here and there, I saw a golden sunflower hair pin, a piece of blue and white ribbon, a purple floral patterned
hair band, although not yet any jewels. It would take a while for us girls, who had harbored for years both desire
and dread over these girlish accessories, to realize that it would be safe now for us to show our feminine side
without fear of being accused of pursuing a petty bourgeois lifestyle. Out with these small and simple girls’ items
came a little nervous yet much relieved giggling and laughing.
Night fell early in March. The spring was here, but the wind was still howling as if in its last attempt to show
off its powerful presence. Not wanting to go outside, all the girls went to bed and climbed into our quilts—cherry
red, sky blue, lavender purple, and sunflower gold, with stripes and floral patterns—and waited in silence for
bedtime.
Lying down on my upper bunk bed, I studied those triangular crimson wooden beams that supported the
temple ceiling. On their surfaces were exquisitely carved entangled figures of dancing phoenixes and flying
dragons, gazing upon me from the ceiling with their weathered and mysterious eyes. Once upon a time, they must
have witnessed the glorious days of this temple, with its worshippers flowing in and the incense forever burning.
What happened to this temple? Where were those monks and worshippers? There must be so many stories
hidden behind the eyes of these dragons and phoenixes. But who would know if no one was able to tell them?
Who would listen to silence if that was all they could hear? Then, as if to answer my questions, a voice projected
itself into the quiet night.
“It is too early to sleep. It is too cold and dark to go outside. Can anyone tell us a story?”
The clog was unplugged; the water started flowing. It couldn’t stop. The words, suppressed in my chest all
these years, now billowed like the ocean tide washing over the shoreline. Like someone who has been living in a
desert for years and who now for the first time approached the ocean, I plunged into its surging waves and swam
with my arms wide open.
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Out of the water, I ran along the shore, inhaling fresh and cool ocean air, picking up beautiful shining seashells
and watching the tide carry the fine silvery sand far away to the ocean depths.
I started telling stories once again. The temple was listening, the night was listening, and I was listening. I
heard my voice flying out of the temple, like a bird with newly grown wings. Having toured around the sky and
seen everything behind and beneath it, the bird flew back and alighted on my shoulder and stayed. I realized that I
had left behind a long-forgotten warning—you must not talk. Disaster comes from words.
Yet, I do remember—not the warning but the need to tell. My grandmother once told me, one story you tell or
listen to gives you one more life to live. In listening to her and my father’s stories and in telling my own, I live
multiple lives and speak in a multitude of voices. …
40.126 Chronicle Of A City\fn{by Yu Feng aka Yu Hong Kong (1958- )} Hong Kong Special Administrative Region,
China (M) 7
When my father first mentioned my great-grandfather’s bitter experience, I was ten years old. That morning
there were armed riot police deployed everywhere around the building in which we lived, and the air was filled
with the hoots and shrills of police whistles. Helicopters threaded their way through the narrow gaps between the
tall buildings. The sunlight which reflected off their fuselages spun with the whirring rotor blades, which in turn
cast their inauspicious shadows in all directions. Military police paratroopers, each holding a rattan cane and
wearing a gas mask, landed on the roof of the building opposite which housed the Chinese products department
store, and took up positions among the huge slogan-bearing banners which had been hung there. From a distance
they looked like a few black stains on the white characters and red background of the banners—but just a few
stains, which in no way lessened the impact of the impassioned and inspiring messages. At night these slogans
were illuminated by lights.
As I lay on the upper bunk, through the tiny window facing me I could just see the words “ … live Mao Tse
…” written in large characters. Sometimes at night after Mum had chased me into bed, the light from this slogan
would shine on me like sunlight, and I would lie there, humming revolutionary marches in my head, tossing and
turning until late at night when I finally fell asleep. That was how I passed many nights as a child.
That morning I smelt gunpowdei The chaotic smell of gunpowder came in through the tightly closed window,
irritating my eyes so much I began to shed tears. Then I started to choke and cough unceasingly. My little sister
was so frightened that she curled into a little ball under the big, round wooden table and cried, but nobody took
any notice of her. Ignoring Mother’s scolding, my little brother sat on top of a chest of drawers with his face
pressed against the window, looking down unperturbed over the performance of the military police laying siege to
the department store building. Never once during the whole drama did his stern and haughty face show the slightest flicker of fear. In our room we could often hear the sounds of hurried, whispered arguments coming from the
corridor outside. Sometimes there were the rapid footsteps of pursuer and pursued. This ebb and flow of sound
was punctured by the loud smash of something being struck to the floor, followed by the metallic crash of a steel
security door being forced open then violently pulled shut. I thought our front door was going to be the next to be
smashed in, so I quickly dragged all the chairs over in front of it. My young brain stored these chaotic sounds and
smells well, as all these years later I still clearly remember the atmosphere of terror which fliled our home that
day.
That morning when my thirteen-year-old brother got up, he felt thirsty, so he went over to pour himself some
hot water. As he did that he accidentally scalded his left hand, and a blister as large as a hen’s egg formed on the
spot. Mum quickly put his hand in iced water and applied some ointment, but nothing she did had any effect at all.
The blister grew and grew, until it covered the entire back of his hand. After breakfast, Mum realized that nothing
she could do would make any difference, so she took my brother to see the doctor.
As they walked along, they noticed that there were few cars on the road, and the people who passed them had
solemn, concentrated expressions on their faces. The owner of the herbal drinks shop on the corner warned Mum
that a curfew would be declared at any moment, and so most of the doctors wouldn’t be seeing patients. My
mother and brother rushed to the nearest general store, bought some canned food and fruit, then quickly made
their way back home.
Unable to get treatment from a doctor, my brother sat in a corner and groaned. His left hand, as if taking
advantage of a riot nearing its peak, became red and swollen, and the pain spread from his left hand, up his left
arm and into his chest. We all wondered why he didn’t throw a tantrum. Knowing his irascible temper, he should
have started throwing things around by this time, but he didn’t. Instead, since that day, he became extraordinarily
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docile, completely unlike the person he was before.
Not long after my mother and big brother came home, a cacophony of police whistles suddenly rang out in the
street. Mum stood at the window watching for a while, then rang up a workmate who lived downstairs. She was
told that military police were searching some of the buildings nearby, probably trying to round up those behind
the riots. Mother turned pale, put down the phone, ran into the other room, and dragged out a big pile of my
father’s left-wing newspapers. The front-page headlines of these papers were printed in big red characters, and
beside them were large photos of Chairman Mao and Lin Piao. The rest of the page was covered in small,
crowded text, punctuated here and there with the heavy, formal type of the article headlines. From under the
coffee table Mother pulled out some magazines with red flags and color photos of groups of people on the covers,
and threw them all into a huge pile on the floor. Then, shaking with fear, she ordered my father, who was home on
strike, to tear them to shreds.
As was his morning habit, my father had just put on a record of majestic revolutionary songs. These songs
carried my young mind to a distant and seemingly unreal world where people did nothing but shout slogans, chant
the sayings of Chairman Mao read from the Little Red Book, sing songs and take part in marches. How I wanted
to live in that world, or to change the place in which I lived into that ideal world!
Mother turned the record player off and scratched the record with a screwdriver.
When she saw the Little Red Book with its plastic cover in the pocket of my father’s white shirt, and the shiny
badge on the collar, she grabbed the shirt. Father didn’t resist, but just sat gloomily in the rattan chair and let
Mother snatch away the little book and remove the badge. At that moment a cold light suddenly flashed past my
eyes like a knife, very nearly blinding me, and I almost cried. In that moment the lofty image I had of my father in
my child’s mind was shattered completely. The father who had stood with the workers confronting the police on
the streets and demonstrating, the father who with my uncles and aunties sang songs celebrating the imminent
return of Hong Kong to the Motherland, the father who had stood up on the podium arguing the cause so
eloquently, ceased to exist on that day. The seeds of our inability to get along were sown then. But on that
morning, I didn’t know that; I was simply overwhelmed by the feeling that the world of my dreams had begun to
fall apart and would never be the same again. I couldn’t understand why, but I didn’t cry.
From that day on, my father became reticent, hardly saying a word all day. He gradually lost contact with his
comrades and after my little brother and my grandmother died, he left the trade union, and started a small business
with some friends. He never said another word about the passionate beliefs of his youth, about those ideals which
were now completely forgotten. Or perhaps not forgotten, but rather buried by his own hand. A few years later,
after the People’s Republic began to open its doors to the outside world, he moved into China trade, and actually
made a bit of money out of it. By the time he fell ill and had to stay in bed, he even started to wonder when a
sister of his who was living overseas would be able to get foreign citizenship, and urged my brother and me to do
something soon about emigrating. How long life is—long enough to allow one to completely change the beliefs of
one’s youth! Or maybe it is too short, so that there isn’t time for one to understand why such abrupt changes
occur. But those rapid changes took place many years later.
My mother had thrown those badges into the toilet. I can still remember how the sound of the toilet flushing
and the reports of guns firing tear-gas canisters in rapid succession rose in a crescendo, then faded away together
into silence. Many years later, when I began to write stories about Hong Kong’s past and recalled the events of
that morning, I realized that the moment my mother flushed the toilet was precisely the time when the riots were
crushed. The sporadic strikes, demonstrations, and street bombings that took place after that were just the tail of a
comet. Unfortunately, two months later the tail of this comet killed my younger brother—an outcome I would
never have dreamed possible on that terrifying morning.
My brother was killed on the last day of my tenth year. I saw with my own eyes a young and sensitive life end
in an indistinct pool of blood when one of those street bombs marked Fellow Chinese Keep Away accidentally
exploded.\fn{A note reads: During the 1967 riots these bombs were left in the street and were targeted at non-Chinese, who presumably
couldn’t read the warning.} At that moment my childhood came to a premature end. I became quiet and brooding. I
was strangely curious about death, and began to ponder the meaning of life and death. As I grew up, I sank further
into the depths of depression. I grew apart from the playmates of my childhood, and buried myself in the world of
books, seeking truth and comfort.
My great-grandfather’s bitter experience also occurred on the last day of his tenth year. Likewise, it brought his
muddled childhood to a premature end. According to my father and grandfather, my great-grandfather’s life was
as ordinary as could be. He wasn’t born into a wealthy family, and there was no rags-to-riches story to tell. I’ve
never heard of any heroic deeds being attributed to him. Like so many other people in those tumultuous times, he
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was born, grew up, grew old, and died, and that was it. Not a thing is recorded about him and those of his
generation in the history books. And I have no intention of making his life the basis of an epic family saga; I
haven’t got the talent.
When I started writing down some of the things that had happened in my family over the years, I was just the
resident manager in a joint-venture factory in a township on the Pearl River delta. In the evenings after work
when there was nothing else to do, I would sit by the window looking out at the high, dark yet star-studded sky of
the countryside, and scribble a few things to pass the time and forget about the pressures of my job. From my ancestors who fled the fighting associated with the collapse of the Yuan dynasty\fn{ A note reads: Approximately the middle
of the fourteenth century. The Ming dynasty was established in 1368 .} and came to southern China, to those who moved from
place to place over the centuries till my great-great-grandfather’s generation settled on the coast of Guangdong, to
my great-grandfather and his children and their children who lived, grew up and multi-plied there in the Pearl
River delta, there had never been a single person who had done anything of note. So I thought I’d simply make an
honest record of some of the ordinary things they had done in this city before it was a city.
My father had never seen my great-grandfather as he died, at the grand old age of ninety-six, three months
before my father was born. All the stories my father knew about him were told to him by my grandfather when
my father was young, and my father in turn told them to me. In the process, these stories went through war and
upheaval, hardship and deteriorating memories, until the details of each of their stories became complementary at
times, conflicting at others, and occasionally so absurd as to be almost implausible. So I sat in my dormitory
weighing up the different versions, trying to fill in the gaps, including this and omitting that, until I was able to
put a few disjointed chapters together. No doubt they are a long way from the truth, but that’s the best I can do.
As my grandfather lived in the countryside, I rarely saw him. But a year before he died, I worked at a factory
close to where he lived, so there were a few chances for the two of us to be alone together. And I was able to learn
quite a bit more about my great-grandfather. My grandfather spoke Cantonese with a strong local accent and,
because I could only understand a bit of it, talking to him was hard work. In two to three hours, I might be able to
catch twenty to thirty per cent. But whenever my normally taciturn grandfather saw me, he would grow
loquacious. Between the morning when my father first mentioned the incident which happened to my greatgrandfather all those years ago, and the evening when I heard the same story from my grandfather’s mouth, fully
twenty-two years had passed, though it seemed like no more than a day. During this time, I had grown into an
adult, had experienced much of the joy and pain of life. It is natural, therefore, that many of the strong feelings I
had then should now seem quite ordinary. But we will leave them aside for another time.
The first time, and indeed the only time, my grandfather talked about what had happened to my greatgrandfather on that day many years ago, was on the evening after I had had such an almighty row with my wife
Shuk Fan in a long-distance phone call we nearly decided to separate. That was a period when both family affairs
and national affairs gave me great cause for anguish. For several weeks on end, I would sit in my dormitory by
myself watching television until the small hours of the morning, before finally heading off to bed. One reason
why I stayed up so late was to watch the current affairs special reports, but the main reason was to wait for Shuk
Fan’s phone calls from Hong Kong. At that time, I only got two days off once every fortnight. However, every
time I went home, the two of us would argue a lot, neither willing to give in to the other. The feelings we once had
for each other had disappeared with time, and we were now distant. Once I had returned to my dormitory, though,
I regretted my stubbornness.
When I turned on the television, the screen was filled with marching students shouting rousing slogans and
delivering impassioned speeches, and fully armed military police. I put away my personal emotional entanglements for a while. Sometimes I even had an irresistible urge to run out on to the streets and join the protesters in
marching and shouting slogans, as if in this way I could solve my own trivial vexations and the problems facing
the country at the same time. But when the television was turned off, when the commentators’ drawn-out analyses, reviews and predictions faded into the silent space, into the past, I was left sitting alone in the room, looking
at the high, black sky of early summer outside the window, and a great wave of despair would suddenly sweep
over me. Only when it was nearly light could I force myself to go to bed, and even then I slept but lightly, a sleep
without roots.
That evening after I had put down the phone, I got on my bicycle and rode to my grandfather’s home a few
kilometres away. Riding into the setting sun, I traveled along the asphalt road through many abandoned fields,
disorderly industrial areas, groups of grotty apartment blocks for workers, and muddy wastelands. Workers were
waiting for public transport in groups of three and four. I turned into a small road which ran between some fields,
on one side of which was a pond with a few ducks swimming on it.
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My grandfather was sitting alone on the steps at the front of his house. Beside him was an old banyan tree with
dangling roots, while the deep orange sun hung low in the high, blue-gray sky, so that his face seemed to be
framed between the old tree and the sun. A little thin silhouette. The evening wind brought a cold draught, and
there was chilliness in the air. In front of the silhouette a tiny flame flared briefly, feeble like my grandfather’s
tired life. I hesitated, unsure as to whether I should go forward and disturb the stillness of the scene before me.
My grandfather lived alone, with just a yellow dog and a few chickens for company. The house had only been
returned to him a few years ago as part of the government’s policy of handing back to their original occupants
homes that had been taken from them during communization and the Cultural Revolution. What was he thinking
as he sat there? The greatest regret in his life was probably the death of my grandmother, and that happened a long
time ago. Was he thinking of her? Did he regret not listening to her advice and staying in the countryside, staying
in that frenzied land during those years which glowed red with fire, and watching with his own eyes his wife
being denounced and tortured to death by the Red Guards? I suddenly recalled what Shuk Fan had said to me: her
complaints about me, her fear that she would end up drifting from place to place just like her parents’ generation,
her misgivings about a future that could not be known. All these became reasons for throwing all to the wind and
leaving Hong Kong no matter what, just like her relatives, former school friends and colleagues, who had packed
up everything and gone overseas. But I could never make up my mind, and took this job as a factory manager in
Guangdong. This move had caused irreparable damage to a relationship that was already strained.
I left my bicycle by the road and stood there for quite some time. When the sun finally set behind the hills, I
walked up by the tree not far in front of him and sat down in a broken old rattan chair. My grandfather slowly
turned his head around, his dry, wizened eyes seemingly still in some distant time. We began chatting, and gradually came round to talking about his childhood, his brother, and finally the incident that happened to his father
on that day long ago. As we talked, his eyes brightened. It became very late, the clouds in the night sky were
absolutely still and not a star could be seen. Later, as I rode back to my dormitory, I noticed that lights were on in
all the houses, but there was not a sound save the faint drone of televisions and the occasional bark of a dog. Only
after I got back to the dormitory and turned on the television did I realize that it was probably just at that time that
many people collapsed in pools of blood in a distant city.
However, when my grandfather mentioned the incident that happened to my great-grandfather on that day long
ago, the first image that appeared in my mind was that of my mother taking the badge off the collar of my father’s
shirt on that panic-stricken morning when I was ten years old. That piece of shining metal flashed in front of my
eyes like the cold gleam of a sharp knife. My father was tearing up his magazines, while at the same time telling
us about the incident that had happened to my great-grandfather. I was helping, and didn’t say anything. My
mother inspected the torn-up pages, and ripped the bigger pieces into smaller bits, so all the fiery slogans, ideals,-isms and whatever—were completely destroyed. The sound of the toilet flushing was the last roar those papers
could let out.
*
That year my great-grandfather was ten years old. As he hid among the rocks on that stony beach, he
remembered that similarly cold morning some four or five years before when his father had come in and woken
him up. He had not seen his father since then, and now he couldn’t remember what his father looked like. Many
years later, when my great-grandfather returned to the family village, only the family of his aunt—the wife of his
father’s younger brother—was still there. His uncle had long since gone off to live somewhere else. Still later his
aunt told him that after his father had left him that night, he and his younger brother had taken a boat to Canton,
the provincial capital, where they were sold off as coolies to work in America. For the first few months he had
sent money home, but after that he had been heard of no more.
On that visit back to his family village, as my great-grandfather came around the bend in the yellow dirt track,
he saw his aunt standing in the doorway wiping tears away and saying: How tall you are! How tall you are! He
noticed that the banyan tree beside the house that they used to climb as little children was now a huge, swirling
mass of branches. He couldn’t have known that, over a century later, after that house had collapsed and been
replaced by a new one, the tree would still be there, and his son and his great-grandson would sit under it and
recall what happened to him on that fateful day. In the conversation under the tree, time passed like the fleeting
shadow of a tree in the wind: a momentary flutter and was all.
On that similarly cold morning, my great-grandfather’s father had picked my great-grandfather up from his bed
in his brawny arms. A cold northerly was blowing outside, whistling through the broken window with such force
it seemed the window would fall out at any moment. My great-grandfather shouted for his mother, momentarily
forgetting that she had died several months ago. Without a word, his father wound his queue around the top of his

655

head, wrapped his son up in an old cotton-padded jacket, then picked up a basket containing his clothes, opened
the door, and left this poor, decaying village without so much as a glance over his shoulder. In my imagination,
many years later, as my great-great-grandfather lay ill in the cold country to which he had gone and recalled what
happened that day in his home back in China, he must have held his head in his hands and wept encontrollably.
Because of this his illness became worse, and when he died and was buried in foreign soil the story of our
family’s migration from the north of China to the south was buried with him. For this reason the history of our
family can only be a modern one, beginning with my great-grandfather.
The trip my great-grandfather made with his father to Canton that day was the first time in his life that he had
traveled so far. It was a long journey. They crossed mountains and rivers, and passed through seemingly endless
villages and paddy fields, arriving at their destination only after night had fallen. His father did not say a word for
the entire journey, and whenever my great-grandfather cried because he was hungry, his father would give him a
piece of biscuit to quieten him down. One biscuit for an entire day. The sweet taste of the biscuit stuck in his
memory. Later, during the many times he was hungry at night, it was this taste that would come back to him, and
his recollection of it was much more vivid than any memory he had of his father’s face.
My great-grandfather was left.with some distant relatives there in Canton. That night his father left him
forever. He didn’t cry, he was so tired he fell asleep on the wooden bench and was snoring when his father finally
departed. All he could remember of Canton was a few dark, narrow houses. These distant relatives lived on the
upper storey of one such two-storey house. The lower storey was a smoke-filled den which men whose bodies and
minds had been wasted by opium frequented like apparitions, floating in and floating out again. My greatgrandfather was still young, and because the wooden steps that led downstairs seemed high and steep, and creaked
and shifted under one’s feet, he did not venture out but stayed in the room all day, looking at the paintings of some
gods on the wall and the incense burning on the altar below it. These relatives were poor too. All the men worked
as coolies for the Hongs, and when they came home at night all they did was drink and shout, and hardly took any
notice of this child from the countryside. The two meals a day they gave him were no more than the carrying out
of the responsibility which his father had entrusted to them.
A few days later my great-grandfather was again taken away, this time to some friend’s home in a poor village
on some barren island. A man who worked in a quarry collected him from the provincial capital and together they
walked a long way till they reached the Pearl River, where they boarded a fishing boat.
It was overcast that day, and the biting north wind rocked the little boat terribly. My great-grandfather vomited
all the time, but he was very excited, and could hardly take his eyes off the boatmen rowing and adjusting the
sails. After sailing for a relatively short time, the boat pulled over to the bank where they moored for the night.
The next day the boat arrived at the mouth of the river, and as they made their way through the area where the
river ran into the sea, a misty rain began to spray them, and the wind became even more piercing. Between bouts
of dizziness and vomiting, my great-grandfather saw squadron after squadron of large European sailing ships
sailing in the direction of the gray river. Some of them had cannon, strange flags flew from their mastheads, and
some foreign devils looked out over the sea.
Soon the boat great-grandfather was on sailed into an increasingly narrow waterway, flanked on both sides by
towering mountains which seemed to converge into a single range in the distance. White-capped waves tossed the
tiny boat around, so the boatmen took the sail in and began the arduous task of rowing. Sometimes the boat
rocked so hard it looked as if all on board were going to be thrown into the sea; at other times the boat seemed
certain to be flung against the rugged shoreline, smashing everyone to death. But then the mountains suddenly
gave way to flatter ground, and the waterway along which they had been traveling opened up to reveal a
completely different scene.
All around them were islands, some big and mountainous, and some no more than rocky outcrops. Even the
wind died down somewhat. Nearby was a succession of beaches punctuated by ragged headlands, between which
small fishing boats floated in twos and threes. That afternoon the boat my great-grandfather was on was brought
up to the shore and moored where a mountain ran down into the sea.
In my great-grandfather’s eyes that mountain was an exceptionally ugly one. It was separated from the
mainland by a long, narrow channel, and its various peaks seemed to stick out of the sea for no particular reason.
There was hardly a tree on it: it was all just pale yellow sand covering the steep mountain slopes :tnd precipices
that soared above. The only other things in sight were a few deserted houses. The craggy shoreline rose and fell,
occasionally giving way to small bays with stony beaches broken up by rocky outcrops and the occasional
dilapidated jetty. It was at one of these jetties that my great-grandfather’s boat tied up.
When my great-grandfather finally set foot on solid ground after all that excitement on the boat trip down, he
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remembered his father and his relatives back in Canton, and irrepressible feelings of sadness welled up inside
him. He began to cry and refused to go a step further, howling that he wanted to go home. It took the combined
strength of all the others, with much shouting and yelling, to carry him up on to the shore.
At the time my great-grandfather would never have guessed that he would spend the rest of his life traveling up
and down between this island, Canton and his home village. This first voyage was like a dress rehearsal. And he
wouldn’t have known that for many, many years after that, his children and grandchildren would also flee to this
once barren and ugly island.
*
On one cold morning some four or five years after settling on the island, my great-grandfather was beaten up
on that stony beach, and was lucky to escape with his life. Of course, such a minor incident has never been
recorded in any book of history, but it has been passed down in the family from generation to generation. He lay
groaning and shaking between the rocks on the beach from noon till dusk before he could find enough strength to
stagger up.
When he did finally manage to stand, he discovered that everything around him had changed. The mountain
and the whole island now looked completely different from how it had looked when he came down to the beach
that morning. On the hill in front of him, a strange flag fluttered alone in the wind, and the red, white, and blue
pattern on it had swept away the dull gray in the sky, leaving it extraordinarily clear. A ray from the setting sun
broke through the thinning stratus clouds and just happened to fall on the hill where the flagpole stood, and to my
great-grandfather looking up from below, the flag appeared sacred and unreachable as it fluttered there in the
sunlight.
My great-grandfather climbed up on to a large rock to look about. The desolate mountain range on the opposite
shore seemed to be rushing westwards, rising and falling, but the momentum was stopped abruptly when the
towering mountains reached the sea, a sea which seemed uncrossable. All the boats that had been on the sea were
gone, and in the dim twilight he could see that the waves had white caps on them. The sky grew darker and
darker. My great-grandfather turned to make his way home, but perhaps because he was tired, or because of the
beating he had received, he began to feel dizzy.
Suddenly stars appeared before him, dancing in the air, increasing in number and density as if they were flying
towards him and landing on the mountains about him like dazzling jewels. My great-grandfather was dumbfounded as he watched all this, and the hubbub of horses, carts, and people rose in his ears, louder and sharper even
than the street noise he had heard back in bustling Canton. He put his hands over his ears, and in his confusion he
tripped over on a rock. After a time, all the stars and the noises suddenly vanished without trace. The surroundings resumed their tranquillity: a vast sea and a vast wind.
The clothes he was wearing had almost been torn to shreds by his assailants, and he had lost his shoes. The
scene of the beating he had received that morning suddenly reappeared in his mind as clearly as if it was
happening right at that moment, and he always said that he could recall every detail of it accurately, so much so
that as he lay on his deathbed, he could relate the whole story to my grandfather without missing a thing.
*
That morning the weather had been particularly cold, and my great-grandfather had been lazing in bed. His
uncle tore his quilt off him and hit him as hard as he could because he wanted my great-grandfather to go out and
help mend the farming tools. He remembered how on a similarly cold morning a few years earlier he had been
picked up out of his bed by his father’s strong hands. As he thought about how he had been dumped on this island
so far from the mainland, far away from his relatives back in his home village, he cried. Then he gritted his teeth,
got out of bed, threw on his cotton-padded jacket, and ran out of the house.
He left the gully where the village in which he lived stood, and made his way aimlessly along the shoreline
which ran along the foot of the mountains. Many years later I, his great-grandson, would try to retrace his steps,
but I lost my way at a busy intersection. The shoreline of those days has already been buried under tall buildings
and city streets, and looking up through the jumble of shop signs overhanging the street, all I could see was row
after row of tower blocks, the mountains having disappeared from view.
But on that day my great-grandfather had definitely made his way westwards along the winding shore and
across the place where the creek ran into the sea. He walked along the rocky beaches for about half an hour until
he reached a place where a hill rose sharply out of the sea, and just beside the hill was a shallow pit. Not far
offshore there was a small boat from which an old man and a young girl were catching prawns. My greatgrandfather squatted on a rock for a while and watched them idly. Just when he was about to get up and go, he
suddenly heard shouting, and looked around to see a group of red-haired devils swarming out of several small
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boats which had already been pulled up to the shore. My great-grandfather immediately hid in the gap between
two rocks. The old man and the girl had disappeared, and several triple-masted ships appeared from the west.
Then troops were sent into small boats which transported them to the shore. Great-grandfather covered his head
with his arms and wriggled further into the gap between the rocks.
Now the tramping of leather boots could be heard everywhere, filling the world around him. My greatgrandfather was terrified, and had no idea how he could slip away without being discovered. Suddenly a pair of
boots made their way in his direction, and stopped right above his head. He heard the sound of heavy breathing,
followed by the rustle of clothes being loosened. He held his breath. Then came the sound of water, first splashing
on the rock beside him and spraying on to him, and then moving over and landing right on his head. The water
was warm, and had a somewhat rancid smell. He thought it was rain, but when he looked up, he saw a powerfully
built red-haired devil buttoning up his breeches. The soldier saw him and shouted. Some other soldiers rushed
over and surrounded this small, skinny boy who was now covered in mud. Shouting wildly, they kicked him and
trampled on him. He grabbed a handful of stones and threw them at the soldiers, who then flung themselves at
him, seized his queue,\fn{The Chinese men of this time were required to shave their skulls except for a single pigtail ( queue), as a
sign of subservience to the Manchu dynasty .} and started swinging him around as hard as they could. He had never
received such a vicious beating in all his life. He bit the hand of one of his attackers with all his strength, and
tasted a salty trickle in his mouth. Then he blacked out.
If it had not been for a series of shots from the cannon on the ships offshore, and the sound of bugles from the
shore, those red-haired devils would probably have beaten my great-grandfather to death. So the fact that I, his
great-grandson, was able to be born over a hundred years later because of the ceremony by which Britain took
possession of Hong Kong must be one of the absurdities of history. The soldiers let him go and raced to the small
hill. The cannon fire on the ships became more and more rapid, and echoed so loudly in the surrounding mountains that my uncle and the other villagers, in spite of the distance, put down the farm tools they were mending,
looked up at the clouds of gunpowder rising up into the sky, listened carefully, and didn’t know what to make of
it. My great-grandfather lay on the rocks groaning. The cannon volleys followed one another in rapid succession,
and the several dozen soldiers who had come on to the shore were shouting and singing wildly, while some fired
their rifles into the air. For a while the ground trembled and the mountains shook. Maybe the founding of a city
was no more than that. Just that.
The fumes from the gunpowder enveloped my great-grandfather and he started to choke and cough. With tears
in his eyes, he shivered in the cold wind. Much later, the soldiers boarded their boats in a noisy confusion and left,
his existence apparently forgotten. So my great-grandfather passed the whole afternoon there, lying between those
rocks.
After the stars and horses and carts had suddenly vanished from his mind, my great-grandfather climbed up the
hill and found the courage to try shaking the flagpole, which stood about twice the height of a man. He found that
the flagpole was not as sturdy as it had looked from a distance, but had just been stuck between a few rocks, and
as soon as he shook it a few times, it fell over. He removed the flag and lifted the pole up, then threw it like a
spear towards the mountains to the north. Those mountains looked like the body of a dragon which threatened to
leap across the sea and grab this outsider who dared challenge it, and to swallow the entire hill. But my greatgrandfather wasn’t strong enough: all he did was assume the stance of a spear-thrower, the stance of laying ftown
a challenge, and although it looked good, it wasn’t much use. The flagpole landed rather lamely just a little way in
front of him, and silently broke into two. My great-grandfather took no further notice of it, but wrapped himself
up in the flag, and swaggered home along the shore. His clothes were torn to shreds, and if he hadn't had this flag
with its blue, red, and white pattern to protect him, there would have been no way he could have made his way
home in the strong northerly gale that sprung up at dusk.
Later, many years later, as I was trying to retrace the steps of my ancestors in order to write these stories of old
Hong Kong, I went to that place which had once been a beach and was now city streets. Amongst the shops,
restaurants, and banks, and the dust and fumes from the buses and trucks, I couldn’t hear the thunder of cannons
marking some great historical occasion. In that city, which had been old Hong Kong, everything had but a fleeting
presence and the people were good at forgetting; they were too busy looking to the future. And that stony beach
had long lain buried under the city, forgotten.
But my great-grandfather never forgot. He would revisit this spot many times in his life. When it was still a
stony beach, he came; when it was no longer a stony beach, he still came. Several decades later when the place
had become a district of ill repute, he would hang about there. Whenever he had had a few drinks, he would tell
the story of that morning long ago, though naturally he left out the bit about him being beaten to within an inch of
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his life. His audience would nod their heads, not quite sure whether to believe the story this scrawny old man was
telling them or not. Then some of them would put on a look of amazement, humor him a little, and go back to
their drinking games.
74.106 Fritter Hollow Chronicles\fn{by Wang Xiangfu (1958- )} Shanxi Province, China (M) 8
1: Opening
I have enormous respect for storytellers. I tried to teach myself how to do it once, but in the end I had to admit
it was not to be. The story that follows, for instance, should be packed with entertainment value, but it isn’t much
of a story when I get through with it. Way back in 1990, I was all set to study the art of storytelling with Comrade
New Day Tian when of all things, he was swept away in a windstorm of unprecedented ferocity. The additional
costs of that windstorm to Fritter Hollow included seven old oxen, eight colts, and fifty-two goats (some say fiftysix); it also shattered the grammar school windows and sent snowy shards of glass swirling into the air. What that
means, of course, is that I’ll have to grope my way through the story, starting with the following opening:
*
In the heart of Fritter Hollow lies Fritter Village, home to a carpenter by the name of Tian, who had a son
called Broad Bean. To ensure that Broad Bean would have a long life, the carpenter Tian gave him the name
Broad Bean, and after a dizzying procession of springs and autumns, Broad Bean appeared as a grown man of
thirty-one. Our story opens in 1992, at noon one summer day, when Broad Bean, lathered with sweat, came
running breathlessly up to the village boss, Wheatie Liu, informing him that not a single person had dared enter
the home of the murderer Talented Wu all morning. Since it was an abnormally hot day, Broad Bean fanned
himself with his straw hat as he watched seven or eight average-sized drops of sweat line up on Wheatie Liu’s
forehead and drop neatly to the ground, followed by a second, virtually identical formation. But instead of looking
at Broad Bean, Wheatie Liu gazed fixedly at the knife scars on his arms, which had been there for years: five on
the left arm, seven on the right, red in color and very deep.
“Check it out again,” Wheatie Liu said without looking up.
At twilight, two or three average-sized pale yet pretty stars appeared in the sky, sort of to the south and sort of
to the west, as Broad Bean ran breathlessly into the village for the second time.
“No one dared enter the home of the murderer Talented Wu all afternoon!” Broad Bean reported. This time he
did not fan himself with his straw hat.
“Sit down, have a drink,” Wheatie Liu said, patting the edge of the red-lacquered brick bed, his kang. Broad
Bean saw a bottle and some snacks on little plates on the nearby red-lacquered table—only three plates, and what
they held is not important.
“You’re drinking again?” Sitting cautiously on the edge of the kang, Broad Bean kept his eyes glued to
Wheatie Liu.
“Why shouldn’t I?” Liu said. “I’m happy!”
So Broad Bean joined him. He held out one of the little ceramic cups, which was filled noisily; they clinked
cups and drained them. A noisy refill, more clinking and draining.
“I’ll drain his old lady!” Wheatie Liu said, opening his mouth wide. He turned thoughtful, refilled his cup, and
drained it. “That murderer got off cheap!” Liu said, turning thoughtful again as he refilled his cup and drained it.
This time, Broad Bean fumbled with his cup to catch up. He tossed down the wine, and the blood drained from
his face. “No more for me!” he said as he leaned over the edge and heaved twice. “That murderer stinks to high
heaven!” He jumped off the kang, hand over his mouth, and ran outside, where he emptied the contents of his
stomach for the benefit of a black pig strolling through the yard: urrp—the stuff landed right on the pig’s tail. A
quick swish transferred it up to its snout, all but the little bit that soared over to the window—splat.
“So the murderer stinks that bad, does he?” Wheatie Liu asked tensely as he walked into the yard, undid his
pants, and sent a stream of piss into the pigsty.
2: The Background
Time for some background:
Now I won’t bore you with talk about what kind of mountains Fritter Hollow has or what its waters are like.
Suffice it to say that Fritter Hollow has both mountains and waters, heavy on the former—a whole undulating
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range of them, like a string of cow patties—and you could probably walk for five or six days without reaching the
end. Not much in the way of waters, however. In fact, one scrawny, twisting stream is about it.
The people here are not rice eaters—that should be obvious. The barren slopes of the mountains yield only
stumpy buckwheat, stumpy oats, and stumpy millet—that and some long millet and huge quantities of mountain
yams, with an occasional crop of mung beans. Naturally, you’ll also find wild hemp, with its bright-blue flowers.
Not much in the way of legumes and tubers: mostly yellow yams, purple yams, yellow radishes, and carrots.
People are quick to admit that yellow-skinned radishes, those coarse, chunky things, are pretty awful, but they
keep pushing out their red-skinned cousins, which can’t gain a toehold no matter how hard they try. The other
green you see sometimes is cabbage, which carefully forms itself into tight little circles, each layer of leaves
wrapping itself around the treasure lying at the center, which, when the thing is sliced open, is revealed to be
nothing more than a skimpy cabbage heart.
In truth, Fritter Hollow was once a bitterly barren place. Now while people often equate the word bitter with
poverty, in 1992 no one was prepared to call Fritter Hollow impoverished. That is because our great and wise
government decided to permit the locals to dig tunnels into the mountains, some deep and some shallow, from
which black rock was extracted. Narrow, twisting asphalt roads were built, pale-faced folk from the south moved
in, and that led to a surfeit of tales regarding loose behavior. Generally speaking, southerners call that black,
flammable stuff coal, but in Fritter Hollow it’s called charcoal; it stands to reason that the black tunnels are called
charcoal pits. The discovery that the term charcoal pits was unacceptable is linked to Wheatie Liu, Fritter
Hollow’s village chief, which meant he had the responsibility of overseeing activities at the charcoal pits even
though people could no longer call them that; when 1992 rolled around, Wheatie Liu was being called the mine
boss. Which is also what people once called the murderer Talented Wu.
Who, then, is Talented Wu?
3: A Village Tale
In order to tell this story reasonably well, it is necessary to introduce Talented Wu, the murderer. Strictly
speaking, you’d be lucky to find a single person in Fritter Hollow with anything good to say about Talented Wu.
The explanation is as apparent as the cobblestones in the road. Talented Wu, the murderer, led a bunch of men
over to the mountain quarries west of the village, where they dug seven or eight tunnels without extracting a
single lump of coal; not only that, he wound up owing the village the grand sum of 140,000 yuan. That does not
take into account the two hard-luck fellows who were crushed to death, both of whom were posthumously admitted into the Party: one was Small Stuff Wu, who had incredibly small genitals—about the size of lima beans—
hence the name Small Stuff, and the other was Greater Principle Zhou, about whom more later (although the
randy things I’ll have to say about him should probably be kept from any women present).
People familiar with the history of Fritter Hollow do not have to be reminded of the following list of village
chiefs:
Dog Killer Li
Nine Changes Li
Rich Furs Wu
Good Stuff Wu
Defend the East Liu
Talented Wu
Wheatie Liu

1948-1952
1953-1959
1959-1965
1965-1967
1967-1976
1976-1986
1986-

And now the rest of you know that Talented Wu was village chief for an entire decade. People who emerged
from their mother’s womb in 1942 are, for the most part, considered to have been born in the year of the horse,
but some who arrived on the scene a little late might well be considered a sheep. Talented Wu was born in the year
of the horse, making his appearance in the twelfth month. He was a soldier for a time, serving in the western
province of Qinghai, where there’s a whole lot of salt; Talented Wu once said he had frequent nosebleeds. From
there, he went to Sichuan to repair a cavernous pit that was dark as pitch and wet as an underground spring. After
that, he came home, where his ability to use a gun got him elected head of the local militia, and his subsequent
experience as militia head got him chosen village chief.
That, more or less, is Talented Wu’s story. But it is necessary to describe him physically, his good looks, as it
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were: of medium height, he had an oblong face with fair skin and dark, bushy brows. He was so good-looking that
he managed to bring a sloe-eyed Sichuan girl home with him. There was talk that he had got her pregnant up on
the Sichuan mountain where he was working, and sure enough, not long after she arrived in Fritter Hollow, she
lay down one day, and out popped a baby boy.
Everybody called the girl the Sichuan dolt. If she had been from the northeast they would have called her the
Northeast dolt; if from Hunan, they would have called her the Hunan dolt; and so forth. Easier that way.
Altogether, the Sichuan dolt presented Talented Wu with two sons: Golden Oil (the elder brother) and Silver
Oil (his younger one). Both inherited their father’s good looks. The older boy enjoyed his share of conquests in
the corn patch, including one with the wife of Greater Principle Zhou. But now both boys are tasting the bitterness
of prison life. How they keep themselves busy during the day is not documented, but at night they hunt for lice.
As a rule, rather than pop lice between their thumbnails, people in prison set them free to find a new home
elsewhere in the cell. While in prison, Golden Oil and Silver Oil exhaustively debate the question, Do lice eat
grass?
4: A Tale of Murder
People familiar with the topography of Fritter Hollow and its surrounding area would never overlook the Tatar
Cemetery at the western end of town. A mound of earth where nothing grows, it looks like a big steamed bun,
which is why it is also called Bun Hill. It’s too flat to resemble a corn muffin, which is pointier; but if you travel
west from Tatar Cemetery just a little ways, you’ll come across a place actually called Muffin Hill.
For generations, people have spoken of all the Tatars, they with the light-brown hair and beards, who are
buried in Tatar Cemetery; this fact, it goes without saying, is not unrelated to murder. Apparently, back then,
people baked great big dough figurines in which they hid weapons so sharp they glittered, although most were
less than imposing: daggers, even women’s scissors. The people were ruled by a truly benighted government,
which decreed that in the name of security, only one kitchen knife was allowed for each ten families.
The people were not happy. (If you history buffs ponder for a moment, you will recall the one regime that
instituted that particular measure: the Yuan dynasty of the Mongols; that narrows the time frame for this part of
my story.) So the people baked dough figurines in which they hid their weapons; as a result, many unfortunate
men whose beards were not dark enough paid the price. The slaughtered Tatars were then tossed helter-skelter into
a pit, like so many pigs or dogs. This is one of Fritter Hollow’s tales of murder.
If there is a kernel of doubt anywhere, it is why in the year 1981, people suddenly decided to go to Tatar
Cemetery and dig up the remains, then sell pile after pile of bleached bones to the county pharmacy. Small Stuff
Wu, who was still alive at the time, dug up a leg bone bigger than anyone had seen before, and people wondered
how their ancestors could have been so much larger than they. Had their forefathers passed on defective genes?
But then somebody informed the others that it wasn’t a human bone at all; strangers in spectacles came, then
concluded their investigation, announcing that these were dragon bones.
That being the case, Fritter Hollow did not have a history of murder after all.
Good! Now I feel free to relate a murder that did happen.
5: Another Tale of Murder
Most murder stories are set in the dark of night. On the twenty-eighth of March 1986, light snowflakes fell on
Fritter Hollow. Local men usually settled down with a bottle on such nights, which was just fine with their
womenfolk, since that meant two things: the men would stay home and, after the lamps were put out, would
perform much better than usual. Fritter Hollow’s birthrate during this period outstripped that of all the neighboring communities; the women stretched their midriffs to the bursting point, and the babies just kept coming.
Official investigators concluded that alcohol had increased the local men’s vigor, and not until much later did they
admit that alcohol was not the culprit. The high birthrate was a result of nonelectrification. Precious Li of the
Family Planning Commission and Talented Wu once had a discussion that would be quoted often afterward:
“How the fuck can you people have so many babies?” Precious Li asked, his face dark.
“What do you expect people to do at night when there’s no electricity?” Talented Wu was smiling.

This brief exchange was reported to the higher-ups, who received it with such hilarity that the chairman of the
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meeting had to call for order.
*
It was on the night when light snowflakes fell that Talented Wu and his sons, Golden Oil and Silver Oil, forced
their way into Wheatie Liu’s yard. Talented Wu carried a knife that sent sheep to their maker on New Year’s;
Golden Oil brought a hammer with a redwood handle; and Silver Oil came armed with a spade. As they neared
Wheatie Liu’s gate, Golden Oil snatched the knife out of his father’s hand.
“I’m younger than you,” he said “I should have the knife. Nothing scares me, certainly not that motherfucker!”
Simply put, the gate wasn’t bolted. When Talented Wu and his sons entered the yard, they spotted Wheatie Liu
and his wife laughing loudly in the pigpen off to the left, where their sow was delivering a litter of piglets. Golden
Oil leaped into the pigpen, knife in hand, and attacked Wheatie Liu, who didn’t even have time to stand up.
Instinctively, he raised his right arm to protect his head. The arm quickly sustained seven cuts, so he raised his left
arm over his head; that arm sustained five. Silver Oil, meanwhile, raised his spade over Wheatie Liu’s wife.
“Don’t harm my wet nurse!” Golden Oil shouted.
Silver Oil lowered his arm. As a baby, Golden Oil had suckled at Wheatie Liu’s wife’s breast. At that moment,
Wheatie Liu’s daughter, Maple Leaf, heard the commotion in the yard and came charging into the pigpen. Having
been in the middle of making bean dough at the time, her arms were covered with bean powder to the elbows.
Seeing what was happening, she shrieked and turned to run. Talented Wu, the murderer, sneaked up behind her
and attacked with his hammer. Another shriek—from pain this time—and Maple Leaf was writhing on the
ground.
Golden Oil resumed the attack on Wheatie Liu, whose arms were torn and bleeding, turning his fury on the
buttocks, which sustained five cuts. Then came the pigs: the sow suffered nine cuts; each member of her litter
suffered one. The sky resounded with screams—human and porcine; the ground ran red with the blood of people
and swine. Right about then, someone vaulted into the pigpen and reached down for Maple Leaf, who was still
writhing in the muck; he wondered what that thing swinging back and forth across her cheek was. Once he had
her in the house, he held her up ; to the lamp, where he discovered it was her eyeball.
“Cram it back in!” the old devil Kiddie Wu urged the people crowding round, but how in the world were they
to do that?
Back in the pigpen, Wheatie Liu’s wife had soiled herself; she could neither stand nor speak, and as she sat
amid the muck and .blood, she heard the shouts of someone running around the yard in a panic:
“The former village chief has killed the current one!”
6: Wheatie Liu
Wheatie Liu had an older brother named Millet; his younger brothers were Rice and Beans. Most place and
personal names in Fritter Hollow have something to do with food. If, for instance, someone is called Hundred
Cereals, pretty soon there’ll be someone named Thousand Cereals, then Ten Thousand Cereals; since the people
of Fritter Hollow have no concept of million, the next in the series will be Heavenly Cereals, reaching the apex—
until, that is, a rival family has a newborn baby whom they promptly name Gobble Cereals! Heavenly Cereals’
family accepts the challenge, and the battle is engaged—fisticuffs, brandishing lit torches, and the like; few ever
go so far as to pick up a knife and actually commit murder, as Talented Wu did.
Wheatie Liu was so fit that Talented Wu’s attacks did not prove fatal, surprising no one. He even continued as
village chief. No problem. Or hardly any. For three days after the death of Talented Wu, Wheatie Liu fell seriously
ill. He’d never been sick a day in his life prior to 1992, as nearly as anyone could recall—not even a headache or a
high fever. What could this mean?
7: Matters Relating to Wheatie Liu
Like most villages, Fritter Hollow boasted a school, which was located in a local temple, whose clay idols,
painted or not, had long since disappeared. The school was charged with teaching the local tots how to read some
basic words, such as attend school and finish school, cow and sheep, boy and girl; how to write New Year’s couplets, like The Earth is Our Mother and Nature Rewards Hard Work; and how to make banners for house-raisings
that say Raise the Roof Beam for Eternal Good Fortune. There was a time when everyone had to know how to
write Fight Selfishness,Rrepudiate Revisionism and Serve the People, but no one studied those things anymore.
Besides the school, Fritter Hollow had a country store, also like all villages, which had once been called a

662

purchasing co-op; but now that name had fallen out of favor, and it was simply called the country store. Behind
the country store, which was situated neither too far east nor too far south, stood a scrawny old tree of medium
height, covered by fat red wriggling caterpillars known as hairy worms; actually, the name doesn’t fit since they
never grow real hair. Some people cook them over an open fire and eat them. Like all country stores, this one
boasted a counter, some wooden shelves for stock, and blackened vats filled with soy sauce and vinegar. The
shelves were lined with colorful canned goods and narrow-necked liquor bottles; ready-to-eat snacks and simple
cotton goods were available plus, of course, hard candies. In the past, none of this stuff would have sold, but the
coal mines changed that, and now it nearly flew out the door.
Every country store must have a proprietor; Fritter Hollow’s proprietor had a scar on his neck, so everyone
called him Scarface; a bit wide of the mark, perhaps, but Scarneck sounded funny, so Scarface it was. A man of
thirty-five, Scarface was unusually fat. When there were no customers, he could normally be found sleeping atop
the store counter. But on this particular day, he was running around busily, taking care of a steady stream of customers, until finally he asked one of them what was going on and learned that Wheatie Liu had fallen ill.
The first to buy canned goods and snacks to take along when calling on Wheatie Liu were men from the mines.
They drifted in, made their purchases, and drifted out. Then came the villagers, who also drifted in, made their
purchases, and drifted out. They came, and they came, and by nightfall the shelves were empty.
Broad Bean, the final customer of the day, was carrying a flashlight.
“Why so damned late? I’ve got nothing to sell,” Scarface said.
“Who all’s going?” Broad Bean could have kicked himself for being so late and letting the others buy up
everything.
“People these days are all fucked up,” Scarface blurted out. “Smell that,” he continued, sniffing the air. “The
guy’s been dead for days now, and nobody’s doing anything about it.”
“Why don’t you bring it up with Wheatie Liu?” Broad Bean said, flashing his light back and forth across
Scarface’s face. Back and forth, then straight in his eyes, then back and forth again. “Got the nerve?” Broad Bean
asked.
8: A Conversation of Sorts
In twenty or thirty years’ time, when members of the next generation of Fritter Hollow’s inhabitants look back
on their glorious history, they may well talk about the time Wheatie Liu took ill and received 500 gifts of canned
food. If that’s all they say, of course, the word history is being ill served, so I must break in with a more revealing look at what happened that time Wheatie Liu took ill.
A conversation was recorded between Broad Bean and Wheatie Liu as the latter sat on his own kang, leaning
up against a colorful backrest; the sides of the brick bed were decorated with depictions of colorful pomegranates,
peonies, plum blossoms, watermelons, rabbits, bananas, pears, peanuts, apricots, and of course, magpies and
goldfish.
Wheatie Liu had been enjoying a leisurely smoke when Broad Bean entered; the table, the kang, and the windowsill were all but covered with canned goods and packaged treats brought by well-wishers. It was a lovely
sight, but to Broad Bean the real significance was the number of visitors it represented.
“Are you sick?” Broad Bean walked up and observed Wheatie Liu, who just smiled.
Here we must be reminded that Broad Bean’s full name was Broad Bean Tian and that Wheatie Liu’s wife’s
name was Bean Sprout Tian, which tells you all you need to know about the relationship between Wheatie Liu
and Broad Bean.
“Me, sick? No fucking way!” Wheatie Liu scooted up next to Broad Bean and whispered, “I just wanted to see
if people would treat my death as meaningless, like they did with that other guy.”
“How could anybody compare that murderer to you?” Broad Bean stared wide-eyed.
“What about that murderer?”
“Well, maggots are starting to wriggle into his yard,” Broad Bean said with a shudder.
“It’s still not time.” Wheatie Liu smiled again. “Let him stink,” he continued as he looked at the red scars on
his arms.
Broad Bean held his tongue and studied his fingernails, first the left hand, then the right.
“Count them, see how many there are.” Wheatie Liu, his eyes mere slits from the broad grin, pointed to the
colorful array of canned goods. “See for yourself. I told people not to come, but they came anyway, didn’t they?”
Broad Bean started counting, from the table all the way to the windowsill.
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“Three hundred and twenty-seven,” he said.
“Now count the ones inside.”
Surprised that there were more in the other room, Broad Bean froze for a moment before going in to see for
himself.
“A hundred and seventy-three,” he said as he reentered the room.
“Go tell Scarface I want to see him,” Wheatie Liu said. “It’s business.” He tossed a cigarette to Broad Bean.
*
That’s as far as I need to go with this conversation. While I can’t comment on its broader significance, on the
surface at least we have learned that Wheatie Liu wasn’t sick at all; and that is the beginning of yet another story.
I’ve thought about whether I ought to see where this story takes us. I could, for example, say:
*
Fritter Hollow once had a village chief named Wheatie Liu, an upright, fair-minded, and handsome individual.
One day, he took ill and was visited by a steady stream of well-wishers, young and old, male and female, all bearing gifts of canned food and prepared snacks, nearly wearing out his threshold. They wished him a speedy
recovery. Fritter Hollow’s accountant, Broad Bean Tian, dropped by, discovering to his surprise that Wheatie Liu
wasn’t really sick at all. This gave rise to an intricate tale. Listen up, for this is what happened …
*
A pretty common opening, if you ask me. What do you think?
I realize that my readers are concerned about why Wheatie Liu would feign illness following the death of
Talented Wu. So here goes.
9: Another Conversation
In Fritter Hollow, July is the best month to eat corn. On one particular night, Broad Bean’s wife, Jade Beauty
Wu, sweat oozing from every pore in her body, was boiling a pot of corn. Broad Bean was eating fragrant kernels
right off a cob, using both hands. As he munched away, he told his wife to light a coil of mosquito incense. She
walked over to the kang and lit one.
“That guy pocketed seven or eight hundred just by getting sick,” she muttered for the umpteenth time. His
patience long since worn thin, Broad Bean reached out and poked her a couple of times on one of those fleshy
spots of hers.
“Fuck you!” he said.
Broad Bean’s wife giggled. Picking up the mosquito coil, she walked over and set it down on the windowsill,
then leaned her head back to sniff the air.
“What a stink! If fucking doesn’t kill me, the stink will.”
Broad Bean also leaned his head back, then gagged and turned to run outside; before he got there, he puked all
over the floor.
“You’re supposed to do that in the pigpen,” his wife said. “Who do you expect to eat it in the house? Your
father?”
“Fuck you! I’ll feed it to your mother if I feel like it! What if somebody heard you?” Broad Bean wiped his
mouth. “I think I’m going to do it again.”
His wife went outside and returned with the family pig in tow to clean up Broad Bean’s yellow mess, but the
animal turned its nose up at it.
“Fuck you, you old sow!” Broad Bean kicked the pig. “You’re more pampered than Wheatie Liu!”
“That Wheatie Liu is no one to fool with,” Broad Bean’s wife said from the side. “I guess everyone’s scared to
make a phone call to the district office.”
“Not so loud. Why don’t you go?” Broad Bean said. “Take a look outside, make sure there’s nobody around.”
10: Telephone
Fritter Hollow had a telephone, but hardly anyone ever used it. Country-folk don’t need such things; if they
have something to say, that’s what fences are for. If the district office called, it was always to talk to someone in
charge about tying off tubes or wearing diaphragms or fertilizer costs or planting trees or water conservation. So
there isn’t much to say about telephones. The only reason they ever came into the lives. of the citizens of Fritter
Hollow was because of the episode when Talented Wu Wheatie Liu seventeen times, an incident that resulted in
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the loss of one of Maple Leaf’s eyes. Big Eye Liu at the district clinic later had this to say:
“You didn’t think of making a phone call? If you’d called the clinic, would she be blind in one eye today?”
Now that caused a real stir among the people.
In the final analysis, residents of Fritter Hollow thought about many things in their day-to-day lives: plows,
hoes, axes, spades, picks, baskets, hampers, creels, carrying poles, wicker ornaments, pickle vats, manure sacks,
rats, insects, dogs, pigs, donkeys, cows, cats, mules, goats, sheep, peppers, aniseed, salt, vinegar, children,
women, eating, sex, and more; but they never thought about telephones.
Until August 2, 1992, that is. That was five days after the death of Talented Wu, and Greater Principle Zhou’s
younger brother, Lesser Principle, suddenly thought about the telephone.
“Why doesn’t somebody call the epidemic-prevention station?”
Greater Principle Zhou spread himself across the counter and said to Scarface, “Let the epidemic-prevention
people come over and collect the body of that fucker Talented Wu.”
“Who will make the call?” Scarface asked as he handed over the telephone. “You?”
Greater Principle Zhou clammed up at that and rolled his eyes.
“You want me to offend Wheatie Liu?” He spat in disgust.
No one else advocated telephoning the district office either, even though the stench from the ripening corpse
was getting to them all, and they were dabbing wine on their upper lips to counteract it. Whose idea that was no
one knows, but soon everyone was doing it; even the notoriously henpecked Kiddie Wu managed to talk his wife
into giving him some wine, which he then guzzled down, having suffered a long dry spell.
11: How Do I Wrap This Up?
Comrade New Day Tian once said that telling a story is a bit like weaving a basket: hard to start and hard to
wrap up. But my stories seem to start out all right; it's wrapping them up that I have trouble with. This story about
Fritter Hollow is a case in point; I have no idea how to end it. But I’ll give it a try:
Neither Broad Bean Tian nor Scarface went straight home that day, since Wheatie Liu seemed to be softening his
position a bit. They talked and they cajoled until Wheatie Liu decided to go with the current; he gave the OK to bury
Talented Wu and put his own vengeance to rest. Broad Bean Tian and Scarface wasted no time getting on with the
preparations, heading immediately for Talented Wu’s home, where they were greeted with the revolting sight of a
steady stream of maggots crawling out the door.

Sorry, I can’t do it. That ending simply doesn’t work since in point of fact, it was Wheatie Liu who summoned
Broad Bean Tian, and not as I have given it above. This, then, is how the tale is supposed to end:
*
Without warning, Wheatie Liu summoned Broad Bean to his home. Seated all nice and proper, he smiled and
said, “Call the fucking epidemic-prevention station, and have them dispose of that murderer!”
Broad Bean could hardly believe his ears.
“You want me to call the district?” he asked with staring eyes.
“That’s right.”
It was another scorcher that day, and Broad Bean’s shirt was soaked through by the time he reached the country store, where several men were drinking. They were quickly let in on the news that Wheatie Liu had told Broad
Bean to phone the district.
12: Lime
Before I take up the matter of lime, I need to deal with the aftermath of Broad Bean’s telephone call to the district. The very next day, two very ordinary individuals—one tall, the other short, but enough of that—came to the
village; when they strode into Talented Wu’s courtyard, they drew the attention of Fritter Hollow villagers, who
followed behind them—at some distance—to see what they would do inside the house of Talented Wu, the murderer. Everyone had pretty much stayed clear of the place over the past six days, but now a few people rested
against the compound wall just in time to see the two district personnel come charging out of the house, ashen
faced, and run straight to the medium-sized tree outside his yard, where they emptied the contents of their
stomachs.
“What are those chickens doing in the yard?” someone asked.
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“Eating maggots!” one of the district personnel replied. He had been vomiting so energetically that tears clouded his eyes.
Repulsion quickly showed on the villagers’ faces.
“We have to spread some lime,” the man said, “and put something under our noses.”
Just before dark, Fritter Hollow villagers saw the two men from the district epidemic-prevention station enter
Talented Wu’s house and spread lime all over the floor; it showed up very white in the fading light of dusk but
was quickly marked up by chicken tracks.
That evening, villagers repeatedly chased chickens out of the yard, sending the squawking birds flying over the
wall in the direction of the tree.
How about that, enough of an ending for you? No? Then, how about this (briefly):
*
The day after the epidemic-prevention personnel spread lime in and around the house was yet another scorcher.
The villagers, having learned that Wheatie Liu had said it was OK to put Talented Wu into the ground, rushed
over to watch, turning it into a festive occasion and raising clouds of dust. There they saw Wheatie Liu, in his
straw hat, walk over to the shade of the tree in the company of the two district personnel; people at the rear of the
crowd were too far away to hear what was being said but not too far away to see the strangers put on rubber
gloves and spread a sheet of plastic on the ground, then dip their gauze masks in strong wine.
“Hell, I’ll go inside and take a look,” Wheatie Liu announced out of the blue.
Everyone close enough to hear him stared as he lit a cigarette, took several casual puffs followed by several
deep, violent ones. He then walked in the direction of Talented Wu’s house, scattering the hungry chickens as he
passed through the yard; one particular rooster knocked a bedpan off the wall and onto the head of a child on the
ground. The startled victim screeched in pain as blood trickled down his scalp.
Like everyone else, Broad Bean watched Wheatie Liu enter Talented Wu’s house; but instead of just standing
there, he felt compelled to go inside and take a look for himself. Picking up a nearby bottle, he dabbed some wine
on his upper lip, then stormed into Talented Wu’s yard. He had a fit of sneezing, which made him feel, if anything,
worse.
Talented Wu’s room was too dark for the men to see anything. So Broad Bean closed his eyes to accustom
them to the dim light; when he opened them, he was in for a shock. Wheatie Liu, who had lit the lamp, was
looking down into the face of the murderer Talented Wu and stabbing him over and over with a pointed stick—
always where the eyes had been.
“Scooping out maggots,” Wheatie Liu said as he looked up at Broad Bean. “Those damned things go straight
for the eyes,” he added without a pause in his violent stabbing.
Broad Bean heard a snapping sound, not particularly loud but loud enough to scare the hell out of him.
Wheatie Liu was holding half a stick in his hand; the other half was buried in one of Talented Wu’s eye sockets!
13: The True and Pinal Ending
Truth be told, I really don’t have anything to add to the above; force me, and I’ll say the obvious, that presently
they went ahead and buried Talented Wu. Closely related to this event was a trip to the county seat by Wheatie
Liu and his daughter, where she was fitted for a glass eye. Not much to that either, but since the thing had to be
taken out and washed on a regular basis, the following was bound to happen: one night, Maple Leaf removed the
eye and placed it in a drinking glass before going to bed, and Wheatie Liu came home from drinking with some
friends from the district office; feeling particularly thirsty, he picked up his daughter’s glass and gulped down
every last drop. You can guess the rest.
Sometime later, Wheatie Liu’s stomach started acting up, and he couldn’t move his bowels no matter what. He
went to see the district doctors, who put him through a rigorous examination of his digestive tract. When New
China Fan, a renowned internist, looked through his anoscope, he nearly keeled over. After regaining his
composure, he turned to the others and said something so funny they nearly died laughing:
“I’ve looked up a lot of assholes in my life, but this is the first time I’ve had one look back at me!”
*
And that, dear reader, is the end of my tale, except to say that Maple Leaf got another glass eye, and Wheatie
Liu regretted not gouging out one of the talented Wu’s eyes when he was alive, and so on and so forth …
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74.133 & 123.131 1. Family Chronicle Of A Wooden Bowl Maker 2. Floodtime: Two Short Stories\fn{by Jia
Pingwua (1958- )} Shanxi Province, China (M) 18
1
Way back during the Forties, in the county of Shanin, Shaanxi province, there was a great landlord by the name
Zhou, his given name being Shouwa. Within a circuit of over a hundred square li, all the land belonged to him.
Beyond the walls of the county seat, within an area of sixty li as far as Niantze Village, was a stretch of lowlands
surrounded on four sides by rocky hills. The soil was of that dark, rich quality especially fitted to growing opium.
All Zhou’s opium-growing tenants were settled in that area.
Every year during the lunar months of July and August, when the carrots were all pulled up, the poppy would
also be ready for harvesting. In those months the stems were waist-high, thick enough for a young cow to be lost
under the growth—and the flowers were white and beautiful to the eye. In the early mornings the farmers would
wind a blue, hand-woven belt around their waists and attach a gourd to the belt, this being the opium gourd. They
would then go into the fields, split open the bulb with their knives, and the milk-white fluid would appear. It
would turn black and congeal the moment it was released. The farmers would carefully scrape the sticky little
lump.
All this unprocessed opium was sold to landlord Zhou; circumventing him was out of the question. Of course,
the price was very low, but to the peasants it was still more profitable than growing corn or potatoes or peppers.
At that time opium dealing was ostensibly declared illegal by the government. But in reality most of the
military and most of the local officials as far down as the village elder were addicts. Moreover, Niantze district
was remote and secluded, so the opium traffic was carried on without interference.
Later, landlord Zhou, who monopolized the sale of opium, was killed in a feud with local bandits. His business
fell apart, but the local growers had become addicted and some of the smugglers had made fortunes, so the poppy
trade still continued. The locality seemed to possess an evil influence; some of the population made fortunes while
others went bankrupt; under this influence, the good people turned to evil ways, while the bad went from bad to
worse. Gradually the place became notorious as a haunt of bullies, hooligans, and roving bandits.
But always, as the saying goes, there are exceptions. The Huang family was one such exception. Years ago
Huang had also grown poppy on Zhou’s land like all his ancestors. His grandfather was an addict who, when
oyerpowered by craving, became a shivering, tearful bundle, a disgusting sight; in desperation he would crawl
into the poppy fields and roll some unprocessed opium, and he finally died in misery. After his death, Huang’s
grandmother vowed that no member of the Huang family would ever touch opium. Only when one of them was
ill, suffering from a toothache or diarrhea, would they be allowed to drink some water soaked with the poppy
husk, or boiled with poppy leaves.
Soon after the downfall of landlord Zhou, Huang’s grandmother and both his parents died, and Huang was left
on his own. He gave up poppy growing entirely. Thus, he was very poor. In spite of his healthy way of living and
the hard work he put into farming his parcel of land, he still could not feed himself, and so he acquired a trade:
making wooden bowls. At age thirty, then, he became an itinerant craftsman, going the rounds in the countryside,
making wooden bowls on order.
The fact is, Shan County never boasted of a pottery; all through the generations, the population bought their
pots from the tradesmen of Yao County. So in those times, a piece of pottery was worth a lot of money. Very few
families could afford a set of bowls. As for the children’s eating bowls, which were often dropped and broken,
they were invariably wooden ones. So wooden bowls were greatly in demand, and Huang was able to maintain a
living. At the age of thirty-six, he became pretty well known. He managed to take for his wife a one-eyed woman,
and he fathered a son. That is to say, he finally managed to set up a family. But as a bowl maker he could not earn
enough to keep his wife and son. The villagers advised him to try a hand at poppy growing, but he would resist.
“That is not a reliable business!” he would say. The villagers would shake their heads over his stubbornness.
But Huang had stumbled on the right path after all. In 1949 the People’s Liberation Army descended into the
hills and opium became illegal. Those who made fortunes by the opium trade lost their lives, or as the saying
goes, “Their heads made a change of habitation.” The addicts deprived of sustenance lay shivering in bed.
Huang congratulated himself secretly. He held steadfast to the belief that keeping on the right track reaps its
own reward. After the land reform he was allotted land. He did not give up making bowls, but worked harder than
ever on the land.
Thirty years elapsed in the twinkling of an eye. Huang became an old man, his back stooped in the shape of a
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lobster; his son was as tall as the garden wall and he was married and had children of his own,
For the last three decades after the liberation, because of the numerous political turmoils that racked the nation,
Huang.stopped his little business of making wooden bowls; he had given up all hope of handing down this craft.
But now in his old age, the policy of the government changed. Formerly, peasants had no land; then the
Communist party gave them land. Now that the land was in their own hands, the Communist party reminded the
peasants that their vision of the future should not be limited to tilling the soil. Understandably, the old man was
full of hope and fear at the turn of things. He summoned his son and said:
“My son, I have been living in this world for more than sixty years. The land is still the same land, but the
population has doubled and trebled; now the government encourages us peasants to undertake trade and industry.
That is sensible advice for ensuring peace and prosperity to the country and to the people. Now I’ve been thinking, why don’t we restore our family tradition of making wooden bowls instead of staying home and staring at the
land all day long!”
“That is true,” the son replied. “I have also been thinking of turning my hand to something.”
So father and son shouldered their axes and went into the mountains and gathered clumps of willow and
walnut and pine suitable for carving out.
Old Huang’s art was ripe. It had mellowed with the years. His son cut the clumps roughly into the shape of a
bowl and the old man would hollow out a bottom for the bowl and then apply it to the shaver. In the old days the
shaver was fixed onto a mill set on a wooden stump. When the mill was set revolving, a bowl would be carved
into shape in half a day. But now with electricity (and Huan’'s son's facility with electrical gadgets) a bowl could
be carved in an hour. The whole family rejoiced.
But after practicing their art for two weeks, the son gave up. Sales of the bowls were very bad. Most families,
it seemed, were only interested in porcelain bowls. So the son lost interest. His father said to him:
“My son, you are envious of those in the village who are doing business in transportation and brick making.
Yes, they can get rich overnight, but our art is longstanding. Thirty years ago—”
The son knew that Old Huang was going to repeat his homilies about shunning opium and interrupted him:
“Yes, yes, I know you were right about that. But now times are changed. Clinging to your old art won’t get you
anywhere.” The father was going to remonstrate, but the son cut him short.
“You are too old to understand, I refuse to talk to you.”
Old Huang was furious, of course, and abused his son soundly. The son was equally furious. The old father
was full of sorrow and anger, but age was against him; he puttered about helpless. Certainly the world belonged to
the young nowadays. But when he saw his son running about without direction, he said to himself:
“All right, let’s wait and see what you’re worth—a dragon or a worm. Try being on your own and then you’ll
know what having a father means …”
The son was a very clever fellow, but a whole month passed and still he had not decided on any kind of work.
He had no capital to start with, so could not buy a tractor or truck; also he did not want to smuggle wood and
herbal medicine and evade government inspection. What could he do, stranded in this valley, so far away from
town and city? He would return home empty-handed every evening, sit at the table, and consume bowl after bowl
of food.
“There’s no more salt in the house,” Old Huang would say. “You better go and buy some. I cannot feed you
and your wife and son on nothing.”
The boy knew his father was making fun of him. He would shrug as if he didn’t care, but then he would lie
awake all night.
On the second day of the second lunar month, there was no rain, only rumbling thunder. According to local
tradition, on this day thunder without rain is the herald of spring, when all the earth wakes up to a new life. But
young Huang was still oppressed. He didn’t remain home to eat the traditional stir-fried corn beans but went
glumly to a former classmate’s house to drink. He came back at midnight. Stumbling drunkenly in the wheat
fields behind the village, he came across a piglet lying on the ground, wailing piteously.
“Whose pig is this?” he cried out three times, but there was no answer. He cursed the careless housewife that
let a piglet run loose at night and, scooping up the piglet in his arms, walked home, thinking to return it to its
owner the next day.
Back home he dumped the little animal on the floor in the middle room. After explaining the situation to his
wife, he fell asleep.
Strangely, nobody came to claim the piglet. Old Huang looked it over, saw that it was perfect on every point as
far as piglets go.
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“Perhaps this is not a lost pig!” he exclaimed. “Maybe it was purposely thrown away.”
The son then looked at the piglet’s tail and saw that it was flat and turned up twice. In this area there is a superstition that piglets whose tails are flat-shaped and turn up in two circles are the embodiments of lamb and will be
devoured by wolves. There were a lot of wolves in the vicinity and nobody would risk raising such unlucky
piglets. Old man Huang picked up the piglet by its hind legs and was on the point of throwing it out again, but his
son stopped him.
“This is just a local superstition—not grounded in truth. I want to raise this piglet, and let the wolf come if it
dares!”
The old man could not dissuade his son. From that moment on, young Huang had his hands full. He couldn’t
service this piglet more devotedly if it were his wife. He would personally prepare all its meals. Then he would
watch it eat and eat until the silly thing straddled with legs apart, unable to move. And the piglet filled out like a
balloon. In the eighth lunar month, it was killed and produced one hundred and twenty jin of meat. When sold,
along with the head, the trotters, the heart, the liver, and other innards, the meat fetched eighty-five yuan and three
jiao.
Old Huang was clearly impressed. He thought to himself, My son must be born for great things. Except for
young Huang, the inauspicious piglet would not have been preserved; it would have turned up for a wolfs
breakfast long ago. He told his son:
“Since this has turned out so well and you are not good at other things anyway, why don’t you keep on raising
pigs? Winter has come. There’s plenty of carrots. I suggest you buy and raise another piglet.”
Young Huang went to market several times but never brought back any piglet. Just when his father thought he
had somehow changed his mind, one day young Huang brought back two half-grown pigs of eighty jin each. The
old man was disgusted and ordered his wife not to raise a finger to help with feeding.
“This is pure nonsense!” he exclaimed. “Such big eaters they are. They each cost thirty to forty yuan for a start.
How much will they ever make?”
The son did not mind what his father said. He kept feeding his pigs steamed carrots and sweet potatoes. The
two pigs were big-boned, but would not put on flesh. Their reddish hair hung on them forlornly. But two months
later, the pair shed their layer of hair and began to puff out, milky white and sheeny, like a pair of young cows,
Huang the younger sold them to the state collector and made a net profit of one hundred yuan for each.
With this two hundred yuan, young Huang did not rush out on a buying spree. Instead he laid out his profit on
four eighty-jin half-grown pigs and a load of corn, which he ground and mixed with sweet potatoes and carrots
and fed to the pigs. At the end of the year, he made another five hundred yuan.
Huang the younger’s raising of half-grown pigs was a success story in the whole of Niantze Village. He was
the object of universal envy and emulation. Everybody in the village gave up raising piglets and threw themselves
into raising half-grown pigs and force-feeding them with high-quality grain, in the hope of making quick money.
Young Huang contemplated them with amusement while he strolled along the market studying different trends.
He decided to stop buying half-grown pigs. Instead he brought back a big bulky sow. His entire family protested.
“You have just now found the key to success,” cried his father, “and now you’re up to some new nonsense.
Nowadays sows are not worth a cent.”
“But, Father, don’t you realize, precisely because nobody is raising piglets anymore, there’ll be a scarcity of
half-grown ones. As sows are cheap, this is the best time to buy. You just sit and watch.”
True to the son’s predictions, the sow gave birth to twelve little piglets, all warm and pudgy and cute. Just
when they started running about to look for food, there was a scarcity of pigs in the market, especially of piglets,
and their price soared. Huang the younger brought his month-old pigs to the market; he would not sell them
piecemeal. No! He sold them by weight, three yuan, five jiao for every jin, and his brood sold out in a matter of
minutes.
In the mountainous areas, there was not much outlet for side industries. Pig raising was considered a real bonus. Nearly every family undertook pig raising; some invested all their savings, looking on pigs as vital as their
own heart, liver, and life pulse—their only god of good fortune. Raising pigs was something like planting a seer
of gold and growing forth a tree that sheds gold coins without end.
By then, though, young Huang had stopped raising pigs. He had made eight hundred yuan by several deals.
With two hundred, he repaired the middle room, which had been leaking; he spent another hundred on a cupboard
and a square table and another on clothes for the family so that everybody turned out respectably clad.
“You are old,” he said to his father. “You should give up making wooden bowls.”
“You have just made a few yuan and you better not put on airs before me!” Old Huang retorted. “Do you think
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your little deals will last you forever? As for my wooden bowls, indeed there is only a small market, but all my
old customers are loyal. I don’t make much, of course, but I don’t stand to lose. A man’s life stretches out in front
of him. How long do you think your few hundred yuan will last?”
The father kept to his old craft, professing to have no envy of his son’s rise in fortune. The son shrugged and
let him be.
Pig raising turned the tide in Huang the younger’s fortunes, and now that he suddenly stopped raising pigs, the
village was intrigued.
One day the old man journeyed into the northern mountains to sell his wooden bowls and his son accompanied him. There were a lot of sheep in the mountains. Every family raised one or two, primarily for meat,
and also for the milk to feed their cows. The mountain people refused to drink sheep milk themselves, though,
considering the taste repulsive.
Huang bought five head of sheep at fifteen yuan each and milked them every night. When the milk was
plenteous, he got as much as five jin from each sheep, altogether making twenty-five jin a night. He would store
the milk carefully and, hitching it to his bicycle, pedal himself to the workers’ residence area ten li away. The
factory workers had plenty of money and were mostly southerners who were concerned over nutrition. Huang’s
twenty-five jin of milk would, therefore, be sold instantly. He would start out at dawn and come back before the
morning was over—an easy way to make money. Thus, after six months, he bought another three head of sheep
and had heaps of money in his pockets. He was the envy of the village.
The other villagers had great difficulty selling their pigs to the state collector because of the surplus. The
peasants in need of ready money to buy supplies for the New Year Festival killed their pigs themselves and sold
the pork cheap. Most of them couldn’t even make a profit.
In their apish ways they next started to follow Huang the younger in raising sheep for milk. In a very short
time, the whole village was roaming with sheep, but some sheep owners turned to cheating for profit and would
distill the milk with a lot of water, and the reputation of the local milk was damaged. Huang the younger could not
get rid of his eight sheep on the spur of the moment., so he started to drive them to the workers’ residence area. He
took his time, playing on his mouth organ, while the sheep, also in no hurry, would nibble at fresh grass and a
drink of the pure mountain water. When they reached the residence area, Huang would milk his sheep just as the
customer ordered it, ensuring the quality of his goods and thus taking away the business of his dishonest competitors. This notion of selling fresh milk was a novelty. Everybody in the village was impressed by his originality
and astuteness. Even his bowl-carving father thought his son’s head might not be so empty after all.
Just when his business was at its best, Huang the younger, to everybody’s surprise, sold his eight head of
sheep. He went to Linbao County of the province of Henan and for the price of two yuan, five jiao brought back
thirteen Holland-breed chickens. During the long journey back, by bus and train, by water route and land route, by
day and night, five of the thirteen chickens died. Those chicks were not particularly big, but very solid. Their
color was a bright yellow, with a reddish haze. The villagers proclaimed that success had gone to his head and that
Huang the younger would make a mess of his business yet. They would ask him:
“Is this the phoenix that you have transported from afar?”
“Yes,” he would answer.
“And will this phoenix lay you eggs of silver and gold?”
Of course he could understand the implications, but he would answer all the same, “Wait and see.”
Ten days passed and then twenty. Still nothing happened. The newly bought chickens had nothing to show. All
the villagers who raised chickens gathered eggs every day; when they took their eggs to the state collectors, they
would pass by Huang’s gate on purpose. Holding an egg against the sun, they would exclaim how big their eggs
were.
Huang the younger ignored them.
Old man Huang’s sixty-fifth birthday came around, and he went to buy several yuan of eggs from his chickenraising neighbor.
“Isn’t your own son raising chickens?” asked the neighbor.
“I don’t call that raising chickens. That’s playing with pigeons.”
“But pigeons lay eggs too! Everybody says that your son is capable of wonders, even able to pick a star from
the skies.”
At that, Old Huang blushed, ashamed of his son. The old man walked back home and scolded his son for letting his success get to his head. He ordered Huang the younger to kill all the good-for-nothing chickens who were
wasting feed. Needless to say, the son kept his chickens.
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And on the twenty-ninth day, the chickens began to lay. Each and everyone of their eggs was heavier by one
liang than ordinary eggs. He stored up a basketful very soon, but kept the news to himself. Of these eggs, he
would neither eat nor sell so much as a single one. He hatched them all, getting eighty-three chicks. Ten died and
twelve were male. The remaining matured and started laying. Huang would collect dozens of eggs every day. He
sold all his eggs to the local Agricultural Technical. Center, at five jiao each.
The news spread and the whole county was stunned. Everybody was talking about the superior quality of the
Holland-breed chickens and buying the new breed from the technical center. Huang was the only supplier. For a
whole year he had not made money, but now the money came pouring in.
When the Holland-breed chickens were popularized in the whole district, young Huang turned to planting
sugar-leaf chrysanthemums, and the next year he planted saplings on part of his land. When the saplings were
grown, the campaign to plant trees was in full force. Each sapling sold for three jiao, five fen—nine times more
profitable than planting grain.
Since starting his business with raising pigs, young Huang had put aside something after every deal to expand
his business. When he finally sold off his saplings, he had six thousand in the bank. He bought himself a fourwheeled tractor and took to long-distance transportation. In the last few years the mountain people had become
rich and all had their eyes fixed on a tractor. But the mountain area was too far removed from the city to get
enough business orders, while the price of gas went up. Clearly there was not money to be made by tractor transportation.
Huang the younger made twenty thousand and decided to stop. He went to the county capital and then to the
provincial capital. He came back one day in great haste to borrow money, saying he planned to buy a bus and start
a bus line from Niantze Village to the provincial capital.
“Nowadays everybody is doing business. The buses are overcrowded. Running round-trip every other day, I’ll
have all the business I can handle. I’ll get back my capital in the matter of a twelvemonth. That will mean having
a bus of my own for nothing.”
Old Huang had lighted a match when his son was speaking. He was so astounded by this news that he held the
match in midair and only remembered it when the fire burned his fingers.
“Oh, my son,” he cried, “I am no match for you. The young have taken over the world. But there’s a limit to
everything. The best policy is to leave well enough alone. There is no end to the money one can make. Remember
the adage: the highest tree collects the strongest wind to itself You must not raise yourself too high over others.
Now our whole family is prosperous. It is time to stop. One step too far will lead us straight into trouble. Remember in that time when everybody was raising poppy—”
“Yes, yes, I know all that. But these are the 1980s. The world is far beyond your imagination. Why don’t you
go out and see it for yourself? And anyway, I’m not stealing or robbing anybody. How can I bring trouble on you
or the family?”
Old Huang saw that the son was flush with recent success. The young, he thought to himself, never look backward. They just plunge on, not caring to leave a stepping-stone for retreat. That night he murmured his fears to his
wife.
Even during the day he had no peace of mind. His heart was full of evil forebodings. Under these circumstances he set greater store than ever by his bowl making. He told his wife:
"I keep carving out wooden bowls, not for the money but so that our son, and then his son, will have
something to fall back on. Just you wait and see. What are we anyway, that our son should be so rich? It is not
right, and will bring evil in its wake.”
Huang the younger went ahead and bought his bus and hired a driver at a monthly salary of eighty yuan and
started his round-trip bus line from the township where the commune was seated to the provincial capital. He himself could not drive, but he went along with the bus, selling tickets while learning to drive. The peasants flocked
to use the bus and business was excellent.
This spectacular success astounded all seven counties of the region. Some jealous souls, however, banded
together and wrote letters accusing the young Huang of stealing business away from the state-controlled transportation service. Before the month was over, the transportation authorities of the region ordered Huang to close
down his operation.
The bus line stopped operating. In the village some were indignant, some sympathetic, and some were gleeful.
“Socialism prevails after all,” one villager said. “Huang the younger is rightly punished for turning capitalist.”
“Just give up and forget it,” Old Huang advised his son. “Let them confiscate the car. You should offer incense
to the gods that you are not sitting in jail! How could you believe that your good fortune will last forever! Don’t
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you see, when you first made money, people envied you, but conceded that you are quite a character; then when
your good fortune grew out of bounds, you lost your neighbors’ good opinion.”
Huang the younger was very downcast. He wrapped his bedroll around himself and stayed in bed for three
days.
On the fourth day he hired a lawyer to represent him in court.
It worked. He won his case. His bus started running again.
The day his business resumed, young Huang decorated the bus with bands of red silk tied to the front, then
stood up on the top of the bus and let off a string of firecrackers. The scene was one mass of lively sound and
color. The entire village joined young Huang in his victory celebration.
Within six months all the buses in the region had been rented out as private enterprise. But the young Huang
had already made thirty thousand yuan, far in excess of his investment. The villagers speculated that this young
Huang was not an ordinary mortal, that he was probably going to start a chain of bus lines.
But he didn’t. He didn’t touch the thirty thousand, but added another twenty borrowed from the bank and hired
a building contractor to build him a four-story building at the foot of the hill in front of the mountain.
The building was quite imposing; it could be seen eight or ten li away.
On the day it was fInished, the young Huang, dressed as if for a special occasion, went to the county township and invited over to the site the head of the county, the head of the local bureau of education, the head of the
commune, the head of the local primary school. He called these officials together and publicly announced that he
was offering the new building to the local school.
*
A framed certificate of honor now hangs in the middle room of the Huang household. The story of a peasant
donating a school building made headlines in all the provincial papers. Meanwhile, young Huang’s bus operation
continues to thrive.
One reporter asked Huang the younger for the secret of his constant success.
“Were you born lucky?”
Young Huang smiled and pointed to his wife.
“It’s all due to her.”
Everybody was nonplussed and looked to the wife. Huang’s wife then revealed that she had three brothers, one
working in the provincial research institute of policy, one in the agricultural bureau, and one as the head of a
factory in a neighboring province. Whenever young Huang wanted to start something new, he would always
consult his brothers-in-law.
When the young man was being interviewed, Old Huang was not at home. He was out selling his wooden
bowls. Actually he avoided the reporters on purpose. At the moment he was sitting on the doorstep of one of his
faithful customers, enjoying his pipe.
“This wooden bowl is a real treasure,” he was saying. “Porcelain looks better, of course, but porcelain bowls
break easily and, once broken, they cause heartache. Whereas this wooden bowl will not break if dropped. If it
does break, your heart need not ache over it. Now, don’t look down on handicrafts; handicrafts endure. You’ll not
burst with profit, but on the other hand, you won’t starve. The old saying holds: a trickle of water flows long.
Mark my word: keeping to your place always ensures good relations with your neighbors.”
2
This year, 1985 that is, the Zhou River flooded again in August.
At first the rain fell in vast sheets, which was not a good omen; and at night, while the lamps were still lit, rats
began climbing up the posts to the rafters, first one, then a second, a third, and a fourth. More than anything else,
Old Man Shou hated rats. He would take down two traps to catch them and, if he succeeded, would pour kerosene
over them and light them, letting them burn themselves up as they writhed about. But this time he felt a twinge in
his heart. Three rats stole upward at once. The first and last were big, and the one in the middle was very small.
All four of its feet scrambling as it squeaked endlessly, it had to be an infant. To Old Man Shou it seemed to be
saying: A flood! A flood!
Seeing another of the world’s sentient beings crowded together up there on the rafters, he was filled by a surge
of sympathy. He didn’t feel like sleeping. He carried out wooden boards and logs from the inner room. Braving
the rain under the sky-piercing elm in front of his door, he began twining and binding together a wooden raft,
using the body of the tree as an axle shaft. A glance around the neighborhood showed the old folks were all out

672

binding rafts under the sky-piercing elms in front of each house.
“Old Shou, can you manage?”
“Yeah, but I don’t have enough strength in my hands. I can’t twist the wire tight.”
“Just tie it up with kudzu vine. How high could the water get?”
“There’s no telling! The water could be here by first watch, couldn’t it?”
“Manman really didn’t come home?”
“It looks like he won’t be coming.”
“Better to plant an elm than raise a kid.”
Old Man Shou didn’t make any answer. Squinting his eyes, he looked upward from the roots of the skypiercing elm. The tree bored up into the sky, so tall you couldn’t see the top, shining white in the blackness like a
pillar of light shooting upward. That elm had been planted when the house was built; they all planted elms when
they built their houses. Just as when you waded the Zhou River, you spotted exactly where you would get out of
the water as you went in; or when you built a stove, you fixed the outhouse. The sky-piercing elm in front of each
house was a soldier who guarded the home.
“Maintain an army for a thousand days and use it for an hour.” These sky-piercing elms were used once every
year in August.
Old Man Shou finally finished twining the raft together, packed his everyday things into wooden boxes, and
moved these onto the raft. Altogether there were eight boxes, all built by Manman. A few years ago Manman
would have taken a load of kindling and wanted to put that on the raft, too. Now he ignored the matter entirely,
wasn’t concerned about any of it!
Old Man Shou took the cash he had saved and put it all in a leather wallet which he tied tightly to his belt. He
leaned a wooden ladder against the eaves, using a rope to fasten its base to the roots of the elm. Then he took his
wife’s memorial picture down from the wall, hung it on the crossbar of the door, and gazed at it as he smoked a
water pipe.
“The water will come in the first watch,” he told her. “Don’t be scared. As soon as the water reaches the base
of the stairs, I’ll tuck your picture in my shirt and carry it up to the roof. Manman didn’t come home—not just
Manman. Seven or eight out of every ten sons of our village didn’t come back. Anyway, how bad could the flood
be? Every year it floods, and then in half a day the water goes down. Our village is in a lucky spot.”
The picture of his wife had been taken three years before she died, and in it she looked kind and gentle. Old
Man Shou started recollecting all sorts of things, remembering only her good points. Although they had been man
and wife a long time, they hadn’t had the fortune to live together very much of it. He was the manager of a
medicine shop in Zhou City and only came home once a month. She always treated him like an honored guest.
Whatever he wanted, she did for him. He felt that she saw him not as her own man but as her leader, and yet she
was always so warm and courteous. He thought that this was because they weren’t together very often, and that
when he retired and returned to the village, things might change.
But then before he had retired, his wife fell ill. Manman brought his mother to Zhou City to see a doctor. This
did no good, so Manman took her to the hospital in the provincial capital, saying that in ten or fifteen days, after
she was well, they would be back. They were gone forty-five days. Forty-five days later Manman came back,
looking dark and thin and carrying a big bundle on his back. Old Man Shou asked, “What about your mother?”
and Manman answered, “I’m carrying her.” He put down the bundle, which turned out to be a small cinerary
casket! Manman’s mother hadn’t gotten well while she was in the provincial hospital. She had closed her eyes and
died.
After crying a while, Manman had assumed responsibility himself and taken his mother’s corpse to be
cremated. Old Man Shou had been good-tempered all his life, but he cursed his son then for the first time!
However, the deed was already done, so all he could do was build a wooden coffin, place the casket in it, and then
give her a second funeral. He made a burial mound at the foot of his mother’s and father’s graves.
“Since when do peasants have cremations?”
Every time Old Shou brought the matter up after this, he would berate Manman,
“It’s cruel enough that she died away from home, but you had to go and leave her soul to drift aimlessly. Our
ancestor’s graveyard is in a lucky spot. Burying her here in this good grave would have been good for sons and
grandsons!”
Even though Old Man Shou had been a manager in a medicine shop, several decades of experience had given
him only a sketchy knowledge of medicine. Chinese philosophy begins by intuiting the whole and grasping the
world through yin and yang and the five elements. Old Man Shou had learned to consider the direction of
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mountains and streams, the abode of yin and the home of yang, through the primary elements of Chinese
medicine—metal, wood, water, fire, and earth. Aside from his belief in the moral wisdom of the phrase “When a
leaf falls, it returns to the roots,” the only reason for his persistence in wanting to return to this village after
retirement was that he couldn’t give up this piece of land where he had been born and raised and where his
mother, father, and wife were buried.
The rain was still falling, incessantly and soundlessly, and the sky was so black you couldn’t see a single star.
A few rats ran up from the rain-soaked earth to the steps. In confusion they sped past under his feet, climbing the
posts to the rafters, and an instant later he heard a muffled roar followed by the sound of a bell. The bell was rung
by Lower Bend Village. Every year they built the river dikes up high in front of that village, and every year there
was a crisis. Old Man Shou imagined the dikes once again crawling with men like ants, as they cut wood and
carried sacks of sand to plug the dike. He calmly extinguished the papery ashes of his tobacco and put the oil
lamp chimney on a lantern that burned methane made from pig urine. Carrying this, he fastened his wife’s picture
around his neck, draped a straw rain cape over his shoulders, put on a rain hat, and climbed up the ladder to the
roof. The cat, which ate rice but not rats and was so fat it shone, also climbed up by way of the ladder. People
were sitting on each house, riding the backs of their homes as if they were playing a game of riding horses.
The buildings of the village had not been laid out neatly to begin with because the back of the village leaned up
against the Luo Mountains. The main peak of the Luo Mountains was very high, its sides sloping gently
downwards like two arms coiled in an embrace. “Leaning up against a mountain,” that really made for a lucky
location. The mountains across the river were called the Mang Peaks and had five sawtooth-like summits. The
abode of the yang, or the southern-facing windows and doors, had to face those peaks exactly in order to be
properly situated, but since the wisdom of each geomancer was different, the position of each family’s house was
different too. Some were set exactly along a north-south axis, some northwest-southeast, northeast-southwest, or
slightly west and slightly east. At this time, with a person and a methane lantern on every roof, they weren’t
panic-stricken, as if facing some great calamity. Instead, they looked casually toward the Zhou River as they
called out to each other and carried on a conversation.
“The water is up to the steps.”
“It’s over the steps, and the rafts are floating!”
“Do you think the dikes of Lower Bend Village will hold?”
“That village is in an unlucky spot. When the river reaches there, it’s ‘evil water’!”
“Aiya! The rafts are already so high. It’s a big flood this year!”
“It won’t go over the window tops.”
“Will our earthen walls hold?”
“No problem, even if the water reaches the eaves, it’s no problem. It’ll still go back down.”
“The water had better not reach the eaves! If something really happened, there aren’t many strong young
people in the village.”
It was lonely on the rooftops. Although the older folks had never in their lifetimes experienced a flood that
covered the eaves, the clouds in the sky were unfathomable, and if by any chance the water did reach the level of
the eaves … They all held their breaths and didn’t speak. Suddenly Old Man Shou spoke out,
“Moon River didn’t flood, did it?” The nature of this question was originally to free them from the tension, but
there was an immediate answer.
“The rain falls from the same heaven, how could Moon River not flood?”
“Then how could they be panning for gold?”
“Even if they aren’t panning for gold, they won’t think of coming home!”
“Their hearts are hard!”
It was their sons and daughters they reproached. As they watched the rafts floating up alongside the skypiercing elms, their resentment against their children’s unfiliality suddenly intensified.
“Let it flood and drown us all and see whether they come back!”
“They’d be even less likely to come back then.”
“The water can’t rise any higher.” Old Man Shou again changed the subject to ease the tension.
“Our ancestors built our village on this spot. A flood won’t wipe us out.”
“And once the water goes down, we won’t have to fertilize our fields.”
“The day after tomorrow, when boats can travel the Zhou River, let’s go to the sand banks of Moon River and
look for them. Brother Shou, will you go call Manman to come home?”
“I’ll go.”
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The water in fact reached the tops of the windows and then didn’t rise any further. But it wouldn’t recede until
tomorrow after breakfast. This was their experience over the years, and that meant that the people on their roofs
would have to ride the backs of their homes straight through until tomorrow morning after breakfast. None of
them felt like sleeping. Wide-eyed, they watched the roofs, the rafts already near the roofs, and the wooden boxes
on the rafts. Old Man Shou caressed the portrait of his wife he held to his chest, saying to her in his heart, it’s
nothing, nothing. This place of ours is lucky. Your grave was covered, but once the water recedes, I’ll tend to it.
Then he watched the cat, which had stayed snuggled close beside him, crying in a very soft and gentle fashion, its
eyes shining with a greenish light. Suddenly someone called out sharply,
“Look, a demon woman has come up to the river’s surface!”
Old Man Shou, too, immediately looked toward the surface of the Zhou River. It seemed to him that his eyes
shone green like the cat’s. He looked in the direction of a cliff in a backwater bend. At first there was a ball of
light, red inside and bordered with blue. This spun upwards, then following the river’s surface moved down until
it was almost in a straight line with the village, where it abruptly extinguished. Following it, another ball
appeared, and another, flashing and then dying out.
Even those villagers who had not seen it before with their own eyes, all knew about this extraordinary sight.
The Zhou River flowed a few thousand miles from end to end, and the whole way it was a big river with big
bends. When it reached that cliff, which was also the place where the left arm of the Luo Mountains stretched
down and ended in a steep, round-topped hill, it suddenly made a lazy little bend. The village was located on this
bend. The terrain there was not at all high, and the soil was extremely fertile. Every year when the river rose, the
water flooded the fields and the houses, but there was no history of it washing away the soil or destroying the
homes. It was a backwater, so all depended on this steep cliff. The cliff was dark and precipitous next to the river,
allowing only strange trees, like coiled dragons, to sprout there. Their foliage wasn’t thick in spring, summer, or
autumn, but red clouds\fn{A kind of tree fungus.} would hang on them, like bright drops of blood. Seen from a
distance in the winter, the cliff would seem to be cracked with crevices. If you went closer by boat, you could see
roots like cast iron, stubbornly twined onto the rock wall, like a relief sculpture.
But of any ten wooden boats that went near the bank, eight or nine would not return. Floating smoothly on the
surface of the water, the boat would begin to spin as it approached and then suddenly stand on end and sink. Of
those who fell in the water, one able swimmer escaped with his life to report that there was a whirlpool there, as
fierce as a tornado. The face of the person who spoke was bloodless, as if he were telling of the underworld. After
this, cargo boats that passed by never again dared go close to that cliff. And yet there were figures carved in it,
which didn’t look quite like men or animals, and no one knew what person had carved these figures, or when.
Once, after Manman had been away from the village for some time, he came back and said,
"Those figures are called ‘cliff carvings.’ They were carved by people in ancient times. What's more, there is a
book in which someone particularly mentions the carvings here.”
Of course carvings on a cliff are called “cliff carvings.” Who needed Manman to tell him that? Old Man Shou
asked Manman what the function of those cliff carvings was, and Manman answered,
“In the book it said that the ancient people used them to pacify the water demons.”
Manman had gotten glib since leaving the village. Everything was what someone had written in a book. Since
it was supposed to pacify the water demons, then why did the water demons still come out each time there was a
big flood? No other place had these balls of light, they only appeared at this cliff, and they didn’t appear on
ordinary days, but only when there was a big flood. Even Manman was baffled. He opened his mouth but couldn’t
explain it.
Old Man Shou, however, felt deep gratitude toward this cliff and the appearance of the balls of light that were
water demons. His knowledge of the principles of yin and yang and the five elements wasn’t profound, and he
couldn’t explain why these water demons existed, but he believed that they weren’t a bad thing. In fact, it was just
because things were this way that the soil of this bend was so rich and this village had never been destroyed. This
was the luckiest spot along the entire Zhou River.
But Manman and this younger generation were ungrateful and looked down on the land of this bend. They
looked down on this village!
“These water demons are really strange. As soon as they move in front of the village, they disappear!”
“The water demons protect this bend of ours.”
“Our village really is in a lucky spot.”
“It’s an evil thing that Manman and the others don’t return.”
“Could the fortune of our location be washed away because they’ve all run to the outside?”
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“It couldn’t, could it? Won’t they have to return when they get old?”
*
It’s all one sky, and there's only one sun. When the Zhou River flooded, Moon River flooded too. The rock
base of the hollow dug in the river’s sandbank had been revealed and in the first afternoon they had panned
twenty-five grams of gold. But just as they were saying their luck was good, water flooded the hollow. Manman
swore crudely, and his companions made fun of him,
“Manman, city folk don’t say ‘X his mother!’ Be a little more civilized.”
“I’ll screw his mother!”
Having said this, Manman then laughed himself. They all laughed, but when they stopped, they began to feel
bitter and all fell silent. Returning to the household where they were lodging, they drank spirits.
The owner of the house was a hunchback, wretched in appearance but a crafty schemer. Seeing that there was
gold in the sand, he kept watch over Moon River, but he didn’t have the strength to dig out a hollow and pan for
the gold. Besides taking in rent from the outsiders who came to pan, he would collect their sodden grass shoes and
wash them out in the gold panning tray. Manman and the others drank themselves into a stupor, pursuing
whatever talk suited them. They’d utter a sentence or two and laugh a bit, or if something painful was mentioned,
curse resentfully for a while. The hunchback picked up the several pairs of grass shoes at the door and went to the
river’s edge. After a long while he came back, his face gleeful.
“Uncle Hunchback, did you see color again?”
“I did! I tell you, as long as I have this life, it doesn’t matter if I go to sleep only in the middle of the night and
have to get up early. It’s a stick of gold!”
“A stick of gold?”
It was indeed a stick of gold, gleaming yellow in the bottom of the hunchback’s pan, the length of a finger and
the thickness of a needle point. It shone but was white in the middle.
“There’s not only gold in Moon River, there’s quicksilver, too. This is a piece of gold corroded by mercury,
otherwise why would it turn white?”
“Uncle Hunchback, you sly old bugger, you always make a cheap profit. We aren’t going to let you pick
through our shoes any more!”
“I can get gold even without picking through your shoes. In the twenty-fourth year of the Republic,\fn{ 1935.} I
passed by the riverbank on my way to cut grass and picked up a piece as big as a mung bean.”
“Okay, so your fate is good. Let’s play a few games of mahjongg.”\fn{A popular gambling game.}
“Manman, are you still holding a grudge against me? You’re on a losing streak, and my luck is right. You want
to give me all the bills in your pocket?”
Without a word, Manman snorted and flung the empty liquor bottle out the door where it exploded noisily. The
mahjongg pieces clattered and toppled over on the table.
“Manman, there you go again! Are you drunk?”
The hunchback’s daughter, Yunyun, stood in the door, brows raised and eyes fixed on Manman. Yunyun’s eyes
were venomous, the eyes of a snake. Manman wilted, his gaze falling on Yunyun’s white feet clad in plastic
sandals. Behind her feet were those two snow-white dogs, docile and obedient. Manman left the table dejectedly,
climbed the ladder upstairs, bored his way into his own bedding, and fell asleep.
The water in the river flowed on, roiling and seething. Agitated and impetuous, it bit and chewed at the rocks
on the banks, chewed at the homes on the banks, and at the outsiders, come to pan for gold, who were lodging in
these homes. Darkness came but Manman didn’t get up; he didn’t regain consciousness that whole night. The next
day at noon, when the big red sun was seeping in through the holes in the ceiling, Manman came downstairs. His
eyes were swollen from sleep.
“It’s cleared, Manman, the river’s gone down!”
“Who cares? Let it flood all it wants to!”
That’s what he said, but still a few people stepped out of the house and went to the sand bank to take a look.
The difference in Moon River’s water level when it rained and when it didn’t was dramatic, like the change in the
face of a woman or child who is quick to cry and quick to laugh. Already there were a lot of people there opening
up new hollows. A stretch of white thatching grass along the bank had been submerged by the water but hadn’t
been flattened. It stood with leaves and branches vertical and lofty under the sun, and in it one of the two dogs
with fur white as snow was lying down and one was standing. Yunyun stood still behind them and looked toward
the river.
“Manman’s not afraid of anything but Yunyun!”
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“He’s not afraid, it’s the other thing.”
“The other thing?”
Manman’s face darkened, and giving his companions a dressing down, he told them to drive the hand-tractor
down to the sand bank. This tractor wasn’t for pulling things. It was used solely to drive the water pump.
Manman’s fellows picked up the shoulder poles with carrying baskets and the settling basin and went with him.
Manman was the leader of this group of panners. He had the ability to see the veins of the river and whether there
was or wasn’t gold. He went to a backwater, looked left and right, held his breath, closed his eyes, uttered a curse,
and then they began to open a hollow. Within an hour, a hollow two feet deep had been dug and water began
bubbling up, so they set up the pump and started drawing the water out. Manman was already so hot he had taken
off his shirt, exposing the bamboo tube for holding gold that hung from the belt of his pants. He arched his back
and caught a glimpse of the woman with her dogs in the patch of white thatching grass.
What was Yunyun thinking about over there? Was she at odds with Old Man Hunchback again? Old Man
Hunchback was worried to death about marrying off Yunyun. He had found one family, but Yunyun wasn’t
willing, so he found another and she still wasn’t willing. He scolded her,
“You want to grow old and die here and never get married?”
Manman knew Yunyun. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to marry. It was because she was almost going crazy
thinking about a husband that she had raised these two snow-white dogs. Yunyun didn’t want to become a
daughter-in-law here; she had her mind on Zhou City. The hunchback had raised Yunyun, but he didn’t understand
her. He played the part of father in vain. Manman understood.
“Manman, you’re rich!” Yunyun had said once as Manman fished out a large lump of gold.
“You’re rich. Go back to your village and build yourself a home with a compound of gray bricks and tiled
roofs.”
“That’s not for me. When I have enough money, I’ll go to the city, buy a house, and start a business.”
“You’re boasting!”
“Government policy allows it, so why shouldn’t I go to the city?”\fn{ A note reads: From the late 1950’s to the late
1970’s, few peasants were allowed to live or work in the cities. In the 1980’s, this rule was relaxed, and many moved to small towns and
cities to engage in business or to be temporary workers.}

“You’re another one with ambitions as high as the sky, but fate as thin as paper!”
After that, Yunyun always came to watch Manman pan for gold and would talk about the buildings in the city,
the people, and even the artificial mountain and lake in the city park. Once they talked of their fathers. Manman
complained that his father shouldn’t have retired and returned to his home, and Yunyun blamed her father for not
minding things he should mind, perversely minding things that weren’t his business, and fretting all day about
marrying her off. Manman got on close terms with those two white dogs. He gave a whistle and enticed them
over. He hugged the dogs and thought about a lot of pleasant things. But while Manman had thought all about it,
he kept his thoughts to himself because right now he was only a gold panner.
The hollow had already been opened up. One could see the river’s bed in one spot. Manman fixed up the
sifting tray and directed the shovelers to shovel the sand. The carriers carried, and the rinsers rinsed. As if
possessed, everybody kept to his position and minded his task.
“What did you have for breakfast this morning?”
“Taro porridge!”
“No meat? There must be almost nothing in your stomach!”
“If we see color today, I’ll buy a pig’s head! Let’s work hard. Tonight we’ll down some drinks with pig tongue
and get drunk.”
The mention of wine with pig tongue reminded one of the group of something else, and he told about how a
panner lodging upriver had gotten in good with his host’s old lady, and they had been seen behind the cattle shed
“eating pig tongue!”
“Have you ever tasted any, Manman?”
“Manman has been panning a long time. He’s got money, but he's planning to go to the city!”
“Not necessarily. I’ll bet that in the future Manman will be eating the best pig tongue!”
The one who spoke gave a sidelong glance at the distant Yunyun, but then seeing Manman cross over from the
settling basin, deliberately shut up. On the surface, he shut up to keep Manman from hearing, but actually he
meant to make him hear. Manman just swore, “Go eat your mother’s pig tongue,” setting himself and everybody
else off into laughter. Having been sworn at, the speaker retaliated, steering the talk in another direction.
“The water of Moon River floods fast and goes down fast, not like the Zhou River!”
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“Our village was probably flooded again this time!”
“Even if the houses were destroyed, how much was the family property worth anyway?”
“It’s no big deal for us, but Manman’s old man brought back a lot of stuff from the city!”
Manman naturally began to think of his father. The old man was really getting on and getting muddled. He had
worked in the city all his life, so why did he just have to move back when he finished? Manman’s anger began to
rise, and with the infinite strength of rage, he picked up two baskets of sand with his hands instead of using a
carrying pole and took them to the settling basin. He dumped them with a thunk, thinking to himself,
Dad! You just don’t understand me. Or is it me who doesn’t understand you?
He pursed his mouth, wanting to whistle for those two white dogs, but Yunyun was talking with someone over
there.
“Old Wang, have you come from the city?”
“Just set foot here.”
“Are the streets along the river flooded?”
“No, the flood didn’t reach them. They’ve put up big dikes so that even if the river rose another five feet, it
wouldn’t flood. Yunyun, you haven’t been to the city lately? There’s a ‘New Wave’ singing and dancing group
from Anhui performing there, and it’s really something. Aren’t you going to see it?”
“Un-huh.”
This Wang was the gold collector, a fiend, an insect. Originally the panners had given their gold to the county
bank. Then gold collectors started coming every three or four days to buy it. They gave a high price and bought
on the spot. So while Manman was willing to let these fellows buy, in his mind he swore at them for their tricks
and wondered how much money they managed to get as the gold passed through their hands. After Old Wang and
Yunyun had finished talking, he came straight to the hollow and called Manman in a high-pitched voice,
“Manman, the water’s only just subsided and already you’re panning! I thought you would have gone home?”
“Nope.”
“I hear it flooded there again. Aren’t you going to go back to have a look?”
“No.”
“You must be happy with your haul! How much color have you seen today?”
“The price of our gold’s going up!”
But Old Wang laughed and pulled out some good-quality cigarettes, passing them out to everybody one by
one, purposely swearing coarsely to make the atmosphere more intimate.
“Manman, don’t you play this fucking game with me! What, are you jealous just cause you see a layer of oil
floating in my soup?”
“Old Wang, as you well know, state policy is that the gold we find should be sold to the state!”
“All right, all right. You sell it to the state!” Grinning, Old Wang called Manman over. “I’ve just about settled
matters on the two-room storefront you asked me to buy for you. Their price is four thousand, and they won’t
drop it a copper!”
“I could open a shop there?”
“Of course, there’s even a small back courtyard where you could build a two-room house. When the time
comes, your father could live in one and the two of you could live in the other.”
“Who else is there?”
“You’re not going to get married?”
Manman gave a soundless laugh and raising his head saw that the sun had dissolved the clouds into clumps,
making bright and dark strips on the sand bank. The two white dogs in the thatching grass patch were like rocks of
white jade. Manman paid no further attention to Old Wang. Silently he went to the side of the settling basin. He
said something to the young fellows rinsing the sand, and they sat down and began to smoke cigarettes. Then all
the panners stopped for a rest and got their bags from the hand-tractor. As they fished out steamed bread to chew
on and give them a little “filler,” they gathered around, eyes big and round, to watch Manman start to clean the
settling basin.
When the settling basin was cleaned, all the panners supervised, partly because they hoped that the gods would
be moved and a little more gold would appear from this flat, and partly because under everyone’s gaze, there was
no suspicion that the person cleaning the basin might suddenly steal a piece of gold the size of a rice grain.
Manman was in charge of this group, and he was an honest man who never did anything underhanded. He had
made it clear beforehand, only he could clean the basin, and when he did, everybody had to be watching.
Manman flushed the sand and rocks from the basin into a pan, then straightened his back, closed his eyes and
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held his breath. Once more he recited a litany of curses before placing the pan in shallow water and shaking it
three times, two times, seven times, eight times. The stones and mud all washed away with the water, and one
could see a bright yellow sediment in the bottom of the pan. Everyone grew excited.
“Ah!”
“Ahhh!”
“It’s hard work, but Moon River doesn’t betray the sufferer. You pan and you get gold!”
“For this half-day’s work, everyone can get a share of five yuan, no problem!”
“It sure beats staying at home and growing crops!”
The gold was put in the bamboo tube on Manman’s belt. And before everyone’s feelings of excitement had
abated, a few panners from the other groups came over, greed in their eyes.
“Is this a good hollow?”
“No, tomorrow we’re going to have to open a new one,” Manman said with an impassive face.
*
Old Man Shou had moved his residence to the countryside, but he still lived off the state.\fn{ A note reads: Workers
in state-owned enterprises are eligible for pensions. Those in collective enterprises and peasants usually are not .} If it hadn’t been for
Manman’s allotment of land, he really wouldn’t have had anything to do.\fn{ After the communes were disbanded in 1983,
each villager received land for growing grain for their own subsistence These are called kouliang tian; and the village office also contracted
land to villagers to grow other crops .} The water flooded the land after the autumn harvest and did in fact deposit a

good, thick layer of river silt. If you stood at the edge of the field, you could smell a rank, fishy odor. Frost’s
Descent,\fn{Roughly late October-early November.} the eighteenth of the twenty-four solar periods, had already passed,
but the silt was still soft. It was really a torment not to get the wheat planted.
So when Old Man Shou saw others scattering seeds in the silt and then just raking to cover them, he did as
they did. That winter he tended this piece of land just as he had tended Manman’s mother when she was
recovering from childbirth. A few days after the wheat appeared above ground, he took the wood and straw ashes
left from heating the hang and scattered them on the field. A couple days later he took the night-soil bucket and
splashed that on. The other villagers saw him and called out in alarm,
“Old Shou, do you want to flatten your wheat?”
“I didn’t put any base fertilizer on it to begin with. This way it should grow strong and sturdy!”
“The river silt is base fertilizer, isn’t it?”
So Old Shou didn’t spread any more fertilizer. As before, he got up early every morning and went for a walk
along the edge of the field to see if the border of rocks at either end was crooked or not, or whether any wild
rabbits had spent the night there and dug up a patch of seedlings. If there was a single weed, he would bend down
to pull it out. He was as devoted in his attendance to the field as he had been in his several decades at the
medicine shop, where he had been the first to arrive each morning, sweep the dust, and wash the window in the
door. After touring the field, he would tend meticulously to the flowers and herbs in front of his door, then sit
down, steep a pot of tea to sip slowly, and feel completely content.
But Old Shou felt more and more regretful about his house. It hadn’t collapsed after the flood, only one end of
a gable had fallen in and a layer of the water-soaked wall was peeling off in strips. Often at night, when he got up
to relieve himself, he would light the lamp, and the floor would be overrun with pill bugs fleeing like defeated
troops.
So Old Man Shou made plans to repair the house. He took out his money box and carefully added up all the
family savings and his retirement allowance. Then, while chewing on some steamed bread which he would spit
out to feed his little cat, he made calculations: to entirely rebrick four walls would take four thousand bricks, five
bags of concrete, 100 kilos of lime; then for fill to raise the foundation, I’ll need 20 cubic meters of pebbles; and
to repair the courtyard wall and build an archway …
By the time he had figured this far, all of Old Shou’s money had been used up, and he was still short a few
hundred yuan. No matter what, Manman would have to put up a little of the money!
Manman, however, disagreed. He didn’t come home until someone took a letter to him, and then he came
dressed very stylishly, from leather shoes to sunglasses. His old father scolded him,
“You dress up like a wolf but don’t look like one, so you pretend to be a dog but your tail’s too long!”
Whatever else, he didn’t look like a peasant!
“My money can’t be touched. I’m buying a house in the city.”
“And just forget about this house?”
“As long as it doesn’t cave in and there’s a burrow to return to, that’s enough.”
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“What bunk! ‘As good as Chang’an was, it didn’t last forever.’ You going to live in the city your whole life?”
“Don’t people live in the city?”
“Manman, your father lived long enough in the city. If you roam the whole world, where will you find any
place as good as our home? Trees may grow thousands of feet high, but the leaves return to the root when they
fall. If you don’t keep this place, you’ll regret it in the end!”
“I won’t regret it!”
“You rootless, baseless thing! You think you’ve got great ability? You can do without all your ancestors and
without your father? Go ahead, then, and don’t you ever come back. You just see if I can’t get this house repaired
without you!”
Father and son quarreled a while, their necks red and faces swollen, until finally Old Man Shou’s dander was
really up. He boxed Manman in the ear and then took up a spade to beat him. Manman grabbed him by the waist.
The old man was really light, and in an instant Manman had carried him to the hang, letting his father know that
his son was already grown and had considerable strength. Then he went out the door and left.
He had arranged with Old Wang to go to the city to see for himself the house under discussion.
The city was on the upper reaches of the Zhou River, 80 li from his hometown and 60 li from the place where
he panned for gold, going upstream and north along Moon River. The land wasn’t level here. A long, flat-topped
hill bordered the river, and the city was built on this hill. The buildings spread over ravines and embankments and
then across these to a gentle slope. The city folk all called it “Little Chongqing.” Since Manman had never been to
Chongqing, he didn’t know what that city was like, but every time he came to Zhou City, he was fascinated by the
people, the buildings, the streets, and the alleys! If he ever wanted to be something, he had to come here.
Manman believed that he did have ability and that in his village there was no way he could give it free rein.
The house under discussion was situated on River Street at the foot of the hill and running along the Zhou River.
It was the busiest street in the city. The location was just right, and Manman was very satisfied.
He settled into a hotel so that he could arrange to hand over the remainder of the money and clean up the
storefront in a month. At the same time he could select a few purchasing agents and prepare well ahead of time
the materials for cleaning up and the goods he would manage in the future. He also invited his liaison man, Old
Wang, out for a meal of thanks. The restaurant was on the second floor, where they sat next to a window, eating
dog meat and drinking white spirits. Eyes bleary with drink, Manman spied two dogs on the street below, lying in
front of the door of a shop. They were white, pure white, unmarred by a single dark hair.
“Aren’t those Yunyun’s dogs?”
“Yeah, they are!”
“What are Yunyun’s dogs doing here?”
Old Wang gave a sly smile and whispered that Yunyun had asked him to find some contract work for her in the
city. Only recently he had found her something, a position in a clothing sales department. She had asked him to
keep it a secret, and especially not to be the first to tell Manman.
Manman smiled as he gnawed on a dog bone. He gnawed at it with relish, first picking it clean of meat with his
teeth, then crunching the bone and sucking out the juice of the marrow.
That night, there was a full moon, and Manman invited Yunyun for a stroll through the city. There were lots of
people at the night market. In front of every shop there were lights of five or six colors, flashing on and then
blinking out, on a moment and then off again. As the two walked, the distance between them widened. There were
so many people that from time to time they were swept apart. At some point, Yunyun took Manman’s hand,
feeling neither shy nor awkward. Each became the other’s little dog. Later they descended the stone steps from
River Street and walked to the sand beach.
“Do you know what this beach is called?’
“It’s called Iron Chain Beach. I’ve heard that no matter how high the river floods, this beach won’t flood. Is it
true?”
“I’ve heard that it is. Could there really be an iron chain under the beach?”
According to legend, there used to be an iron column on this beach, with an iron chain fastened to it. Once
someone had tried to pull it up. He had pulled out several hundred feet of chain before he didn’t dare pull any
more. Manman and Yunyun searched for the chain along the beach, but without any luck, so they sat looking at
the night scene of the mountain city.
“Manman, have you bought your house?”
“We’ve reached an agreement, but I’m a little short of cash. Tomorrow I’ll go back to Moon River and pan
another month’s worth of gold. Do you want me to take anything along to your father?”
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“Just tell him everything’s fine!” Her tone was aggressive, so Manman knew that when Yunyun left home, she
must have had another argument with her father. Yunyun had her thoughts and so did he, so Manman didn’t say
anything more. The moonlight was bright and clear. The water murmured. Suddenly, Manman felt as if the beach
underneath him was no longer a beach, but rather a reed mat or a cloud, being washed along with the water. He
told Yunyun of this impression, and she said that she had the same feeling.
“This is Iron Chain Beach!”
“And there’s an iron chain attached to Iron Chain Beach. So the water can’t wash it away!”
Afterwards they went up from the beach to River Street, and in a small alley that was all old buildings, they ate
a street-peddler’s “deep-fried dumplings.” These were made from rice flour. First the flour was made into a batter,
which was poured into a frying spoon the shape of a half moon. Then some bean curd filling was put in and
another layer of batter poured on. After frying it in the oil, it became a little pouch, a half-circle. Giggling, the two
ate until their mouths and hands were covered with oil. They strolled till their bodies were exhausted, but their
minds were still restless.
After saying goodbye, Manman lay on his hotel bed, half asleep and dreamless but wanting to dream. He felt
as if he had gone north again from the city, going upstream along Moon River 60 li. The Zhou River was so
strong and bold, so rich and vast. Its spirit was entirely that of a man. But Moon River came winding and twisting
from 60 li away, curving and bending its way to the city, where it converged with the Zhou River. Moon River
was like a girl; a girl whose heart was firm but whose nature was yielding. She was like the moonlight, which
might be summoned a thousand, or ten thousand, times. Had it emerged or was it still half-covered by clouds?
Manman panned for gold in Moon River. The gold was in the sand, and Manman's luck was good, he sifted out
everything …
It was this same night that a guest came to the hunchback’s house. The guest had come a long way; it was
Manman’s father. Old Man Shou had come looking for Manman, but Manman wasn’t there. He upbraided the
youths who panned for gold with Manman, saying that if things kept up this way, their village would become a
wasteland. Some ten days ago Widow Wang, who lived at the edge of the village, had died, and there hadn’t been
anyone who could carry the coffin.
Manman’s companions didn’t like listening to this. They snickered and laughed a while and then went out
again to pan. The two fathers left behind talked over human affairs and the vicissitudes of life. They complained
of their respective son and daughter, and after this they discussed the old wisdom about how one region nurtures
one kind of person. Finding a soul-mate, Old Man Shou’s enthusiasm for talk was high. He went outside to check
the geomancy of this village. He told the hunchback how to look at mountains in a mountainous region, how to
watch the mist on a plain, how to distinguish directions where there was a river, or if there wasn’t a river, how to
watch the runoff from the rain, and if there weren’t mountains or river or rain or mist, how you should plant a
cane on a level piece of ground and let it fall over naturally. Where the handle fell was the head, or the abode of
the yang; and where the end fell was the tail, or the abode of the yin. After this, the two sat silently, without
speaking for a long while.
“Let them go. If they don’t run off to other places, they won’t know the good of the village.”
“A few bad times and they’ll come back!”
*
In the ancient books it says that once, by a river, Confucius sighed with deep emotion and said,
“What passes is like this!”
He was exactly right. The water of the Zhou River flowed day after day, vigorous and active, but the Zhou
River you saw one instant ago was not the one you saw now. Where did the river’s water come from? It was
always flowing! The homes in the village grew more and more old-fashioned, and the people became fewer and
fewer. A year passed. Old Man Shou hadn’t seen a play. Nor had he been able to see public fireworks in the first
month of the year.
He heard some suona horns once. The sound was quite pleasant, but when he went out to see, it turned out that
Lower Bend Village was out to bury someone. They were taking a wooden coffin up the mountain. Besides the
grieving children and their mother, there were fewer people helping to see the dead one off along that dark road or
to heap dirt on the grave mound than there were in that band of suona players. At first Old Man Shou enjoyed the
mourning song, but later, like a fox grieving for a dead rabbit, he sighed deeply and cursed Manman since he
missed him.
In the end, Old Man Shou did repair the house. He contracted the entire set of repairs out to a construction
team. This was because at first he had bought bricks and tiles from the kiln in a neighboring village and asked the
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youth of that village to transport them. There weren’t many young people, so he asked the children of those
villagers who had at least some ties of family or friendship to come help, figuring it would be all right if he just
made sure everybody got something good to eat and drink. It never occurred to him that the first thing they would
ask about was payment! So the only thing Old Man Shou could do was to contract the work to a construction
team. In the village he said,
“The ways of the world these days, the ways of the world …!” Those who responded only laughed bitterly,
shaking their heads as they crossed shoulders with him and passed by.
The house was repaired, and to tell the truth, it really was pretty ostentatious and extravagant. The foundation
had been raised two feet. No longer would shoes put under the hang grow mildew. The pill bugs no longer
multiplied and scurried about. The four walls were all gray brick with white mortar in between. He had sealed the
roof tiles with concrete, and had two small mirrors set in, one facing north and one south. There was a courtyard
wall as well, with an arch over the gate.
At last the old man felt at peace. He would return from the field, pick a tender white radish, pinch a couple of
bright green scallions, and go into the kitchen to cook them. Then sitting beneath a railing of potted plants, he
would pick up a bite of food with his chopsticks and direct it to his mouth or select some soft noodles to feed the
little cat. Or else if he turned up a worm in the field, he would fix it onto a hook bent from a needle and go
leisurely down to the Zhou River to fish. Of course, this was more likely to end in a poor catch than a good one,
but the drunk’s purpose is not the wine.
In this quiet and beautiful landscape what absorbed him were the old men and women of the village in the
fields tending their crops. Although undoubtedly oppressive, these days were not uninteresting. Often his thoughts
would stretch far along the river to that city 80 li away, but as soon as he thought of Manman there, his anger
would rise.
“Ingrate, what place would suit you!”
Living in the countryside best suited Old Man Shou’s state of mind, and this rebuilt house enhanced the
contentment of his old age. What a pity there were so few good houses in this village!
August arrived, and it was the rainy season. No need for guesswork, the Zhou River would be flooding again.
As soon as the rains began, each family started binding together their wooden rafts. As expected, on August 11,
the loudspeaker on the wall behind the gate transmitted the county weather station forecast: the floodwaters of the
Zhou River were due at 2 A.M. As soon as it grew dark, household goods were moved to the rafts, lots of wheat
flat bread were grilled, and people climbed up good and early to sit on their roofs. Old Man Shou, not only took
along something to eat and drink, but he also couldn’t bear to abandon his flowers. The blossoms were full and
brilliant, chrysanthemums, orchids, roses, and crab apple. So he set their dishes and pots up on the rooftop, too.
Everything was arranged and in order. He held the little cat in his arms, and by the light of the methane lantern,
looked toward the other roofs.
“What sort of fate is this, every year we climb up on our roofs.”
“The toad hides every fifth of the fifth month.”
“Old Shou, your house won’t get washed away this year, will it?”
“Nope!”
“Next year during wheat season, after I’ve sold my grain, I’m going to do some repairs, too!”
“Yes, you should. After rebuilding, your life in it will be good and comfortable. Much better than living in a
house in Zhou City. Where could you find such a big, roomy house as this in the city?”
A house a little farther away picked up the conversation in a tone of voice that was full of envy for Old Man
Shou.
“Manman hasn’t sent any money back?”
“No.”
“I hear his business is really thriving.”
Old Man Shou could say nothing. The light from his methane lantern had dimmed some, so he lowered his
head to fiddle with it and accidentally put it out. In the darkness, Old Man Shou heard someone out there curse his
own children. He was saying that before the Liberation\fn{ I.e., before the evils of the Chinese Nationalist regime were driven
from the Chinese mainland, during the Era War and Unrest in China, when for forty years there was no effective central government in
China (1911-1951).} there hadn’t been many youths in the village, but that was because they had to run from

conscription. And at that time, they would still sneak back in the middle of the night to see their old fathers and
mothers. Nowadays, young people were all off to make money, and after making some, they didn’t think about
coming back again. The old folks missed them, but they didn’t miss the old folks.
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With great difficulty, Old Man Shou got his lantern lit again, shedding a warm circle of orangish-yellow light
on the flowers and the little cat cowering among them on the ridge of the house.
“Gold is a good thing, but it messes up the head.”
“Did you hear, the panners on Moon River want to pool resources and buy a dredge for collecting gold! A
dredge to collect gold, that would be something! All modern, you just drive it along and while it digs up the dirt, it
sifts out the gold. Each day you can collect a big handful!”
“Wouldn’t that turn Moon River upside down?”
“When they come across a village, they just move it, and when they run into fields, they destroy them.”
“Gods in heaven, a person doesn’t have to eat or live somewhere?”
“Just rebuild the village and repair the fields! They’ll only use the dredge three years. The first year will
compensate for the homes and fields; the second year they’ll get back their investment in the dredge; and the third
year will be pure profit!”
“How much is this dredge?”
“Just to say it would scare us to death! But those youngsters dare do it. Old Shou, your Manman has put in a
share. Didn’t he tell you?”
“He told me, but I didn’t feel like listening.”
“They’re going to turn all of Moon River upside down, all the way to the foot of the city.”
Old Man Shou’s first thought was that this would destroy the geomancy of Moon River’s two banks. Then for
some reason he thought of that hunchback landlord.
“There’s no gold in the Zhou River!”
Having said this, he felt somewhat reassured. This thought might have gone farther, but at that moment the
wind came up with a whirl that made a deep roar. The people on the roofs all turned their heads in the direction of
the river. It was black as pitch out there, and immediately they heard the sound of the bell at the Lower Bend
Village on the bank obliquely opposite. They were reinforcing the dikes there again.
“The flood’s here!”
The wooden rafts started to squeak and very quickly rose up from the bases of the sky-piercing elms. This year
was unusual; in the time it takes to smoke a pipe, the rafts had already reached the window ledges. Some of the
people on the roofs grew alarmed. Then the water covered the tops of the shutters, and the reflection of the
lanterns’ light gleamed back at them from a spot one foot below the eaves.
“Aiya! We’re in trouble. The water is going to reach the eaves!”
“Quick, wash your feet! Everybody wash your feet!”
Washing feet was a traditional method for holding back a flood. But not in their memory had these sixty- and
seventy-year-olds washed their feet like this. They had heard their elders say that in the first year of the Republic,
1911, there had been a big flood on the Zhou River, and the water had reached the eaves. Only after the elders had
washed their feet did the flood subside. It was also said that when the water had reached River Street in Zhou City
three years ago, a lot of the people ran to the city’s edge to wash their feet. Amidst the shouting, Old Man Shou
could only move himself to the edge of the eaves, take off his shoes, and splash his feet in the water. As he was
cautioning the others to be careful, a hoard of rats unexpectedly scurried onto the roof from under the eaves, and
in the confusion one of his shoes went off with the water.
The water didn’t fall any after the feet washing. On the contrary, it continued to rise, coming to the level of the
eaves and then up to the first row of tiles.
Old Man Shou retreated to the ridge of the house. The rats were all squeaking as they piled up and squeezed
onto the ridge as well. He looked at those small creatures. They were like birds emerging from the nest waiting to
eat, with their front paws in the air and standing on their hind legs in a state of alarm. They frightened and
sickened him, but at the same time he pitied them immensely. Old Man Shou didn’t kill them. His mind was an
utter blank.
On the roof of a faraway house, someone was crying. Immediately a person on the neighboring roof took a
ladder which had floated up and held it between the two houses for the other to cross over. But before long, the
roof of this neighboring house was also about be submerged, so they crossed again to another. From one roof to
another, and then another, in a little while the sound of crying, shouting, and cursing was everywhere. After that,
everybody crossed over the roof of Old Man Shou’s house.
Old Man Shou’s roof was the highest and its area the biggest. Fortunately there weren’t many old people in the
village. With not one left out, they all sat safely on the roof and listened to the sound of their homes collapsing in
the distance. Under the light of the methane lanterns, all eyes watched as a few of the rafts tied to the sky-piercing
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elms overturned or came apart. No trace was left of their household goods. The water climbed up to the eighth
level of tiles and then began to hold steady. The eldest were squeezed together on the ridge-pole and those slightly
younger clustered together along the edges. Countless tiles were smashed under foot, and the roof creaked as if
stirring into motion.
“I’m afraid the weight is too much for the roof!”
Having said this, Old Man Shou picked up a pot of roses and tossed it into the water. This was followed closely
by ten pots, and several tens of pots. All were tossed into the water. Then they took off the tiles and removed the
raised roof ends which were built of concrete and brick. Row by row, the tiles on all sides were tossed away and
the people clung to the wooden rafters. There remained only one small tiled section at the top, where those with
no strength sat. On those bare rafters, both the people and the rats had to stay. A struggle broke out between them,
and soon many rats were tossing about and crying frantically in the water, and then they were gone.
“As long as they don’t bite anyone, let them stay,” Old Man Shou said sorrowfully, his feet tightly squeezed
around a rafter as he searched his pockets for a match. In the panic all the methane lamps had gone out. He
couldn’t find any matches, though. These old folk were pathetic parasites in this world, a world that was too
small, pitch black, surrounded by water, and where no other house could be seen. The fields where radishes,
cabbages, scallions, and purple garlic grew couldn’t be seen either. Would the water continue to rise, or if it didn’t,
how long would it be before it receded? Would this roof collapse, or if it didn’t, how long would they have to stay
here? Suddenly someone called out,
“The water demons!”
It was so, the water demons had come out again. Far off in the direction of the other bank a ball of light flew
up. It was red inside and bordered with blue. It whirled upwards and then, following the river’s surface, it moved
down, just as it had the year before.
“The water demon has come down. She’ll be in front of the village soon!”
“If she passes the village, that’s the end of us! Gods in heaven, have we angered the spirits?”
In order not to take up any space, the little cat had stayed in Old Man Shou’s arms. Now, its eyes were fixed on
that ball of light, shining green like two bits of will-o’-the-wisp. Everyone’s eyes were green; they were a crowd
of living ghosts.
But just in front of the village, the ball of light went out. Old Man Shou was the first to show excitement. Then
everyone began to feel hope for survival. And once they had this hope, they began making extravagant plans for
their lives.
“This village of ours can’t be destroyed!”
“How could it be? We lean back against the Luo Mountains, and in front are the Mang Peaks. Up the river is a
cliff and on the cliff are figures carved by the gods. So how could the village just be destroyed?”
“Even without our sons and daughters, we still won’t die!”
“And when I do die, I want to be buried in the land at this bend of the river. Couldn’t have my corpse floating
to the mouth of the Zhou River, could I?!”
For some reason, Old Man Shou suddenly thought about Zhou City.
“With the river so high, would River street be covered? Manman’s shop was on River Street …”
Immediately he stifled this thought with a long, long sigh.
81.120 The Story Of A Soldier And A Blind Woman\fn{by Yan Geling (1958- )} Shanghai, China (F) 4
Just as we started up the mountain, the sky was clear. After three or four bends in the road, the fog was as thick
as sour milk. When we reached the mountaintop, the sky was white. Our driver, who had been rattling along the
roads of the Sichuan-Tibet frontier for many years, stopped the truck. Even he turned his head to look, saying,
“How is it that the sky is so white?”
All of us women soldiers ran out of the truck with our knees pressed together. There had been no latrine the
whole route, and we had complained that we were about to burst. We ran about one kilometer away. Four or five
of us took off our leather overcoats, formed a circle with our backs to each other and held the coats in front of
ourselves with both hands. Everyone took turns using the empty space in the middle of the circle. The long robes
the Tibetan women wear have certain advantages. Squat down, then stand up; everything is taken care of quite
nicely.
We ran back to find the men soldiers waiting impatiently.
“What did you think you’d find running all the way out there,” they yelled, “a flush toilet?”
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As the truck started its ascent again, a woman appeared at the bend in the road.
“Get a ride?” she asked. Many Tibetans do not speak Chinese, but they all know this phrase. She did not look
at us directly but stood there turning her body slightly to the left and right. Her manner seemed a combination of
girlish pride and world weariness. The whole truck called out, “Stop!” At last someone got up the courage to give
voice to our thoughts. “That Tibetan woman is really pretty!”
Along the route, we had seen women pounding barley and churning yak butter. When they felt hot, they would
roll their robes down to their waists. Two shapeless things on their chests would shake about busily, as if wanting
to help out. After seeing this repeatedly, we began to forget they were women.
But this woman was different. She was wearing a long, one-piece robe of inky green. Had it not been so dirty,
it would probably have been emerald. Her shoulders, neck and chin were delicate and slender. The moment
someone approached her, she stuck her chin forward and stretched out both hands in front of herself. Someone
broke the silence again.
“She’s blind!”
We helped her into the truck and put her in the corner along with her shallow wooden bucket of red apples. She
looked around inside and outside. All of us became her scenery. She appeared to be about twenty-six or twentyseven, so we knew she must be around sixteen or seventeen. By then we knew that Tibetan women generally
looked about ten years older than their actual ages.
When we got to the Yajiang military way-station, she went off by herself.
The Yajiang military way-station has two large hot springs. As soon as we heard we could take a bath, all the
soldiers, both male and female, let out a loud “Hooray!” Ever since we entered Tibet, we had been so dirty that we
felt heavy. Some veteran soldiers told us that after serving in Tibet a few years, they developed an oily film all
over their bodies. If a grain of barley had dropped into the navel, they said, it would have been sure to sprout.
After the hot springs had been taken over by the military way-station, they had put walls around them, dug two
deep pools and lined them with cement. Whenever a regional commander or someone of similar rank entered
Tibet, the way-station would offer up both pools. Our performing arts troupe was eligible for these same special
privileges.
Upon entering the bathing area, we saw a bare-chested man working in the pool. He was huge and roughhewn, with a jaw so large it dragged down to his breastbone. As our group of female soldiers entered, he became
flustered and hurriedly tried to unroll his rolled-up pants legs, causing them to drag in the water. He had been sent
to clear the sulfur stains off the bottom of the pool.. The residue had built up in successive layers, and the colors
had all become intermingled, forming patterns like cloisonné enamels or the three-color drip glazes on Tang
dynasty ceramics.
We asked the man what the Tibetans had been doing gathered together on the nearby meadow. First he was
taken aback, then he looked all around until he was satisfied that it was he whom we were addressing.
“Ba-Ba-Bath Festival,” he stammered in Gansu Province dialect.
His face was so dark it was almost greenish, in contrast to the Tibetans’ swarthiness, which is closer to violet.
His teeth were the color of tea, his gums pink. He picked up a green army overcoat tattered beyond repair that had
been lying next to the pool, put it on and relinquished the bathing area to us.
By the time we left the bathing area, it was high noon, and the air temperature outside had risen by ten degrees
centigrade. Someone yelled, “Oh, my God!” We looked over and saw a cloud of steam behind the spa. In it was a
milling crowd of dark violet male and female bodies.
They were all descending into a makeshift ditch. The water stank. On its surface was a film from our morning
bath sticking to the water like a skin on boiled milk. The whole ditch was filled with people, men and women
together, protruding from the water like seedlings in a rice patty.
Before the military had taken over and divided the springs into separate bathing areas for men and women, the
springs had belonged to them. Back then, they had ample space in which to bathe, and they did not have to soak in
someone else’s runoff.
“Hey, what are we looking at?” one of us remarked suddenly. We wanted to run away both out of fear and
agitation when suddenly we saw that beautiful blind woman again standing off in the distance. She had partially
bared her shoulders but left her breasts well covered, revealing nothing but allowing one to imagine everything.
The half-shoulders protruding from her robe were delicate and slender. Inclining her body toward the sound, she
was “looking” eagerly into the ditch. She had spread an apron on the ground to display her little red apples. One
by one, she picked up each apple, licked it all the way around, and then polished it with her robe. Soon all the
apples were gleaming brightly.
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When evening came and we set up the stage, all of us, both men and women soldiers, were still giggling. Our
eyes had really stolen quite a sight. The military way-station’s discipline on this matter was very strict: No one
was allowed to go behind the hot springs during the Bath Festival. If anyone looked, he would be held responsible. The Tibetans would have a wild time among themselves, but if a soldier stood by and watched, they would
stop.
The way-station had always spared no effort in trying to get along with the Tibetans. In other places, the Han
Chinese oppression had given the Tibetans cause to revolt, and this isolated place had felt the repercussions. In
normal times, the Tibetans would bring beef and mutton that had started to turn and force it upon the way-station.
For its part, if the way-station had prepared any steamed bread with too much or too little sourdough, it would
proffer this to the Tibetans in return.
Before putting on our theatrical makeup, we washed our faces, and the man from Gansu made five or six trips
with his shoulder pole and buckets to bring us hot water. As he squatted down to roll a cigarette, a soldier walked
over and planted a kick on his buttocks. He did not react. A few soldiers passing by took his old army cap with its
limp brim and pulled it askew, covering half his face. He just kept on smoking. Finally the lieutenant on duty,
wearing the red armband of his office, passed by and summoned him with a crooked index finger, as if calling an
animal. The man from Gansu stood up at once, bowing repeatedly from the waist, his two long arms dangling on
both sides.
“Hey, what are you looking at there again?” the lieutenant demanded as he shot a sidelong glance at a group of
female soldiers putting on rouge. “Haven’t you seen enough of this before?!” None of us understood what he was
talking about. “Don’t just stand there,” the lieutenant bellowed. “Go fetch more water!”
The lieutenant snorted once and cleared his face of all expressions. We all told him we had more than enough
water. The lieutenant forced a smile and replied:
“What else is he good for? Let him go!”
The man from Gansu heaved his carrying pole onto his muscular shoulders and stumbled off, shaking the
ground in his wake. The lieutenant stared at the vanishing silhouette of his back and muttered toward it, “That son
of a bitch!”
“How can such an old man still be a soldier?” one of us asked.
“Who’s a soldier? Him? A soldier?” the lieutenant replied, pointing toward the already far-off figure. From the
lieutenant’s lips we heard the man’s story. He had been a soldier in Tibet when the army was suppressing an
uprising. Back then, the two hot springs lay supine out in the open air. When the Bath Festival rolled around, the
Tibetans, both men and women, were playing about and splashing in the water. One day the man from Gansu
stood by and watched as if addicted. The Tibetans seized him and were about to beat him to death. The military
way-station demanded his return and resolved the matter by transferring him back to Gansu Province that winter.
But the next year he returned. All that was left of him was a huge rack of skin and bones. Many people in his
village had starved, and everyone in his family had died except him. The way-station did not drive him out after
that. He picked up others’ discarded rags to wear, fished out leftovers from the bottoms of the cooking pots, and
did odd jobs that no one else wanted to do.
The next day we went to Yajiang City to see the sights. On the way, we saw the blind Tibetan woman and the
man from Gansu. The man was carrying his shoulder pole, the pails on each side brimming with red apples. The
blind woman walked behind him, empty-handed except for the hem of his tattered army overcoat, which she
clutched as she trailed along. His strides were large, hers small. No matter how they tried, they just couldn’t find a
common rhythm. The pair didn’t speak. Their conversation was an alternating exchange of laughter, a completely
silly kind of laughter. The blind woman’s head was covered with flowers, arranged so densely that it looked like
the dandelion crown of the female general Mu Guiying in Chinese opera. The man from Gansu had a ball of
flowers dangling about his chest. On the high planes, all the wildflowers have short stems. You can’t make them
into a bouquet; you can only tie them together in a ball.
One night after the performance, we had all conspired to bathe in the hot-springs. We were about to leave the
Yajiang area, and there was no telling when we would be able to bathe again. Walking along toward the springs,
we trod as lightly as thieves, afraid the leadership would stop us. The leaders only allowed one bath per visit, even
for dignitaries. We also feared the Tibetans. The leaders had taught us not to look down on the Tibetans, but they
had also told us that Tibetans would sometimes capture a female soldier, put her in a big leather bag, carry her
away to some far-off mountain gorge and use her to breed little female soldiers.
The hot springs lay in a basin, but you couldn’t tell until you started up the mountain slope. Once you got to
the top of the slope, it was as plain as the nose on your face. It was close to midnight, yet the twilight had still not
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faded. For hours there was this red and gold sunset hanging in the clouds like an open, festering wound. Where
did that big flock of crows during the day go? And where did those fiendishly happy Tibetan people all day go?
One of us whispered softly:
“The sky looks like People’s Road.”
Hearing her talk again of the main street of Sichuan’s provincial capital Chengdu, the rest of us laughed.
“You compare every pretty sight to People’s Road,” someone said, “because all you know is People’s Road!”
“All right,” she replied. “I’m from a little village in Sichuan Province. I know People’s Road, but what does
that big, weird guy from Gansu know?”
Another woman shot back in agreement: “He’s so big! He’s disgusting!”
“Somebody at the way-station said that once they got a delivery of mandarin oranges,” the first woman
continued. “He ate them, skin and all. They were so bitter that he was miserable. Nobody told him to peel them
before he ate them. They all peeled their own behind his back. One by one, he gave away all his mandarin oranges
to the others. He couldn’t take it any more, eating them with the skin on.”
We had not yet completed our descent of the slope when we suddenly stood motionless. Fortunately, no one
cried out. Usually one of us would let out a piercing scream at critical moments like this.
The sky had turned a warm color. The blind woman was standing naked on the edge of the ditch that caught the
hot springs’ runoff, slowly rubbing the water upward along her body with both hands. She did not know how
murky and dirty the water was. Many of the flowers in her hair had fallen out helter-skelter, leaving a few in
inappropriate places. Her hips were slender and lean. The water came up to the top of her thighs. She bent her
knees, brought her cupped hands over her head and poured water onto her body. This utterly repetitive,
monotonous motion made us feel as if she were immobile. She was completely calm, totally passive.
If this scene had consisted only of her, no one would have paid much attention. What was jarring was the
presence of the man from Gansu. He was so huge as he squatted there, or perhaps he knelt, staring, his enormous
jaw hanging down loosely. Utterly still, his completely motionless form made one feel movement, and it was only
that invisible movement that made his stillness change its form.
No one among us reported this incident. We all carried off an uneasy feeling into our sleep. Toward morning,
there was a commotion throughout the way-station. We heard they were looking for someone. Looking for him.
Our performing arts troupe joined in the search. The Tibetans had been paying attention to the fraternization
between the man from Gansu and the blind woman for some time now. The previous night, they had all come out
and rioted. Naturally, the man from Gansu ran to the way-station. The way-station did not allow him to hide there:
they feared the Tibetans would level the station. So he ran off. The Tibetans were invited into the station to search,
and the officers helped them search in order to assure them that he did not belong to the way-station.
When they searched a nearby woods, they startled a colony of crows, turning the sky from light-colored to
freckled in an instant. When they finally captured him, both his legs had been wounded by the Tibetans’ spears.
His tattered green army pants were soaked red, and his stocky legs dangled uselessly from loss of blood. They
carried him back to the station, a Tibetan and a soldier supporting him one on each side. He was not severely
wounded, but he appeared not to have understood what had happened.
We were stunned to see that this place suddenly had so many Tibetans. It seemed as if they had just sprung out
of the ground. One could never understand all of this place’s hidden perils. The day was extremely hot. Flocks of
crows, cawing, rose up into the sky like bursts of fireworks.
The man from Gansu was shoved into the courtyard of the way-station. Among the crowd, even the beautiful
blind woman stared at the large, bleeding body pushed into the middle of the yard. She still carried her red apples,
red to the point of saturation.
The soldiers and the Tibetans finally reached an agreement: they would tie him up and send him to district
headquarters. But he was too heavy to be carried on a stretcher. A truck stood by, engine running, waiting
impatiently. The man from Gansu raised his head and appeared concerned and ashamed of all the trouble his
hulking body was causing everyone. When they stuffed him into the truck, he groaned out the word “thirsty” a
few times. Everyone pretended not to hear.
Our performance troupe set out again. Everyone in the truck was listless. The way-station was also somber,
something nagging at it, depressed about something.
When we crossed over the mountain, it started snowing. When it snows here in June, no one dares cry out for
fear of causing an avalanche. When we rounded the bend, she was there again. The truck slowed down, as the
driver awaited our instructions. We remained as silent as a load of cargo.
The woman approached a few steps, but the truck lurched forward from her touch, spinning her and grazing
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her shoulders. Leaping into the empty space where the truck had been, the woman fell face forward onto the road,
spilling her red apples all over the snow-covered ground, so red they looked filthy, as if a festering ulcer had
formed upon the snow.
186.1 Autobiographical Statement\fn{by Chihua Wen (1958- )} Chengdu, Sichuan Province, China (F) 8
In primary school, our teachers taught us that our Chinese motherland was a huge garden and that children like
ourselves were flowers in that garden. I took that metaphor to heart and thought that I, along with all my brothers
and sisters, would become something bright—flowers or trees—in the garden, testaments to the glory of China.
*
The Cultural Revolution started the summer I turned eight years old. As a child, I saw young people die in the
streets. When I first saw someone die from gunfire in the streets, I was terrified. When I saw a second, third, or
fourth death, I got used to it. Talking with my friends about the street fighting and death became like talking about
food.
*
In 1966, I was in a second-grade class in the most prestigious elementary school in Chengdu, the capital city of
China’s Sichuan Province. … My second-grade teacher used to tell us,
“Chairman Mao is watching every day to see who is a Red child and who is not.” Whenever a child acted
naughtily in the classroom, the teacher would ask rhetorically,
“Who is watching?”
We knew she meant Chairman Mao.
*
One morning my Chinese teacher, normally a happy, pretty young woman, walked into the classroom with a
serious look on her face. Instead of picking one or two of us to recite the text assigned the day before, she said
something I did not understand about Deng Tuo, Wu Han, and Liao Mosha. She called them San Jia Cun, the
Three Family Village, and criticized them for being counterrevolutionaries who worked against the Party. The
teacher then divided the class into groups to rehearse a small play she had written denouncing Deng, Wu, and
Liao. My role in the play was to recite these lines:
Deng Tuo, Wu Han, Liao Mosha,
Three from the same family.
Anti-Party, Anti-Chairman Mao.
The Three Family Village
Is a revisionist Black family.

While speaking these lines, I was to stamp my right foot on the platform and point my finger at three of my
classmates who were playing Deng, Wu, and Liao. … Every time my teacher said, “Revisionist,” she had a
distasteful look on her face. When she coached me for my part in the play, she constantly reminded me to speak
loudly and to act indignantly.
*
One day I came home from the rehearsal of a new play at school and asked my father what revisionist and
bourgeois meant. He answered that they were words that should not be used carelessly.
*
Like myself, almost every child I knew was a member of Shaoxiandui, the Young Pioneers, by the time she or
he was ten years old. Young Pioneers wore a triangular red scarf, which signified both a corner of the national flag
and the blood of the revolutionary martyrs. We all raised our right hands under the Red flag, making a solemn
vow to follow the Chinese Communist Party and to be a Communist Successor. Along the way we sang the theme
song of the Young Pioneers:
Are you ready?
We are always ready.
We are the Communist Children’s Corps.
We will be masters of the future.

From childhood on, we were indoctrinated into what it meant to be chosen as a Red successor. Red successors
were protected by the Party, loyal to their parents, and loyal to the Party. The teachers told us that communism
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was our life goal and our future. To be a Red successor to Mao, “you must be a member of the Communist Party
after you grow up,” the teacher often told us. Joining the Young Pioneers was the first step. Next was joining the
Communist Youth League.
*
One evening in the autumn of 1966, I joined a group of kids talking in the compound where I lived. A teenage
boy was saying that his sister had seen a poster on a wall in the commercial center of the city. The boy was acting
strangely, as if he should keep quiet. We asked him what the slogan said. He did not want to talk, but we pushed
him and insisted that he tell us. He lowered his voice and said,
“Down with Liu Shaoqi, the Khrushchev of China.”
Everyone got very silent. No one responded. We looked around the circle at each other. Finally another boy
asked him,
“Are you sure the name was Liu Shaoqi? Maybe you didn’t hear your sister properly.” Now that he had
spoken, the teenager was confident of his information.
“I’m positive,” he said.
We exchanged glances again. All of a sudden, we began to discuss whether the slogan was counterrevolutionary. I said that photographs of Liu Shaoqi in the newspapers always showed him standing next to
Chairman Mao. Another girl, much older than me, said that was why he was the Khrushchev of China. Liu Shaoqi
was the Party chairman and head of the country at the time.
Someone suggested that we go to see, so we ran down to see the poster. It was still on the wall, and a crowd
had gathered. Everyone seemed to be talking about whether Liu was a time bomb beside Chairman Mao. I did not
really understand the metaphor, but I remembered the movie Ten O’Clock on National Day, which showed a
KMT\fn{Koumintang, the political party whose armed wing eventually fought and lost to the Communist Party for control of mainland
China. The remnant of this part fled to the island of Taiwan (or Formosa) in 1949, where they remain to the present day } spy who
attempted to assassinate Mao by placing a time bomb in a public place where Mao would be.
When I got home from the wall, I told my parents what I had seen. My father’s first reaction was stunned
silence. My mother said,
“You are too young to understand what you saw. You should stay at home from now on.” Then my father said,
“You should stay a child. You have the rest of your life to be an adult and to worry about the things you don’t
understand today.”
*
One of my neighbors, Li-li, was the daughter of a well-known historian. Li-li was part of the first group of Red
Guards to travel to Peking to be received by Mao. When she came home from Peking, Li-li told her friends she
was no longer afraid of anybody. Mao had bestowed his blessing on her, and no one could accuse her of being
Black simply because her father had been persecuted during the Antirightist Campaign.\fn{ An anti-revisionist purge
undertaken by the Communist Party in 1957 prior to the Cultural Revolution } She encouraged the rest of us to go to Peking and
march for Mao.
Five of us decided to go. I ran home and stuck a few clothes in my schoolbag and then dashed to the railway
station to meet my comrades. We did not have to worry about money because the Red Guards had already
commandeered the trains in the name of the Revolution. The Red Guards were happy to transport all of Chinas
youths to Peking to show their support for Mao.\fn{ The author makes the following comment: In the early stages of the
Cultural Revolution, anyone who wanted to could join the Red Guards as long as he or she was middle-school age (early teens) or older.
Later, two categories were established to determine who could join the Red Guards. There were five Red categories: workers, poor and
lower-middle peasants, revolutionary soldiers, revolutionary martyrs, and revolutionary cadres who had joined the Party before 1949.
Opposite to the five Red categories were five Black categories for those to be excluded: former landlords, rich peasants,
counterrevolutionaries (including former members of the KMT), bad elements, and rightists. The five Black categories were actually seven
if one included the bourgeoisie and capitalist roaders (people in power who preferred the capitalist way of life). Youths born to Black
families were not admitted to the Red Guards unless they proved that they had renounced their class and denounced their parents }

The railway platform was the first indication that China was at war. It seemed as though everyone in town was
trying to squeeze onto the train. One of my older friends said it looked like a scene from War and Peace. This
started an argument about which author was best at describing revolution. I liked Hugo and another friend was
partial to Gorky. Unable to get close to the train, we stood arguing, as though we were at the train station to debate
literature instead of going to Peking to see Mao. We argued until our parents arrived and took us home. I never did
figure out how my father found out about our plans.\fn{ The author explains her behavior and that of her friends as follows:
Even though we never got to Peking to see Mao, we were excited by the Party’s call to revolution and the newspaper photos of Mao
reviewing the Red Guards in Tiananmen. We had no real experience with revolution. We thought it was our turn, our moment, our chance
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to move away from the established order and contribute to a new China, our chance to march, fists in the air, shouting political slogans
and making our loyalty to the Party visible. We were good; they—anyone who dared disagree with us—were evil. We would be Red Guards;
we would guard Mao’s thoughts, guard the Party’s principles, and, above all, guard the communist ideology. We felt grown up overnight.
With Mao’s blessing, we became the masters of society; we controlled life; we determined our fate rather than the other way around. Even
though my friends and I were not yet Red Guards, we envisioned ourselves as the revolutionaries we had already seen in movies }

*
A friend of my family’s, a woman from a wealthy Christian family, had burned her collection of traditional
Chinese paintings and calligraphy and thrown away her Western clothes. The only things she had kept were a jade
charm given her by her grandmother and her mother’s Bible. Her grandmother had promised that the charm would
protect her from the devil, and her mother had told her that the Bible would keep evil away.
Then, before the Red Guards could come to raid her house, she went to a department store to get some material
to make herself a suitable, proletarian-looking outfit. There were only two kinds of cloth in the store. Both were a
stiff denim, one plain and the other with a flower pattern. She purchased several yards of the flower-patterned
denim and used it to make a skirt and blouse. The next day, calm and prepared, she put on her new proletarian
clothing and waited for the raid.
The sky was getting dark when seven Red Guards broke into her house. They emptied all the closets and
dresser drawers, looking for something old. Angry when they did not find anything, one grabbed her by her collar
and threw her to the floor. The Red Guards then stood around her in a circle, accusing her of destroying the
evidence of her guilt. One of the guards, a girl of about fifteen, screamed,
“How dare you disguise yourself as one of the proletariat? Do you think we cannot tell who you are just
because you wear denim? We are Chairman Mao’s Red Guards, and we have very discerning eyes! Flowered
denim? You are deliberately bringing shame on the proletarian class!” The woman asked the girl,
“Is it wrong to be neat?”
The Red Guards responded by hacking off her hair in the ying yang tau style, where the hair on one half of the
head was chopped short and the hair on the other half was shaved clean.\fn{ The author explains: The children of Red
families were entitled to rebel and destroy whatever and whomever they did not like in the name of the Revolution. They were encouraged
to attack the Four Olds: old ideas, old culture, old habits, and old customs. These attacks occurred everywhere. The concept of the Four
Olds was broad. The lack of focus and definition made things confusing. Anything from before the 1949 Revolution could be taken as old.
Anyone found in possession of goods from that period could, and frequently did, suffer horrible consequences. The Red Guards raided
private houses without warning, turning the household inside out, throwing “bourgeois” possessions such as jewelry, Western-style
clothing, women's high heels, and qipao into the street, making everyone's shame public. Frequently these items were dug from the closets
and chests of intellectuals who otherwise wore the politically fashionable clothing of Mao jackets and the baggy blue pants of the workers }

*
I watched my next-door neighbors get abducted by the Red Guards. They were well-known revolutionary
writers and had been in Yan’an in the 1930s as members of the Party. Before the Cultural Revolution, Yan’an was
regarded as the cradle of the Chinese Communist Party, and anyone who had been there was seen as as a
quintessential revolutionary. Now this counted for nothing.
It was dusk when a truck stopped in front of our apartment building. A group of teenagers wearing Red Guard
armbands kicked their way into the apartment. My friends and I were playing outside, and we stopped to watch.
At that time we were still too young and innocent to be frightened enough to run away.
The sound of breaking glass and a child’s screaming burst from the apartment. In a few minutes three Red
Guards emerged from the apartment with a gunnysack. They dumped the contents into the courtyard—books.
They set the books on fire. I noticed that one was a collection of Robert Browning’s poetry.
Two of the Red Guards went back into the building, while the third stood guard over the fire. The books were
almost burnt to ashes when the Red Guards carne back out of the apartment carrying two more gunnysacks. The
sacks were so heavy it took three of the young men to carry each one. As they threw the sacks into the truck, I
heard the sound of gagging. The guards jumped into the truck and sped away. No one ever saw my next-door
neighbors again.
Shortly after I witnessed this abduction, the news came that the working classes had begun forming their own
groups, called the Red Rebels.\fn{The author notes: The first such group to appear was the Association of Red Rebels, which arose
in Peking in the winter of 1967 … Unlike the children of the Red Guard units, the Rebels were primarily from the rural areas and were
poorly educated, fully grown adults. These Rebels frequently brought their entire families along when traveling for the Revolution. When
they stopped for the night, they freely took over the residences of Black families and used them as they pleased }

*
I remember one spring night in 1967. The whole compound where I lived was suddenly filled with shouts.
“Open up. Let us in, you horde of reactionaries!” cried a group of Rebels at our gate. They would have climbed
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over the walls and into the courtyard if our old doorman had not appeared to let them in.
Right away someone was pounding on our door. My grandmother opened it, and a handsome young man with
his wife and sister walked into our house. He said that he was a newlywed and that the three of them were going
to Peking for their revolutionary honeymoon.
Then he looked straight at my father and called him by name. He demanded that my father cook dinner for
them. He wanted to know if a reactionary writer could cook like working-class people. My father was about to go
into the kitchen when the young man changed his mind and ordered my mother to cook instead. Then he
demanded that my father recite some of his poetry. My father said,
“I dare not. My poems have been criticized as poisonous weeds.” The young man laughed coldly and said,
“This is a revolutionary Rebel ordering you. How dare you refuse? We know all your reactionary behavior
very well. We want to criticize your poisonous writing now.”
Then he knocked my father to the floor and began kicking him in the stomach. Fortunately, he was stopped by
his wife after the third kick. We could tell from his accent that he was from Chongqing.
The next day the courtyard of the compound was filled with dozens of young people with the same heavy
Chongqing accent. One of our neighbors was a playwright. His house was occupied by seven Rebels: four men
and three women.
In the I930s, this playwright had been in the underground Communist Party in Chongqing. After everyone left,
he told us that, with his insight as a veteran Party member, he knew that someone in our compound was a Judas
who had sold us out to the Rebels from Chongqing.
We found our Judas soon. He was a young working-class songwriter who was a failure at his trade. He had
joined a Rebel organization in Chengdu—for personal revenge. He thought of himself as a gifted songwriter
whose failures could be traced to the bourgeois, reactionary intellectuals who had suppressed him. He joined the
Rebels and wrote revolutionary songs. His rebellious comrades had connections with their counterparts in
Chongqing, and he invited them to stay with us when they traveled through Chengdu.
A few weeks later this same Rebel forced my father to write my aunt in Shanghai to “welcome” and
accommodate the Rebel. Our Judas was going to Shanghai with his comrades for the Revolution. Friends later
told us that he forced them to do the same thing when he discovered they had relatives in other big cities where he
and his friends wanted to travel.\fn{The author explains his behavior this way: At the stage when the working class mobilized itself
as Rebels and was treated as the leading class again, members of other social groups began joining Rebel organizations, either seeking
protection, showing their moral support for the new leading classes, or simply believing Mao when he said that it was right to rebel }

*
As part of the Antirightist Campaign in 1957 a local writer had criticized the work of a famous poet. Early in
the Revolution, he was attacked by the Red Guards. After the attack, he was told that the poet had a son who was
a member of the Red Guards.
Later, when the working classes revolted and adult Rebel groups began to form, this writer joined a local Rebel
organization. Soon a group of my friends and I saw the poet being carried home on a stretcher. His shirt was
soaked in blood. His wife said his ribs had been broken in a beating by the Rebels.
*
In the summer of 1967, my parents sent me to my aunt’s house in the countryside to protect me from the
violence in the city. My aunt’s home sat on the crest of a hill, surrounded by orange trees. One morning as we
were shucking corn in the yard, a young man in a white shirt covered with blood came up the hill. He begged my
aunt to help him. She took the young man inside the house and shut the door behind her. A few minutes later she
returned to her work.
Soon three men carrying pistols and wearing red armbands proclaiming, “The East Is Red” came up the hill.
They asked my aunt if she had seen a young man passing by. She said, “Yes” and pointed down the hill toward
town, away from the direction the men had come. The Rebels ran in the direction she pointed. My aunt took my
hand, pulled me into the house, and closed the door.
“Where is that wounded man?” I asked.
My aunt led me through the house, out the back door, across the yard, and into a storage lean-to. In the middle
of the room were two coffins. My aunt and uncle had prepared coffins for themselves, a large one for him and a
smaller one for her, in case anything happened to their children and someone else had to bury them.
I had never been this close to a coffin before. My aunt told me to help her open the smaller of the two. With
shaking hands, we opened the coffin. There was the wounded young man. My aunt told him he should leave
before the Rebels returned.
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*
In the fall of 1968 another poster appeared in Chengdu. This time it struck home. Hung on the wall of the
compound where I lived, the new poster said:
THE LATEST DIRECTIVE OF CHAIRMAN MAO
Vast numbers of cadres should be transferred to do manual labor in the countryside. This is a chance for them to
relearn the lessons of the masses. Apart from the aged, the weak, and the sick, all cadres should be sent to the
countryside to facilitate their remolding. Cadres at their posts should be transferred in turn to the countryside to do
manual labor.

I was too young to understand the meaning of Mao’s directive but not too young to know that being sent to the
countryside was punishment and not reform. Before the Antirightist Campaign, my uncle had been a manager for
a large petroleum company. After he was accused of being a rightist in 1958, he was sent to the countryside along
with his wife and children. They all became peasants overnight.
However, my friends and I were not frightened. We enjoyed daydreaming about the future. Several of us were
discussing the poster, verbally picturing the countryside, thinking our parents would look like the Russian
revolutionaries in Tolstoy’s Resurrection who were sent into exile in Siberia.
One boy said he had a Russian-style hat. He asked us to imagine how handsome he would be in some snowy
forest, wearing the hat and his boots. I said I would definitely take my hooded red coat, a birthday gift from my
father. Another boy, a little bit older than me, cut me off, saying
“Oh, you little girl, you just want to be like Little Red Riding Hood. How do you know where our parents will
be sent? How do you know the countryside will be any better than a cowshed?”
His words caused silence. One thing we were certain of was that if the place our parents were sent was like a
cowshed, we would not be allowed to follow.
The next day we learned that the place Mao wanted to send the cadres and intellectuals was called a Wu Qi
Gan Xiao, a May 7 Cadre School, or Gan Xiao for short.
*
Soon the fears of that wise child in the courtyard came true. Our parents were sent to places in the countryside,
and we were not allowed to follow. In cases like mine, where parents did not work for the same unit, mothers and
fathers were sent to different camps.
Both my father and mother were in the first group of intellectuals to be sent from Chengdu. There was no
consideration given for family or for health. Although my father suffered from severe asthma, he was sent to a
Gan Xiao on the Vietnamese border. My mother was sent to a mountain area close to Tibet.
When my parents were sent to the countryside, they left me in a household that included my grandmother, who
was in her sixties and not in good health, and my little brother. It fell to me to look after my brother.
About a year and a half after my parents were sent away, my brother came down with hepatitis. After I bought
the medicine and some sugar necessary to help my brother regain his health, there was too little money left to
meet the rest of our needs.
I told my grandmother that I had to go visit my mother. She asked me how I would get there without any
money. I did not know.
Fortunately, I had a classmate named Li Yi whose parents had been sent to the same Gan Xiao as my mother.
Her older brother had a friend who worked for the post office. She thought that he and his friends might be able to
find a parcel delivery truck going to that area. A week later her brother was able to arrange a ride for us.
At about 4:45 one morning, Li Yi and I arrived at the backyard of the main post office, where many trucks
were lined up to pick up parcels and mail. We waited in the cold until about 5:30, when Li Yi’s brother came to us.
“They’re about to leave now,” he said.
We followed him to a truck parked by the exit gate. A few minutes later another young man appeared. He
greeted Li Yi’s brother and said,
“Don’t worry. Just leave it to me.” Li Yi’s brother left for work, and we sat beside the truck.
About twenty minutes later two other young men appeared. Li Yi’s brother’s friend told them,
“These two girls are my cousins. If you will give them a ride, I will repay you with some good cigarettes.”
The two young men agreed to give us a ride. One of them climbed into the truck and opened the back of the
canvas canopy. He told Li Yi’s brother's friend,
“Toss them up.”
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I was too small even to reach the tailgate of the truck. Li Yi was taller, so she climbed into the truck by
stepping on one of the back tires. Her brother’s friend grabbed me by the waist and threw me to the young man
standing in the truck, who caught me and dropped me into the back of the truck like a parcel. Before I could take a
look around, the young man jumped down and closed the canopy.
Li Yi and I were in the dark. We called out to each other. I groped to- ward her voice. The first thing I touched
was a parcel. The second thing was parcel, too. Then the truck began rolling through the city streets. Soon Li Yi
and I got used to the darkness and were able to find each other.
“We are parcels now,” I said to Li Yi.
“Yes,” she replied, “except we have no address on our face.”
I wanted to throw up because of the smell of the hot canopy and the lack of fresh air. Li Yi needed to relieve
herself, but the drivers apparently had no intention of stopping. To distract ourselves from the physical
discomfort, I suggested to Li Yi that we read the parcels to see where they had been sent from and where they
were going.
One parcel from Shandong Province was broken. The contents were big raw peanuts with pinkish skins. The
discovery was exciting because our stomachs were empty. Li Yi started to eat some of the nuts, but I stopped her.
“Why can’t I have some?” she asked.
“They will find out,” I said. “It’s like stealing.”
“No, they won’t. I mean, how could they?” Li Yi was upset.
“Only you and I are back here. They might think we opened the parcel deliberately.”
“You are always trying to be good. You just want to be everyone’s pet,” Li Yi said. “I am going to eat these
peanuts. 1 don’t want to be a good girl anymore.”
1 was about to push her hand away from the parcel when the truck suddenly stopped. One of the drivers carne
around the back and opened the tent from the outside.
“If you want to relieve yourselves, this is your only chance,” he said without looking at us.
Li Yi and 1 looked out. The truck had stopped in the barren, dusty countryside. The only cover was a field of
desiccated corn. 1 was reluctant to go because the two young men would also go into the field. Li Yi said,
“Here is your chance to make a contribution to the agriculture of the country.”
Then she jumped off the truck. I followed her. The two drivers were standing by the side of the truck, urinating
into a ditch, as Li Yi and I walked into the field. We were worried the drivers would take off without us, so we
only went a few rows into the field. When we came back to the truck, one of the drivers was searching for
something among the parcels. His companion was leaning back against the truck, smoking. As we walked around
to the back of the truck, the driver jumped down, from the bed, holding the broken parcel of peanuts.
With the help of the drivers, we climbed back under the canopy. After driving for what seemed an entire day
and night, the truck stopped again. One driver opened the canvas, saying,
“Here you are. Get off! Get off!”
I asked the driver what time it was. He replied that it was six o’clock in the evening. Li Yi and I had been
riding with parcels for twelve hours. When the truck sped away, Li Yi and I realized that the drivers had dropped
us off in the middle of the countryside. There were no houses, no animals, and no human beings around. Only
more cornfields, stretching toward the mountains.
I started crying. Li Yi told me to be quiet. She said that where there was a farm, there was a family. We walked
for a mile or so and turned down a small road that led us to a peasant family farm. The only people home were a
woman and a baby. We asked the woman if she knew if there was a Gan Xiao nearby. She said that there was one
located on the mountain and that it would take us at least an hour to walk there. After giving us some water to
drink, the peasant woman led us through the fields to the foot of the mountain. When we arrived, she pointed to a
path and said,
“Stick to this path. At the end is the Gan Xiao, on the top of the mountain.”
We thanked her for her kindness and set off along the path. The sky was getting dark. I was nervous and said
that I felt as if we were in a horrible movie and might wind up captured by bandits. Li Yi shouted at me,
“Be quiet! Do you want the Rebels to hear you? If no one can hear you, we are safe!”
The air was still, the mountain was quiet, but her voice echoed through the hills. I thought to myself, if there
were any bandits lurking about, they knew where we were now. But I did not say a word. Li Yi’s nervousness
made me more scared. The path was steep, and I kept telling myself after every turn that we would soon see the
Gan Xiao. But turn after turn the Gan Xiao still did not appear. Soon the moon came out. With it appeared two
iron gates and a soldier with a rifle on his shoulder.
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“We’ve arrived! We’ve arrived!” Li Yi and I shouted.
We knew that this was the Gan Xiao even though there was no sign outside. Standing before the soldier, we
could see into the Gan Xiao well enough to make out people’s faces. I could see some of my mother’s colleagues
walking by in the courtyard beyond the gates. The soldier would not let us in. Instead he asked us,
“Who gave you permission to come here?”
We did not know how to respond. We had been taught to respect authority, and we were afraid.
“My mother is in there,” I murmured.
“We came from Chengdu,” Li Yi said, as though the name of the capital city bore some mystic power that
would open the gates. The soldier was not touched, replying,
“Then go back there.”
We did not know what we should do or what we could do. Li Yi and I were standing there, staring at the adults
coming and going inside the courtyard, hoping we might see our parents. Finally someone recognized me. It was
Uncle Cheng, one of my mother’s close friends. He came to the gate and told the soldier,
“I’ll take care of these two.” Before I could say anything, Uncle Cheng led us away from the gate, saying,
“I can get you into the Gan Xiao. There is a path up the back of the mountain. It is quite treacherous, but the
bandits are not defending that path.”\fn{ A literary allusion. Wen explains: During the Cultural Revolution, Jiang Qing [Mao’s
wife, a former Shanghai actress] approved eight different “model revolutionary dramas” for performance in China. One of these works,
Zhiqu Weihu Shan (Conquering Fierce Tiger Mountain by Strategy), concerned a group of bandits who have established a stronghold at
the top of a steep mountain. Members of the People’s Liberation Army, the heroes, capture a bandit spy in town one day. From him they
learn the secret password used to enter the stronghold. Picking a heroic PLA soldier, they send him up the mountain to infiltrate the bandit
group. They plan to follow him up the mountain and attack the stronghold once he is in a position to let them inside. Unbeknown to the
PLA, the bandits have all of the passes into their territory guarded, making it impossible for the army to sneak up to he gates of the
stronghold undetected. Luckily the soldiers meet a hunter, who tells them, “I can take you into the bandits’ stronghold. There is a path up
the back of the mountain, but the bandits are not defending that pass because it is so treacherous, they don’t think anyone can traverse it
successfully.” Unfortunately for the bandits, they have underestimated the heroic nature of the brave PLA soldiers, who overcome the
obstacles of the path, enter the stronghold with the help of their infiltrator, and conquer the bandits .} Uncle Cheng carried me and

Li Yi followed, insisting she could walk. I did not understand what he meant by bandits, but I did know he was
taking me to see my mother.
Riding on his back, I could see the moon hanging over the trees. It looked big and yellow, as though it were
painted on a stage backdrop. I have never seen a moon like that again. I remembered telling Uncle Cheng that I
wished the sun could be like that—so big and that pretty kind of yellow. Then I fell asleep under the slow sway of
his walk.
I awoke to find myself in a single bed. I peaked out through mosquito netting: Another three single beds under
mosquito nets were arranged along the wall, each with an enamel basin under it. On the other side of the room
was a plain wood bench. A few tea mugs and rice bowls sat on a crude shelf above it. I wondered where Li Yi had
gone and where the owners of the other beds were.
Suddenly I could hear voices, women approaching the door. It opened and four women came in, my mother
third. As she approached me, the other three, now quiet, slipped under the mosquito nets into their beds. My
mother raised the mosquito netting on the bed where I sat. She was holding a bowl of cracked corn. I looked at
her, wanting to call her name, but I did not. Something about the way she looked at me and the silence of the other
women told me that it was not time to speak. My mother looked at me for a moment without even smiling. No
excitement. It was not much of a reunion after such a long separation.
“Here is your dinner,” she said, handing me the bowl. “After you eat, go to sleep.”
I ate the corn without speaking and tried to go to sleep, but I could not. The other women did not make a
sound, no quiet chatting, not even the sound of their breathing.
My mother took a small folding chair out from under the bench, lit an oil lamp, and then turned out the
overhead light. She began to write. I sat up in the darkness, watching her work silently. Writing away in the dim
light of the oil lamp, my mother looked like a statue except for her hand moving across the page, page after page.
I wanted to talk to her, to touch her arm, to remind her I had come, but I did not. In our house, writing was a
sacred activity. My brother and I were never allowed to disturb our parents while they were working. I remember
thinking how important my mother’s writing had to be that night for her to go without sleep. I got up to use the
toilet, trying to attract her attention. She glanced at me for a second and then turned back to her writing.
Disappointed, I decided to look over her shoulder. I could see some of the words on the page: “Self-criticism,”
they said. Mom immediately turned the page upside down, concealing the words.
“You won’t understand,” she said, as she pushed me back to the bed.
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I crawled back under the netting and sat up to watch as she returned to the bench. The word self-criticism kept
going through my mind, helping me stay awake. I knew what self-criticism meant. It was the harshest form of
punishment my parents leveled against their children. I remember having to write a self-criticism one time after
my brother and I had got into trouble. We had been having a contest to see who could eat the most candy, and it
made us both sick. I ran and hid, but my brother went to my parents. When he could no longer stand the bitterness
of the medicine my mother gave him, he told them I had eaten the candy, too. My mother was so upset that I had
made my brother sick that she made me write a self-criticism. When I was done, my father took the pages and
locked them in his desk.
I never dreamed that there was someone so powerful that he or she could make my mother write self-criticism.
My head was full of questions. Who was my mom writing her self-criticism for? Who was going to punish her? I
could not answer the questions, so I promised myself that I would ask my mother when she came to bed.
She did not come to bed that night. At dawn someone shook me awake and said,
“Wake up. Wake up.”
I opened my eyes to see my mother’s face. A military officer stood behind her. I knew he was an officer by the
number of pockets on his jacket. Soldiers had only two pockets; officers had four.
“Tell Li zhengwei\fn{Political commissar} that you are leaving here today,” said my mother. I could not move my
mouth. Mom demanded again,
“Say it.” When I still made no sound, she said,
“I’m sorry. This child can be very stubborn, but I will send her home today. I promise.” The political officer
replied,
“You had better see that she leaves. Don’t forget your own problems. Otherwise …”
My mother saw him to the door, apologizing all the way. Then she hurried over to me.
“It’s not quite seven o’clock yet,” said one of her roommates. “If you hurry, you can catch the bus that leaves
at eleven o’clock.”
I said that I wanted to leave with Li Yi because I had come with her.
“Forget Li Yi,” my mother answered. “Mind your own business.”
I tried everything I could to delay my departure. The later we left the Gan Xiao, the better chance I had of
missing the bus and being able to stay another day.
At 7:30 the zhengwei returned. My mother gathered me up, and he escorted us to the gate. As we left, I gave
the soldier on guard duty a nasty look. He did not seem to notice.
I followed my mother down the mountain. At the bus terminal my mother bought me a ticket and found that I
still had an hour before the bus left. She took me to a small noodle shop and bought me a bowl of fried dumplings.
Then she handed me a pair of chopsticks she had in her bag.
“I don’t trust chopsticks in public places,” she said. “I don’t want you getting sick like your brother.”
After I ate she took me back to the bus station. We were standing waiting for the bus when, without warning,
she grabbed me by the arm and pulled my face close to hers.
“Daughter, you must be obedient. Promise me.”
I nodded to her even though I did not know what she meant by obedient or obedient to whom. Now I felt
guilty. I was afraid that I had been disobedient for coming to visit my mother without anyone’s permission.
The bus soon pulled up, and the passengers, all peasants, started to pile on, their baggage an assortment of
bamboo boxes and baskets carrying everything from clothing to live chickens and ducks. Although I was from the
city, I would not have been surprised to see someone try to carry a live pig onto the bus. The entire time they were
boarding, the driver was cursing them for making his bus dirty.
Just as I was about to board the bus, my mother pulled a small package wrapped in rough paper from her bag:
a half-kilo of crude brown sugar.
“Here,” she said. “Your Uncle Cheng gave this to me. It’s not very refined, so you will have to steam it before
you give it to your brother. Take good care of it. Uncle Cheng’s hepatitis is not so bad now, but this is all he had
left.”
The bus began to move before I found a seat. Looking out of the window, I could see my mother. I opened the
window just in time to hear her shout,
“Daughter, I’m sorry I let you down.”
All the way home, and for weeks later, I wondered what she had meant. Why was she sorry, and how had she
let me down? If she was sorry, why had she had to obey the zhengwei and send me home? And I was more
uncertain than ever before. I wondered when my parents would come home or if I would ever even see them
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again.
*
When I graduated from high school, I was sent to the countryside. I was seventeen years old. The bus ride from
the city to the countryside took one entire day. At the edge of civilization, where the buses no longer traveled, I
hitchhiked a ride on a tractor driven by an illiterate peasant. For several hours I rode in the constantly joggling
tractor over rocky roads. …
This driver knew that I was someone who was going to the countryside to be reeducated. I could see it in his
eyes. I could tell that he was thinking,
“Now it is my turn. I will teach this girl what the Cultural Revolution means.”
186.177 1. The Childhood I Cannot Leave Behind Me 2. My Mother: Two Short Stories\fn{by Xinran aka Xue
Xinran (1958- )} Peking, China (F) 7
1
I was born in Peking in 1958, when China was at its poorest, and a day’s food ration consisted of a few
soybeans. While other children of my age were cold and hungry, I ate imported chocolate in my grandmother’s
house in Peking, surrounded by flowers and birdsong in the courtyard. But China was about to iron out the
distinctions between the rich and poor in its unique political way. Children who had struggled to survive poverty
and deprivation would spurn and insult me; soon the material riches I had once possessed were more than
balanced out by spiritual privation. From then on, I understood that there are many things in life more important
than chocolate.
When I was little, my grandmother combed and plaited my hair every day, making sure the braids were even
and regular before tying ribbons into a bow on each end. I was extremely fond of my plaits, and tossed my head
proudly to display them when walking or playing. At bedtime, I would not let my grandmother untie the ribbons,
and would position my plaits carefully on either side of the pillow before going to sleep. Sometimes, when I got
up in the morning to find my bows undone, I would ask sulkily who it was who had spoiled them.
My parents were stationed at a military base near the Great Wall. When I was seven, I went to live with them
for the first time since I was born.
*
Less than a fortnight after I arrived, our house was searched by the Red Guards. They suspected my father of
being a “reactionary technical authority” because he was a member of the Chinese Association of High-Level
Mechanical Engineers and an expert on electrical mechanics. He was also thought to be a “British imperialist
running dog” because his father had worked for the British company GEC for thirty-five years. In addition,
because our house contained many cultural artefacts, my father was charged with being a “representative of
feudalism, capitalism and revisionism”.
I remember Red Guards swarming all over the house and a great fire in our courtyard on to which were thrown
my father’s books, my grandparents’ precious traditional furniture and my toys. My father had been arrested and
taken away. Frightened and sad, I fell into a stupor as I watched the flames, hearing cries for help coming from
within them. The fire burned away everything: the home I had only just come to call my own, my hitherto happy
childhood, my hopes and my family’s pride in its learning and riches. It burned regrets into me that will remain
till my death.
In the light of the fire, a girl wearing a red armband walked over to me carrying a big pair of scissors. She
caught hold of my plaits and said,
“This is a petit-bourgeois hairstyle.”
Before I had realised what she was talking about, she had cut my plaits off, and thrown them into the fire. I
stood wide-eyed, watching dumbly as my plaits and their pretty bows turned to ashes. When the Red Guards left
our house, the girl who had cut my plaits off said to me,
“From now on, you are forbidden to tie your hair back with ribbons. That is an imperialist hairstyle!”
*
After my father had been thrown into prison, my mother seldom had time to look after us. She always came
home late, and when she was home she was always writing; what, I did not know. My brother and I could only
buy food in our father’s work unit canteen where they served a meagre diet of boiled turnips or cabbage. Cooking
oil was a rare commodity then.
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Once, my mother brought home some belly of pork, and stewed it for us through the night. The next morning,
as she was about to leave for work, she said to me,
“When you come home, poke the coals to make them hotter and heat up the pork in the pot for lunch. Don’t
leave any for me. Both of you need the nourishment.”
When I got out of school at midday, I went to fetch my brother from the house of a neighbour who was looking
after him. When I told him he was going to have something nice to eat, he was very happy, and sat obediently by
the table watching me as I set to warming the food up.
Our stove was a tall brick range of the sort used by the northern Chinese and I was dwarfed by it. In order to be
able to prod the coal with a poker, I had to stand on a stool. This was the first time I had done this alone. I did not
realise that the poker would become red-hot from the fire within the range and when I had difficulty pulling it out
with my right hand, I grasped it firmly with my left. The skin on my palm blistered and peeled off, and I screamed
in pain.
My neighbour came running when she heard the noise. She called a doctor, but though he lived nearby, he told
her that he did not dare to come because a certificate of special permission was required for him to make an
emergency visit to a member of a household that was under investigation. Another neighbour who came hurrying
round was an old professor. He had somehow picked up the notion that soy sauce should be rubbed into burns and
poured a whole bottle of it on to my hand; it stung so excruciatingly that I fell to the floor writhing in agony and
passed out.
When I came round, I was lying in bed and my mother was sitting beside me, holding my bandaged left hand
in both of hers, reproaching herself for asking me to use the stove alone.
To this day, I find it hard to understand how that doctor could have let our family’s political status prevent him
from coming to my aid.
*
As the “daughter of a capitalist household”, my mother was soon detained for investigation as well, and
forbidden to return home. My brother and I were moved to living quarters for children whose parents were in
prison.
At school, I was forbidden to take part in singing and dancing activities with the other girls because I was not
to “pollute” the arena of the revolution. Even though I was short-sighted, I was not allowed to sit in the front row
in class because the best places were reserved for children born to peasants, workers or soldiers; they were
deemed to have “straight roots and red shoots”. Similarly, I was forbidden to stand in the front row during
PE\fn{Physical Education} lessons, though I was the smallest in the class, because the places nearest the teacher were
for the “next generation of the revolution”.
Along with the other twelve “polluted” children who ranged from two to fourteen years in age, my brother and
I had to attend a political study class after school, and could not participate in after-school activities with children
of our age. We were not allowed to watch films, not even the most fervently revolutionary ones, because we had
to “thoroughly recognise” the reactionary nature of our families. In the canteen, we were served food only after
everyone else because my paternal grandfather had once “helped the British and American imperialists take food
from Chinese mouths and clothes off Chinese backs”.
Our days were regulated by two Red Guards barking orders:
“Out of bed!”
“Go to class!”
“Go to the canteen!”
“Study the Quotations of Chairman Mao!”
“Go to sleep!”
Without any family to protect us, we followed the same mechanical routine day after day, with none of the
smiles, games or laughter of childhood. We did the housework ourselves, and the older children helped the
younger ones to wash their clothes, faces and feet every day; we only had one shower a week. At night, we all—
boys and girls together—slept squeezed together on straw bedding.
Our one small comfort lay in trips to the canteen. No one chatted or laughed there, but kind people sometimes
slipped small parcels of food to us surreptitiously.
One day, I took my brother, who was not yet three years old, to stand at the end of the canteen queue, which
was unusually long. It must have been a day of national celebration, for roast chicken was being sold for the first
time, and the delicious smell wafted through the air. Our mouths watered; we had eaten nothing but leftovers for a
long time, but we knew there would be no roast chicken for us.
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My brother suddenly burst into tears, shouting that he wanted roast chicken. Afraid that the noise would annoy
the Red Guards and that they would turn us out, leaving us with no food at all, I did my best to coax my brother to
stop. But he continued crying, getting more and more upset; I was so petrified that I was on the verge of tears
myself.
Just then, a motherly-looking woman walked past. She tore off some of her roast chicken, gave it to my brother
and walked off without a word. My brother stopped crying, and was just about to start eating when a Red Guard
ran up, snatched the chicken leg from his mouth, threw it on to the ground and trampled it to mush.
“You pups of imperialist running dogs, you’re fit to eat chicken too, are you?” the Red Guard shouted.
My brother was too scared to move; he ate nothing that day—and he did not cry or make a fuss over roast
chicken or any such luxury for a long time after that. Many years later, I asked my brother if he remembered that
incident. I am glad to say that he did not, but I cannot forget it myself.
*
My brother and I lived in the home for almost five years. We were lucky compared to other children, some of
whom lived there for nearly ten.
In the home, the children trusted and helped each other. All of us were equal there. But there was no place for
us in the outside world. Wherever our little troupe went, people would recoil as if we had the plague. Mature
adults would express their sympathy with silence, but children humiliated and insulted us. Our clothes were
streaked with gobs of spit or phlegm, but we did not know how to defend ourselves, let alone how to fight back.
Instead, self-loathing was branded into our hearts.
The first person to spit at me was my best friend. She said,
“My mother says your grandfather helped those horrible English people eat Chinese flesh and drink Chinese
blood. He was the very, very worst of all bad people. You’re his grandchild, so you can’t be a good person either.”
She spat at me, walked away and never spoke to me again.
One day, I was huddled at the back of the classroom, crying after being beaten up by the “red” children. I
thought I was alone, and was startled when one of my teachers came to stand behind me and patted my shoulder
lightly. Through my tears, it was hard to read the expression on his face in the dim light of the lamps, but I could
see that he was gesturing for me to follow him. I trusted him because I knew that he helped poor people outside
the school.
He walked with me to a hut by the side of the playground where the school stored its junk. He opened the lock
very quickly and ushered me in. The window was covered with newspapers, so it was very dim inside. The room
was piled high with jumbled odds and ends, and smelled of mould and decay. I stiffened in distaste, but the
teacher wriggled his way through the junk with the ease of long practice. I fought my way in after him.
*
In the inner room, I was amazed to find a neat, well-ordered library. Several hundred books were arranged on
broken planks. For the first time, I understood the meaning of a famous line of poetry:
“In the darkest shadow of the willows, I suddenly came upon the bright flowers of a village.”
The teacher told me that this library was a secret that he was planning as a gift for future generations. No
matter how revolutionary people were, he said, they could not live without books. Without books, we would not
understand the world; without books, we could not develop; without books, nature could not serve humanity.
The more he spoke, the more excited he became, but the more afraid I grew. I knew that it was these very
books which the Cultural Revolution was fighting to destroy. The teacher gave me a key to the hut and told me
that I could take refuge and read there at any time.
The hut was behind the only toilet in the school, so it was easy for me to go there without being noticed when
the other children were taking part in activities I was barred from. On my first few visits to the hut, I found the
smell and the darkness stifling, so I poked a pea-sized hole into the newspapers over the window. I peered out at
the children playing, dreaming that one day I might be allowed to join in.
When the bustle in the playground had made me too sad to go on looking out of the window, I started to read.
There were not many elementary readers among the books in the library, so I had great difficulty with the obscure
vocabulary. At first, the teacher would answer questions and explain things when he came to check up on me;
later he brought me a dictionary, which I used diligently, though I still only understood about half of what I read.
The books on Chinese and foreign history fascinated me. They taught me about different ways of life: not only
about the dramatic stories that everybody knew, but about ordinary people weaving their own history through
their daily lives. From these books, I also learned that many questions remained unanswered.
I learned a great deal from the encyclopaedia, which saved me trouble and expense later in life, for I can now
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turn my hand to manual work and repairs on everything from bicycles to small electrical appliances. I used to
dream of becoming a diplomat, a lawyer, a journalist or a writer. When I had the opportunity to choose a
profession, I left my administrative job in the army after twelve years to become a journalist. The passive
knowledge I had accumulated in my childhood helped me once again.
My dream of joining in with the other children in the playground never came true, but I gained comfort from
reading about battles and bloodshed in that secret library. The records of war made me feel lucky to be living in
peacetime, and helped me to forget the taunts that awaited me outside the hut.
*
The first person to show me how to see happiness and beauty in life by observing the people and things around
me was Yin Da.
Yin Da was an orphan. He did not seem to know how he had lost his parents; all he knew was that he had
grown up under the care of his neighbours in the village while living in a hut 1.5 metres long by 1.2 metres wide,
containing only a bed which took up the whole room. He had eaten the rice of a hundred families and worn the
clothes of a hundred households, and called all the villagers Mother and Father.
I remember Yin Da only having one set of clothes. In winter he simply wore a thick, padded cotton jacket over
his summer clothes. Everyone around him was poor, so a padded jacket for the winter was comfort enough.
Though Yin Da must have been five or six years older than I was, we were in the same class at the army
school. During the Cultural Revolution, virtually all institutions of education were frozen; only military schools
and colleges were allowed to continue to train young people in matters of national defence. To show support for
the peasants and workers from the town occupied by the military base, my school arranged for the local children
to be educated alongside army children. Many of them were already fourteen or fifteen when they started primary
school.
If Yin Da was around when I was being beaten up, spat at ot called names by the children from “red” families,
he would always stand up for me. Sometimes, when he saw me crying in a corner, he would tell the Red Guards
that he was taking me to get to know the peasants and would lead me on a tour of the town. He would show me
the houses of very poor people, and tell me what made these people happy, even though they earned much less
than a hundred yuan a year.
At break time, Yin Da would take me up the hill behind the school to look at the trees and flowering plants
there. There were many trees of the same kind in the world, he said, yet no two leaves were the same. He told me
that life was precious and that water gave life by giving of itself.
He asked me what I liked about the town where the military base was. I said I did not know, there was nothing
to like; it was a small, shabby, colourless place, filled only with the choking smoke of cooking fires, and people
walking about in torn jackets and ragged shirts.
Yin Da taught me to look at and think about each house in the town carefully, even the ones cobbled together
from scrap. Who lived in these houses? What did they do inside? What did they do outside? Why was that door
ajar? Was the family inside waiting for someone or had they forgotten to close the door? What consequences
would their forgetfulness bring?
I followed Yin Da’s advice to find interest in my surroundings and was no longer so saddened by the spitting
and taunts I encountered every day. I would be wrapped up in my own thoughts, imagining the lives of the people
in the houses. The contrast between imaginary and real worlds was to become a source of both comfort and
sorrow for me.
*
At the end of the 1960s, relations between China and the Soviet Union broke down completely, and an armed
conflict over China’s northern border took place on Zhenbao Island. Every town and city had to dig tunnels as air
raid shelters. In some big cities, the shelters were capable of accommodating the entire population. Simple
equipment and food reserves would enable them to survive in the tunnels for several days. Everyone from old to
young was set to digging these tunnels; even children as young as seven or eight were not excused.
The children in our school had to dig tunnels into the side of the hill behind the school. We were split into two
groups, one working inside the tunnel and one outside. Though I was assigned to the group inside, I was set to
work at the mouth of the tunnel because I was a girl, and relatively weak.
One day, about half an hour after we had started work, there was a great roaring sound: the tunnel had
collapsed. Four boys were buried inside, including Yin Da, who had been the furthest in. By the time they had
been dug out, four days after the accident, their bodies could only be told apart by their clothes.
The children and dependants of “black” families were not permitted a last look at the four boys, who had been
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posthumously recognised as heroes. From afar, my last glimpse of Yin Da was of his lifeless arm dangling from a
stretcher.
Yin Da once taught me the theme song from the film A Visitor to Ice Mountain. It had a beautiful melody, and
the lyrics remembered a lost friend. Years later, when China had begun to open up and reform, this film was
shown again. Memories of Yin Da came flooding back.
My beautiful homeland lies at the foot of the Mountains of Heaven,
When I left home, I was like a melon broken from the vIne.
The girl I loved lived under the white poplar trees.
When I left, she was like a lute, left hanging on the wall.
The vine is broken, but the melons are still sweet.
When the lute player returns, the lute will sing again.
When I parted from my friend,
He was like a mountain made of snow—in one avalanche, gone forever.
Ah, my dear friend,
I will never see your mighty form or your kindly face agaIn.
Ah, my dear friend,
You will never hear me play the lute, never hear me sing agaIn.

I don’t know if Yin Da had sensed his fate in this melancholy song when he sang it to me, but he had left
behind a melody for himself, through which I could remember him.
2
My mother comes from a large capitalist family in Nanjing, a city that teems with life but is peaceful and
harmonious, quite different from political Peking, commercial Shanghai and raucous Guangzhou. Sun Yat-sen, the
founder of modern China, chose to be laid to rest in Nanjing and the Kouomintang\fn{The Nationalist Chinese faction}
once had their capital there.
Situated on the banks of the Yangtze River in south-east China, by the imposing Zijin mountain, the city is one
of lakes and green places. Shady, tree-lined boulevards lead off in all directions, and the historic palaces, the city
walls and the modern buildings by the river show the richness of Nanjing’s cultural heritage. The Chinese say that
people are shaped by the water and earth around them; from what I know of my mother’s family, I believe this to
be true.
My mother’s family once owned a vast amount of property in Nanjing: everything south of a line extending
from the West Gate of Nanjing to the city centre nearly three kilometres to the east had belonged to them. My
maternal grandfather was the chairman of the hemp industry in three provinces—Jiangsu, Zhejiang and Anhui—
as well as owning a number of other factories. In prosperous south China, shipping was the most important means
of transport. He produced everything from tarpaulins for warships to anchor cables for small fishing boats.
My grandfather was an extremely able entrepreneur and manager, without much education. Nevertheless, he
realised the importance of culture and education and he sent his seven children to the best schools, and set up a
school himself in Nanjing. Although this was a time when general opinion held that “lack of talent in a woman is
a virtue”, his daughters were given the fullest education.
From my uncles and aunts, I know that strict rules were enforced in my grandfather’s house. At mealtimes, if
someone made a sound while eating, allowed their left hand to stray from the rice bowl or broke some other rule,
my grandfather would put his chopsticks down and leave. No one was permitted to continue eating after that; they
stayed hungry until the next meal.
After the new government was established in 1949, my grandfather had to hand over property to the
government to protect his family. Perhaps in rebellion against their strict upbringing, his children all became
actively involved in the Communist Party’s revolutionary movements, struggling against capitalists like their
father.
My grandfather split his immense property holdings with the government on three separate occasions—in
1950, 1959 and 1963—but these sacrifices did not protect him. At the beginning of the Cultural Revolution, he
was singled out for persecution because he had been praised by two of Mao Tse-tung’s deadly enemies. The first
was Chiang Kai-shek, who had spoken of my grandfather in glowing terms because he had worked to develop
national industry in the face of Japanese aggression. The second was a former crony of Mao’s, Liu Shao-qi, who
had commended my grandfather for donating a large amount of property to the country. Chiang had been driven
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out of China to Taiwan, and Liu had been imprisoned after his fall from favor.
My grandfather was already over seventy when he was imprisoned. He survived his ordeal with an
astoundingly strong will. The Red Guards spat or blew their noses into the coarse food and weak tea they brought
to their prisoners. An old man who shared a cell with my grandfather died of grief, anger and shame at this
treatment, but my grandfather kept a smile on his face. He removed the mucus and spit and ate everything that
could be eaten. The Red Guards came to admire him, and eventually brought him food that was slightly better
than the others.
When my grandfather was released at the end of the Cultural Revolution, a fellow inmate invited him to a meal
of the Nanjing speciality, salt-pressed duck, to celebrate. When the delicacy was brought to the table, my
grandfather’s friend collapsed and died of a cerebral hemorrhage brought on by overexcitement.
My grandfather showed neither joy at his freedom nor misery at the deaths of his friends and the loss of his
family and property; his feelings seemed to have been permanently numbed. It was only when he allowed me to
read his diaries on a visit I made to China in March 2000 that I realised he had never once stopped feeling the
vicissitudes of the times. His experience and understanding of life had left him feeling incapable of expressing
himself through the shallow medium of speech, but, although the emotion in these diaries is never overt, his
innermost feelings lie within them.
*
My mother joined the Communist Youth League at fourteen, and the army and the Party at sixteen. Before that,
she had had a modest reputation in Nanjing for her academic achievements and singing and dancing talents. In the
army, she continued to shine. She topped the class in training and tests, and was among the top in nationwide
military competitions. Brilliant and beautiful, she was sought after by many senior Party and army figures, who
vied for her hand at dances. Years later, my mother said that she had felt like a Cinderella who had fitted perfectly
into the glass slipper of the revolution, which was fulfilling all her dreams. Basking in a haze of success, my
mother was unaware of how her family background would come to haunt her.
In the early 1950s, the army carried out its first internal Stalinist-style purge. My mother was relegated to the
“black” class of capitalist descendants and cast out of the charmed circle of top revolutionaries. She worked
instead at a military factory, where, in collaboration with East German experts, she successfully produced a new
machine tool to be used for making military equipment. When a group photograph was taken to mark this
achievement, my mother was told that she could not stand in the front row because of her family background, so
she was squashed into the back row.
During the Sino-Soviet Split, my mother became a special target of investigation. Her capitalist background
was the justification for testing her loyalty to the Party. Towards the end of the Cultural Revolution, she led a
small technical team that designed a tool that would greatly increase efficiency in manufacturing. However, she
was not allowed to take credit for the work. She was denied the accolade of Chief Designer because it was
deemed impossible for someone with her background to be truly loyal to the Party.
For more than thirty years, my mother struggled for the same treatment and recognition that other colleagues
with her abilities were accorded, but she failed almost every time. Nothing could change the fact that she was the
daughter of a capitalist.
A family friend once told me that the best proof of my mother’s strength of character was her decision to marry
my father. When they married, my father was a highly regarded instructor in a military academy; he had taught
my mother, and was admired by many of the female students. Though my mother had many suitors among the
instructors, she chose my father, who was not handsome, but the most intellectually gifted of them all. My
mother’s colleagues believed that she had not married him for love, but to prove her worth.
My father's intellect did indeed seem to be my mother’s private justification for marrying him. Whenever she
spoke of him, she would say how terribly clever he was; he was a national expert in mechanics and computing,
and could speak several foreign languages. She never described him as a good husband or a good father.
*
For my brother and me, it was hard to reconcile my mother’s view of my father with the muddle-headed man
we barely saw as children and addressed as “Uncle”.
There are countless incidents that illustrate my father’s absent-mindedness; many make amusing anecdotes in
retrospect. In the officers’ mess, he had once tucked his dirty plate under his arm, then carried a large dictionary
over to the tap and rinsed it before his colleagues’ astonished eyes. Another time, while reading a book, he had
walked through the open door of another family’s flat, lain down on the sofa and fallen asleep. The puzzled family
did not have the heart to wake him.
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To prove that he was as competent in practical, everyday skills as my mother, my father had tried to cook a
meal. He bought a set of scales, complete with twenty weights, so he could follow recipes accurately. While he
was carefully weighing salt, the oil in the wok caught fire.
My mother told me that one day he had hurried through the crowds on Tiananmen Square to meet her by the
People’s Revolutionary Memorial. He told her excitedly that his work unit had just issued him with two bottles of
sesame oil. It was only when he held up his hands to show her the oil that he realised the bottles had broken along
the way and all he was clutching were a pair of bottle tops.
Sympathy is often mistaken for love, trapping people into unhappy marriages. Many Chinese couples who
married between 1950 and 1980 fell into that trap. Buffeted by political movements and physical hardship, feeling
the pressure of tradition, many men and women married with feelings of sympathy and perhaps of lust, but not of
love. Only after marriage did they discover that what had attracted their pity ultimately repelled them, leaving
their family lives emotionally barren.
My parents shared a “black” capitalist background—my paternal grandfather worked for the British company
GEC in Shanghai for thirty-five years—so mutual sympathy must have played a role in their marriage. I think
they came to depend on and feel affection for each other over the years.
Did they love each other? Were they happy? I have never dared to ask, loath to stir up years of unhappy
memories for them, memories of forced separations, imprisonment and a divided family.
*
I was sent to live with my grandmother when I was a month old. In all, I lived with my mother for less than
three years. I cannot remember a single birthday that the whole family spent together.
Every time I hear the whistle of a steam train, I think of my mother. The long shrill sound strikes me as
helpless and hopeful in turn, reminding me of a day in the year I turned five. My grandmother had brought me to
Peking railway station, and she held me by the hand as we stood on the platform. The station was nowhere near as
crowded as it is now, nor did it contain many visual distractions in the way of signboards and advertisements.
Unaware of why we were there, all I remember was us waiting quietly as I fiddled with my grandmother’s stiff
fingers, trying to fold them together like the fluted edge of a Chinese dumpling.
A mournful lingering whistle seemed to push a very long train up beside us. When the train clanked to a stop,
chuffing away, it seemed weary from carrying so many people so far, so fast.
A beautiful woman walked towards us, the case in her hand swaying in time with her step; everything flowed
as in a dream. My grandmother took my hand and pointed at the woman, saying,
“There’s your mother. Say ‘Mama’, go on!”
“Auntie,” I said, addressing the beautiful lady as I did any other woman.
“This is your mother, say ‘Mama’, not ‘Auntie’,” my grandmother said, embarrassed.
Wide-eyed and silent, I stared at the woman. Her eyes filled with tears, but she forced her face into a sad, tired
smile. My grandmother did not prompt me again; the two women stood frozen.
*
This particular memory has haunted me again and again. I felt the pain of it most keenly after I had become a
mother myself, and experienced the atavistic, inescapable bond a mother has with her child. What could my
mother have said, faced with a daughter who was calling her “Auntie”?
Over the years my mother had had to suppress her feminine nature. Competing with men and fighting the stain
of her family background to succeed in her career and in the Party, she had felt that children were a burden, and
that her family had ruined her life. Once the belle of the ball in the army, she paid scant regard to her clothes or
her appearance.
I once called my mother from England when I was finding life in a foreign culture particularly difficult.
“Don’t worry,” she said. “The most important thing is that you are taking time to discover what it is to be a
woman.”
I was astonished. Well into her sixties by then, my mother was acknowledging the fact that she had suppressed
an important part of herself, and was urging me not to make the same mistake.
The second time I returned to China after coming to England, I was amazxed to see my mother wearing
lipstick to meet my British friend. My father could barely contain his excitement at this re-emergence of her
elegance she had not worn makeup for over forty years.
186.184 The Woman Whose Mother Committed Suicide\fn{by Hua-er (1958- )} Hunan?, China (F) 4
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“My parents are Japanese.
“They both taught at university, and we were given special treatment. Other families had to live in one room,
but we had two rooms. My parents slept in the small room and we had the big room. My sister Shu often took my
elder brother Shan and me to her friends’ homes with her. Their parents were kind to us, they would give us
snacks to nibble on, and ask us to speak Japanese for them. I was very young, but my Japanese was very good and
I enjoyed teaching the adults little words and phrases. The other children grabbed all the food while I was doing
this, but my sister always kept a bit for me. She protected me.
“My father was proud of Shu because she did well in school. He said that she could help him become wiser.
My mother also praised my sister for being a good girl because she kept an eye on my elder brother and me,
giving my mother time to prepare lessons and look after my younger brother Shi, who was three years old.
“We were happiest when we were playing with our father. He dressed up as different people to make us laugh.
Sometimes he was the Old Man Carrying the Mountain from the Japanese fairy tale, and he carried all four of us
on his back. We pressed down on him until he gasped for breath, but he continued carrying us, shouting:
“I’m … carrying … the mountain!”
“Sometimes he wrapped my mothers scarf round his head to be the Wolf Grandmother from the Chinese fairy
story. Whenever he played hide-and-seek with us, I dived under the quilt, and shouted innocently,
“Hua-er is not under the quilt!”
“He hid in the most ingenious places. Once he even hid in the large jar where grain was kept. When he came
out, he was covered with maize, buckwheat and rice. We were very happy.
*
“But then, in 1966, the nightmare began. One summer afternoon, my parents had gone to work, and I was
doing my homework under my sister’s supervision while my little brother sat playing with his toys. Suddenly, we
heard the rhythmic shouting of slogans outside. Grown-ups were always shouting and yelling then, so we didn’t
think much of it. The noise came closer and closer, until it was right outside our door. A gang of young people
stood there shouting,
“‘Down with the Japanese imperialist running dogs! Eliminate the foreign secret agents!’
“My sister behaved like a grown-up. She opened the door and asked the students, who seemed to be the same
age as her,
“‘What are you doing? My parents aren’t at home.’ A girl at the front of the crowd said,
“‘Listen, you brats, your parents are Japanese imperialist secret agents. They have been placed under the
control of the proletariat. You must make a clean break with them, and expose their spying activities!’
“My parents, secret agents! In the films I had seen, secret agents were always wicked. Noticing how frightened
I was, my sister quickly shut the door and put her hands on my shoulders.
“‘Don’t be scared. Wait till Mama and Papa come home and we’ll tell them about it,’ she said.
“My elder brother had been saying for some time that he wanted to join the Red Guards. Now he said quietly,
“‘If they are secret agents, I’ll go to Peking to take part in the revolution against them.” My sister glared at him
and said,
“‘Don’t talk nonsense!’
“It was dark by the time the students stopped shouting outside our door. Later, somebody told me the group
had intended to search our house, but couldn’t bring themselves to do it when they saw my sister standing in the
doorway protecting the three of us. Apparently, the Red Guard leader had given them a terrible tongue-lashing
because of it.
“We did not see my father again for a long time.
“One day, my mother came home unusually late. Only my sister was still up. Dozing fitfully, I woke to hear
my mother say to her,
“‘Papa has been locked up. I don’t know where they’ve put him. From now on, I’ll have to go for special
lessons every day, and may be back very late. I’ll take Shi with me, but you’ll have to look after Shan and Hua.
Shu, you’re grown up now, believe what I tell you: Papa and I aren’t bad people. You must believe in us no matter
what happens. We came here to China because we wanted more people to understand Japanese culture and help
them to learn Japanese, not to do wrong. Help me look after your brother and sister. Pick wild plants on the way
home from school and add them to the food when you cook. Coax your brother and sister to eat more; you’re all
growing, you need to eat enough. Be sure to put the lid on the stove before going to bed so you won’t be poisoned
by the coal gas. Shut the windows and doors properly when you leave the house, and be careful not to open the
door to anyone. If the Red Guards come to search the house, take your brother and sister outside so that they
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aren’t scared. From now on, go to bed at the same time as your little brother and sister. Don’t wait up for me. If
you need anything, write me a note, and I’ll leave a note for you the next morning before I go. Don’t stop
studying Japanese language and culture. The knowledge will come in very useful some day. Study in secret, but
don’t be afraid. Things will get better.’
“My sister’s face was still, but two lines of tears trickled silently down her cheeks. I hid under the quilt and
cried quietly. I didn’t want my mother to see me.
“For a very long time after that, we hardly ever saw my mother. My brother and I knew that our mother now
slept in our room, but the only signs of her existence were the instructions and information she passed through
Shu. Later, I discovered that I could see my mother if I woke up to go to the toilet at night. I started drinking as
much water as possible before going to bed. My mother never seemed to sleep: every time 1 got up, she reached
out to stroke me. Her hands were getting rougher and rougher. I wanted to rub my face against them, but I was
afraid my sister would say that I was disturbing my mother’s rest.
“I became increasingly listless and tired in the daytime because I was getting up to see my mother several
times a night. Once I even fell asleep while studying “the highest directives” of the Party in school. Luckily, my
teacher was a very kind woman. After class, she took me to a hidden place near the sports ground and said,
“‘Falling asleep while studying the highest directives of Chairman Mao is seen as very reactionary by the Red
Guards. You’ve got to be more careful.’
“I didn’t really understand what she meant, but I was frightened because my teacher’s husband was the leader
of the local Red Guard faction. I hurriedly explained why I hadn’t been sleeping well. My teacher was silent for a
long time, and I got even more anxious. Eventually, she patted my head affectionately, saying,
“‘Don’t worry, maybe your mother will be able to come home earlier soon.’
*
“Not long after, my mother did start coming home earlier. She would arrive just as we were getting ready for
bed. We could tell that she had changed a lot: she seldom spoke, and moved about very quietly; she seemed afraid
of disturbing our faith in her and in our father. My elder brother, who had a strong personality, couldn’t bear to
argue with her now about going to Peking to be one of Mao’s Red Guards. Slowly, life became more normal. One
day I heard my mother say with a sigh,
“‘If only your father could come back too.’
“None of us could feel happy at the thought of seeing our father. We loved him, but if he were a secret agent
we would still have to ignore him.
“Some time later, in the autumn of 1969, my sister was told that she had to attend an evening study group, to
enable her to take a firm stand after our father’s release, and draw a clear line between him and us. My sister came
back very late from the first evening of the study group. My mother waited anxiously by the window, unable to sit
still. I could not sleep either, because I was eager to know what the study group was like. The Red Guards only
admitted to the group people whose thinking was revolutionary. I knew that after some people had joined it, they
were no longer interrogated, their homes were no longer searched, and the peop1e in their family who had been
imprisoned were released. Would our father be back soon?
“My mother sent me to bed, and I rubbed my eyes repeatedly and put pen nibs on my pillow to keep myself
from falling asleep. Finally, I heard footsteps and a man’s low voice outside the window, but I could not hear what
he was saying. When my sister came into the room, my mother rushed to her and asked,
“‘How was it?’ Her voice was full of fear.
“Shu lay down silently, fully clothed. When my mother tried to help her undress, my sister brushed her off,
turned over and wrapped herself tightly in the quilt. I was very disappointed. We had waited up so long for
nothing.
“That night, I heard my mother crying for a very long time. I fell asleep wondering if she was hurt by my
sister’s silence, or if she was afraid that we didn’t love her. That night, I dreamed that I had got into the study
group too, but as soon as I walked through the door to the class, I woke up.
“Shu spent an unusually long time in the study group, and she never told me anything about it. For several
months, she came home very late every evening, long after I had fallen asleep. One evening, she came back not
long after she had left for the study group. The man who brought her back told us,
“‘Shu keeps on being sick, and today she fainted. The political instructor made me see her home.’ My mother
had turned chalk white, and stood rooted to the spot as my sister fell to her knees before her and said,
“‘Mama, there was nothing 1 could do. 1 wanted Papa to be released sooner.’
“My mother shuddered, and seemed about to collapse. My elder brother rushed to support her and made her sit
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down on the bed. Then he led my little brother and me into the other room. I did not want to go, but I did not dare
to stay.
*
“The next day, as I was leaving school, a man from the Red Guard faction was waiting for me. He told me that
the political instructor had ordered me to join the study group. I hardly dared believe him. I was only eleven years
old. How could I possibly go? Perhaps, I thought, the teacher had told them I was very obedient. I was so happy I
wanted to go home to tell my mother, but the man said that my mother had already been informed.
“The class was in a smallish room furnished like a home, with beds, a dining table and several chairs similar to
the ones at school, but bigger. There was also a big bookcase full of revolutionary works. Quotations of Chairman
Mao and revolutionary slogans written in red were pasted on all four walls of the room. I had only just started my
fourth year of primary school, so I could not understand all of them.
“The Red Guard who had taken me there gave me a Little Red Book of quotations of Chairman Mao—I had
always envied my sister hers—and asked,
“‘Do you know that your parents are secret agents?’
“I nodded, wide-eyed. 1 was afraid they would not allow me to take part in the study group after all.
“‘Do you know that everyone in the study group is a Red Guard?’
“I nodded again. 1 wanted to be a Red Guard so much, so that people would not curse me any longer, and so
that I could sit on the back of a lorry and go out into the street to shout slogans; all that power and prestige!
“‘So you mustn’t let the secret agents know about the Red Guards’ affairs, understand?’ he said. Thinking of
the stories about the underground Party and secret agents I knew from films, I stammered,
“‘I … I won’t tell my family.’
“‘Stand up now, and swear to Chairman Mao that you will keep the Red Guards’ secrets.’
“‘I swear!’
“‘Good. Now, first you will read Chairman Mao’s quotations alone. After we’ve eaten we'll teach you how to
study them.’
“I was amazed to hear that I would be provided with food. No wonder, I thought, that my sister had never said
anything about the study group. She had been sworn to secrecy, but she must also have been afraid that my little
brother and I would be very envious at the mention of food. As these thoughts were going through my mind, 1
stared at the pages of my Little Red Book, not understanding a word. After I had finished eating, two more Red
Guards came in. Both of them were very young, only a little older than my sister. They asked me,
“‘Have you made your promise to Chairman Mao?’
“I nodded, wondering why they asked.
“‘All right,’ they said, ‘we’ll be studying until very late today, so you should rest for a while first.’
“They took me in their arms and carried me to the bed, smiled at me and helped me unfold the quilt and
undress, right down to the last piece of underclothing. They turned off the lights with a loud click of the switch.
*
“No one had ever told me about what goes on between men and women, not even my mother. All I knew about
the difference between men and women was that men’s trousers fastened in front, and women’s trousers at the
side. So when three men started to fumble with my body in the dark, I had no idea what this meant, or what was
going to happen next.
“I felt very tired. For some reason, I could not keep my eyes open. In the confusion, I heard the men say,
“‘This is your first lesson. We have to know if there are counterrevolutionary influences in your body.’ A hand
pinched my undeveloped nipple and a voice said,
“‘It’s small, but there must be a bud in there.’ Another hand spread my legs apart, and a different voice cut in,
saying,
“‘Counterrevolutionary things are always hidden in the most secret places of a person’s body, let’s have a
look.’
“A wave of terror like nothing I had felt before swept over me. I started shaking with fear, but a thought
flashed through my mind: only good people were in the study group, they wouldn’t do bad things. Then a man
said,
“‘Jun-er, this one’s for you. We brothers keep our word.’
“I did not understand what they were talking about. By now, I had lost all control of my body. Later, when I
was older, I realised they must have put sleeping pills in my food. Something thick and big stabbed my childish
body as if it were going to pierce right through me. Countless pairs of hands rubbed my chest and bottom, and a
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foul tongue was stuffed into my mouth. There was urgent panting all around me and my body burned with pain as
if I were being whipped. I don’t know how long this hellish ‘lesson’ lasted. I went completely numb. Finally, all
the noise and movement stopped. I cried and cried. In the dark, several voices said to me,
“‘Hua-er, later on you’ll like it.’
“‘Hua-er, you’re a good child, there is nothing evil about you. Your father will be let out very soon.’
“I was passive as a rag doll as they bent and lifted my body to dress me. One of them said very quietly,
“‘Hua-er, I’m sorry.’
I have always wanted to know who it was who said that.
“Several of the Red Guards took turns to carry me on their backs in the piercing autumn wind. They put me
down a long way from home, saying,
“‘Don’t forget, you have sworn on Chairman Mao.’
“I tried to take a step, but I couldn’t move. My lower body felt as if it had been ripped to shreds. One of them
picked me up in his arms and carried me to the door of my home, then he and his companions slipped away
quickly in the darkness. My mother opened the door when she heard their voices, and took me in her arms.
“‘What is it, Hua-er? Why are you back so late?’ she asked.
“My mind was empty: I did not think about my promise to Chairman Mao. All I could do was cry. My mother
carried me to bed as I wept. Seeing me in the light of the lamps, she understood everything.
“‘Dear God!’ she gasped. My sister Shu shook me and asked,
“‘Did you go to the study group?’ But I just continued crying and crying. Yes, I had gone to the ‘study group’,
a woman’s study group, a … I was so young. Despite the pain, I still managed to fall asleep to the sound of my
mother and sister crying. I woke with a start. My elder brother Shan was standing outside our door, shouting,
“‘Help, somebody! My mother’s hanged herself!” My sister Shu was wailing,
“‘Mama, why have you abandoned us?’
“My little brother Shi was clinging to something and crying.
“I got out of bed to look at what he was holding on to. It was my mother, hanging from the door lintel.”
187.1 Excerpt from Feather In The Storm: A Childhood Lost In Chaos\fn{by Emily Wu (1958- )} Hefei, Anhwei
Province, China (F) 10
In the fourth winter of the famine I was returned to my family. It was the final week of January, a few days
before the Lunar New Year. I was three and a half years old.
We lived in a large house in Tianjin. I slept beside my grandmother in a bedroom on the first floor. My mother,
father and three sisters slept in an adjoining room. On the floors above us lived the families of three uncles and
aunts. Nine adults and twelve children shared the house.
On my last morning in the house I was awakened before dawn by a gentle touch. Papa stood beside the bed,
his finger to his lips to indicate that he did not want me to disturb Grandma. He carried me from the room and put
me down on a stool in the corridor and then he gathered some of my clothing and my only toy—a doll—and put
them in a bag. He helped me into my winter coat, tied my wool cap under my chin and wrapped a scarf around my
neck. Finally, he helped me pull on my mittens and winter shoes. He put on his coat, picked up the bag of clothing
and took my mittened hand in his. With hardly a sound, he unlatched the door, opened it just enough for us to
squeeze through, and closed and locked it behind us.
The morning was cold and quiet. The air was filled with snowflakes. The courtyard was buried beneath a
blanket of new snow. When Papa noticed it was difficult for me to get a footing on the slippery cobblestones, he
stooped and lifted me in his arms. As he straightened up, a light came on in the bedroom where I’d been sleeping
with Grandma. There was a muffied cry:
“Maomao!” I twisted in Papa’s arms and was about to shout,
“I’m here, Grandma.” But Papa whispered,
“Be quiet!” He hurried through the gate and out onto Happiness Lane. The anxious voice continued to call,
“Maomao! Where are you?”
Papa rushed down the lane. Two blocks from the house he stopped to catch his breath. I wrapped my arms
around his neck and laid my head on his shoulder. We waited on the corner until a bus stopped for us. We rode
silently through the sleeping city to the train station. After buying our tickets Papa carried me into a crowded
concourse. I pulled his ear and asked,
“Where are we going?”
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“I’m taking you home,” he replied.
“But we are home, Papa.”
He raised his finger to his lips.
An abrupt restlessness in the crowd startled me. Several shrill blasts from a whistle were followed by
commands to begin boarding. We were carried along as the bustling mass of people moved toward the platform.
Papa held me tightly. When the crowd thinned he ran along the line of waiting cars watching in the windows for
empty seats. After passing a dozen packed cars he bolted up the stairs into a car and hurried toward a single empty
seat. A woman struggling with two big bags in one arm and a child in the other approached from the far end of the
aisle. She snagged her bags on the back of a seat and stopped to pull them loose. Papa dropped into the vacant
seat a few steps ahead of her. She looked around anxiously. A crowd converged on her from either end of the car
and made an exit impossible.
After catching his breath Papa rose and hoisted our bag onto an overhead shelf Then he sat down and pulled
me onto his knee. The woman next to us held a girl about my age. The girl’s face was flushed and her nose was
running. Her watery eyes remained fixed on me.
An explosion of shouting and whistles sent people racing frantically back and forth across the platform. The
cars shuddered and banged on their couplings. Those people standing in the aisles grabbed for overhead grips or
the backs of seats as they tumbled against one another. Protests and cursing rose from one end of the car to the
other. As we picked up speed the grumbling of disgruntled passengers faded to a low, steady hum of conversation.
The train made many stops. At each new station people crowded the platform. Most were peasants making
their way to the cities to sell goods on the black market. They clutched baskets or carried nets and crates of live
animals. They pushed past those trying to leave the car, filling every vacant space while further compressing
unfortunate passengers remaining in the aisles.
At each stop the air was infused anew with a stench of soot, tobacco and animals. People shouted, scolded
children and complained while climbing over one another. To this was added the noise of chickens and piglets. I
watched the confusion of commerce and discomfort from my perch on Papa’s lap. Before long hunger pangs
reminded me that I hadn’t eaten breakfast.
“Papa,” I said, “I’m hungry.”
He reached into his pocket and withdrew an old newspaper page tied with a string, Inside were two hard-boiled
eggs. He handed me one and returned the other to his pocket. I pulled off my mittens and peeled the egg, letting
the shell fragments fall to the floor. A whine sounded beside me. The girl in her mother’s arms was reaching out,
begging for my egg. I paused before taking a bite. The girl screamed. Several people in the aisle, emaciated and
hungry-looking, watched me.
I cupped the egg in my hands. The girl’s mother whispered in her ear and she quieted. I decided not to eat but,
rather, to sleep.
I awakened later and became aware of the quiet around me. I opened my cupped hands and found … nothing.
No egg! I searched on the floor and found bits of eggshell. I looked up at the little girl. She was asleep. On her
chin I noticed a tiny speck of egg yolk.
I whispered to Papa that I was still hungry. He handed me the remaining egg. I quickly peeled it and gulped it
down. I asked Papa to get my doll from our bag. I told her all about our trip and how crowded the cars were and
how hungry I had been. I promised I’d give her an egg when we got home.
“Do you like her?” Papa asked.
“Yes.”
“She is a gift from your mama.”
“No, she is not,” I said.
Papa was about to add something but stopped himself and turned to stare out the window.
I remembered receiving the doll months earlier. A woman had come to our house accompanied by a boy. She
spoke with Grandma and Papa. Early one morning she took me with her, and we traveled on the train to a place
filled with very scary people. I cried and hid behind a bench and screamed that I wanted to go home. Before she
left with the boy, the woman gave me the doll and told me it was a birthday present.
The doll was little more than rags stitched together and stuffed with cotton. It was without a face or clothing.
Papa, however, made her beautiful for me. He found a piece of plastic and cut it to fit the front of the head. He
painted wide black eyes, rosy cheeks, and red lips on it. I watched him work as he brought her face to life.
Grandma made a dress and slippers of matching material and presented the completed doll to me.
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I played with her so much that her painted face chipped and faded. I examined her and noticed cracks in her
face and a tear in one corner where the stitching had come undone. I told her I’d have Papa give her a new face
when we got home.
*
Our journey ended shortly after daybreak the next morning. A voice on the loudspeaker announced that we had
arrived in Hefei.
”You are almost home now, Maomao,” Papa said. He pulled our bag from the rack, grasped me tightly and
asked,
“Are you ready?”
“Yes,” I replied. Yet I had no idea what I was supposed to be ready for, except to see Grandma and Mama and
my sisters. Papa had me lock my arms around his neck as he pushed his way out of the car, through the station
and onto the street.
In the brisk winter wind, I felt a cold draft on my feet. I suddenly remembered removing my shoes during the
night and letting them fall to the floor. I’d forgotten them there. I pulled Papa's collar and told him,
“My shoes are on the train.”
“What?” he asked in disbelief and looked at my bare feet. He glanced at the crowded station and sighed.
“We’ll just have to get you new ones.”
He undid a button on his jacket and had me stick my feet inside to keep them warm. We boarded a bus and
stood in the aisle for half an hour before get- ting off near a cluster of buildings. We approached one of them.
Papa read a number over the entrance and said,
“Your mama and papa live here with your brother. You will live here, too.” I was frightened by his words.
“No,” I said. “They don’t. I know where Mama and Papa live.”
“Let’s go meet them,” he replied.
“I want to go home,” I said in a tremulous voice. “Take me to Grandma.”
“Maomao,” he said, “listen to me. Don’t call me Papa anymore. I am not your papa. I am your second uncle.”
I searched his eyes, confused. I waited for him to say this was a game.
“From now on you must call me Second Uncle,” he said.
Tears spilled down my face. I wrapped my arms tightly around his neck.
“No,” I cried. “Don’t give me away, Papa. I’ll be a good girl. I won’t say I’m hungry again. No … no … no.”
I clung to him, sobbing. He patted my back and said,
“It’s okay, Maomao. It’s okay.”
Papa carried me up the stairs to the second floor and knocked on a door. It swung open and a boy stood before
us. Papa gave his name, and a moment later there was a flurry of footsteps and a man and a woman appeared at
the door. The woman gasped,
“What a surprise!”
I buried my face in Papa’s coat. She touched my arm and said,
“Maomao, come to Mama.”
She sounded kind. The man beside her watched me through thick black-rimmed glasses.
“Little Maomao, do you remember me?” he asked. I shook my head.
“I am your papa,” he said.
I studied the two adults and the boy, confused and apprehensive. The woman said,
“Come in. You must be hungry and tired.”
She knelt and picked up my doll—without noticing, I’d dropped her. Before handing it to me, she said,
“I gave you this doll, Maomao. Do you remember?”
“She’s afraid,” Papa said. “And she’s shy.” He carried me down the hall to a room where a table was set up
with stools around it.
“Where is Grandma?” 1 asked.
There was no answer to my question. The woman said,
“Maomao, come here.”
Papa handed me to her. 1 struggled to hang on to him, but he pried my arms loose. As she pulled me to her, she
saw my bare feet and asked,
“Where are her shoes?”
“I’m afraid we lost them on the train,” Papa said.
“I’ll find something for her,” the woman said.
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She carried me into a small adjoining room. She sat me on the bed and put a pair of slippers on my feet. She
told me,
“Maomao, walk slowly and they’ll stay on and keep your feet warm.”
She took my hand and helped me slide from the bed. I stayed close to her but as we walked from the room my
feet came out of the slippers. I stopped and reached back with each foot, felt around with my toes, and put the
slippers on without using my hands. She laughed. Side by side and hand in hand, taking small steps so my slippers
stayed on, we joined the others.
*
I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I was seated at the table and food was placed before me. I eagerly
devoured my entire serving. When I held up my bowl and asked for more, everyone looked at me.
“There is no more, Maomao,” Mama said. And then,
“Listen to that Tianjin accent! Other children here are not going to understand her.”
That evening Second Uncle and Papa set up a white wooden crib. Mama put me in it. My new brother, whose
name was Yiding, slept with my parents in their bed and Second Uncle slept in a bed beside the crib. I lay in my
crib and listened to the adults in the next room.
“I remember when you brought her to Tianjin,” Second Uncle said.
“February 1960,” Mama said. “It broke my heart, but … what could I do? If I’d kept her with me, we would
have all starved."”
“I know.” Second Uncle sighed.
“She was one and a half,” Mama said.
“She has been with us for two years,” Second Uncle said. “We’re the only family she knows. She’ll need time
to adjust.” I heard the scratch of a match and smelled cigarette smoke.
“Our mother starved herself for Maomao,” Second Uncle said. “I tried to stop her, tried to get Mother to eat
her food, but she found a way to give it to Maomao. We talked about it—the brothers and sisters. We concluded
that the best solution was to bring Maomao back to you.
His words reminded me of an episode a few days earlier. I had been playing hide-and-seek with my sisters. I
crept into my bedroom and hid behind the clothing inside a large wardrobe. I heard footsteps. A moment later
Grandma and Second Uncle started talking a few feet from me. \
“She is killing you,” Second Uncle said.
“No,” Grandma replied. “She’s no trouble. She’s a blessing.”
“I know what I see,” Second Uncle said. After a pause and a rustling of paper he said, “I bought these at the
black market. You give her most of your food. She’s healthy and you are not. Promise me you’ll eat these.”
“I will,” she promised.
Second Uncle left. I stepped from the wardrobe. Grandma looked up and smiled.
“Come here,” she whispered. I hurried to her, and she said,
“Eat these, quickly!”
She held out a small pack of roasted peanuts wrapped in newspaper. I stuffed some in my mouth. Grandma
held the others as I chewed and swallowed, and she urged,
“Quickly!” Before I was finished, Second Uncle returned.
“What’s this?” he asked. He smelled my breath.
“Maomao is my granddaughter,” Grandmother said, as if that explained everything.
“This cannot continue,”
Second Uncle said. Then he left the room. Grandma fed me the remaining peanuts one at a time. She watched
as I savored them. Her expression changed from delight to melancholy. She pulled me to her and stroked my hair
and cried. She rocked me back and forth and repeated,
“I don’t want them to take you away, Maomao.” As she whispered the words, I cried.
“I don’t want them to take me away, Grandma. I want to stay with you.”
I was unsure who “them” were and where they might take me. But I was afraid and I clung to her. After several
minutes she brushed away her tears and wiped my face clean.
“Go play with your sisters,” she said. ‘Grandma needs her rest.” Voices from the next room interrupted my
memory of Tianjin.
“I’m sorry,” Mama said.
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“Mother lost weight. She became listless. We brought in a doctor to examine her. He said she had edema as a
result of malnutrition. Most of her food was going into Maomao’s mouth. We could not let her die for her
granddaughter.”
“You did the right thing,” Papa said.
“How did Mother react when you said you were bringing Maomao here?” Mama asked.
“We couldn’t tell her.”
“So … you … said nothing?” Mama asked.
“Yikai,” Second Uncle said, “we decided they’d break the news later. She’ll cry and sulk. But in time she’ll
accept it. Then she’ll start eating and regain her health.”
“How serious are the food shortages in Tianjin?” Mama asked.
“We don’t have enough,” Second Uncle said.
“Nobody does. But we’re alive. It’s the same everywhere. This famine,” he went on in a lower voice. “Four
years of it. Four long years! Peasants come into Tianjin. They sell what they have. They beg. They sell their
children. And when they can’t find a buyer … I don’t like to think about it. We find them on the street. Along the
rivers. On the train tracks.”
“It’s the same here,” Mama said. “The black market is all that separates us from starvation. Nothing else. The
three of us—I mean the four of us now—the four of us have to live on my salary.”
“Will you work again, Ningkun?” Second Uncle asked Papa.
“I don’t know,” Papa answered. “No work. No salary. No medical care.”
“How many have died?” Mama asked. Papa said,
“Many millions. Many. That’s what I’ve heard and I believe it.”
“I’ve heard it, too,” Second Uncle said.
“Why?” Mama asked. “Can you explain it?”
“Haven’t you heard? It’s the weather,” Second Uncle said. “That’s the official explanation.”
“What about the weather?” Mama asked.
“Has your weather changed?” Second Uncle asked. “Is there a flood here? A drought?”
“No,” Mama and Papa answered at the same time.
“It’s not the weather,” Second Uncle said.
“Will it ever end?” Mama asked.
“We can hope,” Second Uncle said.
“All we have left is hope.” Mama sighed.
“Yes,” Second Uncle responded.
There was a long silence. Then the light was switched off, and Second Uncle came into the room and lay down
on the bed beside my crib.
“Papa?” I said.
“Maomao,” he answered. “You’re still awake?”
“Are we going to see Grandma tomorrow?”
“Maomao,” he said, “I am Second Uncle, remember?”
“Second Uncle,” I said, “aren’t we going to see Grandma tomorrow?”
“No. We are not.”
“Are we going to stay here?”
“This is your home. You are going to live here.”
“But I want Grandma!” I cried. “Take me home to Grandma, please. I promise I will never eat her peanuts
again.”
“Go to sleep, Maomao,” he said. “Good night.”
He turned away and covered himself with a blanket. The next morning the man who had been my papa and
become my second uncle was gone. I was alone with my new family.
*
Mama gave me a bowl of rice porridge for breakfast.
“You're going to be happy here,” she assured me. “Today we will do something special. Just Maomao and
Mama.” She smiled and brushed my hair out of my eyes.
“You’re coming to work with me.”
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Mama was a typist in the university’s Foreign Languages Department. She was forbidden from teaching,
despite her fluency in English, because of Papa’s political crimes. In the office her colleagues swarmed around me
and agreed I was a very pretty girl.
“Go ahead, tell them your name. Tell them how old you are,” Mama said.
“My name is Maomao,” I said. “And I am … almost four.” The women giggled.
“Listen to that accent!” one of them clucked as she cupped a hand to her ear.
“How old did you say you are?” another asked, leaning close to me in wide-eyed anticipation.
“Almost four,” I answered, and the two women repeated my words, imitating my accent and laughing. Mama
smiled and patted me affectionately. That evening Mama said that I would stay with Papa each day while my
brother was sent to the university’s child care center.
“We simply can’t afford to send both of you,” she explained.
After Mama left for work, Papa swept the apartment. After he’d finished the daily shopping, he cooked lunch
for us. After that, when the weather permitted, he took me for a walk around campus. Sometimes Papa played
hide-and-seek with me or told me stories. But after a while he’d tire and read his books. His spirits revived when
he retrieved my brother from the child care center.
Our apartment was small—three rooms and a kitchen. One room served as a bedroom for my brother and me.
Another functioned as a living room and dining room as well as a bedroom for our parents. A third room, about
the size of a ping-pong table, was used for storage. Our few pieces of furniture were rented from the university,
with the exception of the crib, which had been passed down through two generations of Mama’s family.
After dinner my brother practiced writing Chinese characters at the desk and Papa sat nearby on a stool using a
chair as his desk. When my brother had finished his homework, Papa moved to the desk where he worked late
into the night. I listened to Papa typing, adjusting his chair and paging through his books and papers. Mama fell
asleep while he worked translating English novels into Chinese. Now and then he carne to the door of the
bedroom and stood silently watching us sleep.
“Papa?” I’d whisper, and he always responded,
“Go to sleep, Maomao. You’ll wake up your brother.”
Papa smoked cheap cigarettes, Big Iron Bridge brand, which he bought for nine fen per pack. They left an
acrid aroma lingering in the air and a permanent amber residue on Papa’s fingertips. They also left a memorable
impression in the wool rug under the desk, a wedding gift from Grandma.
Late one night I was startled by an unusual commotion and cries of alarm from the next room. The apartment
began to fill with smoke. Papa had fallen asleep at his desk and let his cigarette drop to the rug. Iteventually
ignited in flames. Mama extinguished the fire quickly with a thermos of water but not before a hole had been
burned in the rug.
Our table, on the other hand, was special because we gathered around it for our meals and often played games
on it. Through yet another blunder, Papa left his special mark on the table as well.
Papa often took me to the street markets with him. Sometimes we walked to them, and other times, if they
were far away, he propped me in front of him on our old bicycle and we rode. The rationing of food and the fact
that Papa had no income limited our choices.
Food was scarce and money was more scarce. Mama was paid in cash once a month. There were mandatory
deductions from her pay—rent for our apartment, rent for the furniture, and fees for water, electricity, coal and
union dues, and the child care center for my brother. Her salary was fifty-nine yuan per month, or about 196 fen
per day. Eggs cost fifty to sixty fen each on the black market, so our budget was the equivalent of less than four
eggs for the entire family of four each day, before deductions.
One morning Papa found a merchant selling tiny fish. They were each about half an inch long. In normal times
these were food for cats. Papa bought two pounds for us. Later, I watched him meticulously clean each fish with
the tip of a knife.
“They are a bargain and they are rich in protein,” he pointed out. “They are good for our health. Sometimes
little is good.”
“Like little Maomao?” I asked. He grinned and said,
“Ah, you understand. Yes, like little Maomao.”
As he cleaned the fish, Papa taught me how to count and corrected my pronunciation, helping me lose my
accent. He laid the fish out on the table. There were just over four hundred. He showed me how to arrange them in
perfect rows twenty by twenty, all facing the same direction, until they formed a square. The half dozen that
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remained he placed in a line along the bottom of the square. He stepped back and observed his work proudly and
told me,
“When they’re dry, we’ll have a banquet!”
They dried quickly. But there was to be no banquet. By the time Papa tried to remove them, the skin of each
fish had bonded to the red paint of the table. As he peeled them off, a small impression in the image of each little
creature remained on the tabletop. It looked as if a master craftsman had etched the table with an intricate pattern.
A school of four hundred tiny fish—all swimming in the same direction in an orderly square with a few stragglers
at the bottom—covered our table like perfect fossils in shale. When my brother and I ran our fingertips over the
tabletop we could feel the slight impression where each fish had dried. We were delighted, even though Papa had
to clean the fish again, peeling away the skin and paint so that nearly nothing was left to eat.
My brother and I turned the tabletop into a maze for some of our games. We also used it for counting and math.
My brother was able to use part of the design as a chessboard. The table provided us with endless hours of games
and diversions. The joy the fish brought us in drying was far greater than our joy from eating what little remained
of them.
*
In the summer of 1962 Papa was given permission to teach at Anhui University. He was accepted back into the
academic fold as a man whose partial redemption had been achieved through three and a half years of labor in a
concentration camp. He was assigned two classes—one in English composition and another in reading English
texts. He was not restored to the position he had held in Beijing as a professor. He was classified as a temporary
employee and his contract was reviewed every three months. He remained politically suspect and he still wore
two “caps” or labels. In the eyes of the state and the university, he was both “ultra-rightist” and “an element under
corrective education.” His salary of sixty yuan per month was less than one third his previous pay. He was not
granted fringe benefits such as medical care or use of the university pharmacy.
I was enrolled in the child care center that autumn, and my brother was enrolled in the first grade at Meishanlu
Elementary School. Shortly before classes began, Papa’s stepmother moved in with us. She had lived with Mama
and Papa previously in Peking. She shared the small bedroom with my brother and me.
Papa was a wonderful lecturer. Students and teachers from Anhui University and nearby universities came to
his classes. His lecture room filled early and eager students spilled into the hallway. Others gathered to listen
outside the windows. Some students began writing notes telling him how much they enjoyed his lectures and how
he opened their minds to the wonders of literature. Papa destroyed the notes and warned the students never to
write to him because it could get them all in trouble.
Within a few weeks, as a result of the jealousy of other faculty, Papa’s classes were restricted. Only faculty
members and students from Anhui University were allowed to attend. A few junior faculty were ordered to
monitor the political content of his presentations and to keep a detailed record of every word he said.
Mama worried about Papa’s popularity. She reminded him that “a big tree catches the wind” and that he should
seek security in anonymity. Papa acknowledged that his passion for his work attracted the critical attention of
faculty and administrators, and along with the attention came risk. He was “skating on thin ice,” he said. Yet he
believed that in time his detractors might accept the simple fact that his intention was to enlighten and inspire his
students. He forgot that thin ice cracks and breaks with only a slight rise in the temperature.
A young faculty member oversaw Papa’s thought reform and instructed him in Communist Party doctrine. In
turn, he received instruction in English literature from Papa. It was a strange situation for each of them. The
young man composed book reviews and literary essays for Papa, and Papa wrote political essays and selfcriticism for him.
After two years of outstanding teaching, the Party secretary notified Papa that his political status would be
revised. His two caps—“ultra-rightist” and “element under corrective education”—were to be removed, and a
political instructor would no longer be assigned to him.
On July 4, 1964, the third anniversary of his return from the concentration camp, Papa was officially
“decapped” and he was “returned to the ranks of the people.”
But this was not really true. Instead of becoming a citizen and faculty member in good standing he was merely
a “decapped rightist and element under corrective education.” He exchanged one derogatory label for another.
And it was understood that caps were held in reserve by “the people”—meaning the authorities. They had the
right to replace them whenever they wished.
Papa was told that his changed status came with substantial financial compensation. And it meant that Mama
was allowed to teach English to the non-English majors in the university. The job reassignment for Mama took
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effect immediately, but the announcement of the new salary was postponed until the last week of the year. Papa
was notified that in recognition of his “progress in thought reform” and excellence in teaching, he was awarded a
raise of ten yuan per month. It was disappointing. We had hoped that we’d be eating better. Yet Mama said we
should be grateful for small blessings.
“Ten yuan,” she reminded us, is better than nothing.”
It meant a few more eggs each month and a little more meat now and then.
The university campus was surrounded by a high wall. Four gates provided access to the campus. Within the
wall were several classroom and administration buildings; living quarters for the faculty, staff and students; a
clinic; stores for the university community and a child care center. The center was a single-story concrete structure
at the north end of the campus. Nearly two hundred children attended the facility. They ranged from infants to
seven-year-olds—the last age before children transferred to the elementary school outside the university wall, a
fifteen-minute walk from campus. Mama enrolled me there in the autumn of 1962, when I was four.
Children were separated by age in the center and assigned to one of four classrooms. Each classroom was
tended by two teachers. In addition to the classrooms, there was a kitchen where a daily meal was prepared. The
children were served food in the classrooms. The teachers and supervisors were all women. The only man in the
building was the cook, whom we called Uncle Liu.
Our day was devoted primarily to simple academic exercises—learning to read and write Chinese characters,
basic math problems, drawing, and crafts such as paper folding. Part of each day was also allotted to organized
games on the playground. The children three and under played tag or amused themselves on the slide or merrygo-round or dug and built in the sandpit. The children aged four to seven played Chinese jump rope, which
required improvisation, since we had no real rope. Children brought rubber bands to school and wove them into a
single thick line that served as our rope. Whenever our rubber rope frayed and broke we wove it together again
with newer rubber bands.
I learned to chant and count on the playground and gradually became adept at skipping over the rubber line.
Soon I could skip over it without actually seeing it, by merely watching the movement of children in front of me.
We learned to jump in unison and avoid getting out of step and being snagged. The play seemed nothing more
than an enjoyable diversion at first. Yet in time I found that our game was an ideal preparation for what was
expected of us in this world of socialist uniformity into which we had been born.
When I was enrolled in the center, I had three problems. First, I spoke with a distinct Tianjin accent. Students
and teachers were sent into fits of laughter when I spoke.
My second problem was equally distressing. I threw a ball, picked up my chopsticks and wrote with my left
hand. This was forbidden. As in almost every facet of life under Communist rule, uniformity was required, even in
the hand one used for activities. Everyone was required to use the right hand. Being left-handed was considered a
“wrong choice” and had to be corrected. The teachers spotted my deviance. At first they removed the writing
brush or chopsticks from my left hand and put them in my right, but invariably I returned them to my left hand.
They started slapping my hand.
“Stop that, Wu Yimao!” the teachers snapped over my shoulder. “Why can’t you learn? Why can’t you be like
everyone else?”
Finally, in their exasperation, the teachers assigned another girl, Qin Xiaolan, to sit beside me and watch
during lunch or writing exercises. When I tried to use my left hand, she whispered,
“You’re doing it again, Maomao.”
She was patient and persistent, and gradually, with her reminders, I developed facility with my right hand. But
I was never very good at calligraphy, and I have difficulty to this day manipulating chopsticks with my right hand.
My third problem could not be corrected. I was from a “black” family. Children from black families—those
accused of rightist or reformist or anti-revolutionary leanings—bore the guilt of their parents. We were
quarantined in our own peculiar circles. I did not become aware of my membership in this group until I first heard
the words whispered by students at the center. The teachers knew my family background and carefully steered me
into the circles of children from other black families. We understood we were bad seeds. Being from a black
family was like carrying a contagious disease that could contaminate others through social or physical contact.
Children of “red” families—those of Party members and high-ranking university officials—formed their own
closed group. They sat next to each other in classes, played together on the playground, ate together during lunch,
and walked back and forth to the center together. Xiaolan was assigned to help me not simply because she was a
diligent student but because she was from a black family, and it was deemed acceptable for her to have a close
association with me.

713

I slowly overcame my initial difficulties. I learned to use my right hand to write and to hold chopsticks, and I
lost my accent. I knew my family was black and there was nothing I could do about it. I accepted my new parents
and my brother as my real family. When my new grandmother arrived from Peking, I accepted her, too.
But I never forgot my Tianjin family. I thought of my grandma often. In my dreams, for a long time, I was
back on Happiness Lane in Tianjin.
*
My second brother was born on July 2, 1963. Papa named him Yicun, meaning “one village.” His name was
taken from a poem by the classical poet Lu You. In the poem, the “one village” signified renewed hope.
The birth of another brother meant I was relegated to a less important position in the family. My father
entertained a traditional Chinese conceit valuing boys more than girls. His sons were his pride and joy. His
daughter was another child. He cared for me, but not as much as for my brothers. .
Papa devotedly helped my older brother with his homework and doted on my younger brother. I was never
asked how I was doing in school or what had happened to me each day. I wasn’t questioned about my playmates.
It was expected that I should fill a role of secondary importance to my brothers, that I should watch over them,
take care of them, do household chores, and serve them and my parents and grandmother.
Mama taught me to sweep the floor and to wash and dry the dishes and to set the table. Papa taught me how to
shop and bargain. My first solitary task was purchasing eggs and carrying them home. Papa handed me one yuan
and sent me off to the nearby street markets. On the way home I watched where I walked to avoid tripping on
paving stones. When I returned with unbroken eggs and a bit of change, Papa congratulated me and assigned me
additional shopping duties.
I collected the milk ration for Yicun each morning. At dawn an elderly vendor riding a bicycle pulled up
outside our apartment building and called out,
“Milk! Pour your milk!”
When I heard the milkman’s cry, I rushed downstairs carrying a small pot. I put my pot on the ground, and he
handed me two bottles of milk. The top of each bottle was covered with blue-and-white waxed paper. A rubber
band held the paper in place. I removed the rubber band and slipped it over my wrist and pulled off the waxed
paper. Under it was a small cardboard disk sealing the mouth of the bottle. The underside of the disk was coated
with slick rich cream. I removed the disk and licked it clean. I poured the milk into my pot, put the lid and paper
back on the bottle and returned them to the milkman. The rubber bands I kept to make jump ropes. Sometimes the
old milkman asked wryly,
“Didn’t you miss a drop, little girl?”
I’d stop and examine the bottle to make sure nothing more could be shaken from it, and he’d laugh. I carried
the full pot up a flight of stairs, never spilling any. I learned how to light the fire in our stove with kindling and
coal in order to heat the milk.
In the afternoons after I'd finished sweeping and cleaning the pots and pans, I played outside. There was a
shallow sandpit beside the sports field, and I built little cities and canals and my own miniature Great Wall in the
sand. I met other girls from the neighborhood who came to the sandpit, and we played together. We talked about
our parents and our brothers, and I discovered they had lives like mine—the same inattention and expectations,
the same duties and the same diminished status relative to our brothers. We became friends.
When I returned home from the child care center, I sometimes saw Grandmother outside watering or weeding a
small vegetable garden of tomatoes, beans and turnips that she had planted between the apartment buildings. I
recognized her because of the way she walked. Her movements were slow. Her feet had been bound when she was
a child. This was the traditional Chinese practice of breaking and tightly wrapping a girl’s feet in cotton bandages
in order to keep them as small as possible. As a consequence, she hobbled around the garden with a peculiar
rolling gait. One evening when she was washing her little feet, I noticed she had six toes on her left foot.
“Grandmother, why do you have six toes?” I asked her. I stared at her remarkable foot.
“It means good luck,” she told me.
I examined my own feet and found only five toes. I felt along the edge of one foot to see if I might sprout
another toe when I grew older, but I found nothing. I concluded I was not lucky. I asked Papa about it.
“It’s an old superstition,” he told me. “It means nothing, Maomao. Nothing at all.” I remembered the phrase
and again asked Grandmother about it.
“I know it means good luck,” she insisted. “I am living with my son and his two sons. That is good luck,
Maomao. That is six-toes good luck.” I asked Xiaolan and she said her mother had told her it did not mean good
luck at all.
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“It means a cruel fate,” she said.
My Hefei grandmother was not at all like my Tianjin grandma. When she came to our home, the famine was
ending but there was still a food shortage. Each morning Grandmother was given an egg—a rare treat in those
times—because she had diabetes and Papa said it was essential for her health. After warming the milk for my
brother, I fried one egg for Grandmother. This stood the world as I’d known it in Tianjin on its head. There,
Grandma had been my protector and had denied herself food in order to feed me. My mouth watered as I watched
Grandmother eat.
One morning when my parents were at work and my brothers and I were home with Grandmother, I fixed her
an egg and stood across from her at the table. Instead of eating it, she called my brother Yiding. She asked him to
sit beside her, and then she cut her egg into small pieces and fed them to him while I watched. I could almost taste
the egg. I had leaned forward to see better when, suddenly, Grandmother stopped, looked at me sternly and
snapped,
“Go to the other room. This is not for girls.”
It was unfair. But I learned that the best food, the best everything, in our household and others like it, was for
the boys first and for the girls last.
*
Four days after Papa’s decapping, on July 8, 1964, we received a telegram from Second Uncle in Tianjin. It
read:
MQTHER SICK. COME NOW. HURRY. BRING MAOMAO.
I was excited by this unexpected chance to see Grandma for the first time since my return to Hefei. I had asked
often if I might visit Grandma or she might visit us. Mama responded by telling me how expensive such a trip was
—costing nearly a month’s salary for a single ticket—and how difficult it was for Grandma to make a long
journey at her age.
We had received letters each month from Grandma and Second Uncle. Sometimes Mama called me to her side
when she read them and told me,
“Grandma says she misses you, Maomao.” My heart skipped a beat when I heard that, and I replied,
“Tell Grandma I miss her and tell her to eat all her peanuts!”
Mama packed a few items, and the next morning we boarded the train to Tianjin.
I could not stop talking during the journey. I told Mama everything I planned to say to Grandma, the songs I
would sing to her and the games we would play. Mama’s thoughts were elsewhere, however, and she only nodded
at my words. I stayed awake most of the night looking out the window, watching the other passengers, talking to
my doll, making plans for Tianjin.
We arrived at the house on Happiness Lane the next morning. Second Uncle somberly greeted us. I made my
way to my old bedroom to look for Grandma. The bed was tidily made and Grandma’s clothes were stacked
neatly in the old wardrobe, but there was no sign of Grandma. I glanced at myself in the ancient flaking mirror
and smiled and spun around, the way I used to do. I recognized the sandalwood scent of the place and the creak of
the plank floor when I crossed the room.
I returned to Mama and the others, who were gathered in the foyer. Second Uncle said that Grandma had been
in great pain and was taken to the hospital. She had immediately gone into surgery.
“The doctor found she had liver cancer and it had spread,” he said. “She was bleeding internally and the doctor
said there was little he could do except try to alleviate her pain. After I heard that I sent the telegram.”
Mama cried. At the hospital, Second Uncle said, Grandma asked for me and made him promise that Mama
would bring me to see her.
“It was so sudden,” my second aunt added. “She was sitting talking with us, feeling fine. She was telling funny
stories about Maomao. And just an hour later she was in such pain!”
A telegram had been sent to Mama’s sister in faraway Changsha, Second Uncle said, summoning her to
Tianjin. But a return telegram said she was unable to travel because she was about to have a baby. I learned what
had happened that day when my mother recounted it for me years later. Grandma had aged much in two years.
She was thin and pale, her hair had turned white and she was so feeble she could barely move. She was so heavily
sedated, she had difficulty keeping her eyes open.
“You’re here,” she whispered weakly when she recognized my mother. “Where is Maomao?” Mama held her
hand and told her I was at home, exhausted after the long train ride.
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“She’s asleep in your bed, Mother,” Mama said, her voice breaking.
“I want to see her,” Grandma said.
“I’ll bring her tomorrow,” Mama promised.
“And how is she? Does she miss Grandma?”
“She cries for you every night.”
“Does she have enough to eat?”
“Yes, Mother, she does. She has grown. She is healthy.”
Mama shared the news of Papa’s restoration as a teacher. Grandma was relieved. Mama said that her sister
could not come from Changsha because she had given birth to a big healthy baby boy. Grandma smiled.
The day was hot and humid. The hospital had no air-conditioning or electric fans. A nurse suggested that
Mama buy ice for her mother in a nearby market. Mama left for a short time and brought back a big bowl of
chipped ice. She held each piece of ice to Grandma’s lips and touched it to her forehead and her arms. Mama
stayed with Grandma all afternoon and evening, returning to the street two more times for ice.
At about four in the morning, Second Uncle arrived and took Mama’s place at Grandma’s side. I was up before
anyone else that morning. I dressed and brushed my hair and washed my face and waited for Mama to get up.
Second Uncle came in the door. His eyes were swollen and red. He noticed me sitting with my doll in the
early-morning light. He passed us without saying a word and hurried to the room where Mama was sleeping.
There was a brief exchange and suddenly Mama screamed,
“No! No! No!”
Others in the house awakened, and before long, there was crying from every room. I found Mama slumped on
the edge of the bed, holding her head in her hands, sobbing.
“Can we see Grandma now?” I asked.
“No,” Mama said. “We can’t. Grandma passed away this morning.”
I did not understand what “passed away” meant. Mama pulled me to her and held me tightly and sobbed. I did
not know what death meant. I was unaware of its finality. I’d heard Papa say to Mama that he’d “returned from
the dead” when he came back from the concentration camp. I believed, therefore, that death was a temporary
condition of separation. I cried with everyone else. But I hoped that soon there would be no more tears and I’d see
Grandma, that she’d return from the hospital and hold me and play games with me. I waited for that day. Only
slowly did I realize that I would never see her again.
A memorial service was held. We learned that my auntie in Changsha had given birth to a girl. My uncles and
aunts thought this might have disappointed Grandma, which is why Mama had told her it was a boy. But I knew
she would have loved another granddaughter. I knew it in my heart.
We returned to Hefei in late August. I resumed my chores in the household and was enrolled again in the child
care center. Mama went back to work and Grandmother cared for my younger brother. Papa taught his classes in
the university. Yiding went to school. I soon came to believe I lived in a secure world and that day followed day
and season followed season without unusual disruption or disappointment. I thought if I did what was asked of me
and did it well, if I was a good and obedient daughter, that the world could be a good place, even without
Grandma in it. …
191.17 Excerpt from Serve The People!\fn{by Yan Lianke (1958- )} Song County, Henan Province, China (M) 11
1
Wu Dawang, Sergeant of the Catering Squad, now General Orderly for the Division Commander and his wife,
stood in the dooray of the kitchen, a bunch of pak choi in hand, acknowledging a devastating new presence in the
room. The wooden sign ordering its beholder, in bright red letters, to “Serve the People!” had moved from its
usual place on the dining table and on to the kitchen work top. To the left of the exhortation, five stars gleamed; to
the right, a water canteen dangled from a rifle while a luxuriant row of wheat bristled beneath.
The pride of the entire division, an exemplar, a model of political correctness, the Sergeant enjoyed an
extraordinarily well-developed understanding of the sign’s symbolic language. The five stars (the Revolution)
together with the rifle and canteen (the Party’s history of armed struggle) were reminders of the long, arduous
path to Revolution. The wheat pointed to the glorious future: of glorious harvests in the glorious times to come
once Communism had been realized.
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This sign, its letters burning scarlet against a whitewashed background, its stars, rifle, canteen and wheat
emblazoned in red and yellow, had come home one day with the Division Commander. He had gazed solemnly at
Wu Dawang as he laid it on the table.
“Do you know what this sign means?” he asked, while his General Orderly set down dishes of food before
him.
After a long, hard look, Wu Dawang produced a careful critique.
“Good,” declared the Commander, his face brightening slowly into a smile. “Very good, in fact—much better
than them.”
Though Wu Dawang didn’t know who the Division Commander meant by “them”, he did know, and better
than most, the People’s Liberation Army’s three rules of thumb—Don’t Say What You Shouldn’t Say, Don’t Ask
What You Shouldn’t Ask, Don’t Do What You Shouldn’t Do. He therefore went back to the kitchen to prepare
soup for the Commander and his wife. And from that moment on, the sign became the most distinguished, most
illustrious resident of the dining table, casting its mighty symbolic shadow over the lowly bottles of vinegar, chilli
sauce and sesame oil.
The days passed, one after another, as time trickled peacefully, indeterminately through the barracks. Every
day at dawn, before reveille, the Commander would come downstairs, immaculately uniformed, and set out for
the parade ground—for his daily round of drills, and yet more drills. Every night, long after lights-out, he would
return home exhausted, take off his uniform, wash his face, brush his teeth and climb upstairs to bed.
Revolution and work were the epicentre of the Commander’s life, dominating his entire being. Since earliest
boyhood, he had held up the Great Events in Our Nation’s History—the Sino-Japanese War, Land Reform, the
Fight for Liberation—as a yardstick against which to measure the significance of his every day of existence. Even
now, on the wrong side of fifty and gazing down the slope to old age, he still relied on the same gauge to calibrate
the meaning of his life.
His young, pretty wife Liu Lian, by contrast, led a much less meaningful life. A nurse by training, and
seventeen or eighteen years his junior, she hadn’t set foot in a hospital since her marriage. No one knew whether
she’d given up work voluntarily, or because her husband had wanted her to, but for a full five years now she had
stayed at home, ruling this senior officer’s roost, keeping company only with the four walls around her and the
prestige of their master.
Of Liu Lian, Wu Dawang knew next to nothing. Before he’d taken up his present post, he’d known nothing at
all. He had no idea where she’d grown up or when she’d joined the army as a nurse. He didn’t know she hadn’t
worked for five years or, apart from mealtimes, what she did upstairs all day. He didn’t know whether the army
still paid her salary even though she didn’t turn up to work; whether she was from a military family; whether
she’d forgotten army protocol in the years she’d been out of uniform. To him, her personal history was a gigantic
blank, a mountain range shrouded in impenetrable mist. Beneath the blankets of cloud, the peaks might have been
desolate crags emerging from ravines, or carpets of green serenaded by songbirds and festooned with gorgeous
flowers and gurgling brooks; but Wu Dawang had no way of telling.
Because these were matters of which he knew nothing, he paid them no attention; and because he paid them no
attention, the Division Commander delighted in his choice of orderly. Even though Wu Dawang was a veteran
revolutionary of several years’ service, even though his personal file was piled vertiginously high with honours,
despite all his commendations, awards and citations, despite the fact that twice a year the brigade’s Head of
Management would name him Model Soldier as unhesitatingly as one would hand a narcoleptic a pillow, still he
wanted more—much, much more.
Wu Dawang was, in short, a man greedy for laurels, an exceptional soldier fixated on promotion. And it was
after one particularly exhilarating performance at a Mass Theory and Practice of Front-line Logistics Competition
—in which Wu had recited, word-perfect, 286 quotations and three classic essays (Serve the People,
Commemorating Norman Bethune and The Foolish Old Man who Moved the Mountains) by Chairman Mao; had
dug a stove, chopped ingredients and presented an immaculate gourmet banquet of four dishes and a soup all
within thirty minutes; and had, yet again, been lauded up and down the barracks ranks as Model Soldier—that the
Division Commander had selected him as his full-time orderly and cook.
“What is it you must always remember,” the Head of Management had asked, “when you start work for the
Commander?”
“Don’t ask what I shouldn’t ask, don’t do what I shouldn’t do, don’t say what I shouldn’t say,” he replied.
“And?”
“To serve the Division Commander is to Serve the People.”
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“More important even than that,” the Head of Management added, “you must mean what you say, unite theory
with practice, and make sure your actions speak as loud as your words.”
“Please reassure the Commander that I will speak as I think, and act as I speak, that I will be both Red and
Expert.”
“Excellent,” the Head of Management said. “Off you go then, and I’m sure more accolades will come your
way soon.”
And with that, Wu Dawang was transferred to the Division Commander’s own household.
For the past six months, he had stuck cautiously, conscientiously, scrupulously to his brief: he had cooked,
grown vegetables, kept the floor and the front yard spotless, tended the herbaceous borders and pruned the trees
regularly. After a short spell of home leave, he’d barely left his new place of work—Number One in the senior
officers’ compound—this whole time. Because of Wu Dawang’s tireless dedication to duty, and because of the
Division Commander’s almost obsessive zeal for the tasks of the Revolution and of the Party, during a recent,
centrally orchestrated Streamline-and-Regroup Initiative, the Commander had set an example for everyone by
cutting his own household staff to one. This meant that now only two people were left rattling around this Sovietbuilt military residence once the Commander had gone to work each morning: Liu Lian, the Commander’s thirtytwo-year-old wife, and Wu Dawang, his twenty-eight-year-old General Orderly—like a single rose and a hoe left
abandoned in a vast, bare flower bed.
As to how the whole thing began, Wu Dawang had no idea. He was unaware how many times in the last six
months the Commander’s wife had looked him over at the dinner table. Or how she had stood at the window,
never taking her eyes off him, as he hoed the vegetable patch at the back of the house. He didn’t know that, while
he’d been pinning back the grapes in the front yard, she’d found herself compelled to draw him closer,
magnifying his image through the Commander’s telescope, because the vines—as densely fruitful as a MarxistLeninist-Maoist study meeting—were obscuring her quarry. Over the days and months, she had studied him. Just
as a jeweller would scrutinize a diamond or a chunk of agate through an eyeglass, she studied the pearls of sweat
on his forehead; like a connoisseur appreciating a piece of rare, purple-threaded jade, she perused the veins in his
neck and along his bronzed shoulders: But he—just as a wild pagoda tree is oblivious to the scent of a gardenbound peony—remained insensible, unknowing. Beyond the Division Commander’s gated compound, time
passed as unstoppably as water flows to the east and the sun sinks in the west. Outside, the furnaces of the
Revolution raged, the great rivers rolled and billowed, but within—within, all remained as peaceful as a valley of
fragrant peach blossom, of gentle streams and lush, undulating hills, swaddled in a poetic mist of desire.
It was against this idyllic backdrop that, three days ago, as dusk was falling on whichever secret meeting had
been scheduled for the second day of the Commander’s all-important two-month study-and-discussion conference
on streamlining army administration and performance in Peking, after Wu Dawang had taken dinner with Liu
Lian and begun clearing the table, she had sent in his direction a glance beneath whose coolly decorous exterior
burned a seething fire. Taking the Serve the People! sign from its place against the wall, she set it down on the
mahogany dining table—as lightly, nonchalantly and guilelessly as if she were asking him to fetch something
from the yard, or pick something up from the floor.
“Xiao Wu,” she said, tucking the diminutive xiao in front of his surname in a casual, blandly affectionate kind
of way, “whenever this sign’s not in its usual place, it means I need you upstairs for something.”
Her communication concluded, she knocked the wooden sign meaningfully against the table—a cool, darkly
enigmatic sound, like that of jade on agate. Then, just as she did after every meal, she glided sedately up the stairs.
He stood there, dazed, not sure what was next expected of him, a hint of pleasurable disquiet percolating
through him. He gazed at her retreating figure as if it belonged to a woman he’d never seen before, following it
with his eyes until she turned the bend in the stairs and her shadow disappeared like a tree’s evaporating at
sundown. He then returned the sign to its proper place, and set about his usual washing of the dishes and other
richly revolutionary chores around the house.
*
Even today, that dusk still gleams bright in his memory, the dying sunlight as red as a political slogan freshly
daubed across a wall. After Serving the People a respectable while in the kitchen, he went out into the front yard.
There he pruned a few superfluous blooms off an extravagantly vigorous bush of scarlet roses, letting them fall
into the plastic bucket reserved for the household of the top-ranking officer—even his deputy received only the
old-style iron model. After he had watered the other roses and shrubs by the cobbled pathway, the sun finally sank
beneath the horizon, taking its vermilion blush away with it to the west. This is the time, on the plains of eastern
Henan, when evening cedes peacefully to night, when the voices of the cicadas fade away to almost nothing—the
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occasional chirruped exception echoed through the barracks like a rousing army chorus, bringing a welcome
respite from the eerie quiet. Just beyond the red-lacquered gate of the Division Commander’s compound, the
footsteps of the relief patrol clattered across the courtyard. Looking up, Wu Dawang recognized a member of his
old company, and they exchanged salutes through the reinforced steel gate. He then went back inside the house,
still carrying his bucket.
It was at this moment that Liu Lian quietly lit the firebrand of love in her innocently unknowing orderly. He
immediately saw that the sign he had returned to its proper home only half an hour ago had been placed, with
heart-stopping brazenness, in the middle of the living room, against the bottom of the stairs. Time had begun to
wear the stairs’ red lacquer into cracks and scars, exposing in places the grain of the wood, which, like the
coquettish features of capitalist women in films, now peeped coyly out at the room. Wu Dawang wasted no time:
the sign’s new position was a silent call to arms more imperative than any barked order. It told him that upstairs
there was work for him, and for him alone.
He immediately set down his bucket, as if a command was echoing through the house. But only a few steps up,
his mind cast back six months to the day he’d first reported for his new duties.
“You needn’t concern yourself with the upstairs,” the Division Commander had said, an understated steeliness
to his voice, “and especially if my wife’s not about.”
These words now rang in Wu Dawang’s ears as deafeningly as if Chairman Mao himself had spoken them, and
when he reached the bend in the stairs he slowed and lightened his step—as if the treads were made of glass,
barely able to support his weight.
The residual glimmer of the dusk was seeping through the window, like silk gauze washed red and white. A
faint yet pervasive scent of decay floated about him. He couldn’t tell where it was coming from—the wooden
window or door frames perhaps, or the lime cementing the greenish-black bricks—but it was, somehow, curiously
feminine. Though he knew perfectly well that it was utterly inappropriate for him to feel now, obeying the
summons of his Commander’s wife, as he had done on his way to meet his own intended for the first time, still his
heart began thumping uncontrollably. This state of agitation, brought on by the prospect of presenting himself
before Liu Lian, was unbecoming to a revolutionary soldier’s dignity and education, to the lofty emotional and
ideological state he aspired to. And so he pulled himself up, thumped his chest and reminded himself severely that
he was climbing the stairs because there was work for him at their summit—as if a crucial link in the great chain
of Revolution were waiting for him up there, leaving him no choice but to go and retrieve it.
Once he had, with some effort, managed to dam the busy brook of counterrevolution within and calm the
beating of his heart, he completed his ascent with a light, steady tread. It didn’t take him long to work out that the
arrangement of the first floor was precisely the same as the ground: two rooms to the east, a toilet to the south and
an extra room facing west. Located directly above the kitchen and dining room, this extra space seemed to be
fitted out for conferences, its centre ringed by a circle of wood-framed sofas and tea tables, its walls hung with all
manner of administrative and military maps.
This, plainly, was the Division Commander’s workroom—like a novelist’s study, but a hundred thousand times
more important. Wu Dawang blinked at the frenzies of blood-red arrows and multicoloured lines swarming over
maps punctuated by brightly scrawled circles, triangles and squares—as if an entire garden had burst into glorious
bloom inside the house. He instinctively averted his gaze, suddenly understanding the Commander’s warnings
about going upstairs. If a man was allowed even a glimpse of the doorway to secrets, those secrets were as good
as out. As a soldier, Wu Dawang’s sacred mission in life was to keep military secrets secret: to make it his
business not to mind what wasn’t his business. It was this discretion that had won him the affection and trust of
the Commander, his wife, the Revolution and the state.
Once his heartbeat had slowed again, anew, solemn self-possession descended on him. He fixed his gaze on an
old-fashioned carved door to his left. Striding over to it, he raised his shoulders and straightened his spine—
precisely as any rank-and-file soldier who found himself in the doorway to his Division Commander’s office
should—tilted his head back, thrust both chest and eyes forward and barked out six over-enunciated syllables:
“Reporting for Duty.”
He was greeted by silence. Bracing his vocal chords, he barked out a second time:
“Reporting for Duty.”
Silence, like the twilight, continued to wash through the house. He knew that the Commander and his wife
slept in the bedroom in front of him. While working outside, he’d often seen her face at the window, her youthful,
aristocratically pallid features poised there, as if frozen within an antique picture frame. Just as the Revolution
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itself advanced in lopsided paces—now slow, now fast, now inching, now striding—her imprisoned face was
sometimes impassive, sometimes animated.
She had to be in there. He’d never known her to call at other houses in the compound, at the homes of the
Political Commissar or Deputy Division Commander, or pass the time with their wives. She hardly ever spoke to
them, just as the Division Commander hardly ever wasted idle words on his subordinates. This bedroom was the
nucleus of her existence, the building around it her whole life. He knew she was in the bedroom and, as he
considered trying another “Reporting for Duty,” he instead found himself knocking—twice—on the door. His
knuckles rapped against the wood, as on the surface of a drum.
“Come in,” she replied at last. Her voice, low and hoarse, had a narrow tremble to it, as if something—a slight,
yielding obstacle—were lodged in her throat.
He pushed the door open. Only then did he see that the light was off, that the room was cast in shadows, the
bed, table and chairs melting into partial obscurity. She was seated on the edge of the bed, a book in hand—
volume I of The Selected Works of Mao Tsetung. Later, much later, as he cast his mind back over a memory that
had sweetened with age, it would dawn on him that it had been far too dark to read, that she had only been
holding the book for show. But at that moment—as it was happening—he had believed she truly was reading, just
as he had believed everything else that happened had followed on as naturally and spontaneously as rain falling
from an overcast sky, or the sun emerging into a blue one.
“Aunt Liu,” he said, “what can I do for you?”
“The light cord is stuck,” she replied. “Would you get it back down for me?”
Following her gaze, he saw that the cord for the light over the bedside table had wrapped itself around its
discoloured fitting, and he would need to stand on something to untangle it. So he walked over to her side of the
bed, pulled out the chair from under the bedside table, took the woven cane mat off it, removed his shoes, brushed
the soles of his feet—which were, as it happened, not in the slightest bit dirty—and laid an old newspaper out on
the chair. He then stepped onto it, unwound the cord and while he was up there, gave it a tug.
The room was flooded with light. Against the sudden electric brightness of the interior, the window shone dark,
and threadlike cracks crept, exposed, across the plaster walls. Like an armoury bereft of exciting, new-issue
weapons, the room held no surprises: a portrait of Chairman Mao and a framed print of his quotations hung on the
wall, while a plaster bust of the Great Helmsman kept watch over the writing desk. A large mirror—its upper edge
inscribed with the Chairman’s key imperatives—rested next to a washbowl; to one side hung the Division
Commander’s telescope, to the other the 54-revolver he rarely wore, its leather holster gleaming dark burgundy.
Directly beneath the mirror was a dressing table, its glassy green surface covered with jars of face cream, pots of
face powder, scissors, combs and other such objects—luxuries you didn’t often see in those days.
None of this, however, confounded Wu Dawang’s expectations. Though he’d never before seen the first floor
of the Division Commander’s house, he had been upstairs in the residence of the Political Commissar and his wife
—who worked in the division’s accounts office. Their home (another two-storey, Soviet-style construction) was
exactly the same as the Commander’s: simple, modest, every surface inspirationally resplendent with the glorious
traditions of the Revolution. It roused, urged, all visiting subordinates to the most exalted, the most revolutionary
homages they could muster-to recount to anyone who would listen the revolutionary past and present of their
senior officers, to worship them as idols of political correctness, as lustrous reflections of their glorious Party, as
proof positive of the astonishing fortune and honor that had fallen into their laps, permitting them to become
soldiers in such a miraculous era.
Wu Dawang was overwhelmed by the hidden, abyss-like reservoirs of simplicity lurking upstairs in the
Commander’s home. As he jumped back down off the chair, he searched for a sentence that would express to Liu
Lian his sense of awed respect. He thought of the phrases that rang out most often during New Year house visits in
his village: the simplest homes are the most glorious, the most glorious are the most revolutionary; take pride in
the traditions of the Revolution, struggle for glory. And so on and so forth. A number of salutations from his
military education classes also sprang to mind. For example, the power of tradition can transcend the passage of
time to shape our tomorrows. Or, the simplest things are always the most moving, the most moving things are
always the simplest. Or (as his Political Instructor had once read out from an editorial), if our leaders can inherit
and disseminate the Yan’an Spirit, can embody and pass on the simple virtues of our illustrious Party leadership,
our revolutionary endeavours will glow red like the sun, bringing radiant hope wherever they shine.
Intensely moved by the wealth of beauteous expressions that had come so readily to him, he was on the verge
of blurting out a few when suddenly he thought better of it. He began to feel that, however impressive they looked
written down, if you actually spoke them out loud, they might sound a little indigestible, a little off, like
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undercooked rice, or sour soup. You might even sound like you were a bit, well, not all there—not quite right in
the head. Especially as this was his first time upstairs, the first time he’d been moved by the Yan’an Spirit in Liu
Lian’s bedroom, the first time he’d wanted to express his admiration to her, he didn’t want to regurgitate the
pompous formulations found in essays. He wanted to come out with some priceless gems of his own, with the
simplest, purest, most moving words he could find.
But the moment he left those fine, worn phrases back where they belonged—in the posters, newspapers, books
and deafeningly public broadcasts that were their natural habitat—his head became a vast, echoing cavern, a
colossally deserted public square, rudely stripped of its festoons. His face throbbed bright red under the pressure
of this inarticulacy, his lips trembling beneath the anxious weight of everything he had on the tip of his tongue but
was unable to verbalize.
After removing the newspaper, he put the chair neatly back under the table, replaced his shoes and straightened
up, nervous sweat pouring off his face like water from a spring. He listened to the drops hitting the ground, one
after another, like rainwater falling from the eaves of a house onto tiled ground below. Finally he managed to
garble:
“Is that all, Aunt Liu? If so, I’ll be off downstairs.”
“Don’t call me Aunt,” she said, sounding irked. “It makes me sound so old.” Smiling brightly, he meant to risk
looking at her but instead heard himself saying:
“Aunt sounds more-more personal.”
She did not smile back.
“Xiao Wu,” she said, her words heavy with undeclared meaning, her solemnly benevolent expression tinged
with a certain nervousness, “you can keep calling me Aunt in front of the Division Commander and other people,
but when there’s no one else around, you can call me Sister.”
She spoke softly, affectionately, like a wise old mother counselling a son before he rides off to join the
Revolution, or like a real sister taking her little brother to task. Unexpectedly moved, at that precise moment Wu
Dawang wanted more than anything else to do as she said, to call her Sister, to seize this beautiful moment and
cement their new sibling relationship. To file it, permanently, within the archives of their lives. And yet, Liu Lian
was still the Commander’s wife, while he was just the General Orderly. Social inequality loomed as
insurmountably between the two of them as the Great Wall, their ranks as irreconcilably different as a skyscraper
and a hut. Give him superhuman powers, the power to recite flawlessly everything Chairman Mao had ever
written, to cook a ten-dish banquet in less than a minute—and still, still that marvellous word, “Sister,” would be
unutterable.
Though his lips had stopped trembling, they had instead begun to feel numb or scalded, as if by a sudden
mouthful of hot soup. The word “Sister” died in his throat, killed by cowardice. Overwhelmed by a searing sense
of self-loathing at his own failure of nerve, he resolved to look back up at the Division Commander’s wife, his
new sister and, with his eyes, to communicate his deep, sincere feelings of gratitude and respect.
He slowly raised his head. After a brief, violent explosion somewhere deep inside him, a gorgeous rainbow
unfurled before his eyes—a blinding flash of color that a second, disbelieving look translated, more matter-offactly, into the Commander’s wife.
The light shone bright as day. The room was so quiet that you could hear the faint buzz of the light waves
colliding and merging with solid objects. Outside, a sentry was pacing about the barracks, his footsteps faint but
distinct. Wu Dawang stood there, paralysed, as if he were made of wood, without any notion of what he might do
next.
Liu Lian, he now registered, had placed the book down on the bed and, as it turned out, was dressed only in a
red-and-blue floral silk nightgown which, in the way of nightgowns, hung loose and flimsy on her as if it might
tumble off her body at any moment. It occurred vaguely to him that when he had first come in, he hadn’t noticed
her state of relative undress because the room had been lit only by dusk. Liu Lian, he deduced, must have had the
nightgown on all along, but the evening gloom had prevented him from engaging in a thoroughgoing assessment
of the situation. Now, with the light back on and an uninterrupted view, the evidence was there before him, clear
as day.
Of course, if it had been merely a question of Liu Lian sitting on her bed in a nightgown, he wouldn’t have
been hallucinating rainbows where his Division Commander’s wife was meant to be. After all, he was no longer a
boy, no callow member of the rank-and-file, but a man of rank, a squad leader, a married man—he was one of the
few guardsmen who’d actually seen a woman. And what a woman! His wife, let it not be forgotten, was the only
daughter of a commune accountant. No—it was all the weather’s fault. What with it being so hot, Liu Lian had
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turned on the electric fan at the head of the bed and, every time it rotated in her direction, it dispatched a rippling
breeze under the hem of her nightdress which then travelled inexorably upwards to escape via the neckline. The
nightdress was roomy enough that each well-aimed flutter of the fan exposed a delicately shimmering, naked
expanse of long, slender, snow-white thigh.
In the interests of laying out all the relevant facts, it should probably be made clear that not only was this the
first time in his life that the country-born Wu Dawang had seen a woman in a silk nightgown, but also that an
enticingly feminine scent of Osmanthus flower was wafting sedately out from under its hem, engulfing every
corner of the room, billowing up around him, constricting his breathing. Its oppressive closeness was drawing the
sweat from his palms. It left his fmgers powerless stumps, hanging uselessly by his sides, trembling as the sweat
coursed down them. A single glance at her brought the rainbow flashing painfully back, scorching his eyeballs.
But just as he determined to wrest his eyes away, it became apparent once more that the breeze’s only logical exit
point was the neck of her nightgown.
And there—just one unguarded glance later—entirely at ease within the air-filled nightdress, were her breasts,
as flawlessly, geometrically round as if they had been traced with a compass, rising up large and white as the
mantou—the fluffily perfect bread rolls so dearly beloved of the Division Commander—that he steamed for his
superior and his wife. The moment Wu Dawang’s mind wandered from the generous display of Liu Lian’s bosoms
to the steamed rolls he so deftly prepared, his hands registered an impulse to reach out and knead them.
But he was, when all was said and done, a man of education, a man who’d been to middle school, a man in
whom the army had planted ideals, a yearning for the higher things in life. He was a man who enjoyed the
esteemed regard and confidence of the Division Commander and of the army as a whole, a man who had pledged
to fight for Communism until his dying breath. And he knew as well as his own name that he wasn’t a son, or
nephew, or brother, or cousin in this house—he was just a General Orderly. He knew what he should do and say—
and what he shouldn’t.
The forces of reason hammered down on his overheated brain like hailstones, dousing his raging fires with
freezing meltwater. The Commander’s wife, he reminded himself, was perfectly entitled to wear whatever she
wanted—whatever it happened to reveal—in her own marital bedroom. (Barely a month after their wedding, he
recalled, his own wife had taken to strolling around their bedroom naked from the waist up, without a trace of
self-consciousness.) Women always remained guilelessly pure of heart in the presence of men, he reflected; it was
men with their diseased thoughts who were the problem.
And so it came about that, just as Wu Dawang’s soul teetered perilously over a precipice of capitalist
loucheness, the glorious forces of revolutionary reason rushed to its rescue. His gaze slid peacefully over and
away from Liu Lian, as an eagle’s eyes would skim a still body of water, and came to rest on the volume of The
Selected Works 0f Mao Tsetung that she had been leafIng through.
“Aunt,” he asked again, “will that be all?”
Displeasure flickering across her face once again, Liu Lian tossed aside the book on which he had fixed his
glance.
“Xiao Wu,” she asked icily, “what must you always remember when working in the Commander’s house?”
“Don’t say what I shouldn’t say,” he responded, “and don’t do what I shouldn’t do.”
“And?”
“To serve you and the Division Commander is to Serve the People.”
“Well said—well said.” Relaxing her expression of affront, she pulled her thoroughly aired nightgown back
over her thighs.
“Do you know how much older I am than you?” she asked in more kindly, sisterly tones.
“No.”
“Only four years. Still think I’m old enough to be your aunt?” Without waiting for a response, she took a cloth
from her bedside and passed it to him.
“Dry yourself off, I’m not going to eat you. Seeing as you can’t get it out of your head that I’m your
Commander’s wife, you’d better answer all my questions—just like you’d answer him.”
He wiped his face with the cloth.
“Are you married?”
“Yes.”
“How long?”
“Three years.”
“Children?”
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“We had one the year before last. When I took home leave three months ago, you gave me baby clothes to take
back as a present. Don’t you remember, Aunt?”
She paused, as if something had suddenly stuck in her throat. After a brief silence, she resumed.
“Stop calling me that: I’m your sister, remember.”
He looked up at her once more.
“What do you want, more than anything else in the world?” she asked.
“To realize Communism—to struggle for Communism until my dying breath.”
She flashed a curious, cold smile—like a thin veneer of embers smouldering over ice. She repeated her
question, a harder set to her features:
“I’m your sister, remember, you have to tell me the truth.”
He mumbled a yes.
“So what is it you really want?”
“To become a Party official. To have my family transferred to join me in the city.”
“Do you love your wife?”
“I don’t know about love, but when you marry someone you have to look out for them, for the rest of your
life.”
“Sounds like love to me.”
A silence fell over the room, as heavy as an army-issue tent. The electric fan was still whirring. Whether it was
the heat or his nerves, the sweat kept pouring off Wu Dawang—stinging like seawater when it dripped into his
eyes. He knew she was staring at him but for safety’s sake he focused only on the eau de nil of her bedclothes and
the silk mosquito net suspended above. Time limped by as slowly as a decrepit ox pulling a broken cart, until he
could stand it no longer.
“Aunt,” he faltered again, “was there anything else you wanted to know?”
She threw him a cool glance.
“No, nothing else.”
“So, can I go back downstairs then?”
“Yes, all right.” But just before he reached the safe haven of the doorway, she called him back for one last
mystifying question.
“Tell me the truth: do you wash, every night, before bed?”
“Yes,” he replied, baffled. “When I was a new recruit, the Political Instructor didn’t let you get into bed if you
hadn’t washed.”
“So you wash every day?”
“Every day.”
“You can go now,” she dismissed him. “But remember: whenever that sign isn’t on the table, I want you
upstairs.”
He fled quickly down the stairs. As soon as he reached safety, he turned on the kitchen tap and doused his
sweat-soaked face in cold water.
2
Back in the narrative present, then, the Serve the People! sign had once more left the dining table, finding its
way this time onto the kitchen work top. Before sundown, Wu Dawang had been around the back of the house,
watering the pak choi, radishes and chives. As most of his work centred around the kitchen, it was only while he
was in the garden that the sign could quietly have slipped out of the dining room to set up ambush in his
operational headquarters.
Just as it had done three days ago, the midsummer sunset burned the plains of eastern Henan with a furnacelike intensity. Despite the immoderate warmth of the evening, soldiers were massed in every available space in the
barracks—the drill ground, by the sides of roads and thoroughfares, in the yards that fronted company quarters—
to practise post-prandial drills designed to Oppose Imperialism and the Capitalist Road, and engage in all manner
of educational activities aimed at Newly Reconstructing the Superstructure, and Consolidating the Great Wall of
Socialism. On the firm ground of the central plains, a glorious revolutionary display was blooming beneath the
sultry summer sky.
To the north, the half-dozen residences that housed the division’s senior officers lined up in two rows of three,
separated from the rest of the barracks by a red-brick enclosure and watched over by sentries and guards—a
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small-scale homage to Zhongnanhai, the high-walled Politburo compound in Peking. Each of these six small
buildings was further divided from its neighbours by a reinforced steel fence additionally fortified by thick green
vines. Each was inhabited by one of the six Supreme and Deputy Commanding Officers, each with his own
Personal Orderly. Every day the senior officers would assemble in conference rooms to talk over matters of
national import; every evening they would return to their respective residences and refuse to have anything to do
with each other. Wu Dawang didn’t know why they maintained such splendid out-of-hours isolation. Perhaps they
were afraid that fraternizing in private might foster corruption. Perhaps some mysterious explanation lurked deep
within the officers’ compound or within the larger enclosure of the barracks itself. As none of this was his
business, he paid it little thought. All he knew was that to serve the senior officers was to Serve the People.
When he pushed open the kitchen door on his way back in from the vegetable garden, he was holding a bunch
of pak choi that he had intended to stir-fry the following morning for Liu Lian. (She was in the habit of eating
green vegetables between meals because, she had told him, they were full of vitamins; after meals, she would
crack a few pine kernels for the beneficial oils she said they contained.) But the sight of the Serve the People! sign
on the work top seemed to have immobilized him—down to his very fingertips, through which the pak choi now
slipped, stem by stem, onto the floor by his feet.
Something, he now knew, was about to happen; a course as inevitable as the burning down of a lit fuse had
been set. A passionate entanglement lay in wait for him, like a land mine. But knowing it was there was of no help
to him in the face of danger; he was uncomfortably aware not only of the land mine itself, but also of the fact that,
sooner rather than later, he would have to tread right on it.
He gazed back out through the kitchen door at the garden where a few late sparrows were still skitting back
and forth, their merry chirping casting his thoughts into disarray. He couldn’t think how to avoid the land mine;
all he knew was that it lay in the road before him. And the worst of the whole business was that, even though he
knew full well that stepping on it would destroy him, his repu- tation and prospects, even as he told himself this, a
kind of reprehensible, lustful recklessness was willing him onwards—the kind of foolhardy courage that drives a
man on toward a tiger-infested mountain, knowing he is likely to be torn to pieces. This intrepid carelessness
sowed in him a fearful longing—the nervous, greedy yearning of thieves before a robbery.
As he stood in the centre of the kitchen, staring at the sign, transfixed by anxious anticipation, he thought of
the cheerless sexual experiences that he and his wife had shared, after overcoming their ignorance and selfconsciousness, in the course of a marriage that time and circumstance had withered into an emotional wasteland.
And yet it was this very landscape—of his blighted marriage—which would set into even greater, more
glorious relief the all-consuming passion that was shortly to engulf him, which would serve as the tinny overture
to the grand opera into which his affair with Liu Lian would swell.
As the minutes slipped quietly by, the blood-red sun faded to a dull crimson smear and the exuberant sparrows
left the garden. A locust was concluding a hazardous trek into the kitchen, reaching Wu Duwang’s feet with a final
hop. Wrenching his gaze away from the sign, he saw that the insect had clambered, exhausted, onto one of the
leaves he’d dropped. As he prepared to gather up the vegetables and flick the locust away, he suddenly became
aware that Liu Lian was standing in the doorway to the dining room, as still as a waxwork, a paper fan in her
hand, that same loose nightgown draped over her. He immediately acknowledged her presence:
“Aunt Liu.”
She ignored his greeting, her face blanched by an angry pallor.
“I’ve only just got in from the garden,” he went on. “I was about to come and see you.”
“You got in ages ago,” she replied. “You’ve been standing here at least ten minutes.”
Furious, she picked up the sign and banged it hard against the work top. She then spun around and strode back
across the dining room, into the sitting room and up the stairs, her soft plastic slippers, fashionable at the time
amongst the wives and daughters of well-to-do city families, slapping percussively over the floor. Her anger
echoed out from the strident clack of her footsteps. A shiver, then an electric current of panic ran through his
entire body. Without another word, he picked up the vegetables from the floor, put them in the sink, hastily
washed the mud off his hands and followed her upstairs. He stationed himself in the doorway to her bedroom,
head bowed like a scolded child, or a new recruit come to confess a transgression to his commanding officer.
“Sister,” he called out softly.
The instant he’d uttered the word, he marvelled at how easily it had come out; as if without noticing he had
said something that would change the course of world events. As Liu Lian sat with her back to the door, in front
of the old-fashioned dressing table mirror, it was a change in her countenance—a faint, trembling resurgence of
color—that fully alerted Wu Dawang to what he’d just done. Her face had a slightly dazed look, as if she’d just
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woken from a dream, while the two curves of her shoulders registered a delicate tremor, like two large apples
hanging in the gentlest of breezes. Watching her turn gently around on her stool, he finally became unmistakably
aware that those two momentous syllables had slipped out from between his lips. This one word had toppled the
Great Wall of hostility that had divided them; it seemed to have set her alight, like a single spark from one edge of
a prairie lighting a pile of dry tinder heaped at its other. Wu Dawang contemplated the effect of his utterance, not
yet conscious that, like a key inserted into an old iron lock, it had with a single smooth action unlocked the door
to love, permitting it to swing gloriously open like the great gate in a besieged fortress. As Liu Lian raised herself
slowly up from her stool, Wu Dawang glanced up at her, then away again.
“Have you washed?” she asked.
“Washed what?” he replied.
“You’re covered in sweat.”
He glanced down at his damp work shirt, at the salt marks on his army trousers. Remembering how she’d
asked him if he washed every day, how the Political Commissar’s orderly had told him that she didn’t permit the
Division Commander to get into bed without taking a bath first, he started to feel uneasy about introducing the
acrid smells of his garden labours into her bedroom sanctuary.
“I wasn’t thinking,” he faltered, staring in embarrassment at the sweat stains on his trousers and the crumbs of
earth on his shoes. “I was in too much of a hurry.”
Though he spoke in a tone of self-critical apology, a puzzled glint in his eyes inquired as to why, exactly, his
personal hygiene should be of such vital import. She continued to lean against the dressing table, gazing calmly at
him, registering though not responding to his bewilderment.
“Put the sign back on the dining table,” she said after a pause, “then lock the gate, have a shower and come
back upstairs.”
He was left no choice but to go back downstairs. '
“Plenty of soap!” she shouted out when he was halfway down.
And so he washed.
The Division had taken the unusual measure of installing a showerhead in the Commander’s downstairs toilet,
under which Wu Dawang was in the habit of giving himself a quick blast whenever he came in from the garden.
This time, however, mindful of her intimately explicit instruction, he washed himself all over—first with ordinary
vegetable soap, and then a second time with perfumed soap, to guarantee that the results would be both clean and
fragrant. He scrubbed himself with speedy but meticulous efficiency, attending to every inch and crevice of his
body.
If, with the benefit of hindsight, we subject Wu Dawang’s assiduous ablutions to rigorous analysis, we are led
inexorably to the audacious conclusion that, from its very beginnings, he was a willing co-conspirator, or at the
very least an eager collaborator, in the liaison that was brewing. At the time, however, he remained unconscious of
his own complicity. Again and again, the bars of soap slipped out of his trembling grasp, his heart pounding so
wildly he almost feared it would gallop out of his chest. Days—many days—later, Liu Lian would still tease him,
stroking his head, about how he had rushed back up to her that evening with streaks of soap running through his
hair.
Most of his clothes were in his company barracks, but for emergencies he kept a spare white cotton shirt and
pair of yellow underpants in a cupboard in the Division Commander’s kitchen. While he hastily dressed, inserting
his left leg into his right trouser leg, he found himself unable to master his feelings of agitation through the power
of reason; a rush of blood to his head had swept away any possibility of rational thought. All he could grasp,
dimly, was that Liu Lian was waiting for him upstairs, like a honeyed trap into which he was longing to step. He
hungered for her soft skin as a starving beggar hungers for bread; he thirsted for her rosy, round face as a parched
throat thirsts for a sweet, ripe melon.
As he showered, fancying that he could still smell her Osmanthus-flower scent, his overwhelming impulse to
succumb to temptation had transformed itself into something altogether more noble—into the will to sacrifice
everything for love. At that moment, his only desire was to complete his brisk toilette, then charge directly
upstairs to discover what exactly it was she wanted of him, what lay behind that enigmatic sign. He wanted to
throw open the door to her bedroom and find out everything there was to know there, like a child desperate to
explore a mysterious cave he had chanced upon.
He was still dressing as he climbed the stairs, still struggling to do up his buttons as he reached the top. Time
has long since blunted the sense of feverish anxiety that took hold of Wu Dawang as he ascended, dulling the
memory of his excitement like so much dust collecting over a cherished memento. By now it was dark outside.
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Through the window on the first floor landing Wu Duwang could see squares of weak yellow light from the
barracks windows. Occasionally, soldiers on night duty could be heard shouting to each other across the parade
ground. Approaching the door to her room, he heard her soft, padding footsteps.
She was waiting for him behind that door. He knocked.
Just then, he noticed he’d buttoned his shirt up wrongly. Hastily undoing, then redoing it, he tugged it down
flat. As he smoothed out his trousers, he tried to slow his heartbeat, then stood once more, ramrod straight, in front
of the door. Having recovered some semblance of calm, he cleared his throat, as if about to launch into a long
dramatic monologue, then an- nounced his arrival with the same solemn declaration as three days ago:
“Reporting for Duty.”
But the words that emerged no longer resonated from within, but were gasped out, weak and hoarse—as
understated in their enunciation as any casual, colloquial interjection. He fell silent again, waiting to be beckoned
in as before. This time, however, no such instruction floated out. The only sound was of Liu Lian’s footsteps
quietly retreating into the room, followed by a dry, cracked cough after she’d sat down on the bed.
Although he understood that her cough was precisely the summons he’d been hoping for, he took a step closer
in, to make perfectly sure:
“I’ve showered,” he informed the door. “What was it you wanted?” This time he received an answer:
“Come on in.”
And that is how simple the whole business was, skipping blithely over a great mass of plot details and
connections. But this is just how things were with this love story—its beginning, middle and end bereft of the
intervening complexities one might imagine necessary to an affair of the heart. For complexity does not inevitably
heighten a story’s verisimilitude, or its power to convince; sometimes simplicity and economy make for a more
vigorous exposition, propelling the drama forward.
Wu Dawang opened the door. When he entered the room, he discovered it was pitch black: sunk in the total
darkness of the country nights he’d known before joining the army, a darkness that left you stumbling blindly into
the village’s deepest wells and along its gloomiest lanes. To Wu Dawang, it felt like tumbling—in an instant—
from blazing, surface sunlight down into the impenetrable obscurity of an underground cave.
“Liu Lian,” he quavered, “Sister,” as though this were an incantation capable of dispelling darkness and
bringing light.
“Shut the door.”
Her voice, he judged, had come from the corner of the bed, which meant she was either sitting on the bed itself
or on the chair in front of the dress- ing table. He reached back for the door, and pulled it shut.
“Now come over here,” she continued.
Her words had a mysterious traction, dragging him forward at her command. When he was a few inches from
the foot of the bed it gave a slight creak, which told him she was sitting neither on its edge, nor on the chair in
front of the table, but was lying right in the middle of the mattress. In the great scheme of this seduction, of
course, there was no real qualitative difference between Liu Lian occupying the middle or one side of the bed.
But at the time, there was something about the discovery of her precise location that stopped Wu Dawang in
his tracks. As the sweat ran off him like rain down a pillar, suddenly all he wanted to do was throw open the
window and door to let in the cool night breeze. He listened to her breathing—reeling in and out, as smooth and
silken as gossamer thread—while his own rasped rough and heavy in great, strenuous gasps.
At this point in proceedings, our love story resembles, perhaps, a steam train halfway up a mountain, each new
inch forward demanding an agonizing expenditure of effort. On reaching the peak, of course, the train would
regain its momentum and rush exhilaratingly down the other side, through glorious, balmy evening sunshine. But
for the time being, Wu Dawang had ground to a halt. He could not explain why he should suddenly find the idea
that she was lying naked on the bed so disconcerting. While showering and coming back up the stairs, he had
yearned for this as instinctively as dry tinder longs for fire, as fire longs for strong winds. But just as his desire
teetered on the edge of realization, timidity barred all further progress.
Time passed, the seconds ticking into minutes, the room still consumed by that irresistible darkness. Wu
Dawang mopped his sweat away for a third time.
“Are you all right?” came a gentle voice from the bed.
“Please turn the light on.”
“It’s too bright.”
“Please turn it on, I’ve something I want to say to you.”
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She fell silent again, as if the effort of considering his request exhausted her ability to generate sound.
Listening to his own breath fall through the air and onto the ground, he even began to hallucinate the physical
form of her exhalations on the bed. Oppressed almost beyond endurance, Wu Dawang actually began to fear for
his life; death either by suffocation, or from shock was starting to seem a real and frightening possibility. In a last
desperate attempt at self-preservation, he repeated his request:
“Please put the light on.”
She continued to pursue the most powerful, most expedient course of action open to her—neither speaking nor
moving. As time dragged on in the warm, velvety blackness, Wu Dawang felt compelled to issue a foolish
ultimatum.
“If you don’t turn the light on, I’m leaving.” Again foolishly, he took a step backward.
At the sound of this threatened retreat, she sat bolt upright on the bed, groped for the cord and yanked on the
light.
Just as it had done three days previously, one sharp click transformed the darkness into radiance.
Just as it had done three days previously, a flash of coloured light scorched his eyeballs. History was repeating
itself: a history of unconsummated passion falling anticlimactically away. When all that he’d expected, all that
he’d wanted, did in fact come to pass, he was once again incapacitated by panic.
Sure enough, there she sat, like a jade statue, in the middle of the bed beneath the mosquito net, naked except
for a corner of red blanket tugged skimpily across her thighs. To Wu Dawang’s surprise, however, as Liu Lian
appeared before him under that dazzlingly revealing electric light, her face was suffused by a proud confidence in
her own dignity. As she stared defiantly at him, her red silk brassiere—an item of clothing that, back then, Wu
Dawang had never heard of, much less seen—hung at the head of the bed, glaring lopsidedly, like a pair of
bloodshot eyes. Her breasts maintained an attitude of furious immobility, her nipples jutting forward like the pink
noses of two indignant white rabbits, bearing solemn witness to the scene playing out before them. Her hair was
draped in a frozen wave over her pale shoulders, resembling, in its perfect stillness, fine black wire.
All impulse for passion had died in her, killed not only by the extinguishing of the seductive darkness, but also
by his outrageous persistence in remaining motionless before her. He had surely forgotten that he was her General
Orderly and cook, that she was the mistress of the house, the Division Commander’s wife, that to serve the
Division Commander and his wife was to Serve the People. Under the burning white lamplight she faced him, the
translucence of her skin generating an aura of irreproachable virtue. While he, by contrast, stood staring like a
sordid voyeur. Throughout this stalemate, her own clear sense of superiority—apparent in her piercing glare and
mocking lips—cast a chill over the room’s stuffy interior.
As normality, with all its subdued frigidity, returned, the sweat on Wu Dawang’s face dried. She might have
been naked, but she was still the Division Commander’s wife. He might have been fully dressed, but still—still—
he was only the General Orderly and cook.
“Say whatever it is you have to say,” she remarked lightly.
“I’m afraid,” he mumbled into his chest, after a brief hesitation.
“Of who?”
“Of the Division Commander, and of the Party.” She gave a cold smile.
“So it’s only me you’re not afraid of?”
When he slowly looked up, he saw that she had been silently scrutinizing him all the while, as one would
examine a utensil. She heaved a ong, regretful sigh—the kind that might follow the realization that an object was
not fit for purpose—then twisted around to gether up the nightgown lying on the bed and pulled it on.
“You’re not worth the mud these walls are made of,” she finally concluded. “I expected more of you, Wu
Dawang, I really did. …
191.178 A Record\fn{by Zhang Mei (1958- )} Canton (Guangzhou), China (F) 10
Last night I slept rather fitfully. In my dreams I was harangued by all sorts of intimations about the course of
my destiny. I dreamt that I was sitting on an ice-cold stone stool in a garden. Blackish green snakes were crawling
all over the underside of the stone table in front of me. Later in the dream, I found myself standing next to a
precipice. Below me an expanse of water extended as far as one could see.
The snakes and the waters woke me up at three thirty in the morning. After coming to, I smoked a cigarette on
the sofa in the living room. When it got to be four o’clock, the stillness of the night was shattered by the ringing
of the phone. Who could be calling at this hour?
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The voice at the other end of the line belonged to a man whom I did not seem to know. Only after he had
talked for quite some time did I remember that I had recently made his acquaintance at a party. His surname was
Li. He lived in Hong Kong where he worked as a businessman and as a writer. I had the impression that Hong
Kong and other developed areas in Asia abounded with these kinds of cultural brokers. I asked whether he was
currently in Guangzhou or in Hong Kong. It turned out that he was in Guangzhou and that he wanted to know
whether I had any free time that day. He said that he was working on a movie script and since he still lacked some
materials, he wanted to invite me for an outing to Shunde, a county in the Pearl River delta.
He mentioned that there was a certain film director who would come along as well. I had heard of that director,
I had even seen his films. At one point, he had paid quite a bit of attention to the works of young authors. Later he
had married a French woman and had gone off to France.
The prospect of the three of us traveling together excited me slightly. There was a feeling of action and
accomplishment, as though a boat that had been sitting ashore for a long time was once again setting out for a
journey. Of course, such a notion was a bit ridiculous.
1
On this spring morning, there was a slight chill in the air. I was wearing a pair of light yellow Giordano jeans.
On my back I sported a trendy black suede bag. I had put two packs of Kents in the outside zipper pocket. Mr. Li
and I had arranged to meet at six o’clock sharp at Triangle Market on Donghua West Road.
Triangle Market was an old part of town, full of ramshackle buildings and winding alleys. Raw sewage passed
sluggishly beneath the derelict stone bridge, where I got off the bus, and filled the spring morning with a foul
stench.
At six o’clock, it was still dark but light was coming out of one or two eateries. I gazed in every direction, but I
did not see Mr. Li. There was a gust of wind on the bridge. I stiffened my collar and began walking toward the lit
eatery.
In the distance, I saw a pair of white slacks loafing about. Because it was dark and because those slacks were
exceptionally clean—in fact, so clean that there was not a speck of dust on them—it wasn’t until I stood right in
front of them that I realized that these slacks were worn by a short man.
The short man shot me a suspicious glance, which I returned. It was clear that we were both waiting, but he
was even more impatient than I. I took an abiding interest in those spotless slacks of his. Nobody could wear such
white slacks in a city as grimy as Guangzhou. These slacks in this Guangzhou spring morning were as improbable
as a martial arts action novel.
Full of indignation, we stood by the roadside and both craned our necks to survey the premises. We
occasionally shot each other an exasperated glance since we were faced with the same predicament. Then we both
turned around at the same time, and at the same moment marched into the lone eatery that was open on this chilly
morning.
The diner was extremely dingy. To come upon such a dingy place on such a thriving stretch of the thoroughfare
seemed as unreal as the green snakes and the vast waters I had encountered in my dreams that night. And the
unreality of it all must have also struck the man in the white slacks. His face had the trance-like expression of a
somnambulist, but upon entering the place, that look instantly disappeared.
We each took a rickety bench and sat down. Behind us a young waiter busied himself. We both pulled out our
cigarettes. When he saw that I lit one, he was a bit stunned, but that too passed.
Three strangers meeting up in an establishment of this sort at the crack of dawn and not exchanging a word—it
seemed like the opening scene from a martial arts novel. I thought that in all likelihood I must have read too many
such novels, even to the point of being incurably poisoned by them.
Only when Mr. Li entered the diner and greeted both me and the white pants did I know that all of us were
travel companions. When Mr. Li noticed the intense embarrassment on our faces, he quickly introduced us to each
other. Then the three of us stepped into the chilly outdoors.
*
We flagged a taxi. In the car, I continued to obsess about the white slacks. Only film directors could wear
slacks like these because they wanted to create something real out of unreality. In the car, the two men started to
talk about the movie script.
The script dealt with self-wedded women.
*
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When we got out of the car in a certain small town in Shunde County, it was already starting to dawn. The one
open teahouse seethed with activity as scores of people streamed in and out. Because we had arrived too early, we
would have to have some tea first.
We went up to the second floor of the teahouse and picked a spot. We were surrounded by brightly clad
peasants. I looked at them; many people wore a kind of jacket made out of prewashed silk. Foreigners had first
worn these jackets, then artsy circles, then city people, and now the peasants. Even though it was early, they drank
a locally produced rice wine packaged in cup-sized containers. At 38 percent, the alcohol content was not very
high.
Once they had had some wine, were the peasants likely to break into a song about self-wedded women?
Oh, lass,
You are so bewitchingly dressed up that one does not tire of looking at you,
Why do you want “to comb your hair” instead of getting married and thus forego romance?

Of course, they would not sing this song, because the women who wore the light jackets made out of silk
gauze and piled up their raven black hair into a chignon were already a thing of the past. But on account of a
handful of writers, film directors, and actresses, these self-wedded women would be passed on to future
generations as an embellished image of their beautiful selves.
*
(In the early part of the nineteenth century, in the southern part of Panyu and Shunde Counties, scores of young
women refused to marry. They arranged their own hair in a chignon, thus indicating their self-initiated transition
from girl-hood to adulthood. They lived together and earned their own livelihood. In Guangdong, they were
known literally as “the girls who combed themselves.”)
*
The three of us drank tea while we talked about self-wedded women.
“This is a hot topic,” the director said.
He noted that a few years ago, one of the commercial TV stations in Hong Kong produced a soap opera based
on this theme. When the series was aired in Guangzhou, it was very popular. The local Pearl River Film Studio
was in the process of making a movie on this topic. A writer from Guangdong had written a novel about it and so
forth. Mr. Li added,
‘We are doing this script in order to make a prizewinning film, like, for example, Ruan Lingyu, the recent
Hong Kong film about the 1930s actress of the same name, or FareweLL My Concubine, the film about two
Beijing opera actors. The saying has it, heaven created my human matter, so 1 will most certainly be of use. Good
story matter such as self-wedded women is just like that. We will touch up these natural beauties with a little bit of
lipstick and then they can take part in a beauty contest!” As I folded down my upright collar, I said,
“How come when you say that you want to shoot a film about self-wedded women, I think of The Village of
Widows, the film about the remote fishing village where all the men were killed in a typhoon and the widows do
not allow the young generation to have children?” The director repeatedly shook his head.
“No, it won’t be anything like that. That kind of movie is much too subjective and lacking in general human
interest.”
Films were always a good medium for showcasing something unconventional as well as for expressing ideas,
but what was this prospective film about? Was it about feminism? Or was it about a bunch of beautiful girls who,
having no interest in sex with men, formed pairs and swayed through fields? The antiquated and dust-covered
lifestyle of these women would turn them into the likes of the warriors and horses excavated from tombs.
Because the material was so intrinsically beautiful, no matter what the artistic means, they would not do it
justice, turning it instead into something contrived or farcical. I said shyly,
“Couldn’t the film’s structure be modeled on Longing for Home, where a female journalist interviews former
Japanese “comfort women”? Without fanfare, a woman reporter would come to the countryside, where she lives
together with one of the self-wedded women. The woman cooks meals for her, buys her new bedding, and as time
passes, they take to each other, and slowly the old woman begins to tell her stories about the old times.” The two
men listened happily, saying,
“Then you should be that journalist!” Later, the more they thought about it, the more they were amused until
they finally burst into laughter, saying,
“How could you think of Longing for Home? That’s too weird, really, it’s too weird.”
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At nine o’clock we left the teahouse. The sky was completely overcast. The streets were packed with all
manner of carts and cars. Gradually, the self-wedded women drifted from our thoughts.
*
We sat in the offices of the subcounty government, which were lodged in a warehouse. The director pulled out
a letter of introduction issued by a provincial agency and passed it to an old functionary. After glancing at it, the
old man said impassively,
“How come you want to interview the self-wedded women again? Haven’t they already been interviewed quite
a few times?” The director said,
“This time around, it is possible that people from abroad will come and shoot a film.” The old man raised his
eyebrows archly.
“And when will people from outer space come and make a film?”
I understood these local folks. They had absolutely no use for these affectations. They had an altogether
different understanding of the so-called self-wedded women and so-called female revolution. According to
historical documents, they feared that their own daughters would become self-wedded women. When they saw
that one of their radiant and vivacious daughters put up her own raven black hair in the fashion of a grown
womart, they were bitter and resentful in the extreme. Therefore, they often engaged in open and clandestine
battle with the self-wedded women’s groups, planning to bring back their rebellious daughters.
In the warehouse we waited for the scheduled van, which would take us to the silk factory. Mr. Li pulled out
the completed script, once again perusing it. The director stood up and sighed with emotion as he surveyed the
enormous warehouse. He said,
“What a great studio! This is a natural studio! It is tall enough and it is big enough. When we come to shoot,
we’ll set up the studio right here.”
Excited by this discovery, he went off to discuss the details of a potential rental of the facility with the old man.
A gust of air from the beginning of the century swirled through the warehouse. It was also springtime. Young
women would roll up their long hair, wrap around their cloth tunics, and walk about in pairs. But in my head, they
always had the faces of pretty actresses. Their countenances were beautiful and their bearing gracious. Actresses
excelled at disguising misery as beauty. The only thing we would ever be able to know was a disguised life. How
was it possible to not disguise life from the past? We use various means to reincarnate the past, but in the end we
always just disguise it. Mr. Li said to me,
“The film opens with a scene at nightfall at a brook in a region of rivers and lakes. Two couples made up of a
boy and a girl sit by the creek and are passionately in love. Lines from a folk song drift by; in the song, a boy and
a girl kiss. In the shade of a tree behind the lovers, there is an old woman with her hair done up in a bun. The old
woman looks at these lovers with a complicated glance. Then we will present the name of the film.
“After that the story starts.”
Once there was a teacher who asked his students to write a sentence involving the character bai, whose
meanings range from “white” to”blak” to “futile.” Among the assignments that were handed in, over eighty
percent featured phrases such as “as white as snow” or '”as white as paper.” The teacher was extremely
disappointed. He thought that not one of his students had any gifts because they lacked imagination. Thus the
teacher said,
“Your expressions are all very blank.”
Were we in the role of the teacher or that of the students? We would never be able to know.
2
The van that the silk factory had dispatched to get us had arrived.
At some point in the past, this region had abounded with silk factories, but now in this affluent area, the factory
we were going to visit was the only remaining one. These silk factories fostered in large measure the increase in
the number of self-wedded women.
The factory overlooked the river. There was an old-fashioned dock covered with green flagstones next to an
old banyan tree. The head of the women workers’ union received us and said,
“I don’t know how many films and television series have featured this dock.”
As we were standing on these flagstones, I imagined the hubbub in years past. One boat after another would
bring loads of shining white silk cocoons. A group of young women who wore plain-colored silk gauze slacks and
had their hair done up in chignons would wait here for the boats to dock. These women were unaware that
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decades after their death they would be transformed into models for stories, that they would become cultural
relicts, and that they would bring a sense of joy and wonder to all living beings.
Thereafter we visited the factory hall. We saw rows of machinery, shining white cocoons soaking in scalding
hot water, and rows of women workers. The whole setting did not differ from the scenes we had seen in films
about self-wedded women. It was as if we had stepped into a scene that really existed. The resemblance between
the real and the fictional struck me as uncanny. Such resemblance creates the feeling that time has stopped, which
is an exhilarating feeling in and of itself.
The chairwoman showed us everything. She was a capable and experienced woman. One couldn’t help
wondering whether she, had she been born then, would have joined the ranks of the self-wedded women.
“I understand them.” When she said “them,” it was clear that she referred to the self-wedded women. “I will
sing a song for you.” Thereupon she proceeded to sing an altogether unpleasant song in the local dialect.
The rooster with his tail all puffed up—being someone’s daughter-in-law is hard
Even if I get up early, they all say that I rise late.
When my tears have not yet dried, I go into the kitchen
In the kitchen, there is a winter melon, I ask Father-in-law whether I should boil it or steam it
Father-in-law tells me to boil it, Mother-in-law tells me to steam it.
Regardless of whether I boil it or steam it, I can’t please them, banging on the tables, they make a fuss.
On the third morning, three cudgels are worn out from all the beatings.
On the fourth morning, nine skirts are tattered from all the kneeling.

I knew that for the purpose of writing this script Mr. Li had already come to Shunde on a number of occasions.
He had stayed countless nights in countless villages, tracking down however many self-wedded women were still
alive before he finally wrote the current version.
And until now I still was not too clear on what lacunae exactly my presence during this round of interviews
was supposed to address.
*
In the past, the silk weaving factories were called silk reeling factories. During the heyday of the silk industry
in the two counties of Shunde and Nanhai, young self-wedded women for the most part reeled silk in the mills,
while the older ones picked mulberry leaves and raised silkworms. Even though the working conditions in the silk
factories were very oppressive, since they only had to provide for themselves, self-wedded women could eke out a
modest living, and there still was something left to spare. However, in the 1920s, Japanese synthetic silk had
already squeezed out the raw silk of Shunde in the international marketplace. Many local silk factories had gone
out of business. However, in the lone surviving Guizhou factory, young women involved in reeling still numbered
in the hundreds. Thus it was easy to imagine what a large number of self-wedded women the various silk factories
had accommodated during the heyday of the silk industry.
According to the chairwoman, at its peak, her factory had employed over five hundred workers.
The women who had decided to be self-reliant would emerge from every direction early in the morning,
bringing along a simple homemade box lunch. The scene made me think of all the women workers who had
recently streamed into Guangdong from all over the country. However, there was a significant difference, because
the self-wedded women had resolved to depend on themselves for their entire lives. Nowadays, how many selfwedded women who had worked at this factory. remained? The chairwoman said,
“There are three. The youngest among them will soon be eighty years old. Every month the factory sends
someone to take their pension to them.”
When they were young, were these women good looking? Had they ever been in love? Now that they were old,
did they have any regrets about their erstwhile choices?
*
Our van sped out of the factory compound into the delightfully beautiful countryside. Amidst this quiet and
open landscape, I suddenly felt that self-wedded women were not real. The unreality was that of a fairy tale.
Having appeared and disappeared so suddenly on the horizon of history, these women simply seemed unreal.
The van stopped in front of a large compound that was built in the style of the Ming or the Qing dynasty. Full
of excitement, the director jumped out of the bus, inspecting the large dilapidated compound. The borders of the
eaves were decorated with painted flowers and birds, which gave the building an air of classical refinement.
Without being able to get the melody right, I began to sing:
“My glorious youth, you are all wasted and gone like these decayed walls.”
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The director gave me an annoyed glance. Without being able to stop myself, I repeated the line. Indeed,
comparing the beauty of the self-wedded women to the dark age in which they had lived, all that was left now
were a few ruins. From outside the gate, the chairwoman began to call
“Fifth Sister, Fifth Sister!”
An old woman in a black outfit appeared at the gate. She was so old her back was all hunched over, which
made it difficult for her to lift her head. She tried her best to smile at the union secretary. The chairwoman said,
“There are guests here to see you.” Fifth Sister appeared to be pleased and said,
“Please come in and have a seat.”
We followed her in. We first passed a very small courtyard. Two lines of poetry were pasted on the sides of the
entryway. The couplet read,
Once you wash off your make-up,
your attendance upon the gods has its proper measure.
Once you get rid of the vanity mirror,
you will realize the emptiness of all forms.

After we passed through the portal lined with the couplet, we entered a large, dimly lit hall. The hall was
absolutely empty except for some blackened stoves on the far side. We entered Fifth Sister’s room, which was
adjacent to the gate that led into the hall. Fifth Sister lived in such reduced circumstances that they could not have
possibly been reduced any further. A wooden platform that served as a bed was surrounded by a tattered mosquito
net riddled with holes. Next to the bed stood a single unlacquered chest. I was struck by the fact that there was not
a single picture depicting a bright future, nor was there any furniture to speak of. Something resembling a
kerosene stove with a soot-covered iron pot sat on the ground. I thought again of Longing for Home and the old
women who had worked as prostitutes during the war. Didn’t the prospects of all old people resemble each other?
The director started to question Fifth Sister, inquiring about the circumstances of her leaving home. Her dialect
made it very difficult for us to understand her, so the chairwoman stood on one side and acted as an interpreter.
Fifth Sister told us that she was fifteen when she put up her hair. In order to evade the scrutiny of her suspicious
family, the preparations for the ceremony had all been conducted in the spinsters’ house, the communal residence
hall where self-wedded women lived. The director asked,
“Does that spinsters’ house still exist?”
Fifth Sister shook her head. In her wrinkled face, one could not detect a trace of melancholy.
*
In an article among Mr. Li’s materials entitled “Self-Wedded Women and Absentee Wives,” the ceremony of
‘having one’s hair combed’ was described in the following manner:
For the ceremony of “putting up one’s hair,” the following objects were needed: new clothes (including
undergarments and underwear), new shoes, new socks, a comb, a red hair string, a little vanity chest known as
trousseau (above was an inlaid glass mirror, below were several little drawers which contained different kinds of
combs, hair needles, powder, tassels, and so forth), and sacrificial items: roasted pork, chicken, a red envelope with
money, fresh fruit, incense sticks, decorated candles, tea, wine, etcetera. These items were secretly prepared over a
period of time with the assistance of the sisters in the spinsters’ house.
The evening before the ceremony, it was customary for the girls to stay overnight at the spinsters’ house. Afrer
taking a bath in a fragrant ablution of tangerine leaves, they gathered together all the sisters of like mind, regardless of
whether or not they had already undergone the ceremony, and talked with the self-wedded ones offering instruction in
the “ways of the heart,” like how to persevere in one’s independence, how to make a living as a single woman, how to
support each other. Thereafter, they provided mutual encouragement. At the first glimpse of dawn, they took advantage
of the deserted roads and together went to a temple in the vicinity to perform the ceremony.
Once they got to the temple, they set down the articles of clothing and the sacrificial items in front of the Guanyin
Bodhisattva. They lit fragrant candles, performed the three kneelings and nine koutous in front of the statue of the
goddess, offered an oath of their resolve to be self-wedded, vowing never to marry a man. Then a self-wedded woman
who had been assigned to this task untied the girls’ braids and combed them into a chignon (there were also cases
where they made the braids into chignons the night before the ceremony). Subsequently, they changed into the new
clothes. Afrer their hair had been arranged, the girls once again paid obeisance to Guanyin and then exchanged bows
and congratulations with the sisters who had come along. Thereupon the ceremony was concluded.

We had every reason to believe that Fifth Sister had gone through the process of this ceremony before
embarking on her journey, but the focus of our excitement. had shifted. Clad in dark clothes and speaking barely
intelligibly, this self-wedded woman seemed a moribund relic from another age. However, that mysterious
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spinsters’house, that fragrant tangerine leaf ablution which would drench the body of a virgin resolved to remain
independent, those shiny silk clothes, those colorful offerings, all aroused our curiosity.
Hadn’t some great philosopher said that all human behavior was motivated by curiosity?
The terseness of the descriptions of the article notwithstanding, at least three scenes could inspire our director’s
enthusiasm. First, the bathing scene.
“After the initiates had taken a bath in a fragrant ablution, they assembled all the sisters of like mind regardless
of whether or not they had already undergone the ceremony and talked together, with the self-wedded ones
offering instruction in the ‘ways of the heart’.”
One could picture this scene in the following manner: Those freshly bathed and pleasantly perfumed girls and
those women who had taken the fragrant bath in the past would huddle around the dim light of an oil lamp and
excoriate the various shortcomings of men. Thereafter, the freshly perfumed girls would egg each other on, and
for a while, the whole scene would be highly emotional. Then, the walk at dawn.
“Then at the first glimpse of dawn, taking advantage of the deserted roads, they went together …”
Here one could bring out the aesthetic potential of the medium of film even more successfully: at daybreak, in
a beautiful village, some beautiful young women, dressed in new clothes, would wander along a path through the
fields. Their freshly washed faces would shine like the rosy morning dew. They would walk arm in arm, their
faces full of anticipation about their bright future. For this kind of morning scene, the soundtrack should not
feature any music. Then the scene of the hair binding ritual:
“Then a self-wedded woman who had been assigned to this task untied the girls’ braids and combed them into
a chignon.”
This scene could be even more heroic. As the lamp dimmed, the flowing hair would be combed into a chignon.
Depending on the artistic techniques used, this sequence could be suggestive in various ways. Then once the hair
was tied up, all the gitls could sing together.
The silver chest is heavy, rhe friendship between us is deep.
We don’t strive for wealch and fame, we just desire divine protection.
Guandi, God of War, bestows upon us the courage and righteousness of warriors.
Guanyin, Goddess of Mercy, assists us in preserving the chaste purity of our hearts and bodies.

On the one hand, if we used these scenes in a novel, they would all be ingenious. In fact, we might well ask
how with these kinds of scenes any novel, regardless of its particular style, could fail. On the other hand, Kundera
said,
“If a novel can be adapted as a film or as TV drama, then what is the purpose of the novel?” So perhaps from
that point of view, one might wonder whether a novel should exclude these sorts of scenes.
*
However, the two people standing in front of me were very interested in stories. They spared no effort to find
out all sorts of details about the lives of self-wedded women. Mr. Li was kneeling in front of Fifth Sister. Like a
kindergarten teacher, he patiently continued to nudge her.
“Did you cry at the time?”
“Why didn’t you cry?”
Seventy years ago, Fifth Sister must have been a cheerful person because she believed that she would not need
a man to support herself. The spirit of that kind of woman lives on until today. For instance, a certain female film
star from Taiwan has said,
“Why would I work so hard to make movies? Because in the future I don’t want to be financially dependent on
any man.”
But these stars do not need to tie up their hair, and they can sleep around with men or they can despise men.
That’s progress and this kind of progress is quite important for women. However, at that time, a commitment to
independence was complicated by the question of sex. Foregoing economic dependence on men also ruled out the
possibility of heterosexual intimacy. It would seem that men issued the following directive: If you want the
benefit of my company, you got to stick it out with me. Self-wedded women decided that they did not want men,
not even their bodies.
Fifth Sister’s building contained many rooms, both upstairs and downstairs. Each of those rooms had once
been inhabited by a single or by a couple of self-wedded women. As one imagined the hustle and bustle back
then, many different sights filed past: young women as lovely as flowers, old women ravaged by time, all strolling
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up and down, venturing in and out. This decaying building harbored countless stories from that time, none of
which we would ever be able to know. Amidst decrepitude, the compound shrouded itself in silence.
We mounted the wooden stairs to the second floor. This floor was already rented out to young female migrant
workers from other provinces. The rents here were quite cheap. In the small courtyard, these women had put up a
clothesline to dry their laundry. Above the courtyard, some translucent pieces of tiles had caught a few rays of
light. The color was a pale, sepia-like gray. The director said in an animated voice,
“This light seems rather suitable for filming.”
He cheerfully began to examine the beams of light, revealing his professional knack for this sort of thing. This
light could give rise to various associations: a certain ambivalence, old songs, Charlie Chaplin’s black-and-white
films, the distant era a century ago, the inequity and venality of those times, the beautiful women nearing the end
of their lives.
I thought of the rows of stoves in the large hall and how Fifth Sister had told us how each woman prepared her
own meals on her own stove. On the roof, there was a terrace, where someone had planted some out-of-season
chrysanthemums.
*
After we left the decrepit compound, we all silently heaved a sigh of relief. After the van had driven quite far
away, Mr. Li finally said,
“When I interviewed the self-wedded women in Yuecong, the women there sang a song of their hair-binding
ritual.” He pulled out a piece of paper and recited the following song:
With the first stroke of the comb, I escape misforrune,
with the second, I avoid hardship,
with the third, I obtain good luck,
with the fourth, great benefit,
with the fifth, divine blessings,
with the sixth, long life,
with the seventh, ease,
with the eight, purity,
with the ninth, resolve,
with the tenth, a sisterhood until old age.

I asked, “Did they use wooden combs?” The director said,
“Some used wooden ones, others used combs made from bones.”
3
The second self-wedded woman whom we were going to interview lived in a rela- tively bustling small town.
The town bordered on a river. Pointing to the small dock on the open terrain that we had just traversed, the union
secretary noted that many shots in the Hong Kong TV series Self-Wedded Women had been filmed here.
I remembered a male tutor from the provincial capital who was later to have a romantic liaison with the main
female character had sat here in a small boat next to the shore. The town exuded an air of classical simplicity.
Traditional compounds were numerous. Guihao, the self-wedded woman we were going to visit, also lived in such
a building.
As we were walking along a street where the sound of buying and selling things did not cease, we saw some
peasants putting fresh grass carp on tiny lotus leaves.
After meeting with Guihao, we realized that she was very different from Fifth Sister. Although she too was old,
she seemed much younger than Fifth Sister. Her back was quite straight and her dyed hair was pulled back
without a single stray hair. She looked at us with a smile.
Her living quarters were entirely different. Upon entering, one found oneself in a courtyard with many kinds of
flowers and shrubs. All this greenery was refreshing to behold. Looking out toward the courtyard, the living room
was full of traditional rosewood furniture, all of which was kept immaculately clean.
Thus we were sitting in a kind of traditional atmosphere. It seemed that Guihao concealed certain aspects of
her life story. She merely said that she was a different kind of self-wedded woman, namely the kind called
absentee wife, who would perform a regular marriage ceremony and only later become a self-wedded woman.
When the moment of marriage approached, these determined absentee wives were instructed by their sworn
sisters on how to counter the advances of the prospective husband. In addition, the sworn sisters made a special
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protective garment for her out of a thick white cloth, which covered her upper and lower body. After she put it on,
the sworn sisters tightly sewed together all the holes with linen thread so that the groom could not possibly tear it
open. She also carried sharp objects on her and would not allow the groom to get close. If the groom violently
forced himself upon her, she would loudly scream for help. I said to the director,
“Wouldn’t it be great to have an opening scene where a group of self-wedded women wrap the body of an
absentee wife with white cloth? Such a frame would certainly be pretty and provocative.”
According to the standard marriage customs of this region at that time, the bride had to stay at the husband’s
house for three nights after the marriage ceremony was performed. Then she was allowed to return to her natal
family for one day. In the evening of that day, the bride had to return to her husband’s family, and only after living
there for a month was she free to venture in and out.
However, the absentee wives did not follow this practice; instead, having returned to the natal family after the
first three days, they were determined never to go back to the husband’s house. Thus, those three days tested their
resolve to withstand their husbands’ sexual demands. When they returned to the fold of the self-wedded women
after those three days, the sworn sisters might perform an inspection of their protective garment. Guihao said that
she was from a rich family who did not approve of her choosing the life of a self-wedded woman; therefore, she
adopted this other strategy.
In this latter form of marriage, in the vast majority of cases, the woman would compensate the husband with
money for her absence in exchange for being included in the ancestral sacrifices after her death.
Why didn’t she believe in marriage when she was young?
Guihao did not say. She said that her husband with whom she had not consummated relations later married
another woman. She smiled as she said this, her expression remaining entirely calm.
Wasn’t it possible that a husband who desired the bride passionately would throw caution to the wind and rip
the protective garment to shreds? The chairwoman said,
“That would have been impossible, since in this region, self-wedded women enjoyed considerable respect.”
So feminism achieved a victory.
In this region, there was another custom. Rich families felt that the fact that their daughters did not get married
constituted a loss of face. They would catch a rooster who played the role of a substitute groom. As was
customary in weddings, the family would require the girl and the rooster to pay obeisance to heaven and earth.
Then the family would put on a big banquet. Thereafter, the girl was, for all intents and purposes, considered
married.
So at that time, contrary to what one might expect, roosters and grooms had the same status.
We asked Guihao whether she cooked her own food. Guihao said,
“Yes, that’s what I have done all along.”
From a contemporary vantage point, one could detect some revolutionary elements in the life of a woman like
Guihao. She might have become a youngster who sought refuge in the liberated area around Yan’an in the 1940s
or she might have become a self-paying student abroad in the 1980s. But because she was born in the 1920s in
Shunde, she could only become a self-wedded woman. Wasn’t this evidence of the arbitrariness of one’s destiny?
Guihao pulled out a photo for us to look at. It was a picture of her and two of her sworn sisters as they went to
Guangzhou to have a good time. The photo was already very old. One could just dimly see that as a young
woman, Guihao had been svelte and dignified.
For a while the five of us sat in Guihao's quaint living room without saying anything. As it peeked over the
wall of the courtyard, the sun shone on the red brick floor in front of us. The faces of us three women—Guihao,
the chairwoman, and myself—were arranged according to age, but each of us had a blank expression when it
came to the matter of our respective destinies.
*
When we discussed self-wedded women, we always came to an impasse, namely their sex lives. How did they
solve the problem of sex? As self-wedded women have completely disappeared, so has this mystery and thus it is
bound to remain a mystery forever. According to some legends, they passed around an elastic artifact amongst
themselves. Soaked in hot water in the evening, it would expand and could be used for pleasuring oneself.
According to some people, lesbianism was widely practiced in the spinsters’ houses, and given the decadent
atmosphere, the women were likely to invent ways to turn ordinary tools into masturbatory devices.
Having sex is normal, but because of their unique lifestyle, it is mysterious. That Mr. Li invited me along this
time turned out to be related to this question of sex. Seeing that I was a woman, he thought that perhaps I could
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seize upon an opportunity during the interviews to achieve a breakthrough in this regard. But as far as this
question was concerned, both the self-wedded women and the local residents were all very close-mouthed.
I did not ask Fifth Sister, Guihao, or the chairwoman any questions of this sort. I figured that sex was sex and
one’s secret intimacies were one’s secret intimacies, and that the two were separate matters.
It is said that among self-wedded women, there was a practice known as “a couple of intimates” that was
lesbian in nature. In this instance, two women lived together in a single room, venturing in and out together, as
though married. The young couples of intimates sang the kind of local folk songs known as “wooden fish lyrics”
to express their feelings for each other. According to local custom, if a self-wedded woman had a male paramour,
the punishment was severe, but nobody interfered with what a couple of intimates did. In that respect, people were
quite humane.
Only then did I learn that the song The Autumnal Sorrow of the Traveler en Route, which I had often sung in
the karaoke rooms of nightclubs, was a folk song that self-wedded women had frequently sung to express their
sentiments. The director asked me how to sing it. I told him that I just remembered the first few lines, starting
with “The moon is bright, the moon is bright.” It was a heartrending song. Showing interest, the director goaded
me on, listening to me as I sang.
The moon is bright, the moon is bright,
The moon is bright, the moon is bright,
The night is quiet, the hour is late, as I face the brilliant moon,
The brilliant moon is bright and clear.
How can I bear to be at heaven’s end, far away from home,
I am deeply grieved, my memories cannot be forgotten.

I wondered whether there could be a woman like that in my own life. Would we recognize and appreciate each
other’s talents, live in the same flat, sit cross-legged at sunset, and would each sing “The moon is bright” as we
accompanied ourselves with the staccato sound of the wooden fish clapper? That truly was a beautiful picture. In
that picture, sex was also beautiful.
*
In the courtyard, we took our leave from Guihao. Behind her grew seven kinds of plants, including a
pomegranate tree. She had planted them to use in offerings to the gods. Guihao said,
“The roasted pork used in the offerings is getting more and more expensive.”
It was one o’clock in the afternoon. The chairwoman said that she wanted to go home for lunch. She asked us
whether we wanted to continue our interviews in the afternoon. Mr. Li and I both looked at the director. I had no
desire to keep going. It had begun to rain and felt increasingly chilly. The director said,
“Where does the third one live?” She said,
“In a nearby village. Just like Fifth Sister, she can’t even speak clearly.”
“Is there anything special about her?” the director asked.
The secretary denied it resolutely. The director glanced at us and then said,
“In that case, we won’t go.”
Next to an old teahouse we shook hands with the chairwoman, thanking her for her assistance. Then we went
up to the second floor of the teahouse to eat.
After we sat down, I fished the cigarettes out of my black suede bag. To be frank, I was worn out. I smoked my
cigarette. The river outside the teahouse was completely shrouded in rainy mist. Smalls boats moved slowly in the
drizzle. This particular sight had not changed in all those years. It made me think of these old self-wedded women
who would sit in this very teahouse, at this very window, reminiscing about their youth, their once plump and
smooth arms adorned with green jade bracelets now all withered and shriveled up like sticks of firewood. In the
past, the vendor who would sell pork on this street would stare at their gently trembling breasts and sing:
Oh, lass,
You are so bewitchingly dressed up that one does not tire of looking at you,
Why do you want “to comb your hair” instead of getting married, and thus forego romance?
Indeed, as I look at you I see your lewd eyes matched by a cherry-like mouth, lass,
Your tunic with the embroidered flowers cannot hide that pair of tender milk pearls.
Even though you are chaste, you do not have a memorial archway erected in your honor!
With you being as pretty as you are, what’s going to happen?
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The women’s faces would flush and their ears would turn red. They would beat the vendor with whatever was
in their hands. When the Japanese came, that vendor died of a sudden illness. When young Guihao was tightly
wrapped in the white cloth her sworn sisters had given her to protect herself, her husband must have knelt down
and implored her to undo that piece of cloth, The heartfelt aspirations and concrete experiences of that time had,
over the years, become like the drizzly rain outside. Who knows whose lives would become unmoored over time?
The faithful prostitute Du Shiniang drowned her treasure chest and herself to take revenge against a faithless
lover. The self-wedded women sealed their own bodies. Who could say whether her own life would become
unmoored, drifting across history?
The dishes were served. If one looked around, the happy people who filled the teahouse all seemed to belong
to another world. Mr. Li said:
“Please enjoy true Shunde cuisine.”
Shunde County boasted of the best food in all of Guangdong, particularly as far as fish was concerned. Thus,
after the silk factories shut down, many self-wedded women went to Guangzhou or Hong Kong to work as
domestics for rich families. They continued the traditional culinary style of Shunde. Since they were attentive in
their service and looked after everything with great solicitude, they were very well liked by their employers.
Wealthy merchants and prominent officials tended to hire “Shunde amahs” as nannies, chaperones, and cooks. As
a result, the amahs ftom Shunde enjoyed so much prestige at that point that it became a sign of social status to
retain them in one’s service.
What Mr. Li had ordered were all authentic Cantonese dishes: Daileung milk souffle, Shunde pheasant rolls,
garlic eel, boiled lotus root slices, and turtle soup. Indeed, even in this small restaurant next to the river,
everything was exquisitely prepared. We all had some Cantonese rice wine to counter the spring chill. After two
cups, our conversation began to ramble. The director said,
“It’s strange. How was it possible that there was a vanguard of women like that in Guangdong in the 1920s? If
our film explored this question, we could call it The Vanguard.” Mr. Li said,
“In the past, we also had an amah ftom Shunde. Later, she died in our house and my mother made the funeral
arrangements.”
Living in a large house in the Xiguan district, Mr. Li’s family had been prominent in pre-1949 Guangzhou.
After liberation in 1949, Mr. Li’s father, who had been a seafood merchant, moved to Hong Kong, but Mr. Li did
not relocate until after he had finished high school. Mr. Li said,
“My family’s fortunes later declined. The amah and my mother fought daily over problems like how much
pork to use in a lotus root pork dish or in a turnip pork dish.” The three of us laughed. I said,
“I have a question. What would happen if a self-wedded woman could not stand being so lonely and took up
secret relations with a man?” Mr. Li said,
“She could be encased in a pig cage filled with stones and tossed in the river! There was a case of a selfwedded woman who had fallen in love with her sister’s husband. Once the liaison was discovered, she was put
into a pig cage and was about to be tossed into the river when the man rescued her with a payment of one
thousand silver dollars.” The director said,
“I don’t understand why traditionally the punishment for secret relations is always associated with pig cages
and rivers. When you think about it, the three things are completely unrelated. Probably there were so many secret
affairs, people ran out of ideas on how to punish people.”
We again broke into laughter. When we had eaten nearly everything, we saw the chairwoman hurrying up the
stairs, which puzzled us greatly. She said excitedly:
“I made inquiries on your behalf and I found out that a couple of intimates is still living in Nanhai.” The
director immediately asked,
“Do they live together?” The chairwoman said,
“Yes.”
*
Because the factory van was already otherwise engaged for the afternoon, the chairwoman could not
accompany us. All we could do was to walk in this chilly drizzle for an hour on a low bank of earth between fields
until we got to the main road where we would hail a cab. I saw that the white pants of the director, which had
symbolized the martial action novel earlier in the day, were now splattered with yellow dots of mud.
When all was said and done, what did these self-wedded women have in common with us? As I was walking in
this chilly drizzle, 1 suddenly was at a loss for answers. When they were young, they were affected by an
infectious marriage phobia. They put up their hair in unison, combing it in the manner of a grown woman. They
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lived together, with everybody doing her own chores and eating her own meals. When two of them became fond
of each other, people would call them a couple of intimates. There was lesbianism. There were sex toys. They
wore silk gauze clothes that are no longer fashionable, they sang folk songs to the accompaniment of the wooden
fish clapper. They earned their own living. The circumstances of their old age were melancholy.
And we?
We also dread marriage, but we get married and then divorce, and after a divorce, we get married again, We
have discos like The Baby Doll Club, where we women can move our bodies a little bit in a refined place
sanctioned by society. There we can gather with men whom we rebuke for being part of a different species. We
have our own fashions, we have our own tastes. We look askance at lesbianism.
They and us had nothing in common. Only the pathos exuding from their bodies could possibly catch up with
us.
I suddenly did not want to disturb that old couple. In a village, they lived quietly surrounded by luxuriant and
orderly flowers and shrubs, living out their lives as they had voluntarily chosen when they were young. As they
had gotten old, they would no longer entertain themselves with folk songs. But in those long nights, would they
still sit in front of a burnt-out lamp? Would they still take out a red belt and play the game known as “Catching the
Great Sea”?
This game would be particularly suitable for a scene in the film: two women would face each other, one of
them would unfurl the red silk belt with both hands, the other one would catch that red string with her tiny
pinkies, all the while singing likable short tunes.
But all games are played by young people.
*
This is what the article “Self-Wedded Women and Absentee Wives” records:
It is very difficult to determine when these two phenomena began. A Mr. Li from Panyu made the following
observations based on the local history put together by a Mr. Ren.
“In the hundred years since the beginning of our Qing dynasty in 1644, the gazetteer cannot record all the chaste
women in the region of Panyu. Among the most extreme cases, the girls vow to each other never to marry, then they
drown themselves together in a river.”
This gazetteer was compiled in 1774. Hence, one can see that in Panyu the refusal to get married had already
become a custom in the early Qing. The practice of not residing with the husband’s family began even earlier.
According to the Biography of Mr. Qu Wengshan, “because Wengshan’s first wife, a Ms. Liu from Xianlingxiang did
not reside with her husband’s family, he took a second wife, Wang Huajiang.” The marriage between Wengshan and
Ms. Liu took place in 1662, thus indicating that the phenomenon of absentee wives was already widespread at that
point in time. Around 1908, in Nancun in the region of Panyu, the current author’s native place, the population
numbered several thousand people, but there were only a handful of brides. In 1909, not a single woman got married,
which indicates how dominant the lifestyle of the self-wedded woman was at the time.
After the founding of the Republic in 1912, even though both of these phenomena gradually vanished in the
immediate aftermath of Liberation in 1949, the custom was not entirely extinct. According to a survey conducted by the
official Women’s Federation of Guangdong Province, in Dalong, one of the larger subcounties in Panyu, there were still
245 self-wedded women among a total of 2,028 women, thus representing 12 percent of the female population. During
that same time period, in the subcounty of Shayin in Zhongshan, there were still forty-six absentee wives.

192.10 Excerpt from Thirty Years In A Red House: A Memoir Of Childhood And Youth In Communist
China\fn{by Xhu Xiao Di (1958- )} Nanjing, Jiangsu Province, China (M) 12
When I was born in 1958, my father was already forty-four years old. This was unusual in a society where
most babies were born to parents in their twenties. Because I was born so late, my father was old enough to be my
grandfather. In fact, to my friends, my father was more like a grandfather than a father. Because they related to
their grandparents as I related to my father, it made me seem their parents’ age. This unusual situation helped me
mature at a young age and enabled me to experience the feelings of two generations, both my contemporaries and
their parents.
In China, it was considered fortunate when someone over forty finally had a first son, because in this maledominated society only sons carry on family lines. Even the 1949 Communist Revolution could not quite change
this traditional view. My birth must have brought a special atmosphere of joy and excitement to the family.
I could have brought material fortune to my parents had I been born a few years earlier. During the first three
years of Communist rule, government employees did not have salaries. This was because, in an ideal Communist
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society, each individual was supposed to contribute to society by working as hard and conscientiously as possible;
in return, they would have the right to whatever they needed.
After the 1949 Revolution, Chinese Communists tried to apply this theory to China. However, as a practical
compromise, it was applied only to government employees. Instead of a salary, a public employee was given an
allowance for pocket money while all of life’s necessities—from food and clothes to soap—were allocated
according to family size. Therefore, when a family had another child, it received more shares of allotted materials.
However, by the time I was born, this policy had been changed. Like other workers, government employees now
received salaries to support their families. Thus I was born a little too late to earn my own bread at birth.
The earlier work compensation policy was also consistent with the policy of encouraging mothers to have
more babies. As in the Soviet Union, a woman with more than five children would be highly honored as a “Heroic
Mother.” Thus, many of my parents’ colleagues had four or five, even eight or ten children. Later on, when the
policy was changed to control the population, those who had too many children were easily victimized. I
remember people often joked about one of my neighbors who had eight children. His youngest daughters were
less than a year apart and people often asked which girl was Number Seven and which was Number Eight. He
always hesitated and often gave the wrong answer.
Yet things looked quite different to a child. I always envied my playmates who had many siblings, especially
older brothers. I felt vulnerable, for I had no older brother to back me up in a fight. Later I had a hard time
surviving the political and social turmoil of the late 1960s because I had little sibling support.
I did have an elder sister. Before my mother became pregnant with me she had serious heart trouble and once
was hospitalized. Her doctor told her that a patient with her kind of heart disease was not likely to live more than
ten years. Indeed, she was the only survivor among dozens of hospital roommates. Half of them went into surgery
and never returned; the other half were sent home as there was no cure, and within a few years they all died of
heart troubles. My birth must have been a trial, for both my mother’s body and my father’s nerves.
At the time, my mother worked in a public high school and as a public employee had full health care provided
by the government. It was this good, government-financed health care that enabled my mother and me to survive.
I was born in the city hospital, which had been a church hospital, built by American missionaries early in the
century. The doctors were well trained Western-style physicians. Because of my mother’s complicated situation,
three physicians stood by as a rescue team. They were Doctor Ma, a physician specializing in heart disease;
Doctor Zhang, specializing in heart surgery; and Doctor Liu, the only male gynecologist I have ever heard of in
China. I don’t know exactly what happened in the delivery room, but my mother often told me, in a grateful voice,
that had it not been for those doctors, neither of us would have lived.
While the public health care system seemed to work well, some other policies based on the same ideology
caused great harm. In the year I was born, the Communist authorities decided to speed up the process of
reorganizing millions of peasants into a collective farming system. They put hundreds of neighboring peasant
families together as a work unit and forced everybody to share everything, including farm tools and food. Public
cafeterias were set up and people ate for free. Everyone seemed happy and the enthusiasm soon created an illusion
that such consumption was sustainable. The leaders in Peking, who thought they had created a wonderland
overnight, called it the “Great Leap Forward.” Communism was believed to be the final stage of social evolution,
when the world would become perfect. Now, that day was about to come because we were taking a great leap
forward. That year, many parents named their newborn babies Yue Jin; meaning the “Great Leap Forward.”
My parents did not give me that name. Instead, they called me Xiao Di. Unlike English, Chinese does not have
special words for people’s given names; parents just pick any word. A typical Chinese name consists of two or
three words. The family name comes first, then one or two words as the given name. My name was chosen by my
father. The first word was Xiao, or “little.” The second was Di; the name of a rare flower, symbolizing friendly
brotherhood, and the word is pronounced the same way as the word “younger brother.”
For many years I disliked my name. First of all, it was hard to write the second word. In Chinese, words or
characters are formed with strokes, and the number of strokes may vary from one to more than a dozen, although
most have fewer than ten. But Di has twelve strokes! I always felt it was unfair when the kindergarten teachers
praised others who could write their names. I said to myself,
“Yes. But their names have many fewer strokes than mine.”
Second, my name sounded exactly like “little younger brother.” This annoyed me as a child because it made
me feel I would never grow up and people would always joke about me as their “little younger brother,” even if I
were seventy years old.
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I did not fully change my feelings until I went to college. One day I had a bitter quarrel with my father over my
name and he suddenly said,
“Why can’t you see the most obvious advantage of it? Di is so rarely used as a name that there will never be
another person on this earth with the same name. Doesn’t that give you a sense of being a special individual?”
I understood his point finally. Later, when I began to publish articles in local newspapers and popular
magazines, I came to see how right he was. I believe my unique name helped me to be recognized and
remembered. I sometimes wondered how my father could have retained such a strong sense of the individual in
his heart since he had joined the Communist movement as a teenager.
Perhaps another reason that my father picked Di for my name was that he wanted to see me have a brother.
This occurred to me when a close friend wrote to me after he had attended my father’s funeral:
I was visiting your father at the hospital the other day when you called from America. He was so happy to receive
your call. He had long lost his appetite. Yet after talking to you, he joyfully invited me to have lunch with him. At the
lunch table, he asked about my brother and kept on saying what a pity it was that you did not have a brother.

My heart was touched as I read this paragraph, but a deeper chord was hit as I read the next part of the letter.
Because it was just after the Tiananmen Incident that my father was ill, neither my mother nor my wife thought it
was a good time for me to return to China to visit him. During the last days of his life, in his delirium, he told my
mother several times that he heard I was coming home soon and he was going to see me again. I was a longawaited son when I was born. Now I kept him waiting again, and missed my last chance to see him alive. When I
read my friend’s comments my heart was bleeding. He wrote:
While I was attending his funeral and wept over his body, I was preoccupied by the following thought. The benign
old man had devoted his life to a course which he thought would benefit all families of future generations. Yet, what a
tragedy that even his own son could not come back to see him although he knew he was dying.

In his words, I could see a tragedy that was not just mine but that of the whole nation. My father’s death helped
me look more carefully at his life. As I reflected on his past, I felt I not only knew him better, but I also began to
better understand the youth of his generation and the Communist Revolution as well.
*
My father was born in the southern province of Anhui in 1914, three years after the last emperor was
overthrown. The 1911 Revolution, led by Dr. Sun Yat-sen, ended thousands of years of dynasties and began
China’s modernization. My father was born into a family that followed the modernization trend. In a largely
agricultural society, my grandfather successfully became a banker, working as a high-level manager for banks in
different provinces throughout China. He enjoyed an upper-middle-class standard of living in a society of mass
poverty.
My grandmother came from an educated, elite family; she was good at math and could use an abacus. Yet, like
many women of the day, she was a housewife with bound feet, whose main duty was to bear and raise children. In
a male-dominated society, my grandmother was considered to be very lucky because she had three sons and one
daughter, my father being the eldest. The family did quite well until my grandfather died suddenly in 1923, when
my father was only nine years old.
This was extremely hard for the family because Grandfather had been the sole wage earner. Although my
grandmother was only forty years old, in a culture where women were not supposed to work and widows were not
allowed to remarry, it was very difficult for her to survive and support four young children aged two to nine. I do
not know exactly how she managed. What I do know is that with savings left by her husband and some help from
her brother, an engineer working for a major railroad company, she managed to send my father to excellent
private schools and to the Law and Business School at Peking University. Peking University was the best and one
of the oldest universities in China, and this was a great accomplishment.
After Grandfather’s death, the family moved to Nanjing to be close to relatives in their extended family for
help and support. It was a time of civil war between warlords in China. My father grew up in an environment of
mass poverty, injustice, war, and death, and always dreamed of living in a better place. He studied very hard at
school, hoping to escape his environment. In order to enter the State School of Nanjing, a school with an excellent
reputation at the time, he had to pass a very selective exam. Only 5 percent of the applicants could pass the exam,
and when his time came my father was among them. However, he soon began to realize that even this school
could not quite satisfy his strong desire for more knowledge and his general social concerns.
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My father's sympathy toward the Chinese Communist Party began in April 1927 after Chiang Kai-shek
abruptly arrested nearly three thousand people and killed at least three hundred Communists in Shanghai. The
crackdown on the Communist movement spread throughout the nation, and several faculty members in my
father’s junior high school were arrested in their classrooms. Others simply disappeared: there were rumors that
they were Communists and had therefore been executed. The tension and terror were escalating, and when a
rumor circulated that all the Communists had Western-style long hair, many people rushed to cut their hair to save
their heads.
At the age of sixteen, my father entered Nankai High School, then one of the best in China. It was in Tianjin, a
city near Peking, more than a thousand miles away from his home city of Nanjing. He received not only a good
education, but also an exposure to radical thinking and Communism. Many prominent Communists, including
Zhou Enlai, the first premier of the People’s Republic of China, were graduates of this school. At first, my father
seemed to enjoy student life there. He loved sports and began to read a lot of literary works by contemporary
Chinese writers such as Lu Xun. Most of these writers were liberal and progressive, and their works greatly
appealed to the youths of the day. On his first summer vacation he brought home a suitcase full of such books. His
enthusiasm was so great that even his younger brother was strongly influenced and dreamed of becoming a writer.
It seems natural tliat my father became a student activist. He was energetic, articulate, and extremely patriotic.
He was also very handsome and elegant, liked by old and young, men and women, and looked very much like
Zhou Enlai. All my life, I have heard how much my father looked like Zhou. In fact, in the early 1980s, a
filmmaker came to our home to see if my father would star in a movie featuring Zhou. Since Zhou enjoyed
enormous popularity in modem China, particularly in the 1970s and early 1980s I was thrilled by this comparison.
My father might not have become involved in the Communist movement if the Japanese had not invaded
China on September 18, 1931, and quickly occupied the three northeastern provinces. Like many educated youth
of his day, he was deeply disappointed by the nonresistance policy of the Chinese government under Chiang Kaishek, who held that Communism must be eliminated before he would fight the Japanese, because there should be
only “one leader adhering to one ideology in one government of one nation.” This seemed ridiculous and
unacceptable to a patriotic youth like my father. Chiang’s position generated more public sympathy and support
for the Communist Party. As it promised to build a stronger, independent China with democracy and freedom, the
Communist Party began to symbolize a brighter future for patriotic students, and they were eager to join it. My
father was not only one of them but one of the pioneers; he joined the Chinese Communist Youth League in 1932.
That year, he founded the Nankai High School Student Federation and was elected its chairman. On the
anniversary of the Japanese invasion, the Student Federation started a campaign to collect donations to resist the
Japanese. The school authorities felt threatened by the growing popularity of the Student Federation, and on
December 1, 1932, they decided to disband the Student Federation and expel thirty student leaders, including my
father.
To implement the plan, the school called in armed city police. Right before he was forced to leave, my father
rushed into the school sports ground, where there was a stage, and climbed upon it and shouted to the crowds of
students coming to listen.
“My fellow students,” he said, “we are forced to leave the school today. But the fire of resisting the Japanese
will never be extinguished! It will grow and grow. All those who do not want to be citizens of an enslaved nation
unite! Let’s keep on—”
Before he could finish his speech he was pushed off the stage by the police and fell to the dusty ground. He
was soon on his feet again and tried to finish his speech while the police attacked him again. All these things were
witnessed by his guardian, my grandmother’s brother, who had been summoned by the school authorities to take
my father away. The following morning, my father’s name appeared in the major newspaper in Tianjin in its
report on the event in Nankai the day before.
My grandmother’s brother did not want to be my father’s guardian any more. He insisted that my grandmother
go to Tianjin to take my father home. My father returned home as a hero in the eyes of his younger brothers and
sister. He told them his exciting stories and they told him how their young hearts were depressed by what they
saw every day. Instead of mobilizing resistance to the Japanese invasion and occupation, the government tried its
best to suppress patriotic youths. During the day, pedestrians walked nervously in the streets; they stepped aside
for sword-carrying officers who strode by ostentatiously. At night, gendarmes, wearing red badges on yellow
woolen overcoats, stood at almost every street corner. Letters were often opened and examined by the
government. Despite the risk, my uncle once wrote to his best friend:
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“Nanjing is a dark prison suffocating all revolutionaries. I can feel the heat is increasing and an explosion will
soon come. I salute the tempest of revolution and open my arms to embrace its coming!”
That was how this sixteen-year-old felt at the time. When my father came home, the brothers had long talks
about the future of the nation and what a patriotic youth could do for his country. On one occasion, my father even
revealed that he had secredy joined the Communist organization. Under his influence, both his younger brothers
and his sister accepted Communist ideology and joined the Communist Party or the movement a few years later.
Soon after my father was expelled from Nankai High School, his mother sent him to Shanghai to finish school.
A year later he entered the Law and Business School at Peking University. There he had the chance to study
classical philosophers such as Bacon, Kant, Descartes, Spinoza, and Hegel, and Communist theory. These
writings reinforced the ideological belief he had developed from reading John Reed’s Ten Days That Shook the
World, which was later banned in the 1940s as Communist propaganda. He felt only socialism would help China
overcome oppression, injustice, mass poverty, and the yoke of imperialism.
John Reed’s book remained his favorite. In 1974, when I was sixteen years old and asked him what to read, it
was his first recommendation. Ironically, I could not find the book anywhere, because it was banned by the
government, for relations between China and the Soviet Union were terrible at the time.
At the Law and Business School of Peking University, my father’s major was economics. Soon, he again
became a student leader and organized an underground student federation. He visited liberal-minded professors
and tried to set up an alliance of progressive professors and students. He also contacted staff and campus
policemen to get their sympathy and support. He called news conferences and presented student demands to
reporters. He was also in charge of keeping contact with other student organizations at other schools and
universities in Peking.
On December 9, 1935, a large student demonstration broke out in Peking, appealing to the government to lead
a nationwide resistance movement against the Japanese invasion and occupation and give up its policy of
suppressing its political opponents, the Communist Party and the Red Army. The government brutally attacked the
demonstrators and many of my father’s classmates and friends were injured and jailed. However, the
demonstration succeeded in awakening and mobilizing the entire society and psychologically preparing them for
the resistance movement. My father was one of the chief organizers of this demonstration.
In modern Chinese history, this demonstration is remembered as the December 9th Student Movement. When I
was in college in the early 1980s this movement was still an inspiration for current student movements and
activities. The government watched college campuses in early December every year for fear of a new wave of
demonstrations. To some extent, this worry was legitimate. After all, more than half a century ago it was the
Communists who were on the streets as student demonstrators. They know how effective a student movement can
be and how it can eventually lead to the overthrow of an unpopular government.
I still suspect that my father’s unexpected death in 1990 was accelerated by the student demonstrations in
1989. Although history never repeats itself exactly, events can be very similar. Witnessing such similar social
tragedies must have been deeply painful to an aged man with such wide, genuine social concerns. He certainly did
not want to see the event turn out to be such a tragedy.
*
Although my father was so important to me, the first person I remember is not him, but my nanny. She also
worked as a housekeeper for my parents. Some may wonder how a Communist government official could hire a
housekeeper. It is true that after the Communist takeover in 1949, some occupations were banned immediately.
Although there were some debates within the Party about whether a Communist government official should hire a
housekeeper, it was decided that housekeeping was a decent profession and it was permissible.
My parents hired a housekeeper because both of them were so busy with their jobs that they did not have time
to take care of my sister. The first housekeeper they hired was a very capable person, and my mother was
extremely satisfied with her. That was the first time in her life that she had hired someone. She was surprised
when she was informed by the security agency that the woman had been a housekeeper for Madame Chiang, wife
of Chiang Kai-shek. For security reasons, they asked my parents to fire her immediately. My mother soon found a
new one, but even today she misses the dishes the first housekeeper cooked.
My nanny had worked for our family for two years before I was born. She came from the countryside at the
age of seventeen, and was only ten years older than my sister. My sister was ten years older than I was and didn’t
play with me very often. My parents were also too busy to spend much time with me, so my nanny was the person
I was closest to as a young child. In fact, I always called her “Aunt” instead of nanny, as if she were a member of
my family.
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In China, we do not use people’s given names as often as in the West. In fact, about the only time we use a
person’s given name alone is to address them in a love letter. It is especially impolite to call someone who is older
by his or her given or even full name. Instead, we often use the relationship as salutation, for example, Aunt, Elder
Sister, and so on. This also reflects that our society is very family or group oriented; an individual is important
only in terms of his or her relationship with others.
I often wondered how Aunt was related to the other members of my family and I asked her many questions
about relationships:
“What is my sister to my father?”
“She is his daughter.”
“Then what is my father to my sister?”
“He is her father.”
“Who are you?”
“I am your aunt.”
“And what is my father to you?” She always hesitated a while and then repeated:
“I am your aunt.”
I liked this game and often asked questions about relations between members of my family. Her answers
always stopped when I asked about her relation to members of my family other than me. This created a big
question in my mind. It seemed to me that she was my aunt but she was nothing to anyone else. What a strange
situation! But I preferred to think about it in a positive light: it seemed that she was only mine and no one else
shared her with me!
Aunt was a very good cook and could make all kinds of dishes. I loved to watch her prepare and cook dinner.
Most Chinese eat steamed bread instead of baked bread and I loved watching her make it: stirring the flour,
making the dough, and steaming it in a big pot on the stove. Sometimes.she would make a special loaf for me,
making it look like a little fish. She used the edge of a bowl to carve a net of curved lines resembling the scales of
a fish. Finally she put a brown bean on the head to look like an eye. It seemed so alive that I would play with it
before eating it.
Aunt’s family lived in a rural town not far from our city on the northern bank of the Yangtze River. We were on
the south side and before the Yangtze River Bridge was built, it was very inconvenient and expensive to get to her
home. She missed her family very much and often cried during the night. No one could hear her but me, as we
slept in the same bedroom and bed. Furniture was very expensive. As a public official, my father had the right to
rent a few pieces of furniture from the government, paying only a couple of yuan a month because the rent was
subsidized. My father did not want to ask for more pieces of subsidized furniture, so I shared a single bed with
Aunt until I was seven years old.
Aunt worked for us for room and board, and an 18 yuan monthly wage. This was comparable to a factory
worker’s wage of 30 yuan a month. The salaries of an average worker, 30 yuan a month, and my father,
government official, 180 yuan a month, were actually within a tolerable range. The polarization between the rich
and the poor had been much greater before the Communist Revolution in 1949. It was reported that a factory
worker in Shanghai once said his best wish was that the new government would enable him to afford fried rice
with eggs every day, and he felt happy under the new government because he was getting what he wanted.
Unfortunately, poor political decisions made in 1958 soon interrupted this worker’s happiness.
A famine came in the early 1960s and thousands of people died of hunger. It was partly due to natural disasters
such as flood and drought, but it was in great part due to the government policy of transforming individual farms
into collective farms in such a radical way, including the establishment of free cafeterias. The problem was further
complicated by the disruption of the relationship between the Soviet Union and China. Instead of supporting
China and giving it financial aid, the Soviet Union demanded that China repay everything she owed. Natural
disasters made many areas in China unproductive. Productive areas had to give up huge portions of their produce
to the Soviet Union as payment for the loans. As a result, each day we had less and less food to eat. Even in my
family, the food shortage was a serious problem, especially food containing protein. Meat and eggs were almost
impossible to find in the market. Often, the green stems and leaves of carrots were our main food.
On August 1, 1960, the central government decided to provide rationed food to its high-ranking officials and
prominent intellectuals. Each month, a cabinet minister or a high-ranking professor at a university would be
provided with four pounds of meat and three pounds of eggs. Two things surprised me when I recently discovered
this piece of old news. First, after witnessing the increased privileges of the Communist elite in China during the
70s and 80s, as well as observing the polarization between the rich and the poor in the United States since I came
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here in 1987, I could hardly believe that, back in 1960, the Chinese Communist government only allowed its
cabinet members to have three pounds of eggs more than an ordinary citizen. Second, I was amazed to learn that
the allowance to the handful of cabinet ministers was also extended to a group of prominent intellectuals.
What a great contrast to the anti-intellectual mood six years later! Admittedly it was under the influence of the
Soviet Union that the Chinese Communist government gave such priority to intellectuals, but I think it was a good
practice, as long as the limited privileges given to the selected few were reasonable and did not badly polarize the
society. It was actually unfortunate that the policy was not continued very long in China.
During those hard times in the early 1960s, each month the government gave my father a little additional food,
such as enriched flour, pasta, and brown beans. Most of this food was in our house for only a short time.
Whenever someone working for him or my mother was ill, my parents would give extra food to the sick person.
When Aunt brought a pound of pasta to the ill person, they were sometimes moved to tears. Aunt’s heart was also
touched. When she came home, her eyes were often still red from weeping.
My father was entitled to a couple of dozen eggs a month. He would not eat them, wanting to save them for
other members of the family. My mother wanted him to eat them because she wanted to give him priority. As a
result, no one would touch the eggs. Month by month they were saved up, and stored in a basket under a bed.
Out of her special love for me, Aunt occasionally boiled an egg secretly and buried it under the rice in my
bowl. As an innocent child, I did not understand why she wanted to keep it a secret, so when I was surprised to
find an egg in my rice bowl I would always cry out excitedly,
“Hey! I found an egg in my rice!”
She would be very embarrassed and her face would turn red, because she felt she was not authorized to do this.
In my early memory, Aunt was the dearest person to me and I still cherish her memory. She remains our family
friend, and the tie with her has helped us remain in touch with reality and ordinary life in China.
*
The first home I remember was a residential compound called the Public Education Village. Almost everyone
working for the municipal government lived here, from the mayor to secretaries and security guards. It was
adjacent to the government office center, separated by a creek crossed by three short bridges. Since most people
would walk from home to office in about five minutes, many even had lunch at home. Other conveniences in the
compound included a barber shop, a tailor, and a public bathhouse.
The sixty buildings in the compound were of three types: ten single family houses, forty apartment buildings,
and ten buildings of studio apartments. Each apartment building had two stories and was painted pale yellow,
about the color of cheesecake. Blue bricks showed through in places where the paint was worn. Each apartment
building had eight units, four with two bedrooms and four with one bedroom.
Our apartment building was an exception. It was a three-story building with twelve units. Half had two
bedrooms and half had three. It was not painted on the outside, and the bricks were red instead of blue. The color
made it stand out among the other buildings. It had been built more recently, and represented a model for future
apartment buildings.
The structural model for these buildings, including ours, was one the Soviets developed from public housing
projects designed by Josef Hoffmann in Vienna in the early 1920s. Unlike other houses constructed before the
Communist takeover, these new buildings had modern kitchens and bathroom facilities. For example, each unit in
the new building had a bathtub, while those old buildings did not even have a toilet. As a child, I never felt our
modern environment was Western; I thought it was all Chinese. It was only in 1990 that I understood its similarity
to Western architecture when, as a graduate student in urban planning at MIT, I saw a slide presentation of a
public housing project by the Austrian designer. The linkage further convinced me that the Communist Revolution
in China was actually a part of China’s modernization, which was to a great extent a process of Westernization.
Our apartment was a three-bedroom unit on the third floor at the east end that got plenty of sunlight during the
day. My family moved into the compound in 1960 when I was two years old, because in October my father was
appointed director of a department in the municipal government that was in charge of education, health care,
cultural affairs, and media control, as well as sports activities. He became one of the eleven members of the
standing committee of the Communist Party in Nanjing, overseeing everything going on in the city.
Almost all the houses in the cities were subsidized by the government. The houses in this compound were more
substantially subsidized. My family paid only about eight yuan (five dollars) a month for our three-bedroom
apartment. Thus my parents only spent 3 percent of their income on housing. Residents in other parts of the city
might have to pay twice as much to live in a similar apartment. In fact, they might not be able to get such a big
apartment. Space was allocated based on people’s positions. People holding positions with more responsibilities
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would get a more spacious housing unit. The rationale was that public housing was a part of the working
conditions for an employee, just like his office. In my father’s case, this turned out to be true, for he often worked
at home during weekends and evenings.
This coincided with the policy of wealth distribution in a socialist society. Each one was supposed to work as
hard as possible, and in return, was rewarded according to his contributions. The differences in wealth between
the rich and the poor were recognized as legitimate, but were meant to be controlled within a reasonably small
range. A person with my father’s responsibilities could have a three-bedroom unit while a receptionist or a
security guard lived in a studio apartment. The difference was there, but the contrast was not much. Because
people working in the same institute lived close to each other, the neighborhood actually contained people of very
different social status. After the Communist takeover, many new neighborhoods were built in this way. This
policy not only curbed the polarization of housing conditions between the rich and the poor, it also reduced some
other social problems such as street crime and ghetto poverty. It was worthy of careful study as a housing model
for other societies as well.
Because our unit was the highest spot in the compound, my little friends loved to come to play on our balcony
and enjoy the great view. At the time, most children attended kindergarten for three years before beginning school
at the age of seven. There was both a kindergarten and a primary school in our compound. The kindergarten was
only about a three-minute walk from our home. I went to kindergarten a year later than most kids because my
parents had a housekeeper, and they did not want me away from home at an early age.
Every morning Aunt walked me to kindergarten, and at noon she took me home for lunch and then back to
kindergarten again in the afternoon. About half of the kids in my class had their lunch at school. It was more
expensive to have lunch at school, so families avoided it if they could. The kids who stayed in the kindergarten
had a nap after lunch before the rest of us came back at about 1:30 or 2:00. I always envied those who stayed
because I thought it would be much more fun to have a little communal nap.
In the afternoon, before 5:00 p.m., Aunt came to pick me up. On the way home I liked to ride on her back, but I
was embarrassed when the other kids called me a baby. I encouraged her to come to class a little early before
anyone else left. I walked the first few steps and once I made sure that no one could see us, she would squat down
so I could climb on her back for a ride.
My parents never spoiled me. In fact, my father always tried to make me behave like an ordinary kid, not the
son of an important official. My clothes were never expensive or fashionable, because my parents hated waste. I
often wore my sister’s outgrown clothes. Although Aunt altered those clothes a bit to make them fit me, they still
looked somewhat girlish. Even some of the teachers in the kindergarten felt sorry for me, for they thought I was a
nice-looking boy and would have been more attractive had I dressed like the other boys. However, each semester
on the report card, they wrote comments like this: His dress reflects a simple and thrifty lifestyle, which we
always encourage other children in our kindergarten to adopt.
It was true that a simple and thrifty lifestyle was encouraged for everyone, and especially for Communist
government officials. It was considered sinful to waste, and officials were not allowed to live luxuriously. A
Chinese tradition of egalitarian idealism made it legitimate to overthrow an extravagant and ruthless ruler. Having
used this tradition to gain power, the Communists were conscious of it for many years. From childhood on, I was
taught, both at home and in public, to live a simple and thrifty life. My parents always encouraged me to make
friends and play with kids from different backgrounds who lived in our residential compound, such as the sons of
barbers and tailors. Their families lived in the studio apartments at the back of the compound, where five
buildings of studios were connected in a shape of a star. In fact, this was one of my favorite places to play hideand-seek because we could get lost in the maze. Although as a child I never quite understood its social meanings,
I certainly loved our neighborhood.
*
As a young child, I did not have much chance to be with my parents or sister. The one I saw least was my
mother. When I was three years old she began to manage a local opera group. The group gave performances
almost every night, and Mother always stayed at the theater until the performance was over. By the time she came
home, I was asleep.
There was a black-and-white photo of her on the desk in her bedroom. I remembered her face by looking at
that picture more often than at her. She was a pretty woman and had some slightly Caucasian features. In modern
Chinese society, people with Caucasian features are considered handsome or beautiful. A typical Asian face with
small eyes, a flat nose, and darker skin is thought of as plain or ugly. My mother had very light skin, big eyes, and
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a very high, almost hawklike nose. Some of my little friends were scared of her when they came to play at my
home. They thought she was a foreigner.
I saw my father only at meals. In the evening, he usually went out again with my sister. There were always
invitations for first nights or other ceremonies and performances. As I was too young to sit quietly at those
occasions, only my sister went with him. More often than not he would receive several invitations for the same
date, and had to decide which one to attend. I often heard people say how disappointed they were that he did not
show up because he had gone somewhere else. If he could not accept an invitation, he was invited again and again
until he could attend.
When I was old enough to start going out, my father found a good solution to these time conflicts. He would
go to the most important function and let Aunt, my sister, and me go to the other. He asked us to make some
excuse so people would not be offended by his absence. Once at the theater, my sister and I would find the person
who sent the invitation and tell him or her that our father wanted us to apologize for his absence.
I began to be such a messenger at age five. I loved this job and wanted to go more often. It felt unfair that my
sister could go out almost every night. Sometimes I would openly protest:
“How come my sister goes out so often? I haven’t been to a movie or a play for years.” Everybody would burst
into laughter. They would say,
“Oh, really? How old are you now? If you haven’t seen a movie for years, then you must have seen the last one
before you were born.”
Even on Sundays I didn’t have much chance to be with my parents. Usually there were visitors at our house all
day. In China, most families did not have telephones. People just stopped by and knocked at the door. You could
get all kinds of visitors: friends, acquaintances, and strangers. Unlike many of the officials of his rank, my father
never refused to see anyone who came to our door. As the word spread, even more people came to talk with him.
Most people came to talk about their problems. However, Chinese people usually do not pour out their
complaints straightforwardly. So it was only after listening to them for a while that my father knew where the
problem lay. An administrator might come because he did not get a promotion, which he thought he deserved. An
actress might come because she did not get the chance to play a role for which she believed she was the best
candidate. My father could not always intervene with the decisions his subordinates had made, but he would try
his best to make the person feel a little more comfortable. They all trusted him and hoped for justice in the end.
Quite often Sunday was just like another work day for my father; he simply turned our house into his office.
People working for him at the department came in groups to discuss various issues. In the early morning it might
be the elementary school group talking about guaranteeing all school-age children access to school. Later in the
morning a high school group might come to discuss the issue of competing with other cities for places in colleges.
Few high school graduates could go to college because there were too few places for all who wanted to attend;
graduates had to compete by taking an extremely selective exam. Even in China today this problem remains, and
it is only getting worse. Naturally a school’s quality and reputation depended on the number of graduates it sent to
college. The same competition occurred between cities. In his position, my father had to address these issues.
In the afternoon, it might be other groups talking about how many shows could be put on or what sports teams
might come to the city. The whole day went on like this; sometimes my father would ask the visitors to stay and
have lunch so they could continue a discussion. As we had only a one-day weekend in China, the whole weekend
was ruined.
Our apartment had only one living room and sometimes there would be too many people at the same time, or
people from very different groups. Then my father had to ask some of them to wait in his bedroom. He talked
with one person or group in one room while the others waited their turn in the other room. Father always offered
each visitor a cup of tea. I loved bringing the tea to the guests because it gave me a chance to chat with people.
When I was too young to do it well, Aunt came with me in case I spilled hot water. Sometimes Father would let
me stay during the conversations. Although I did not quite understand what they were talking about, I certainly
could tell how people respected and liked him.
The most exciting and memorable events at home in my childhood were the activities around the Chinese New
Year. It was a major holiday in China and each family spent days and weeks preparing special food for the
occasion. The celebration lasted at least a week and sometimes a whole month. For New Year’s Eve, most
families had an eight- to twelve-course dinner. My mother liked to invite her colleagues at the theater group for a
New Year’s dinner party. At first, this was for single people only, because they were alone during the holiday. As
word spread about her successful annual party, more people wanted to come. By the third year she had to hold the
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party twice. On the first night all the actors and actresses came, and on the second night, playwrights, musicians,
composers, conductors, and designers were invited. The joy these people shared was more than I can describe.
My love for my parents did not come directly from their love for me, but from observing how they were loved
and respected by other people. Gradually I began to enjoy their popularity and feel very proud of it. I had reason
to believe that I had the best parents in the world.
During those years, my father was often involved in diplomatic activities. In addition to his title as the director
of the department, he held at least thirteen other official titles. One of them was Chairman of the Chinese
Association for Friendships Abroad, Nanjing Chapter. This was a quasi-government agency that received all
foreign visitors. Each week my father was the host at formal banquets for foreign delegations. Between 1960 and
1965, most of the delegations came from socialist countries such as the Soviet Union and nations in Eastern
Europe. Others came from developing countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, and some were radical groups
from Japan.
Once, I remember, there were about 300 Japanese youths visiting the city. It was a big event, officially called
the “Great Celebration of the Friendship between Chinese and Japanese Youth.” It was an effort to ease the
general hatred against the Japanese who had occupied China during the 1930s and 1940s. Hatred was particularly
strong in Nanjing, where the Japanese Army had indulged in massacres and mass rapes. On the evening of the
Mid-Autumn Festival in 1964, the visiting Japanese youths and hundreds of Chinese people were invited to a big
party at the city’s largest park, Xuanwu Lake Park. Tables were set up along the side of the lake and people
chatted with each other as they enjoyed special food such as autumn moon cakes under the beautiful light of the
full moon.
My whole family went to the festival. My parents sat at the host table while my sister and I were at a table with
three Japanese people and some officials working for my father. During the conversation one Japanese woman
asked me:
“What are you going to do when you grow up?” I said:
“I am going to be a soldier in the Chinese People’s Liberation Army.”
“Why?” she asked.
“So I can fight the Japanese devils.”
Everybody was shocked and someone had to explain that I only meant those Japanese who had invaded China
during World War II. Someone else added that I must have seen too many war movies. Anyway, I was the only
one at the table who was not embarrassed.
The best accommodation for foreign visitors was the Nanjing Hotel. There were other activities at the hotel,
including buffet dinners, bridge-playing, acrobatic performances, previews of new movies, and ballroom-dancing
parties for high-ranking officials and their families on holidays. This kind of elite living eventually led to political
and social disasters years later, although few questioned it at the time. I heard my parents discuss the issue at
home: they were concerned about high-level government officials enjoying their lives so much while ordinary
people stilI had a hard time making ends meet. But I do not think they ever mentioned these concerns in public; to
do so would have been political suicide.
My father did not dance at all, nor did he play bridge or mah-jongg, although he did enjoy the Western-style
food cooked on those occasions in the Nanjing Hotel. For the rest of the family, it was a great opportunity to enjoy
new movies. As for: my father, he came mainly to get his work done. This was the best place for him to get
documents approved and signed by various officials.. He could avoid making separate appointments, and
efficiently bypass the bureaucracy.
Even if he had not wanted to work at the hotel, he could not have avoided it. Because he was in charge of
media control, every night someone from the local newspaper showed him a sample of the following morning’s
paper and asked for his approval so it could go to press. Even on a holiday evening, when our family was at the
Nanjing Hotel, my father was not spared his duty as the official censor. Today, a critic might say that much of his
work was actually unnecessary and counterproductive, but we certainly cannot say that he neglected his
responsibilities. He only did the best he could, leaving history as the final judge.
*
I don’t remember how my mother’s parents came into my life, but suddenly they were living with us in our
apartment. I clearly remember my grandmother’s bound feet. It was amazing to me that a grown-up could have
such small and pointed feet. Under her socks she wrapped her feet with a long cloth band. Late every afternoon,
after unwrapping the long cloth, she washed her feet. I was amazed by the length of the band. Once her foot
appeared it was really terrifying. All her toes were bent over to one side and the shape of her foot looked awful,
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While I watched, she would tell me that this was the fault of the old society, meaning the time before the
Communist Revolution and even before the 1911 Revolution, when women were forced to bind their feet. This
ugly custom had been practiced in China for hundreds of years. Girls had their feet bound when they were only a
couple of years old. It was believed that the smaller a woman’s feet, the more beautiful she was. Those who failed
to bind their feet to the required size had a hard time finding a husband.
Grandpa told me many stories and he had many more to tell. Most of them came from two of the classic novels
in Chinese literature: The Three Kingdoms and Water Margin. He told me many of the episodes several times. At
kindergarten I could retell most of the episodes, which made me popular among my playmates. Whenever kids
had an argument over who was telling the story correctly they would come to me for an answer; I became an
authority. Because my grandparents were born when China still had an emperor, I often associated them with
ancient history. When Grandpa started a story with “Once upon a time, there was an emperor,” I often asked him
if he had been born at the time. He would smile and then explain to me that the story took place more than a
thousand years ago.
Grandpa taught me how to play Chinese chess, a game very similar to chess, which we called international
chess. This gave me another boost in popularity among the other kids, because it was a game demanding
intelligence, not as easy as the so-called Chinese checkers. As I taught them how to play, I set the rules. If I did
not quite remember a rule, I would just invent one, and they would believe me. When I told them the correct rule
after checking with my grandpa they would say,
“How come you told us differently last time?” I would blush with embarrassment.
Even my father was surprised to find that I could play Chinese chess. I was only six years old then, and he
decided to teach me how to read even before I went to school. He made about 300 cards with one Chinese
character on each. Whenever he found some time he would teach me a few characters. By the time I went to
school I had already learned how to read newspaper headlines. He was very proud of this achievement. Whether
he was proud of me or of himself, I was not quite sure. Maybe both.
I would have loved to watch my father play Chinese chess with my grandpa, but they never did. Although my
grandparents lived with us, most of the time they stayed in their bedroom. It seemed to me that my father did not
want them to meet many of the visitors at our house. Somehow I sensed that it was not appropriate to tell people
what my grandpa did for a living before the Revolution, but I was too young to understand why.
The ideological line of the Chinese Communist Party became more and more radical; by the mid-196os it
developed into a political frenzy that cost millions of lives. According to the radical thinking, it was glorious to be
born into a family that was poor before the Communist Revolution, and disgraceful to have a parent who had been
rich. Family background could ruin one’s entire life-career, marriage, everything. In a sense my father’s political
future was already threatened because his late father had been a banker. He certainly would not want to be hurt
again because of his father-in-law.
In fact, Grandpa wasn’t very rich before the Revolution. He only had a very small shop in the biggest
downtown shopping area in the city. At that time Nanjing was the capital of China. It was a consumer’s city
without much industry. Although retail space was expensive downtown, it was still profitable for my grandpa to
rent a little space there.
After the Communist takeover in 1949, the government nationalized some large businesses and confiscated
those that were largely in the control of the bureaucrats of the previous government. For a few years, however,
small businesses like my grandpa’s were allowed to continue. In fact, the new national flag was designed with a
symbolic meaning: the big star symbolizes the Communist Party, and the four small ones surrounding it represent
four major classes among the people. It may seem surprising today that the four classes recognized and
represented on the red flag of Communist China were workers, peasants, the “petty bourgeois,” and the “national
bourgeois.” The “petty bourgeois” referred to small businessmen and the more educated part of. the population.
The “national bourgeois” referred to those capitalists and big enterprise owners who were still allowed to run their
businesses.
The government revised its policy four years later, and took all the businesses out of the hands of their owners
or changed them into a public and private partnership where the owner became a co-manager. In either case, the
owner would still get some of the profit. Once the new manager appointed by the government learned the skills to
run the business, the owner was encouraged to retire. Usually he was given a lump sum payment instead of an
annual pension. The owner might still get an annual share of the profits. This policy continued until the mid1960s. In the case of my grandpa, he received a lump sum and retired in the late 1950s before he was sixty years
old.
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Grandpa seemed to be quite happy about those early years under the Communist government. At that time, the
Communist Party was particularly careful about its relationship with businessmen. The Communist officials
assigned to work with them were often thoughtful and responsible individuals. One of the officials Grandpa came
to know then was named Zhang; twenty years later he became our downstairs neighbor. Zhang weighed over 200
pounds, an enormous size for a Chinese man.
An anecdote I heard many years later about Zhang illustrates how the Communist government in the early
1950s respected the business community. Once Zhang was holding a meeting with a group of local businessmen.
During the meeting he began to feel the need to pass wind, which was considered very rude and uncivilized.
Zhang felt that if he passed wind in front of these local businessmen, he would do great damage to the image of
the Communist Party. So, he was determined to control himself, but holding in the gas for so long caused him
great pain. When the meeting was over he had to be carried away and was hospitalized immediately! Today, such
a story seems so bizarre that the storyteller might have to start it by saying,
“Once upon a time …”
*
Family means a great deal in the Chinese society, where each member of the family is responsible for the
honor of everyone else. The concept of a family often extends beyond the nuclear family, to include all one’s
relatives. From early childhood I was very family conscious and knew the exact relationships between each
member of my family.
As I recall, there were more relatives on my mother’s side than on my father’s. Mother’s mother had six sisters
and two brothers, and each of her siblings and their children stayed in contact with my family. On Sundays, and
especially on holidays, our house was often crowded with relatives. Because each of the relatives might have a
different occupation and belong to a different social class, a big family like mine was actually a miniature society
in which all the social issues of the time could be reflected.
All my grandmother’s younger sisters would call her by her place in the family, “Third Eldest Sister:” It
seemed that in the old days boys and girls were counted separately, although I have never quite understood why.
And my grandmother would refer to her younger sisters as “Fifth Sister;” “Sixth Sister,” and so forth. Since all of
these sisters were of the same generation as my grandma, I was supposed to call them “Fifth Grandma” or “Sixth
Grandma.”
Grandma’s eldest sister died before I was born. She had only one daughter, and she died young also, leaving a
daughter and a son. The daughter often came to visit us, and because she was of my generation I always called her
“Elder Sister Xiuzhen,” although she was more than twenty years older than I. In China it was polite to call a man
of one’s father’s age “Uncle” and a woman of one’s mother’s age “Aunt.” I often made a mistake by referring to
Elder Sister Xiuzhen's husband as “Uncle.” People would laugh and ask me,
“How come the wife was your sister and the husband became your uncle?”
This couple had two sons, and the elder one was older than I. People often teased by asking these boys to call
me “Uncle.” Because I was close to their age, they always felt embarrassed and refused to call me “Uncle.” China
was a patriarchal society, and it was a shame and an insult to be forced to call someone “Uncle” or “Grandpa.” In
primary schools and even in some kindergartens, when boys fought, the winner would force the loser to call him
“Uncle,” “Grandpa,” or even “Daddy,” which gave him great psychological satisfaction.
One of Grandma’s sisters was mentally disabled and lived in a special hospital for the mentally ill. In Chinese
society, a mentally ill person was rarely given sympathy. People would refer to them as a mad man or woman, and
show little respect. Parents often disciplined their children by threatening that, if the child did not behave, a mad
man would come. I had never seen her before in my life and was really scared when this woman whom I was
supposed to call “Fourth Grandma” escaped from her hospital and showed up at our door.
She wore shabby clothes that looked a little dirty to me. During her conversation with Grandma, she often
broke into unnatural and unexpected laughter. After about half an hour Grandma gave her some pocket money and
persuaded her to return to her hospital, and she finally left. I instantly felt great relief, but I was worried that she
might not find her way back to her hospital, and could not sleep that night.
Not only was I expected to call my grandmother’s sisters “grandmas,” but also her cousins. They remained in
constant contact with my family, and the concept of “my family” was thus extended even further. One day, a
cousin of my grandmother came to visit us. I was asked to call this woman the “Fourth Grandma,” too, because
that was her placement among her siblings. Although this confused me, I was very glad that she came, because
she then took me and my grandma out for afternoon tea. It was during a famine year, and most people were
hungry. There were places where one could still buy what one wanted, although few people could afford to. Those
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who could were mostly former business owners who either got a huge lump sum at retirement or still received
some profits. This cousin of my grandma seemed to be one of them. She bought us eight little steamed stuffed
buns, which cost twenty-five times as much as they had before. After so many months of humble food, what a
lovely change and luxury this was! The memory of those buns still makes my mouth water. My grandmother was
happy, too. Even her daughter and son-in-law could not afford such a treat, although my father was a high-ranking
official in the Communist government. As we walked home after we said good-bye to her cousin, she warned me
not to tell anyone about the buns we had just eaten. I kept my promise.
If I have already confused you by having so many “grandmas,” I must tell you that I had even more
“grandpas.” They were not the husbands of “grandmas” but the brothers and cousins of my mother’s father.
I had ten grandpas, but I only met the fifth, ninth, and tenth. When they came to visit they called my grandpa
Third Eldest Brother. At first I thought they were all brothers, but the “Tenth Grandpa” was, in fact, a cousin of
my grandpa. All the male cousins were counted in sequential order. So it sounded as if their family had more male
children than it actually had, for in Old China it was desirable for a family to have many male children. This was
because males brought laborers into the family while female children only grew up to become laborers for their
husbands’ families.
“Fifth Grandpa” was the poorest of all and the only job he could find was folding paper boxes for a small
factory. This was because his only son had been a pilot in the air force for the Nationalist government of Chiang
Kai-shek and fled to Taiwan before the Communists took over; that disqualified the “Fifth Grandpa” from many
jobs, although he was a good accountant.
As the parents of a “public enemy,” my fifth grandpa and his wife had a hard time surviving in this new
society. They lived with one of her nieces and did all the housekeeping in exchange for room and board. My
mother used to give them ten to fifteen yuan on the three major holidays. Compared to their income, which was
about twenty yuan (ten dollars) a month, the money from my mother was quite a help. My mother kept doing this
until they were finally allowed, by both the Chinese and Taiwanese governments, to join their son in Taiwan in the
mid-1980s. Ironically, now that they live with their son in Taiwan they are the richest of all our relatives, and their
son sends money to my mother periodically.
What is even more interesting and ironic is that, today, Taiwan seems to have eliminated the mass poverty that
my father and many others in his generation wanted to eliminate in China. History often develops in strange
circles, and as the ancient Greek tragedies show, heroes sometimes hurt or even destroyed themselves trying to
avoid an inevitable fate. They saw something they disliked and tried to change it, but got exactly what they did
not want. Had they simply left well enough alone, they might have reached their goals. …
292.167 Excerpt from My Mother Is A Fairy: A Novel\fn{by Danyan Chen (1958- )} Peking, China (F) 7
1
An earthshaking event is usually preceded by another uneventful day. At least that’s my experience.
One evening, Dad sat near the table reading the evening newspaper. Our mailbox was so small that the
postman had to crimp the paper to cram it into the box.
“Tomorrow, we must install a new mailbox,” Dad said every time he peeled open a page from crumple. But
Dad was too lazy, and he never did it.
Mom emerged from the kitchen with the dishes she prepared for the dinner. Tonight the main dish was
mushroom fried with sliced pork, and the latter was quivering on top of the dish as Mom carried it to the table.
“Dinner will be ready in a minute,” she told me, “but you can eat first. The fried mushroom will be good for
you, and you can run faster than a rabbit in your next PE class. Rabbits don’t have fried mushrooms.”
I never liked mealtime because I never felt hungry. Tonight, however, I couldn’t wait. So, I helped set the table.
Mom was in a rush trying to finish her illustrations for the book Red and Black that afternoon, so she was late
getting to the kitchen. I had to finish my dinner before I was allowed to watch the TV series “Growing Pains”.
Besides textbooks, the series was something all my classmates shared. Like many others, I most liked the
prelude of each episode: photos stacked together one by one, showing a baby growing into a man. Even the
parents in the TV series grew up like that. We yearned to grow up quickly, so we wouldn’t have to sit in the
classroom bored to tears.
I liked this TV series so much that I had even become a shutterbug. On my birthday, Dad and Mom gave me a
point-and-shoot camera. After that, I was always taking pictures though I didn’t know much about photography. I
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couldn’t explain, for example, why the pictures I took of Mom were invariably hazy and she never cast a shadow,
while photos of my classmates always came out quite clear.
I poured some wine for Dad. He was a surgeon supporting Mom and me by cutting open people with a scalpel.
Every day he came home from work looking dog tired. He never used his keys. He even never bothered to grope
for his keys. He just banged on the door. Walking into the house, he always wore the look of a man being
crucified.
Dad always had a glass of rice wine at dinner. As soon as the alcohol coursed through his body and his face
reddened, dad seemed rejuvenated. He read the evening newspaper very thoroughly. He even read the missing
persons bulletin tucked away in page corners, as if he wanted to find some information about a missing member
of his own family.
He sat in his special rocking chair, forcefully rocking back and forth. It creaked as it rocked. Dad would tell
Mom what he saw in the newspaper and she would add a few words. When Dad denounced a property
advertisement in the paper as misleading, Mom would say,
“When the ad says it’s only five minutes away from the Metro station, it actually means the time it would take
to fly there.” Mom usually made such off-hand remarks when she was in a rush to finish an illustration. She was a
freelance artist, working at home.
There were three cups on the table. Rice wine for Dad, Sprite for me and Coca-Cola for Mom. I wasn’t
allowed to drink Coke yet because I wasn’t 16. Mom said there was something in the Coke that would stick to the
teeth of a child and turn them black. She said girls should not have black teeth. In ancient China, women all had
black teeth and that was why they always used their hands to cover their mouths when they grinned. Every time
Mom expounded this line, Dad would immediately tell her to stop talking nonsense.
Despite her theories about dental repercussions, Mom ;loved Coke and always drank it with meals. For dinner,
each of us had our own chair and our own cup.
I was filling them as usual when I suddenly realize that I had inadvertently switched Dad’s and Mom’s cups. I
had poured some of Dad’s rice wine into Mom’s cup. I knew Mom never drank alcohol, she wouldn’t even eat the
special dish called drunken shrimps, made with rice wine.
I looked at the golden-brownish wine at the bottom of Mom’s cup. It looked harmless enough. I was
preoccupied with wanting to eat in time to catch the prelude to “Growing Pains”. I sneaked a sip of wine from
Mom’s cup, and did not find much wine taste in it. It was not very different from the Chinese medicine flavor in
the Coke. Dad had looked up from his newspaper.
“Chen Miaomiao, don’t steal your mother’s Coke. Your teeth will turn black.”
I was startled at the harshness of his tone. Mom heard the words and yelled out from the kitchen:
“Chen Miaomiao, don’t drink my Coke.”
A child’s soul is easily scared out of his/her body. As I was flustered by the scolding, the Coke in my hand
rushed into the cup.
“I will be more careful next time,” I thought. Still feeling guilty about the whole episode, I put the big bottle of
Coca-Cola next to Mom’s cup, hoping that would make everything seem normal.
Then Mom brought the rice to the table and sat down. She always sat at the farthest end of the table from my
father because he reeked of wine by dinnertime. Mom took a sip of her Coke.
Right away she turned pale. With the Coke still in her mouth, she pushed away from the table and jumped to
her feet. Her eyes opened wide. She looked at Dad in panic and then spit it out.
Dad jumped up from his chair and lurched forward to grab hold of her. Mom’s body fell gently into his arms,
where she hung like a piece of weightless silk. As ad carried her toward heir bedroom, I saw Mom’s legs floating
in the air like corners of a silk dress flapping gently in a breeze.
Then I noticed something odd. Her feet were slowly turning blue. I was flabbergasted. It looked like something
out of science fiction. I thought I should rush up and help support Mom’s feet, but I was too scared. Then a red
cloth slipper slid off one of her blue feet and dropped to he floor in front of me. I screamed, terrifying even myself
with the piercing sound of my own voice.
Dad carried Mom into their bedroom Under the dim light, I saw Mom’s face was also turning blue. It was so
light, so thin and swaying in the next moment, it vanished as if covered by a piece of blue cloth. Mom’s face
seemed to fade away, leaving her a blue shadow. Dad carefully laid her on the bed and covered her with a quilt.
I dared not move any closer, neither did I want to stay too far behind by myself. I looked back at the table and
saw a white wisp of steam rising from Mom’s rice bowl. I\fn{ The text has: It} imagined Mom would soon rise in an
apparition of steam.
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I grabbed a corner of Dad’s shirt and pressed myself lightly against his back. My heart was thumping and I felt
cold. I saw Mom’s hands. They still looked as slender as before. But they were blue now and clenched tightly.
“Don’t be afraid, Chen Miaomiao,” Dad said, holding one of my hand[s]. His hand was very cold and clammy.
“What’s wrong with her?”
“She must have taken some wine. She should not drink wine,” Dad said.
“Is she drunk?” I asked. “Let’s rush her to the hospital.” Dad held me and looked at me for a long moment.
Then he spoke.
“Chen Miaomiao, don’t be afraid,” he said. “Today you have discovered our family secret and you should
never tell this to anyone. Your Mom is not a real human being.”
Mom not a real human being? Then what was she? I was stunned and baffled.
“She is another kind of being, other than human. Ours is a very large world.”
“Are you saying that Mom is a ghost?”
The image of Casper came into my mind, but that was just an animated movie. That wasn’t real. But me, I was
real. I was a student at the Primary School attached to the Shanghai No. 1 Teachers’ School. How could I see
ghosts?
“Another kind of being.” Dad said, correcting my reference to ghosts. “Another kind of human being.” Then
he lightly held my hands.
“You needn’t be afraid. She would never hurt you. She is not the kind of ghost you are thinking about.”
“Then what is she?” I asked.
“Another kind of human being that belongs to another space. Our world is like a beehive and there are many
holes. Different human beings live in different holes. Mom is the human being from another hole. They don’t hurt
our form of human beings. Has your Mom ever hurt you?”
“But she looked just like a real human being,” I said, recalling her normal image in my mind.
“But she’s not real[ly] human. Look!”
Dad raised his hand to point to Mom, and the little wind stirred up by the motion of his sleeve made Mom’s
body flutter in the air. Dad rushed to close the door and windows to prevent her from being blown away. She was
so light. Luckily, she was under a heavy quilt. She was just like a hydrogen air balloon covered by a quilt.
It was me who had made the awful blunder that had caused this. Dad said alcohol was Mom’s bane. Once she
touched or even smelled it, she would immediately betray herself.
The door and windows of their bedroom were all tightly closed, but I felt a kind of chill there that I had never
experienced before. It was like a cold draft emitted when the door of a refrigerator was opened. The chill was
coming from Mom’s bed. There was also a sort of sweet, fishy smell that made me feel sick to my stomach. Mom
was like a piece of ice emitting a strange odor.
Dad’s body was very warm. I leaned against his soft stomach while he held my hands.
“Did she give birth to me?” I asked.
“Yes,” said Dad.
“Then, am I a human or a blue human?” I asked, fearing to hear the response. Dad answered,
“Thank heavens, you are a real human child.”
He looked at me. His eyes were enlarged behind his glasses. They were so big and the black pupils were
staring straight into me. I wondered what more horrifying secrets my father had to tell me.
I looked back hard at him. What if Dad wasn’t a real human either? He knew everything. And if I didn’t ask,
he wouldn’t tell m anything. How would I know he was not a blue man?
I screamed and jumped away from him, in the process losing my balance and falling into Mom’s bed. I didn’t
feel as though I was crashing into anything, but as my body hit, I heard a very feeble groan from beneath the quilt.
It sounded like the woeful mew of a kitten in distress. I was aware of the cold and the fishy, earthy smell that
reminded me of the time Li Yuchen and I killed an earthworm. I leapt up and ran out of the room. a large shadow
loomed behind me. It was Dad.
I screamed again. Dad caught hold of me from behind. His body was warm.
“I’m not a blue man!” he shouted. “I’m not a blue man. Like you, I am a real human. We are real human
beings.”
We walked back into the lounge. Shaken, I pointed to the wine bottle on the table.
“Drink it,” I said, surprised by the force of my demand. “Drink it to prove you are real.”
Dad took a swig from the bottle. Almost immediately, his face turned red. He was not a blue man, certainly
not. Then, I remembered that Dad always drank rice wine every evening and never turned blue.
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I wanted to drink the wine, too. I wanted to prove that I too was a real human. Anticipating my thoughts, Dad
handed me the bottle.
“Take a sip,’ he said. Don’t be afraid. You tasted it earlier. You need to take another sip now.”
The rice wine tasted bitter, pungent, like cough medicine laced with pepper powder. I just took a small sip. The
liquid burned as it went down my throat. My eyes began to swell and my sight became blurred. I wasn’t turning
blue, was I?
I reached out my hands and put them under the table lamp. They looked normal. I took another, bigger sip of
wine and soon my whole body felt like it was on fire. I lifted up my clothes and my tummy looked very pale in
the lamplight. There was no sign of blue.
“Am I turning blue?” I asked Dad.
“No, Chen Miaomiao,” he said.
But why did Mom turn blue? How cold that blue mass be my Mom? A genuine sorrow began to overwhelm
me. Mom used to be such a funny person who often talked about some meaningless things. Her fingers were
always cold. Bu she was such a gentle person. In winter, before her hands would touch my body, she would try to
warm them first.
But where was she now? She had been turned into something alien and frightening to me.
I began to cry.
“Don’t cry, don’t dry,” Dad said, holding me in his arms. “That’s why your mother never throws a shadow in
photos. The camera tells the truth. Mom is just like a paper-thin cloud that hardly registers on film.” He told me
Mom would be back to her old self in the morning and I could ask her all the questions I wanted.
“Does that mean you have seen her like this before?” I asked. Dad nodded.
“When our Mom was about to give birth to you, she refused to go to the hospital because they use ethanol
there and that’s a form of alcohol.”
To think that Dad and Mom had hidden this from me for so many years! I couldn’t collect my thoughts. I
didn’t know what to think.
“Are you afraid?” I asked Dad.
“Yes,” he replied. “But I have no way out.”
“What are you afraid of?” I asked, pressing the question harder because I still had the feeling he was
concealing something from me.
Dad said that he was afraid that he would end up like Xu Xian.\fn{ The translator here inserts the following note: Xu
Xian is the hero in a famous Chinese legend who had a romance with a white snake fairy and the couple experienced many hardships }
Ah! Suddenly it all became clearer. Mom was just like the white snake fairy, who always shied away from
alcohol. Once touched by alcohol, it would show its original shape. So, things said in fairy tales could happen in
real life. Was Mom as kind and capable as the White Snake? Could she become invisible? Could she fly? Could
she conjure things she wanted out from the air?
I wanted to take a leak and asked Dad to accompany me to the bathroom. I was a big girl now, so
Dad turned his head away to avoid the embarrassment of looking at me while I was peeing. But I made such a
loud spurting sound that I felt embarrassed.
Still, I didn’t dare stay in the bathroom alone. Mom’s red toothbrush mug stared at me like a big Mexican bird
perched in front of the mirror. Mom’s pink towel was hanging on the rack, and I swore it gave itself a little shake.
Looking at what used to be just ordinary things, I first felt an aching in my heart and I began to shiver. Suddenly,
all Mom’s things seemed to have a spirit in them. Dad said,
“Don’t be scared you are my child and I will protect you.”
Actually, I wasn’t feeling scared anymore. I was feeling agitated. Across the sitting room and down the
corridor, I could see Mom in her bed. She was still blue. Her face was blurry. She was lying quietly underneath
the printed cloth quilt. Was this really the woman who had always been so understanding and kind-hearted with
me?
I saw her hand move a little. It reminded me\fn{ The text has: my} of the times she touched my body and I felt a
warmness in my heart. Just then, a finger from Mom’s hand shook and a tiny blinking blue blob began to fly
towards me like a small moth. It stopped in front of me. It was an embroidered blue flower from a French clothing
label that Mom particularly liked.
I opened my hands and the little flower landed on my palm. It was wet and cold, like ice.
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I let out another scream and threw off the flower from my hand. Dad, who by this time had had more to drink
than usual and was slumped in a chair, jumped to his feet as the little blue flower dropped to the carpet and melted
into a splotch of water.
That night Dad sat at my bedside as I went to sleep. At midnight, I heard the sound of someone opening the
door of our little storeroom. Since it wasn’t used too often, the door squeaked loudly. I raised my head and saw
Dad still sitting on the edge of my bed, with his head slumped in deep sleep. If Mom came to eat me I thought,
she would have to removed Dad first, and that wouldn’t be an easy job. He reeked of wine.
Before I fell asleep again, I scolded myself. In ancient times, a child would offer himself as a sacrifice to a
tiger in order to save his father. But see what I had done! The shame was on me.
2
When I woke up, the whole room was already flooded with sunshine. I could hear cars running along Nanjing
Road W.\fn{Nanjing Road West} outside there, and the policeman standing in the middle of the road blowing his
whistle.
Mom was sitting on the floor, looking at me. She looked again like ever before. A little thinner though, her
eyebrows were quite light and there was a red beauty spot. She was wearing a large white tee shirt embroidered
with a little, light bluish flower. The same hue as Mom had been last night. I grasped my quilt up around me and
shouted out:
“Quick, Dad, come here!” Dad was still asleep, no doubt reeling from the effects of too much drink the night
before.
“Don’t be afraid of me,” Mom said. “I’ll never hurt anyone.” She clapped her hands, then showed them to me.
There was nothing in her hands and even her fingernails all looked quite normal.
I was still skeptical. Even a wolf knew how to disguise itself as an amiable granny. She stuck out her tongue to
show me. There was no fresh blood on it. Mom said,
“What can I say so that you will believe me?” she thought a moment aqnd then said,
“Our bodies are cold, somewhat like the ice cream but not sweet. Meanwhile, human bodies are warm,
particularly when they have drunk wine. The wine kindles fire in their bodies. So, when we touch human beings,
it’s like putting ice cream under the sun. You see, it is we who are afraid of human beings, not the other way
around. You really don’t have anything to be afraid of from me.”
Mom was another kind of being, just as Dad said. She told me blue hmans could fly, and lived in another
space, with fairies and mermaids. Her kin were more fragile than our human form, making them susceptible to
being blown away by a mere zephyr of air. While we humans could not enter the realm where they lived, they
could enter our world but only at [a] specific time in a day. They could walk and they could fly. In a way, they
were superior to us.
“Is this all true?” I asked her.
“It is,” Mom said. “You are my child. Why should I lie to you? You can look into my eyes and see if it is true.”
Mom leaned toward me. Her brown eyes were soft and honest.
“My child, never should you be afraid of me,” she said. “I can do a lot of things for you that other moms
cannot do for their children.”
“Like what?” I asked.
She stretched out a hand and grasped at the air. Then, finger by finger, she opened her hand. In her palm was
an electronic chicken that Dad had\fn{ The text has the incorrect tense: has} refused to buy for me despite my repeated
beging.
“How about this?” said Mom, with a slightly smug expression on her face. She handed me the toy, then got up
to fetch a banknote from a drawer. She folded it into an origami crane put it on here palm and blew at it.
“Abracadabra, abracadabra. Fly to the white and blue department store on Huaihai Road,” she chanted softly.
Hen she opened a window and floated the drane into the air outside. Mom turned to me and said,
“We can’t take anything from a store without paying. That would be stealing. I won’t do bad things just
because others can’t see it.”
I held the toy chicken in my hands. In Aladdin and the Wonderful Lamp, the hero was helped by a genie, and in
Pinocchio the puppet was befriended by a fairy. How I had always admired those tales of magic. I had never
expected to discover one day that my Mom lived in such a fairy-tale realm.
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Mom sat there and suddenly she started to laugh without uttering a sound. Her whole face was laughing, her
eyes shone, her face glowed and her eyebrows were raised like two birds flying in opposite directions. She
blinked at me as though amused by my thoughts, which she must have been able to read.
Suddenly, Mom put a hand to her eye and a blue flower appeared where her eyeball had been. The eyeball was
now in her hand. She kneaded it to soften it and produced another small blue flower. In the middle of the flower I
saw a blinking eye. Mom said,
“Abracadabra, abracadabra, go to the primary school near Jing’an Temple.” And with those words, the flower
flew away. Then Mom said to me,
“I see a large room, where someone is cutting up a frog with many children looking on . Blood is oozing from
the frog. It’s unbelievable that anyone can treat a frog like that.” I said,
“It’s not us. It’s the biology teacher. In the future, there will be thousands of frog souls haunting him. I hate
killing frogs.”
Mom knew my favorite animal was the frog. She withdrew into silence for a few minutes before talking to me
again.
“Your friend Li Yuchen is doing her English homework,” she said. “My heavens, she’s biting her pencil!”
“That’s because she hates the homework,” I said.
Li Yuchen was my best friend. She lived nearby so we always went to school together and we both sat in the
fourth row of the classroom. She was a small, skinny girl, and her eyes always blinked fast, just like a little rabbit.
Although I didn’t consider her my soulmate, I still liked her. She was a good student, but like me, she loathed
homework.
“Then she must be a gifted child,” my mother said. “Under the pressure of homework, her talent is being
squeezed out through her teeth. That’s why she bites pencils.”
Her parents were divorced and she lived with her father. She was a bit like a homeless kid, which was perhaps
why I was drawn to her. I had ried to be friends with the best students in the class but so many of them were
selfish and condescending. So I had turned to the underdogs to find friendship. Li Yuchen was one of them and
she had proven to be a loyal friend. Though I didn’t escape the periodic feeling that I was doing all the giving.
“Kids with divorced parents are all like that,” I said.
“What if your father and I got a divorce?” Mom asked. Her remaining eyeballsrutinized me.
“You won’t, will you?” I asked.
“But what if we did?” Mom persisted.
“I don’t know,” I repeated, unhappy with the turn of the conversaton. “Don’t say those kinds of things.” Mom
sighed and said,
“Your teacher Wang has scalded her foot while prepaing hot milk for your classmates. She’s hopping around
on one foot.” Then I realized that Mom’s other eyeball had been transported to our classroom. I shook my head in
disbelief.
“Could you have a look in the boys’ toilet?” I asked. Mom was startled.
“Why do that?” she asked.
“Nothing, just curious,” I said. “I am just curious what boys look like.” Mom shook her head and said,
“Chen Miaomiao, you have a dirty mind.” I could not help but laugh. I kndw every corner of our school except
the boys’ toilets and wondered what they look like inside.
“They have white tiles and short wooden doors,” she said, reading my mind.
“Hmmm, almost the same in the girls,” I thought. Then Mom turned more serious.
“I cannot tell you how boys look when they stand up and pee. Once girls learn those things, they stop growing.
You are already too short.”
Mom winked and the flower on her eye turned back into an eyeball. Wow, Mom was fabulous! She was better
than the fairy in Pinocchio and the genie in Aladdin. I knew now that she wasn’t a monster who would eat me.
She would always be on my side.
Mom looked at me, all smiles. She used to have a slight sadness in her face, like a glass pane that hadn’t been
cleaned for some time but now her face was clear and glowing as I had never seen it before. In her joyful face
there was beauty.
“Can you also fly?” I asked.
Mom blinked once and then slowly elevated. She floated across the room. She had taken flight without any
sudden movement. Not like little birds who flapped their wings hard before they took off. Mom touched the
ceiling, all the while smiling down at me.
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“Dad!” I shouted out, but Mom quickly hushed me. She floated over where Dad was still fast asleep. Looking
closely at his face she grimaced. She would never do that if Dad were awake. But he continued in his deep sleep,
unaware of what was going on.
I laughed at the scene. Then Mom kissed Dad on his face and began to mimic Dad, closing her eyes as though
intoxicated. She would never have dared to do that had he been awake. I burst into a fit of laughter. Dad stirred,
and Mom, startled, floated higher like a wisp of smoke. She pointed at the bulb in the overhead light.
“My goodness,” she said, “it’s so dirty. I must clean that today.”
“That doesn’t sound very exciting,” I said. Mom was all smiles.
“Chen Miaomiao,”she stifled a giggle and said, “you are lazy. Someday the home you live in will be messy.”
Mom was floating about in the room, finding a cobweb above the curtains and dust in the picture rails on the
wall.
“Mom, can I fly with you?” I asked.
She approached me from above and grasped me by the hand. Her touch was warm. Then she cuddled me in my
bed. She smelled somewhat like a freshly cut cucumber. I felt warm inside.
My bed seemed to be becoming smaller and narrower. Suddenly I found myself looking at things stored on top
of the wardrobe. There, amid some dust were some paintings Mom had abandoned when half done but loathed to
throw away.
My head hit something hard. I looked up and found myself staring at the ceiling. I was flying!!! Mom and I
hovered along the ceiling as we floated about the house. We were like two birds. Accidentally, we bumpd into the
ceiling light.
“Oh, don’t let it drop!” Mom cried out.
Peeking out the louver window, I could see the intersection of Nanjing Road and Shaanxi Road below. The
whistle-blowing young policeman stood with a straight back on the round podium in the middle of the
intersection, directing traffic. What would he think if he saw a girl flying? Would he remember that he had yelled
at me a few days ago when I started to dash across the street, then stopped traffic to usher me across?
“I want to fly outside,” I said.
“No,” Mom said. “We can’t do that. People will see us.”
“But, Mom,” I implored her.
“No,” she said firmly. “Really we can’t do that. In the world of man, we must behave like man. We can’t let
others know that we are different. We vowed that before we came here. Otherwise, we would not have been
allowed to come.” In saying that, I was gently lowered to the floor. Mom came down, too.
“I love you, Chen Miaomiao,” she said. “And when we love, there is a sticky glue that oozes fromour harts. It
binds into feelings.”
*
In her realm, she told me, people never showed emotion because they didn’t have feelings. Their hearts were
made of light crystals. They never got angry or expressed joy. They never fought or loved. They didn’t even talk
and had no language. Light as air, they floated about with the wind as their music.
Her people came to our world in search of feelings. Mom said she wanted to glue herself to Dad and me.
“I waited for many days to come here,” she said. “After a group of us arrived, we hid in an unoccupied old
church of red bricks. It was very quiet there. The angels in the church were also of our kind. We had to stay there
a while to get used to the strong heat of this world. Most of us lost weight.
“We came out at dusk because we were afraid of the sunshine,” she said. “We flew into the big tree outside and
played there. We held onto leaves, swinging and singing. People under the tree could not hear us singing and
could not see us either. They thought it was the rustling of the leaves. Those were people who would not have any
paths crossing with ours. Those who did look up trying to find something beyond the leaves were either poets or
lost souls looking for love. They could hear the faint sounds of song.
“From the tree, we looked down at the faces below us deciding who was the most handsome. That was the
precondition for us to falol in love with a human. We tended to love puzzled faces because puzzlement is also a
form of feeling. If it whizzed towardour hearts likie an arrow, then a sticky substance would ooze frommy heart,
and bit by bit, a feeling would be stuck together.
“I fell in love with your Dad just like that,” she said. “Your father was a university student. Every Saturday
after school, he waited for the bus home under that tree. He was attending the First Medical Institute, but also
wrote poetry. His eyes looking upward were the stickiest thing in the world.”
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As she spoke, a red light crossed her face, just as the blue had done he day before. It was the first time I had
ever heard how my parents had met. I felt proud to be their child.
Mom said her heart became sticker when I was born. Her words reminded me of the princess mermaid in H. C.
Anderson’s fairy tale. The little mermaid wanted to be a human being. Mom told me once she dived into the
depths of the sea and saw princess mermaid there. But she was an unhappy mermaid because no human had fallen
in love with her.
“Where’s that tree?” I asked.
“At the terminus of Bus Route 49, in front of the church. I will take you to see it someday,” Mom said. “It’s the
gravestone of your parents’ love.”
“Stop talking nonsense,” I replied, imitating my father’s tone. I realized now why she often had difficulty
expressing herself with the right words.
Then I heard movement behind us. Dad was standing at the door At the sight of him, Mom’s smile vanished.
Standing at the door, Dad looked at us for a quite long while and then said he wanted to divorce Mom.
I was stunned.There had been no quarrels, no fighting. It wasn’t a question of another woman in his life. There
had been no disharmony in the household. I didn’t understand and I stared at my father in complete disbelief.
Sensing my shock, my father took a gentler tone. He said he and Mom had agreed on the day I was born that
they would divorce once I learned the truth about Mom. Though alienated from one another for years, they had
endeavored to cover it up. He said they wanted me to grow up as a normal, happy child.
I was too stunned to speak. Suddenly nothing in my life seemed real. It had never been real. I pinched myself
hard and it hurt badly. I was not dreaming.
Dad gazed at me sadly and said no more Mom leaned against the door frame, also silent. She just looked at me
and Dad, her eyes as wide and engaging as those of a teddy bear in a store, hoping someone would come to buy it.
We used to be a family. Now all was lost. How could life continue here? …
186.161 The Diary Of Hongxue\fn{by Hongxue (1958-1975)} Henan Province, China (F) 7
27 February—Heavy snow
How happy I am today! My wish has come true again: I’m back in hospital.This time it wasn’t too hard, but
I’m suffering so much already!
I don’t want to think any more. “Who am I? What am I?” These questions are useless, like everything about
me: my brains, my youth, my quick wit and nimble fingers. Now I just want to have a good, long sleep.
I hope the doctors and nurses will be a bit lax, and not check the wards too diligently on their rounds this
evenIng.
The hospital room is so warm, and comfortable to write in.\fn{ The author was routinely beaten and sexually abused by
her father. Her mother said to her: “For the security of of the whole family, you must put up with it. Otherwise, what will we all do?”
Believing she had no place of safety, according to a letter signed by her in the box that contained this diary, she repeatedly caused herself
injury so that she might be admitted to a local hospital, rather than live in her home }

*
2 March—Sunny
The snow has melted very quickly. Yesterday morning it was still pure white; today when I ran outside, the
little snow left had turned a dirty yellow, stained like the fingers of my fellow patient Old Mother Wang, who
smokes like a chimney.
I love it when it snows heavily. Everywhere is white and clean; the wind traces patterns in the surface of the
snow, hopping birds leave delicate prints, and people too, unwittingly leave beautiful tracks. Yesterday I sneaked
outside several times. Dr Liu and the head nurse scolded me:
“You must be crazy, running outside with a high temperature! Are you trying to kill yourself?”
I don’t mind what they say to me. Their tongues may be sharp, but I know they are soft underneath.
It’s a pity I don't have a camera. It would be nice to take a picture of the landscape blanketed in snow.
*
17 April—Sunshine (wind later?)
There is a patient here called Yulong: her chronic rheumatism brings her to hospital several times a year. Nurse
Gao is always tutting sympathetically, wondering how such a pretty, clever girl could have got such a troublesome
illness.
Yulong treats me as a dear younger sister. When she is here, she keeps me company in the courtyard whenever
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I can leave my room (patients aren’t allowed to visit other wards. They are afraid we’ll infect each other or affect
the treatment). We play volleyball, badminton or chess, and chat. She won’t let me get lonely. When she has
something nice to eat or to play with, she shares it with me.
Another reason I like Yulong is that she’s very pretty. A long time ago I heard somebody say that friends start
looking alike after some time. If I could have half Yulong’s beauty, that would be good enough. It’s not just me
who likes Yulong, everyone else does too. If she needs something done, everyone is willing to give her a hand.
She also gets special favours that other people don’t. For example, her sheets are changed twice a week rather
than once, she is allowed to have visitors in her room, and she never has to wait for a nurse’s attention. The male
nurses always find a reason to hang about her room. I’m sure Yulong gets better food too.
I really envy her—as Old Mother Wang says, her face is her fortune. Old Mother Wang doesn’t like Yulong,
though. She says she’s like the fox fairy in the legends, who lures men to their deaths.
I got up secretly to write, but Dr. Yu found me on her night rounds. She asked if I was hungry, and invited me
to have a late-night snack. She said that a full stomach would help me sleep.
In the duty room, Nurse Gao lit the stove and started to prepare noodles with crispy fried green onions.
Suddenly there was a power cut. The only light came from the stove. Dr. Y u hurriedly went to check on the
patients with a torch. Nurse Gao carried on cooking. She seemed to be used to doing things in the dark, and very
soon the scent of fried onions filled the air. Kind Nurse Gao knew I loved crispy onions, so she picked out two
spoonfuls of them specially for me. Soon the power came back on and Dr. Yu returned and the three of us settled
down to eat. While I was enjoying my second spoonful, I told Dr. Yu how Nurse Gao had spoiled me by picking
out the onions specially. Suddenly, Dr. Yu pushed away my spoon and asked urgently,
“Have you swallowed any?” I nodded, puzzled:
“This is my second spoonful.” Nurse Gao was also bemused.
“What’s wrong? Why are you frightening us?”
Dr Yu pointed anxiously at the crispy onions scattered on the floor. Among the green onions were countless
dead flies, burned to a crisp. The flies had been drawn out of hiding by the heat and light of the stove. Weakened
by the winter, they dropped into the pot. In the darkness, nobody had noticed.
Dr. Yu and Nurse Gao quickly found some medicine. They had two pills each and I had four, washed down
with glucose solution. The noodles, which had smelled so wonderful, were tipped into the toilet. They tried to
reassure me that I would not get sick.
My head is full of those flies I swallowed. Did I break their bones and crush their bodies with my teeth? Or did
I swallow them whole?
Goodness! But I’ve written a funny little story!
*
21 April—Light rain
I have decided to keep a baby fly as a pet.
Last Sunday I did not have any drip treatment, so I slept well until I was woken by a soft, shivery feeling on
my skin. Only half awake, I felt too lazy to move, and lay there wondering where the feeling came from.
Whatever caused it was still there, moving busily up and down my leg, but it didn’t disturb or scare me at all. I
felt as if a pair of tiny hands was gently stroking me. I was very grateful to that pair of little hands, and wanted to
know whose they were. I opened my eyes and looked:
It was a fly! How horrible! Flies are covered with sewage and germs! But I never knew that the feet of a fly
could feel so soft and gentle, even if they are dirty.
For several days, I waited for those “little hands”, but they did not come again. While I was being X-rayed
after a barium meal this morning, I suddenly thought of the time I visited the specimen room in the hospital, and
of the little animals the doctors raised for medical experiments.
I could raise a clean fly! Yes, I would find a baby fly and keep it in my mosquito net.
*
25 April—Overcast
It is very hard to find a baby fly. The world is full of big flies, buzzing all over the place, landing on the
filthiest, smelliest things, but I don’t dare touch them. I really want to ask Dr. Zhong for advice; he is a biology
expert, and would definitely know where to find a baby fly. But if I ask him, he’ll think I'm mad.
*
8 May—Sunny
I’m so tired, so very tired. Two days ago, I finally caught a baby fly. It is very little. It was struggling in a
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spider’s web on a small apple tree in the thicket behind the canteen. I covered the fly and web with a gauze bag
made out of a face mask, and took it back to my room. As I was passing the treatment room, Nurse Zhang asked
me what I’d caught. I blurted out the first thing that came into my head, that it was a butterfly, then hurried back
to my room and dived into my mosquito net.
As soon as I was inside, I slowly opened the gauze bag. To my surprise, the gauze fibres had unstuck the
spider’s web, and the baby fly could move freely. I thought it must be very tired and hungry after having been
stuck for goodness knows how long, so I ran to the duty room, stole a little bit of gauze, and poured some glucose
solution on to it. Then I ran to the kitchen and picked a piece of meat from the pot of leftovers.
When I got back to my mosquito net, the baby fly seemed not to have moved. Its tiny wings were waving
feebly; it looked hungry and tired. I put the meat down on the sugared gauze, and gently pulled it close to the
baby fly.
Just then I heard the sound of the medicine trolley. It was time for the afternoon treatment. I had to find
something to cover the fly with, I couldn’t let it be discovered. I like collecting little containers, so it was very
easy for me to find a box with a transparent plastic lid in which to put the fly and its gauze “nest”. I had just
finished doing this when Nurse Zhang pushed the trolley in. Nurse Zhang said,
“What about your butterfly then? Let’s see if it’s pretty or not.”
“I … I thought it wasn’t very pretty after all, so I let it go,” I lied, stammering.
“Never mind, next time I’ll catch you a beautiful one,” he consoled me.
I thanked him, but wished he would hurry up and leave. I was worried about my baby fly.
It’s much harder to keep a baby fly than a kitten. Everybody likes kittens, so if you have a kitten, many people
will help you. But nobody likes flies. I’m worried that someone might kill it, or that it will escape. I haven’t dared
venture outside for exercise for the last few days because I’m afraid the baby fly will have an accident. I can’t
sleep easily at night either because I’m worried the doctors and nurses will chase the fly away. I listen for their
footsteps, and thrust my arm out of the mosquito I net before they come in, so that they can take my pulse and
temperature without lifting the net. It’s been like this every day, for several days. I am really so very tired.
This is much better than sleeping at home, though. Besides, my baby fly really looks much better now. It’s
growing very slowly, it hardly seems to be getting any bigger. But that’s fine, I don’t like those big, green-headed
flies at all. The baby fly is always landing on me: I love the gentle, sometimes ticklish feeling on my skin. I like it
too when it plays on my cheeks, but I don’t let it kiss me.
*
11 May—Sunny
I haven’t had to have any drips for the last few days. Dr. Zhong says they’ll keep me in for a few more days of
observation, and a new treatment. I don’t care what they do, so long as I can stay here and not go home.
My baby fly is wonderful. I’ve made a house for it, where it can be safe, and move around too: it’s a gauze
cover, the sort the canteen uses to cover the food. The head cook gave it to me because I said that I had to have
drips every day and couldn’t have meals at the regular times and wanted something to stop flies and bugs
crawling all over my food. The head cook is a good person. He agreed at once, and even sewed on a little gauze
bag especially for me to keep clean bowls and utensils in. And so the little fly has its own special house, but the
most important thing is that he is very safe there. Nobody would suspect that there was a fly inside an anti-fly
cover. Also, I don’t have to run to the canteen to get food for it: it can enjoy my rice and vegetables with me. I can
sleep in peace again.
It’s beautifully sunny today. I put the fly in its house at the foot of my bed, and borrowed Old Mother Wang’s
magnifying glass to watch it eating sugar.
The fly looks like a little old man under the microscope—it’s hairy all over! I was so startled, I had to put
down the magnifying glass in a hurry. I don’t want to see it looking so ugly. Seen with the naked eye it’s ever so
cute: its body is tiny, you can’t say for sure whether it’s gray, brown or black (maybe it’s patterned); its wings
glitter in the sun like two little diamonds; its legs are so slender they make me think of a dancer’s legs; its eyes are
like small glass balls. I have never managed to find its pupils; it never seems to look at anything.
My baby fly looks really funny on the sugared gauze: its front feet busy all the time, moving back and forth,
rubbing together, like people do when they wash their hands.
*
9 June—Cloudy, clear later
I’ve been feeling very faint for the last couple of days, but when it’s time for the daily examination, I don’t
have a high temperature, and my blood pressure isn’t particularly low either. Today, I could hardly see the shuttle-
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cock when I was playing badminton with Yulong; once, I almost collapsed trying to return her serve. My vision is
blurred, everything seems to have a flickering shadow. Luckily, Dr. Zhong was on duty today. When I spoke to
him about the situation, he said that I would have to go back to the main hospital for another blood test.
Okay, I won’t write anything more. I am seeing double.
I can’t see my baby fly properly either, he’s too small. Today, there seem to be two of him.
Nurse Zhang says he’s going to give me something nice today, but I’m about to go to sleep now and he still
hasn’t come. He must have been teasing. I won’t write any more today, I’m too sleepy. Good night, dear diary.
*
11 June—?
I have only just stopped crying. Nobody knew why I was crying, the doctors, nurses and other patients all
thought I was scared of dying. As a matter of fact, I’m not scared of dying. Old Mother Wang says,
“Life and death are separated by a thread.”
I think that must be right. Death must be like sleep; I like being asleep and away from this world. Besides, if I
died, I wouldn’t have to worry about being sent home. I’m only seventeen, but I think this is a good age to die. I
will be a young girl for ever, and never turn into an old woman like Old Mother Wang, with a face scored with
lines.
I was crying because my baby fly is dead. The evening of the day before yesterday, I had only written a few
lines of my diary when I felt so dizzy I could not carry on. I got up to go to the toilet, then, just as I was about to
get back into bed, I saw a pair of demonic eyes staring at me from the headboard of my bed. I was so frightened, I
screamed and fainted.
Dr. Liu said I was delirious for half a day, shouting all the time about flies, demons and eyes. Old Mother
Wang told all our fellow patients I was possessed, but the head nurse told her not to talk nonsense.
Dr. Zhong knew the reason for my collapse, and gave Nurse Zhang a terrible telling-off because of it. Nurse
Zhang had spent several hours catching a big, patterned butterfly as a present for me. He had pinned the live
butterfly to my bedhead, hoping to give me a nice surprise, never dreaming that I would be scared out of my wits
by it.
While I was delirious, I couldn’t look after my baby fly. In that time, somebody had put things on to my
bedside table that had squashed my baby fly flat in its gauze bag. I had great difficulty finding it, but by that time,
its tiny body was already dried out.
Poor little fly, it died before it had even grown up. I put the baby fly gently into a matchbox I had been saving
for a long time. I pulled out a bit of white cotton wadding from my quilt, and padded the matchbox with it. I
wanted the baby fly to sleep a little more comfortably.
Tomorrow, I will bury the baby fly in the little wood on the hill behind the hospital. Not many people go there,
it’s very peaceful.
*
12 June—Overcast, cloudy later
This morning the skies were dark and gloomy. It was dull gray in the wards too: everything around me
reflected my feelings. I was constantly on the verge of tears, thinking about the little fly, who would never play
with me again.
Dr. Zhong says my white blood-cell count is too low, and that is why I feel faint. From today, I must have three
bottles of a new medicine on a drip; each 500ml\fn{ Five hundred milliliter} bottle takes about two hours, three bottles
will take nearly six hours. It will be so hard to lie here alone, counting every drop of medicine. I will miss my
baby fly.
At noon, the sun came out hesitantly, but it kept ducking behind the clouds. I don’t know if it was
mischievously playing hide-and-seek, or if it was too ill or too lazy to shine down on us. Perhaps its heart was
aching for the baby fly too, and it was crying in secret?
I didn’t finish the drips until after supper, but I did not have much appetite. I wanted to bury my baby fly while
it was still light.
I wrapped the matchbox up in my favourite handker- chief, and, taking the long way round to avoid the duty
room, slipped out of the hospital to the little wood on the hill. I chose a spot next to a rock that could be seen from
below the hill, and planned to bury the fly there. I wanted to use the rock as a gravestone, that way I could easily
see it from the back door of the hospital. The ground was very hard—digging with my hands didn’t work. I tried
using a twig but it was very difficult, so I decided to look for a thicker branch instead. I rested the matchbox on
the rock, and climbed further up the hill to look for one.
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Suddenly, I heard someone breathing hard and a strange moaning cry. Soon after, I saw a woman and a man
rolling around on a grassy patch in the wood. I couldn’t see very clearly, but they seemed to be wrestling. The
breathing sounded like the last struggle of a dying person.
I started shivering with fright. I didn’t know what to do: I’d seen scenes like this in films, but never in real life.
I knew I was very weak, and didn’t have the strength to help the woman, let alone hold back the man. I thought I
had better fetch help. I hurriedly grabbed my matchbox—I could not leave my baby fly there alone—and ran back
to the hospital.
The first person 1 saw when I had reached the bottom of the hill was the head nurse, who had been looking for
me by the door of the hospital. I was so tired, and was panting so hard that I couldn’t speak, but I pointed urgently
at the hill. Dr. Zhong, who had just finished his shift and was leaving the hospital, came out and asked what had
happened.
I didn’t know what to say to make them understand.
“I think someone’s going to die!”
Dr. Zhong ran off up the hill and the head nurse gave me some oxygen. 1 was so exhausted that 1 fell asleep
while 1 was inhaling it.
When 1 woke up, 1 went to the duty room. 1 wanted to know if the woman in the wood had been saved, and
how she was.
Strangely, Nurse Gao, who was on duty, did not tell me anything. She just patted me on the head and said,
“Oh, you …!”
“What about me?” I felt very put out. I still don’t know what happened.
*
13 June—Sunny
I have found a safe place for the baby fly: one of the nurses gave me a box of liqueur chocolates this afternoon.
I love liqueur chocolates: I like piercing two holes in them with a needle, and then sucking out the liqueur (you
can’t suck it out if there’s only one hole). Today, as I was doing this, I suddenly had a novel idea. I could put the
baby fly in a hollow liqueur chocolate, which I could keep in the fridge in the duty office (the head nurse said I
can store food there). And so I laid the baby fly in a liqueur chocolate, which he would certainly have enjoyed
eating. This way, I can visit him often too. I’m ingenious, aren’t I? I am! At least, I think so.
*
23 June—Hot and windy
Yulong will be discharged tomorrow—I don’t want her to go. Leaving the hospital is good for her, of course.
What shall I give Yulong as a leaving present?
*
24 June—Hot and humid
Yulong has left—I couldn’t see her off because I was on a drip. Just before she left she got permission to come
to my room to say goodbye. She gently stroked my hand, which was covered with needle punctures, and spoke to
me affectionately. She advised me not to wash my hands in cold water, but to soak them in hot water instead, so
the blood vessels would heal more quickly.
She also gave me a pair of gloves she had knitted specially for me. She had originally planned to give me them
later, when winter began. She took a good look round my room, piled high with medical equipment, and praised
me for keeping it so clean and tidy.
I asked if she knew what had happened to the woman on the hill. She didn’t know what I was talking about so
I told her about what I had seen. She went very quiet and her eyes filled with tears.
I gave Yulong a picture I had drawn of a beautiful baby fly, which I had framed with old rubber, bits of
cellophane and cardboard. Yulong said she had never seen a fly drawn so beautifully, she also praised the
originality of my frame.
I sent her on her way with good wishes, but secretly hoped she would come back to the hospital soon to keep
me company.
*
16 July—Rain
I would never, ever have imagined that I could have been responsible for ruining Yulong’s life. Today I
received a letter from Yulong in her village:
Dear Hongxue,
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Are you well? Are you still having drips? Your family is unable to look after you, so you must learn how to take care
of yourself. Luckily, the doctors and nurses at the hospital all love you, and so do the other patients. We all hope you
can soon return to where you should be, among your family and friends.
I have been expelled from the military academy and sent back to my village under escort: all the villagers say I have
shattered their hopes.
I have never told you that I am an orphan. My parents died one after the other—one of illness and the other probably
from starvation—not long after I was born. The villagers took pity on me, and brought me up in turns. I lived on food
from a hundred households, and grew up wearing clothes from a hundred families. The village was extremely poor. The
villagers made their own children go without in order to send me to school: I was the first girl from my village ever to
do so. Four years ago, the military academy came to the region to recruit students from among the peasants and
workers. Our Party branch secretary travelled with me through the night to the prefecture army camp to beg the army
leaders to accept me. He said it was the dearest wish of all in our village. The leaders told my story to their comrades,
and I was eventually given special permission to participate in the practical training, and later to join the military
academy.
I studied Russian and Military Communications at the academy, where almost all my classmates came from the
countryside. Because the main admission requirement was the right political background, there were enormous
differences in our levels of education. I was the best student in the class because I had attended one year of senior
middle school. On top of that, I seemed to have a gift for languages, for my Russian marks were always very good. The
instructors in the department all said I had the makings of a diplomat, and that it would be no problem for me to be an
interpreter at the very least. I worked very hard, and never stopped studying on account of the rheumatism that I had
had since I was a child. I wanted to repay the kindness of the villagers who had raised me.
Hongxue, a year ago, I was no longer able to avoid the reality that I had grown up, and I was painfully aware of
being a mature woman. You don’t understand this yet, but you will in a few years.
Little sister, I was the woman you wanted to “save” on the hill behind the hospital.
I wasn’t being hurt, I was with my boyfriend. . .
Dr. Zhong and the others sent us to the Department of Military Discipline. My boyfriend was locked up and
interrogated, and I was sent back to the hospital under house arrest because I needed medical treatment. That night, my
boyfriend, who had a very strong sense of honour, killed himself. The next day, officials from the Department of
Military Discipline, the Public Security Bureau—and other departments too, perhaps—arrived at the hospital to
investigate. They said I had supplied my boyfriend with the “means to commit the crime of making himself dead to the
Party and the people forever” (they said that suicide is a crime). I refused to say I had been raped and swore undying
love to my boyfriend instead.
The price I am paying for my love is to be back in this poor village as a peasant. The villagers shun me now—I
don’t know if there is a place for me here.
My boyfriend was a good man, I loved him very much.
I am not writing you this letter because I blame you in the slightest. I know you are still young, you were trying to
save someone out of the goodness of your heart. Promise me not to be unhappy because of this. Otherwise, the price I
am paying will be even higher.
Finally, little sister, are you prepared to answer these questions:
Why are you unwilling to see your father?
What made you think of drawing a fly, and why did you make it so beautiful?
I hope you will be happy and well soon. I miss you.
Yulong
By candlelight, evening, 30 June 1975.

Now I know why many people have been ignoring me recently. They all know about Yulong’s tragic end, and
that I am the culprit, the criminal who has brought her such unhappiness.
Yulong, I have done something unforgivable to you. Who can forgive me?
*
30 July—Oppressive heat before a storm
I have hardly been outside for days. I don’t want to see anybody. Every word of Yulong’s letter has been
carved into my brain. Her questions will not go away:
Why are you unwilling to see your father?
What made you think of drawing a fly, and why did you make it so beautiful?
To answer Yulong, I will have to remember, and return to hell. But Yulong has been banished to hell because of
me. So I must make the journey. I cannot refuse her.
The baby fly is still sleeping in the heart of the liqueur chocolate; nothing more can trouble it now.
When I was looking at it today, I was filled with envy.
*
8 August—Hot
For the last half month it has been constantly hot and humid. I don’t know what is brewing up in the heavens to
bring people down here out in sweat like this.
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I need courage, courage to remember. I need strength, and I need willpower.
Wading through my memories, the pain clings like mud; the hate, which had faded in this white world of
illness, suddenly rushes back.
I want to write back to Yulong, but don’t know where to begin. I don’t know how to answer her questions
clearly. I only know that it will be a very long letter.
For the last three days, I haven’t dared to look in on the baby fly. It talks to me in my dreams—oh, it’s too hot!
*
18 August—Cool
The heavens have given vent to their feelings at last. The autumn skies are high and the air is clean and fresh.
Everyone seems to have heaved a sigh of relief, and expelled the gloom of so many days. The patients, who were
sweltering in the hospital, afraid of the heat, now find reasons to go out.
I don’t want to go anywhere. I have to write to Yulong. This morning, though, I took the baby fly out for a halfhour stroll in a matchbox. But I was afraid that the chocolate would melt and hurt the baby fly, so I put it back in
the fridge as soon as possible.
Yesterday, Dr. Zhong gave me a warning when he did the rounds. He said that even though the results of my
blood test had shown that I had no serious blood disease, my blood was abnormal because of repeated high fevers
and the side effects of the medicine. If I didn’t rest properly, I would be very likely to get septicaemia. Nurse Gao
frightened me by saying that people die of septicaemia. She also pointed out that after ten hours on a drip I
shouldn’t sit at the desk writing, without rest or exercise. Nurse Zhang thought I was writing another essay for the
People’s Liberation Army or Youth of China magazines and asked me eagerly what I was writing about. I have
managed to get several of my essays published and Nurse Zhang must be my most enthusiastic reader.
*
24 August—Sunny
Today I sent a letter to Yulong by recorded delivery. The letter was very thick, so it took all the money I hadreceived for one of my essays to pay for the postage.
I used to dream that my pain could be cleared away somehow, but can I clear away my life? Can I clear away
my past and my future?
I often examine my face closely in the mirror. It seems smooth with youth, but I know it is scarred with
experience: heedless of vanity, two frown-lines often appear, signs of the terror I feel by day and night. My eyes
have none of the lustre or beauty of a young girl’s, in their depths is a struggling heart. My bruised lips have had
all hope of feeling ground from them; my ears, weak from constant vigilance, are unable even to support a pair of
glasses; my hair is lifeless with worry, when it should shine with health.
Is this the face of a seventeen-year-old girl? Just what are women, exactly? Should men be classed in the same
species as women? Why are they so different?
Books and films may say it is better to be a woman, but I cannot believe it. I have never felt it to be true, and I
never will.
Why is this big fly that came buzzing in here this afternoon always landing on the picture I’ve just finished?
Can it be that it knows the baby fly in the picture? I shoo it away but it is fearless. Instead, I’m afraid—what if it
is the baby fly’s mother?
This is serious. I must
*
25 August—Sunny
Yesterday I hadn't finished when it was time for lights out. That big fly is still in my room today. It is very
clever. Every time anybody comes in, it goes into hiding, I don’t know where. As soon as the coast is clear, it
either lands on my picture or buzzes all around me. I don’t know what it’s doing. I have a feeling that it doesn’t
want to leave me.
In the afternoon Dr. Zhong said that if my condition stabilises, the treatment will be proved effective, and I will
be discharged to build up my strength at home on a course of medication. The head nurse said that they will be
very short of beds from the autumn on, so the people with lingering illnesses will all have to leave the hospital.
Go home? That would be dreadful! I’ve got to think of a way to stay on.
*
26 August—Overcast
I hardly slept all night. I thought of many ways out, but they all seem impossible. What can I do?
It’s probably quickest to infect myself with a disease, but access to the contagious-disease wards is restricted.
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Today my head was so full of how to stay on that I missed a step at the canteen. One foot stepped into mid-air
and I fell down. I got a big purple bruise on my thigh and a gash on my arm. When the shift changed, Dr. Yu told
the nurse to dab some more ointment on my arm. She said I had a weak constitution and could easily get
septicaemia, and urged the nurse to watch out for flies when she changed my bandage, saying that flies were great
carriers of disease.
At night the duty nurse said there were flies in my room and he wanted to spray it.
I didn’t want the big fly to be killed, so I told him I was allergic to fly spray. He said he’d swat the flies for me
tomorrow instead. I don’t know where the big fly is hiding. I plan to leave the window open while I’m sleeping so
it can escape. I don’t know if that will save it.
*
27 August—Drizzling
I couldn’t save the big fly. At 6.40 a.m. Dr. Yu came to check the room and swatted it on my picture. Saying
that I wanted to keep the picture, I stopped Dr. Yu from getting rid of the big fly, and put it in the fridge with the
baby fly. I don’t know why, but I’ve always felt they had a special relationship.
I think the wound on my arm is slightly infected. It’s come up in a big red lump, and I’m finding it very
uncomfortable to write. But I told the trainee nurse who changed the bandage that it was all right and there was no
need to apply fresh ointment. To my surprise, she believed me! The long-sleeved hospital pyjama top covers my
arm completely.
I hope this will work.
“Flies are great carriers of disease.” Dr. Yu’s words have given me an idea, which I’ve decided to try out. I
don’t care about the consequences, even death is better than going home.
I’m going to squash the big fly into the cut on my arm.
*
30 August—Sunny
Success! My temperature has been going up and up for the last two days. I feel very ill, but happy. Dr. Zhong
is very surprised at my turn for the worse; he is going to do another full blood test on me.
I haven’t visited my dear little fly for the last few days. I feel like I’ve got cramp all over my body.
Baby fly, I’m sorry.
*
7 September
Yesterday evening I was taken to the main hospital here. I’m very tired and sleepy. I miss my baby fly, I really
do. And I don’t know if Yulong has replied to my letter\fn{ Here the diary ends. Xinran says that included in the box that
contained the diary was a death certificate dated 11 September, 1975, for Hongxue, from septicaemia:H }
1959

39.119 I Am A Young Drunkard\fn{by Sun Gan-lu (1959- )} Shanghai, China (M) 5
1: The Setting
Those people have begun climbing the mountain. Grasping ancient beliefs in their hands. In a mountain valley
of 1959. They stare at a layer of long-awaited clouds passing overhead. The clouds disappear behind the mountain
peak they are about to ascend. Gradually drift into the distance. And wait for them to reach the summit. They stare
up at the clouds again from on high. As they disperse, slipping beyond the horizon. And then. This mountain peak
is given a name.
(i)The very first thing they discover is that layer sliding toward the valley floor. Of withered leaves. They give
them two names. So that when they fall to the bottom of the valley, they can know each other. One of those names
enters the land of dreams. Never to be lost. But to send back a painful message. Enchanting yet another. To guard
this secret of 1959.
(ii) They decide to conclude the memory. Of the first stone they come upon. They present it with music. And
the remaining stones are enriched too. They share in the memory. And wait for the music to save them from
falling into the abyss. This happened before 1959. The meditative heroes act out their sacrifice. Between the river
and the mountain range. Some desolate plants. Have been painted onto the landscape.
(iii) Those who had thought of crossing the river descend the mountain and cross it. They yearn for the taste of
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water. They will have no rest. Those on the mountain ponder. As if contemplating sins. One among them begins to
grow feeble. Because he wants to outlive himself. Thus shame spreads in every direction. Comforting all those
who have descended the mountain. This is the faith of 1959.
(iv) One among them sees the streets below. He searches his soul anxiously. Not planning to tell the others.
None of the others. Of course, he comes first. They have lost the pleasure of being occupied by ordinary affairs.
The arduous emotions they have experienced will never be revealed. They watch the spring gurgle forth. They do
not have the strength to move. Staring silently, they disappear without a trace. This is the offering of 1959.
2: The Characters
Why have I wandered about aimlessly? This is the story I wish to tell you. I am brimming over with poetry
tonight; it is not good. I know this. But there’s nothing I can do: I am brimming over with poetry. This is just the
way I am, tonight. I pretend to be drunk. Actually I haven’t had anything to drink. I open a book. Yours. Mine.
His. I search for a likeness of myself, but of course I can’t find one. In this state, this drunken state, of course I
can find no likeness.
My world is nothing more than a well and several lengths of railing. A bottle of cloudy wine and a few
muddled sentences.
On a sweltering hot summer evening (the precise time being some day in a hundred years) at the Ostrich Bank
(where a wines hop banner once flew), I meet a guest from the north, a self-proclaimed poet who writes sad short
stories and has a melancholy demeanor and robust physique, and I complete this ordinary memory of the kind
referred to by the blind Argentinean.
3: The Story
Straw mats resembling water, earthenware jugs like ice. Inside, the bank is very dark and damp, like all the
confused thoughts filling my brain.
The square counter is so shiny you can see your reflection in it, and that ostrichlike bartender has a frightening
countenance. His expression is somewhere between that of a sage and that of an old bachelor, wallowing in the
satisfying loneliness of thoughts and the hostile detachment of one whose once-active sex life is now dead.
The Ostrich abruptly walks over to us and places two earthenware jugs on the table. He suddenly grabs my
arm:
“Hey! Your color is a bit off! It sure can’t be from drinking.”
Having said this, he withdraws his nose behind the counter and doesn’t make another sound.
We haven’t gotten the snacks to go with our wine. Judging from the people with dubious expressions sitting at
the next table, talk is the drinking snack here. All their heads are bent closely together like chickens pecking at
rice as they discuss something at a high pitch. The poet and I perk up our ears attentively to their discussion. But
they pause suddenly and then stop talking all together before turning their heads toward us and yelling:
“Hey! Talk! Talk! Hey! You! Talk yourselves!”
There is a clamor all around.
“You two, don’t wash down your wine with other people’s conversations. Foolish newcomers! A pair of idiots!
The both of them! A couple of fools!”
Their voices bloated with drunken pride.
“Whether one drinks his fill or not totally depends on whether the talk flows well with the wine, eh!”
The person who adds this “eh” to the end of his sentence deftly shuffles a deck of cards on the side of our table
as he passes by.
“Shall we give it a try?” the poet asks, lifting his wine jug.
“Well, alright.” I shoot a sidelong glance at the Ostrich behind the counter. “What were you doing before you
came south?”
The poet raises his nose high above the back of his chair striking a refined pose and says loudly:
“I kept myself hidden away at home. You should know, the north is crawling with extraordinary people.”
Saying this, he looks arrogantly about at the people in the bank.
The Ostrich’s neck remains calmly erect.
“Here in the south, folks all hang out on the streets,” I whisper. He stretches out his sallow right index finger to
drive home his point:
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“You can't say that just because you hang out on the street, everyone does.”
“Well then, did anyone ever come to find you or pay a visit?” I hastily change the subject.
He explains amiably:
“If anyone came to the door, we would all turn out in full force. Otherwise, we always keep ourselves hidden
away.”
“Do you hide together or scatter about in different places?” I assume this must be a popular game in the north
at the moment and try to pick up some of the basic rules so that I can be the first to play it in the south.
“There are no rules to our hiding.”
The poet taps the side of the wine jug with his finger:
“Either a few of us form a group, or one carves out a room on his own. Sometimes we hide in a conspicuous
place, other times we turn up in very secluded spots. Not hiding is hiding, hiding is not hiding, together is
dispersed, dispersed is together …”
His intoxicating dreamlike whispers and fleeting expression seem constantly to beg for solace. His enticing
melodramatic tone is surprisingly pleasant.
“We move freely in and out of our own lives and the books of others,” the poet adds.
I’m not sure what person he is recalling, but figure he’s just trying to demonstrate his poetic disposition. His
gaze always passes right through you; even if he loved you dearly, he would still look through you. Like a ship
floating by on the current. He has a far away look in his eyes, as if he were always standing proud and aloof:
He is always reciting, his speech like verses from a very colloquial poem. He forever interrupts himself, goes
off on unintelligible tangents, or rambles on and on. His conversation is fragmented, not flowing. In short, he is
unreal but still unforgettable.
“Did you come south to take part in the seasonal celebrations?”
“No, I’m here to take part in the rites of cynicism.”
As we speak, the sarcasm makes the time drag on. The so-called street scene outside the Ostrich Bank is a row
of houses that are not very ancient but yet old enough. Some windows closed, some opened; some curtains still,
some blowing; some people walking, some standing.
The poet drains his wine jug in one swig.
“Between one dream and another are a ceremony and a few rituals. And the rituals and raindrops arrive
simultaneously. In legends, this is how eternity manifests itself.”
I suppose he is trying hard to reconstruct some poetic atmosphere. Dipping his index finger in wine drops, the
poet forcefully writes words on the table:
“Holy water’s edge, banana tip border, time of deep sighs, season of pine branch.”
“A gift for you!”
His way of expressing things reminds one of people who lead parasitic lives. They are elegant and tiresome.
They live in their own fantasies; they are not stingy with time, yet brood over the passing days. They are always
wrapped up in the minute details of their emotions, always gossiping behind the backs of others.
“For example,” the poet bellows, “the subtle difference between a person who is out visiting all over town
from morning till night and a person who roams about spreading gossip and rumors in the lanes of the south or the
alleys of the north makes it difficult for them to distinguish one another. If I were wise enough to lightly jest about
men who diligently masturbate on little stools behind doors or in courtyard corners, I would fly dreamlike through
the extraordinary imaginations of those who, hidden in sidestreets or doorways in the evenings or at midnight,
cautiously kiss. If I were in desperate need of poetry to defend those who lazily pass the day away in bed, I would
have only to bring up the man whom no one has ever met but who tirelessly plays harmonica in shaded places and
street corners, and it would be enough to harmoniously unite those sleep addicts and day dreamers. You may think
that women who stay in their homes year after year, sitting before mirrors attending to their makeup, deserve our
unflagging attention, but the inner lives of old people who sit in armchairs in the sun reading all kinds of
newspapers are even more difficult to figure out. Suppose I were able to appreciate one ten- thousandth of the
happiness of a man tinkering with a clock, I would then have enough courage to patiently sum-marize to a trivial
degree the excessive addiction to cleanliness of those people who endlessly tidy their rooms.”
The poet speaks animatedly, signaling the Ostrich to bring more wine and methodically pacing around the
table.
“Yes, I am immersed in a hatred of an utterly exhausting kind, and my experience appears to tell me that it is
hatred alone that exists in such an infinite way. When I first realized this, I was filled with a hatred for hatred. This
made me both sad and happy. It was as if I could feel the beauty of standing still and letting the world go on.”
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“I have seen your ancestors in a film about nomadic peoples.”
I take advantage of my tipsiness to indulge in a wild fantasy, saying to him cautiously:
"Your ancestors wore full body armor; it was really worthless. They rode those rare, lanky work horses similar
to that of Luoqian. I remember words like heroism and freedom being mentioned in the footnotes.”
“Well then, they must have also mentioned wine, women, and dejected loneliness; these words are naturally
related,” the poet remarks indifferently.
The drinkers at the table next to ours don’t seem to mind the poet’s outspokeness. Yet I begin to wonder whether talk like his is suitable for drinking or not. Holding his wine jug in one hand, the poet gesticulates in the air
with the other. Has he always been like this? Or is he acting this way because he has recently arrived? Or perhaps
all poets have such glib tongues.
“As far as I am concerned, my best years are already behind me; it’s too late for bitter memories transformed
into eloquent words to soothe the pain of old wounds. The world has left me behind in an artful way, and my poems and I stand alone. I no longer know if the starry night is silent or not, I feel only that I have nothing to do. My
years tell me that the wind comes and goes only to tear apart my sentences. My appearance is disappointingly lax,
lines of poetry wait, welled up beneath my pen, to depart or reunite, to love once or desire yet again.”
“It’s always like this when they drink my wine,” the Ostrich at the counter says assuredly.
“How sweet, how sweet, how sickeningly sweet!”
The cardplayer keeps pacing back and forth, making a constant clamor.
“Look,” the poet says confidently and yet resignedly, “I must restrain my free-form way of thinking, I must
throw myself into conversation anew as if throwing myself into a dubious understanding. Within this dubious
understanding, a boy can never mature. He feels that he is forever mired in a weary and painful memory of
maturity. In a rambling discussion such as this, maturity takes on a suffocating feeling that constantly grows
closer, faintly making one sense that potential happiness is always accompanied by naïvete. It leads to a rejection
of maturity. This type of personality forces one to confront oneself alone for the majority of one’s life, and to
confront the poetic loneliness of a self-imposed isolation.”
“There’s reason in this sweetness! There’s reason in this sweetness!”
The muffled sound of cards being shuffled punctuates these shouts.
“I might as well talk about my father,” says the poet.
Only then do I notice his obstinacy.
“He used what he claimed was a non-influencing method to influence his son’s entire life. Father and son
argued during strolls together, aggravated each other at the dinner table, and slandered one another as they dozed
off to sleep. Only in our feelings about women were father and son surprisingly alike. He instructed me: Women
are a lot like books. You feel a familiar strangeness when you read your own book, but a strange familiarity when
you read someone else’s. As I see it, women and books are the same, both employ mystery to hide their dullness.”
“Wine always brings on talk of women, that’s a rule, and it looks like the poet won’t be an exception today.”
Even the card player has stopped shouting his point. With great interest, he presses up against the table.
The poet glances at him disdainfully and goes on:
“Of all my meager poems, half of them were written for women, and the other half were written because of
women.”
“Let’s have a look!” the cardplayer interjects. “As I see it, my poetry is a bit like a pop music concert; there is
a certain upbeat and intoxicating feel to it. My real love life, however, is a string of unrelated short stories that
begin warmly and end in curses.”
The poet gives the cardplayer another contemptuous look, stopping him from interrupting again. He then
finishes in a conclusive tone:
“If one day anyone dares to say he understands women, he will be mistaken.”
“Dull, dull.” The card player jumps off the bench. “This guy’s got no balls, no romance, no sex. He’s
completely dull! Completely dull.” He walks away, accompanied once again by the sound of shuffling cards.
The conversation goes on evasively like this. Words jump about like checkers on a checkerboard. Or like warm
rice wine as it flows and twists in one’s stomach.
“Shouldn’t people speak with themselves more? If they did, would it be possible for a person who understands
himself too thoroughly to become bored?” I say, fully drawn into the poet’s eloquent words.
“To maintain distance is to maintain feeling. Don’t become too intimate with others or with yoursel£ But I’m
different; for someone like me, distance and feeling are both harmful. I want to become close with people. The
most important thing to me is closeness. Only later do you come to judgment and reflection, to sympathy and pity,
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to regret and grief, or anything else. Time has taught me that life must be approached indirectly.”
As I sit listening with rapt attention, I suddenly hear the cardplayer by the door shout:
“It’s raining!”
The crowd grows quiet, and I can clearly make out the sound of the rain, as well as that of the shuffling cards.
I drink and daydream. A piano is playing a melody, and then an orchestra seems to join in somewhere far off. The
tune pauses momentarily, then just as a deck of cards is shuffled, the sound of the rain outside the window pours
into the room. The string section seems damp as it joins in slowly, and the piano’s vibrant tune sounds like
raindrops.
“Rain is a temporary thing,” the poet’s hushed voice interrupts my musings.
“It might be better to say that our impressions are temporary.”
“You’re so young, yet here you are discussing the temporality of imagination so poetically. What kind of
young person are you? How do such heavy words come so lightly from your lips? Isn’t it that you rely on the
brilliance of your imagination to fly directly to the deepest place in time, while I don’t know when I will begin to
step nearer to it? Let me grow older more quickly; it is impossible for me to assume the posture of youth to come
closer to you, so allow me then to meet you at the deepest place in time.”
Listening to the poet, it seems that yet another experience of talking and drinking awaits me somewhere. Only
I don’t know if the cardplayer will be there or not.
The poet’s sallow face makes me realize that he is lost in the chill of deep autumn and the brief moment of
warmth when an evening is still filled with light. This is because he is so smug about how often the word autumn
or images of it appear in his poetry.
“When I was young, I always imagined dying in an ordinary way in a beautiful garden surrounded by tangled
wisteria vines and drooping willow branches. Plants have a certain symbolism for me. If one day I can have my
own corpse pressed between the pages of some handbook of plants, then I will be able to find a peaceful resting
place amid the decay.”
“We’ve got just such a garden here,” the Ostrich behind the counter interrupts suddenly.
“There is one! There is!” the cardplayer joins in at once.
I need to rescue this guest from the north.
“Hey!” I get up shouting, “I need to piss!”
“Our bank is built on a slope; piss wherever you like. It will flow downhill!”
The poet stands up abruptly and motions grandiosely to me:
“Come with me.”
I squeeze my legs together and follow the poet into a narrow corridor leading toward the garden.
“We always have endless corridors and infinite linked gardens. As the years come and go, strolling and
walking along like this stirs up certain magical powers like winds blowing up inside a cave, and the intoxicating
fragrance of the garden makes one feel he is either sleeping alone surrounded by flowers or floating on water.
Walking and dying are equally amazing things.”
“But I have to piss!” I urge him.
“No hurry.” The poet walks along the road excitedly. “Look,” he stops suddenly, “what is this?”
At the end of the corridor, which is covered with carvings and paintings, one can clearly make out a shiny
copper coin.
“A rare thing!”
“This is a bank after all!” I shrug.
“I lived in the north for many years, but never once did I see such a thing. I certainly have not traveled in
vain.” He speaks with great vigor and spirit, as if he had been transformed into a different person: \
“We should hear an echo.”
The poet lifts the copper coin and throws it toward the rays of the setting sun that are shining through the
jumble of trees in the garden.
We calmly discuss the casting period of the copper coin. The poet concludes that a copper coin able to bounce
five feet high on a crushed stone path was certainly cast in the Golden Age. I, however, lean more toward the
waning years of the Dream Age.
Just then, the copper coin suddenly flies off toward the bottom of the slope with a clanking sound. I hesitate,
but the poet takes off down the slope chasing after the coin. As the poet runs, his arms swing back and forth as if
rowing a lone and resplendent dragon boat in the fading evening light. I begin running rather cautiously—I am
still holding in my piss. Before long I fall quite far behind. On this sloped road here in my hometown, the image I
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am so arduously chasing after moves me as if an illusion.
“Hey, you there! Be humble when you take to the road; don’t pass beyond the border of purity.”
At some point, I’m not sure when, the card player has also come sliding around in the mud left by the rain. He
ostentatiously shuffles his cards and spits out sticky sunflower seed shells.
By this time the poet has already run on without a trace. A quack selling aphrodisiacs uses arms as thin as
sticks to wave away the frothy bubbles flying out from his yellow-toothed mouth. At the same time, he casts a
handful of copper coins into the air:
“For love. This is how you should spend money.” He stretches out his neck, blue veins bulging, like some
model revolutionary.
“Strictly speaking,” he insists, “I’m a matchmaker.”
“Did you see a poet?” I go forward and ask. “A poet chasing after a copper coin?”
“Did you say a poet? He’s no longer chasing after the copper coin; halfway down the road he joined several
ascetic monks chasing after a mule in heat!”
I would never have guessed that the poet could give up his goal so easily. I could almost see the mule drawn to
the bitter fragrance of the grasses along the flagstone road, and the ascetic monks and the poet plunging into the
bamboo forest of December.
I was born into poverty and am certainly not sophisticated enough to stand heroically facing the wind,
especially now that the copper coin that had attracted so much attention has rolled to the bottom of the slope.
Below neat rows of seductive willow trees, a group of chess players sits engrossed in the middle of a game. The
copper coin shoots past a blind chess player. Just then he makes a spectacular move and proudly stretches out his
legs, amazingly kicking the copper coin directly into a dark gully by the road.
The poet has gone, never to return. Apparently, I am no more than an insignificant interlude on his trip south.
The evening can no longer hold itself back. I think that I am the only person walking in the moonlight this
night. If I were willing, I could face yet another miracle: changing into an empty vessel—for which a fabricated
story lacking in tension is the precise symbol.
4: Epilog
The people on the raft float down the river.
By the water sits a suave young man, an alluring hero.
41.178 Excerpt from Tibet: Soul Tied To A Leather Buckle: Thus Spake The Tulku\fn{by Tashi Dawa aka Zhang
Niansheng (1959- )} Sichuan Province, China (M) 2
… It’s rare nowadays to hear that slow-paced, simple Peruvian folk song, Mountain Eagle. I have it on tape.
Whenever I play it I see before me the valleys of the plateau, flocks of sheep wending their way through the gaps
left by strewn boulders, the small fields carved into the land in the foothills, the sparse crops, mills beside streams,
small peasant dwellings made from piled stones, the mountain people shouldering their loads, bronze bells around
cows’ necks, lonely little whirlwinds, the dazzling sun.
These are visions not of the plateaus at the foot of the Andes, but of the mountainous areas of Pobunakang in
southern Tibet. I can’t seem to recall whether I’ve seen these things in a dream, or if I’ve really been there. I can’t
remember. I’ve been to too many places.
But one day, in the end, I did arrive in Pobunakang, and discovered that the place in my memory was little
more than a fine pastoral by Constable.\fn{ John Constable (1776-1837), English artist.} It is still a serene mountain area,
but the people who live there are quietly enjoying a modernized lifestyle. There’s a small CAAC airstrip with a
scheduled helicopter service into town five times a week, and a solar energy station close by. At an automatic
petrol station by the entrance to the village of Dreluk there is a small restaurant where I sat at a table with a
bearded fellow who never stopped talking.
He was the managing director of the well-known Himalaya Transportation Company, the first in Tibet to have
a fleet of container lorries, imported from Germany.. I was paying a visit to a local carpet factory, where the technicians use computer technology to design patterns. The satellite relay station transmits five channels, providing
local audiences with thirty-eight hours of television a day.
Despite the fact that modern material civilization has liberated people from traditional ideas and attitudes, the
locals still retain remnants of their ancient mode of expression. I was talking to a village headman with a PhD in
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agriculture, and I noticed that he constantly sucked in air and made the self-deprecating “ luoluo” sound with his
tongue when addressing me. When people asked a favor, they still stuck up their thumb and wiggled it while
repeating “guji, guji,” a word for supplication. On seeing strangers some of the older people from the city would
take off their hats and hold them to their chests, while standing to one side, an expression of sincere respect from
the olden times.
Although the State had unified weights and measures years ago, people in the area still favoured using an
outstretched arm and a slicing movement of the free hand at the wrist, forearm or elbow to indicate a length.
The Tulku Sangje Dolpo was nearing death. He was the twenty-third reincarnation of the Living Buddha at
Djatok Monastery. He was ninety-eight. He would have no successor after he died. This is what made me think of
writing a story about him. I’d had something to do with him before. Perhaps after the system of reincarnations has
died out and all of their religious leaders great and small have disappeared, Tibetan Lamaism (all of its sects)—
one of the weirdest and most mysterious religions in the world—will itself fade away.
On one level, I said to him, material reality determines one’s consciousness.
The Living Buddha shook his head in disagreement. His pupils dilated slowly.
“Shambala,” his lips trembled. “The war has begun.”
According to ancient scriptures, there exists a “Human Pure Land” in the north, a utopia-Shambala. According
to legend the Tantric lore originated there. Sodchad Nampo, the first king, was instructed by Sakyamuni there, and
later he propounded the Tantric teaching of the Kalacakra. According to these records, one day war would erupt
in Shambala, a kingdom surrounded by snowy mountains.
“You lead the twelve celestial divisions into battle. With your force of celestial soldiers and spirit generals you
never look back, galloping forward on your steed. You point your spear at the breast of Halutaimeng, and thrust it
at the head of that demon who leads his forces in opposition to Shambala. And then the hosts of demons are
exterminated.”
This is a description of the last king in the Oath of Shambala. Sangje Dolpo had spoken to me of this war
before. He said that after centuries of fierce fighting, when the demons were wiped out, Tsongkhapa’s tomb at
Gandan Monastery would open and the dharma of Sakya would flourish for another thousand years. Following
this there would be hurricanes and fires and the world would be submerged in a deluge. At the end of the world
there would undoubtedly be a handful of people saved by the gods. Thus, when the world was reborn, religion
would also be revived.
The Tulku was lying on a couch and entering a trance; he spoke to some invisible presence:
“When you have crossed the Gelung Mountains and are standing in the middle of the lines on the palm of
Padmasambhava, seek no further, seek no further. Come to enlightenment in prayer, and from that enlightenment
visions will arise. In the web of lines on Padmasambhava’s palm, there is only one way to the pure land of
humankind and life.”
As though in a trance I had a vision of Padmasambhava leaving the earth in a chariot that descended from the
heavens. Two celestial maidens accompanied him into the chariot, and they flew off to the distant south.
“Two young folk from Khampa have gone in search of the way to Shambala,” the Tulku said.
I looked at him wearily.
“Are you saying today—in the year 1984? Two modern-day Khampas? A man and a woman?”
He nodded.
“Did the man have an accident here?”
“You know about it?” the Tulku asked.
He shut his eyes and gave me a disjointed account of the time the two young people came to the area. He said
they had told him everything that had happened to them on the way. I realized he was reciting a story I had once
made up for myself. I’d never shown it to anyone; it was locked in a chest. He was retelling it virtually word for
word. The setting was the track along the road to Pobunakang up to a village called Jia. It was 1984. The
characters: a man and a woman. The reason I hadn’t shown it to anyone was that not even I knew where they were
headed. But now the Tulku had pointed the way; the only difference being that at the conclusion of my story the
protagonists got directions from an old man in a wine shop. I hadn’t described the directions he gave; not even I
knew at the time. Now, here in his cell, the Tulku had pointed out the way for my characters. Another coincidence
was that both the old man and the Tulku had spoken of the lines on the palm of Padmasambhava.
In the end people entered the cell and gathered around the Tulku. His eyes were half-closed and he gradually
lost consciousness.
Preparations were made for the funeral. The Tulku was to be cremated. I knew people would want to get a
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sharira, one of his remains, as a keepsake. On the way home, after I’d paid my last respects to Sanje Dolpo, I
ruminated on the whole question of a writer’s raison d’etre. …
76.110 Fragrant Island\fn{by Hai Tao (1959- )} Luocheng, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, China (M) 6
Dawn.
The rain finally stopped, after days of a teasing sprinkle now and then. The yawning sun rose very early from
the sea, breathing gusts of warm vapor.
Goose Maiden emerged from an unpretentious stone house, the only one on the island. Standing at the door,
she looked up at the sky and smiled most sweetly, happiness written all over the face of this girl in her early twenties. The weather was gorgeous, the air extremely fresh and pleasant, lightly redolent of grass; everything was as
clean and smooth as if washed the previous night. Happily humming a song, she made for the row of low goose
houses.
Geese streamed buoyantly and clumsily out of them. Those in the front, their wings spread mischievously,
charged forward in an absurd fashion; others stretched their necks to taste the dew on the rock surface with their
long beaks. Their greediness half irritated and half amused her, and she waved her whip with its strip of red cloth
tied to the end. The jostling flock made for the young meadow to the west, disappearing into clumps of grass. She
skipped back to the goose houses to clean them out and refill the troughs. Her spirits were high, for Haizai was
coming that day. She had been very busy the night before loading a hundred big birds, so fat that their protruding
breasts were as wide as their behinds.
The island was a tiny one and had not always been there. One day, when three girls were out fishing, a school
of ferocious sharks had overturned their boat. The girls had fought the sharks for all they were worth. Suddenly a
thunderbolt had flashed, and a dazzling, golden shaft of light had made a small circle on the sea, within which the
water had bubbled as an island rose to the surface, a delicate fragrance floating above it though none could tell
where from, so that it had been named Fragrant Island. Once, fishermen from the northern South China Sea had
often put in there for rest or fresh water, but now, with boats growing in size and the craving for bigger deep-sea
fish, few came. Sedges, vying secretly, shot up in profusion.
The sun sailed rapidly up the sky, beating down on the islanders. Goose Maiden made for the well with bucket
in hand. It was a shallow well among rugged rocks where a tree loosened by an angry wind soaked its roots. The
greedy sun, also eager to drink from it, was ever reluctant to leave the sweet water. When the troughs were filled
and there was nothing more to be done indoors, she walked jubilantly to the beach, thinking, Brother Haizai is
due.
The sea was gentle, as coy as a girl whispering to her lover. The sun streamed down on the sandy beach, and a
few moored boats swayed in the water. Two broken boats were upturned, sunning their bottoms on the beach. The
tide rolled in and out, leaving behind a twisting chain of gold. The bushes beyond the opposite beach were in the
shade. She gazed far off where from a tree at the road’s end hung a fish, roughly carved out of wood, hollow and
used to summon the fishermen to pull in the nets. A shaft of sunlight penetrating the foliage danced on the fish.
No human stirred, and there was tranquility.
Goose Maiden sat down and rolled up her trouser-legs. Now and then she picked up a pebble and threw it at a
stealthy crab, and her eyes returned continually to the bushes across the sea, where birds would take flight at any
movement, alert since occasional motorcycles had begun to rumble through, so that now even a passing dog
would cause a commotion. She broke into a smile as birds flew up from the trees, her eyes wild with pleasure. The
crab, driven into a crevice, poked its head out boldly and scuttled away.
Haizai emerged from the bushes. He left a row of strikingly conceited footprints on the smooth sand and
climbed into a boat, which shot out with a sway of his strong, sinewy body.
A shadow moved on Fragrant Island. He knew it was Goose Maiden. He waved and smiled rather grotesquely
as the strong sea wind found its way into his checkered shirt, billowing it out.
The elders of the fishing village considered Haizai smart. They had indeed seen him grow up steeped in salt
water. When he was eight, his parents had been lost at sea, which was a matter for pride rather than grief to
fisherfolk descended from the sea and accustomed to seeing their ancestors in it. In the last few years, the young
Haizai had made his way in the world doggedly. His trips to Guangzhou had changed him from a layabout, who
instead of going fishing would filch a few fish from an incoming boat and sell them for his food, into a successful
trader who returned from every trip with good cigarettes and drink for the village elders, urging them unctuously
to indulge a little after lifelong hardship. In return, the fishermen always kept back the best fish for him and
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charged him next to nothing.
A sweet smile spreading over her face, Goose Maiden watched the boat approach.
“You’re early today, Brother Haizai.”
Haizai patted his bulging nylon bag, sporting an expression of helpless exhaustion.
“I’ve done it all for you, sister.”
She laughed, enraptured. “Thank you ever so much. Now what have you brought this time?”
He shot a glance at her. An imperceptible cunning smile flitted across his face. Her eagerness pleased him, and
it was pleasant to be with her, so trustful, believing everything he said as she fixed her welcoming eyes on him,
her deep dimples aflutter. He loved to relate amusing, fabricated anecdotes to her. Only when she was spellbound
and shouting happily as a child would he bargain for her geese, and sure enough he had been extremely successful
since his first goose trip to the island.
The flock returned like a cluster of white clouds. Their crops bulged alarmingly almost up to their throats, and
they walked with difficulty, though still maintaining their arrogant gait as they jostled towards the waterside to
drink avidly. Haizai looked enviously at them.
“My goodness, sister, they’re growing astonishingly fast. Is there something wrong with them?”
“What?” she hurried over. “What could be? I haven’t noticed anything.” He laughed hoarsely.
“Overgrowth.”
Relieved, she threw him a reproachful glance, cheered that her geese grew well, which was true.
In her stone house Haizai produced things like a magician: nylon head scarves, high-heeled sandals, lavender
water, pleated skirts, print blouses. The bed was strewn with them.
“Look at these. Don’t you like them? They’re all the rage in Guangzhou,” he added.
The excited, wide-eyed Goose Maiden touched them gently and pulled back her hand as if afraid of soiling
them.
Haizai picked up a pair of trousers, shook them out under her nose and put a burning match to them. She was
unnerved.
“What are you doing?”
He made a face. The match went out, and the trousers were fine. Haizai gloated at the startled girl. In the
twinkling of an eye, he produced from nowhere an exquisite little watch of glittering gold and tossed it on the
floor.
The girl jumped up in alarm and cried out.
Haizai twisted his mouth and said evenly, “Don’t be afraid, sister. Pick it up and have a look.”
She bent down hesitantly and was surprised to see the watch stare at her mockingly, ticking away merrily.
Relieved, she said:
“It’s fantastic.”
“Do you know what these trousers are made of and what the watch is?”
She said nothing.
“They are imported. I had to enlist several friends to get hold of them.”
“Will you take twenty geese for them, Brother Haizai?”
He did not reply but puckered his eyebrows reluctantly.
“Thirty then?” She became anxious. “Tell me, please. I know nothing about prices.”
He sighed and waved his hand.
“All right, I’ll take thirty. Just for you.”
Goose Maiden opened her mouth to say something, but Haizai forestalled her by patting his stomach.
“Forget it, sister. It’s nothing, but my stomach is rumbling.”
Goose Maiden blushed. She grabbed a goose from a coop. She had prepared a meal for him, with liquor too.
Haizai skilfully felt the goose, so fat that it seemed to have no bones. Deftly he rendered it limp. Goose Maiden,
never brave enough to watch, went to boil water. A mysterious smile passed over his face as he watched her
beautiful retreating figure. Maiden slept sweetly.
As she sat on her bed a while ago scrutinizing every item he had brought her, admiration had danced in her
bright eyes. She had matched the clothes and things, folded them and put them beside her pillow, deciding which
would make the best costumes for going out. Of the many bottles of perfume, all tastefully packaged, she couldn’t
decide which was the best. She would try one each time, firmly determined to look her best and win the approval
of city folk.
She had lain down, her mind filled with Haizai’s promise to take her out and show her around when he had

772

time, a promise which had vanished for a while but would return stealthily to occupy her mind. Then his voice as
he made it had merged with the rumbling waves rocking her body and soul.
A red flame was flickering. She looked closely. There was a forest fire, so big that the sky was almost aflame.
She was dressed up prettily with green gauze around her shoulders, her hand in Haizai’s as they skipped lightly
into the fire. Miraculously it went out, and their trousers were unburnt. He cried happily and ran faster. She
tripped, and her watch banged heavily on a rock, sending out sparks and making a loud noise. The rock crumbled,
but the watch remained on her wrist, still singing beautifully. She laughed, holding Haizai’s hand, laughed so
blissfully.
The trees whirled; clouds danced in the sky ablaze with color.Her laughter woke her. What a wonderful dream!
She was wide awake. There was no moon, and the sky was studded with elegant stars. One star mischievously
sailed through the sky and ploughed into the sea. She watched complacently, her heart quite content.
*
Haizai was in a daze as he looked at the grey sky outside the window. What had happened to him was unbelievable. How could he, a clever, confident young man, a good trader, be ruined by this relentless sea? Had it been a
dream? Yet it had happened; it had incontestably happened. Two years of hard work gone! The cruel punishment
agonized him.
He had come to the island that day. The one hundred geese he had bought last time had been snatched up in no
time. The tremendous demand in Guangzhou had surprised him, and the price had shot up madly. Those
complacent men in their luxurious limousines had been indescribably respectful, offering him cigarettes and tea,
all wanting his geese. He had been green at the start, but things had changed, and he had put on airs too now, no
longer squatting beside the sea haggling over prices. He had been to the White Cloud Hotel and the Paradise
Hotel. This time he had planned for something really big; he would take all of Goose Maiden’s four hundred
geese now that he was an old hand with the experience gained on his past trips.
The weather had been suffocatingly hot, making breathing difficult. From behind a cloud, the sun had beaten
down glaringly, hurting his eyes and forecasting a storm, but he had been too eager to wait, thinking to beat it.
Time meant money, that he had understood.
He had got to the island with no problem, and Goose Maiden had consented readily. She had felt bad, in fact,
saying that the geese were thin and needed to fatten a little longer. She had cut the price. That had delighted him.
They had come to the east meadow, and she had called the geese, which had emerged merrily from the grass.
Walking ahead of them, she had seemed to trail a huge, white ribbon.
Thunder had rumbled as the dark clouds loured. The world had become dim all of a sudden. It would take
some time for her to load the geese, and he had decided to return to his village first, bidden the girl goodbye and
left with his bulging bag of money.
Luck had been against him. A strong squall had struck up, shrieking and howling and pinching his cheeks,
when he was halfway across. The boat had tossed about in waves that threw it up and then pressed it down. He
had calmly steered away from the wave-caps, yet he had been swept into a current. He had been exhausted, his
limbs numb and almost in spasm. The water splashing on his face had been icy, and the thunder had roared on the
horizon like a cornered beast venting its rage.
As the rain poured down, the sky had blended with the sea and the waves risen. As if in inveterate hatred of the
small boat, the roaring sea had pounded and pushed it while a whirlwind twirled it round and round, till the boat
had foundered as Haizai clutched his money bag. He had surfaced, calmed down and trodden water, hoping to be
washed to shore, but had soon discovered that the waves had cheated him and he was making no progress at all.
Darting fish had knocked into him.
The complacent waves had tossed him about, now softer, now fiercer, as their mood changed. The cold sea had
penetrated his bones. He was worried, acutely aware that at such times sharks frequented the bay. And his left leg
had hurt terribly. At the realization that it had been injured when the boat had capsized, he had fought frantically
with his arms against the waves. Accidentally he had caught sight of Fragrant Island and seen that the sea was
calmer over there and that it was closer than the mainland. He had given up heading back and crawled towards the
island.
He had perked up when at last he was aware of a distinct, light fragrance. His arms had felt heavy, particularly his left hand, which held the bag of money. For some reason the disgusting fish had kept knocking into
him, possibly attracted by his flesh, or the bag or the blood of his wound. His head had felt heavy too. He had
seemed to hear a familiar voice calling him, Goose Maiden’s, he had seen her running towards him. A fish of
some size swirling against him had knocked the money bag out of his hand. He had panicked, and his eyes had
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gone dark.
He heard footsteps outside the door, soft as the wind. It was Goose Maiden. Overcome with agony and grief,
he didn’t want to speak and closed his eyes.
He heard the sound of water, and his wounded leg felt a soothing warmth. He jerked slightly as it smarted. Her
movements halted. Apparently she was observing him. His heart thumping wildly, he held his breath. But his
eyelids fluttered.
“Does it hurt, Brother Haizai?” asked Goose Maiden, who had been applying medicine to his leg.
He opened his eyes with great reluctance, and the corners of his mouth twitched.
“Don’t worry.”
“Is that any better? I’ve boiled a goose. That will help.”
He grunted perfunctorily.
“I had a dream the other day, Brother Haizai,” she continued cheerfully. “I dreamt …”
He was too glum to do more than smile wryly with his eyes half closed. His depression surprised her. She
ascribed it to his having swallowed too much sea water. An idea brightened her.
“You be a good boy,” she told him, “and I’ll play something for you.”
She pulled out a rusty box made of tins salvaged from the sea. In it was a fish-shaped piece of wood fitted with
a single string. This was called a single-stringed zither. Her father had been a famous player and had performed in
Zhongnanhai for government leaders in Peking. He had taught her himself.
She placed the zither on her knees and plucked it softly. A pleasant music filled the room, poured out of the
window and scattered on the sea, unique music that rose and fell in a beautiful strain. Haizai was familiar with the
tune she played, Tide, Tide, Tide. His mother had sung it to him when he was a kid and lay naked on the sand at
night. She had also told him many times the story of it, pointing to a small zither they worshipped in their main
hall. Long, long ago, a typhoon had raged for eight days and nights, whipping up the sea, which had inundated
one village after another. Suddenly a mysterious sound had arisen, a sound full of the power and grandeur of a
wild storm. It had built an invisible dam for the fleeing fishermen and stemmed the tide. Searching for this
mysterious sound which had saved their lives, the people had found on a stretch of sand an unusual, flittering
zither with only one string. One fisherman had summoned up his courage and plucked it. A magnificent tune had
wafted out, and all the people had gone down on their knees.
Goose Maiden played wonderfully, her nimble fingers plucking fast and slowly by turns, following a miraculous beat. Then she sang in a voice as soft and light as sea water wrinkled by a breeze.
Haizai became sadder and sadder, staring at the ceiling with agonized eyes.
Finally noticing his mood, she became bewildered and suspicious. What was the matter with him? She stopped
playing.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
His eyes fluttered yet dared not meet hers. He heaved a long sigh and smiled sadly:
“Thank you for saving my life. I won’t be coming to the island any longer.”
“Why?”
He said nothing. She was worried.
“Don’t clam up. Tell me what is wrong.”
“I lost my money.”
“In the sea?”
He nodded, his face registering total despair.
Silently, Goose Maiden looked at him with big, sympathetic eyes under thick eyebrows. She couldn’t see his
averted eyes but could sense his agony and the torment in his heart. She hated to see others suffer. It made her feel
awful. Was it her fault? Had he come to the island because of her? If he hadn’t come to the island he wouldn’t
have lost the money and felt so low. Hitting upon something, she rose and threw open a chest. Inside were laid
tidily the clothes and things Haizai had given her, and she fingered the little golden watch fondly. She loved it so
dearly that her hands trembled at the thought of parting with it. She finally made up her mind and brought the
things over to him.
“Brother Haizai, take these and sell them.”
His face twitched. His heart was filled with indescribable emotion, and he shook his head weakly with an
effort. Her breath quickened with anxiety.
“Don’t despair. You can still make money. Oh, yes, there’s my geese. You take them and sell them. We’ll split
fifty-fifty. Agreed?”
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His eyes opened wide, and he almost jumped up.
“What? What did you say?”
She repeated it to the dazed Haizai. “That’s settled. You need rest now. I’ll go and feed the geese.”
She turned and went out of the door.
The night was deep. The raging storm seemed to have gone to wreak havoc somewhere else. Silence reigned
supreme outside and in; even the tide lapped the coast with utmost care.
Haizai opened his eyes. Goose Maiden had dozed off in a bamboo chair beside him. He breathed deeply. In
fact he had been awake all the time and clearly aware of her return from feeding the geese, when she had put
another blanket over him. He would never have opened his eyes from fatigue or pain but did so out of apprehension. Deep down in his heart a compunction he could not pinpoint tortured him tremendously. He would never
have expected her to make such an offer so readily. Half the price of four hundred geese was a lot of money. His
ears resounded with it. He was ashamed. He could have kicked himself. Her voice making the offer kept returning
to him no matter how hard he tried to shake it off.
Stealthily he got out of bed, limped around her and went out. The moon struggled from behind a cloud, thin as
a willow leaf painted slipshod on the sky. The sea was different now, gone to sleep coyly and serenely like a
naughty child tired out after having made a scene. The moon shone down on the jet black sea, shedding light on
the waves, and together the moonlight and the waves played happily, crawling noisily up the island beach and
joyously receding again.
The cold water lapped at Haizai’s feet as he stood there immobile, staring at the boundless sea in a daze. No
one had suspected him of cheating the village elders and Goose Maiden. He had played his tricks so well that no
one would have doubted or discovered anything. The gifts he gave them were all rejects or fakes bought from
street vendors in Guangzhou.
He asked himself when he had learned to cheat. He didn’t know. He had simply mingled with the vendors until
his view had broadened. He had become sharper and picked up a lot. He wondered angrily what kind of man he
was.
He saw before him a silvery light, dazzling and whirling, and his father rose from the sea. He knelt to the sea,
to his father and his ancestors who had died at sea.
He wept bitterly, the sound ringing out in the complete silence.
*
The sun shone magnificently in a deep blue sky today. Sitting on a rock, Goose Maiden looked up at the sky
and then down at the sea, unable to make up her mind which was the bluer. Her eyes became bleary with the effort, and she gave up in irritation.
A goose came up to her, and she teased it with a long strand of her hair. Timid and annoyed, it shied away
tensely and cackled. She laughed merrily, and the sun danced on the dimples of her face. Several geese headed for
the grass to the east. She rose and waved her whip. As she turned and unexpectedly saw Haizai, her eyes lit up
instantly.
She had been unaware that he was on the island. The other day he had disappeared when she had returned from
grazing the geese, disappeared with her four hundred geese. The bundle of clothing and the watch were still there,
but he had left a bewildering note by her pillow, a note that she couldn’t make out. Now the sight of him made her
forget everything in it. She liked to be with him. She had been extremely lonely these few days. She ran towards
him crying jubilantly:
“Hello, Brother Haizai! What have you brought me today?”
Avoiding her friendly eyes, he laughed awkwardly.
“I sold all the geese, sister,” he said softly.
“Oh, thank you! Come indoors and relax.” It was exciting to see his more than usually bulging bag. Looking at
him closer, she was surprised to find that after only a fortnight he seemed thinner and paler, as if he had been
seriously ill. He must have tired himself out, she thought.
“You’ve lost weight, Brother Haizai,” she said with concern. “You mustn’t be on the move all the time.”
“Don’t worry.”
His voice was low, and he was confused. Once inside the stone house, he was so worked up that he swept all
the things he had given her on to the floor.
Goose Maiden let out a startled cry as she watched uncomprehendingly. He went on to open his bag and pulled
out brightly coloured dresses, imported hair curlers, a mini-cassette player and high-heeled leather sandals.
Goose Maiden was ovetjoyed.
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“They’re beautiful! You can have all the geese you want.”
“No geese. This is a refund.”
What did he mean? She looked at him with puzzled eyes, as if trying to read the real reason in his face. Eyes
averted and offering no explanation, Haizai put a stack of money on her bed.
“This is the money for your geese. Please count it.”
“Why so much?”
“I’m giving you the right amount this time.”
“You take half of it, I—”
“No,” he cut in. “I’ll continue to sell your geese for you, and I’ll get paid for my work.”
Goose Maiden became angry.
“What’s the matter with you today? You’re talking all sorts of nonsense.”
He looked out of the window at the boundless sea.
“Must you know the reason, sister?” he said softly, his voice quivering.
She nodded.
So he told all, laying bare everything unreservedly. She looked at him in a daze. How could it have been like
that, she wondered. After he had finished, he remained standing there stiffly, his face very pale. The wind from the
sea blew in and ruffled his hair, which flew into his eyes. He did not stir, like a man awaiting sentence.
She finally spoke up. To his surprise, she said:
“Didn’t you say once you wanted to graze the geese with me? Let’s go now, all right?”
He turned.
She was smiling at him forgivingly and kindly. The corners of her mouth were twitching with emotion, and her
eyes were moist.
He swayed, and his Adam’s apple throbbed. He wanted to cry, but no sound came out.
They left the stone house. Her face was as calm as if nothing had happened.
“Please be careful and don’t make too much noise, Brother Haizai. You mustn’t scare them.”
He was overcome by a special feeling, noticing that she possessed striking beauty, a pure, simple beauty.
He didn’t return to his village that night. The two of them sat on the beach as she played the single-stringed
zither to him. The sea was enraptured by the music, as was the moon, who tried to come down to the earth from
her station in the sky.
*
A huge ship clove the sea, breaking the shimmering waves. A shoal of flying fish followed closely behind, and
a prettily dressed girl stood at the prow. It was Goose Maiden, and Haizai was taking a picture of her.
He focussed on a naïve, pretty face with a smile as sweet as honey. The camera clicked and recorded purity
and sweetness. Haizai broke into a barely noticeable smile.
103.120 Winter Over The Grasslands\fn{by A Lai (1959- )} Maerkang County, Sichuan Province, China (M) 8
A dry, cold wind blew fiercely in their faces. It bent the grass, yellow from autumn frost, to the ground. When
the gust slackened and the grass sprang up, immediately another gust drove it back down. Back and forth it
swayed. As it rustled, its remaining moisture and green evaporated and faded. The wind whistled more and more
shrilly. The dried grass snapped and blew off into the sky.\fn{ This story is set in the Tibetan region of Sichuan Province.}
A steep mountain road climbed the ridge that filled the horizon. The two men traveling into the wind could
hardly move. To try to take a step was futile now. Their worn-out horses couldn’t budge. The drovers carried no
whips to lash their horses—they simply led them by the reins.
“Let’s stop,” the long-haired one said.
“Right,” the shaven-headed one replied.
They unloaded the packs off their horses and arranged them in a circle, knee-high. The wind kept blowing off
the shaven-headed man’s fox fur hat. He put it on, and the wind blew it off again. At last he stuffed it under his
sheepskin robe.
The two men shoved wooden stakes into the ground, pounded them in with rocks, passed the reins through
metal rings at the end of each stake, and tied the horses, one to a stake. Their horses now formed a second, larger
circle around the packs.
Only now did the shaven-headed man realize the wind stung his scalp. He wrinkled his scalp violently with his
hand several times, murmuring a Buddhist mantra. His beard trembled in the wind.
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The long-haired man wore a blue cotton hat with a drooping brim, its earflaps pulled down and tied tightly
beneath his chin. The shaven-headed man silently observed the other’s habitual satisfaction with his cotton hat
and his long hair.
“Hey!” the long-haired man called to his shaven-headed companion. “Monk! Let’s get a fire going.”
“Fire?” the monk grunted. “In this wind you’ll start the whole mountain burning till you’ve cooked everybody
to roast meat.” Suddenly he clapped his hand over his mouth, but the inauspicious words were already out. The
wind’s sudden shriek gave him goose bumps, and his heart shrank.
As usual, the long-haired man didn’t fuss over the monk’s fear.
“Then I’ll roast you first, and eat you,” he snapped at the monk.\fn{Besides the obvious taunt, the long-haired man
obliquely alludes to the fact that Buddhist monks abstain from eating meat .}
“Oh Amida Buddha,\fn{ Devotees of the bodhisattva Amida repeat the phrase “Amida Buddha” in prayer .} I sinned.”
“Ah! You sinned!” the long-haired man mimicked him.
The horses panicked a moment, then quieted down again. Inside the ring of packs and the ring of horses, the
wind was not nearly so strong. Dried grass and leaves whirling through the air fell into this circle of calm. The
two men crossed their legs in the lotus position, leaned back against the packs, and pulled their heads inside their
sheepskin robes. Inside their robes it was quieter still. Silence—the most powerful defense against the violence of
nature.
The sky was dark. The wind tore swaths of gray cloud down to the earth. The whole world seemed to have
fallen back into primeval chaos. There on the slope, the horses raised their heads to the sky, motionless as great
rocks, like mountain spirits, neighing zestfully. If an eagle had soared up into this wind, it would have seen these
black, white, and red horses standing like a blooming wreath of flowers amid the desolation. There were no men
to be seen. The drovers looked like two rocks that neither wind nor rain could erode.
*
The wind had swept all the carefree sentiments clean out of the young postman who led his horse alone amid
the mountains: the verses he thought so marvelous had slipped out of his mind without him realizing it. He
struggled forward against the wind, tugging the reins of his horse.
On this, his very first time out on the route, he hadn’t expected to meet this sort of weather. This wasn’t like
roaring cockily up and down the highway on a motorcycle, as he usually did. This route was two and a half days
on horseback out to a tiny stockaded village of a few dozen families, and back again. Was it because he was sick
of the smell of gasoline? Was it the repulsive sight of the stiff, arthritic old postman that made him fight for this
route? Maybe it was his superficial reading of some Whitman poems.
At this thought, his steps regained some of their lost vigor. It must have been the inspiration of the thought of
Whitman that revitalized his endurance and courage. He saw a little cave but didn’t even stop and struggled on. A
man keeps going! He bent his body against the wind, jerked the reins, and climbed up the mountain.
Gradually the ridge opened out before him: nothing but wild, surging waves of grass. The ferocious wind
swept the earth with no obstacle to block it, howling like a hungry wolf. (But this was just a metaphor—he’d
never actually heard a wolf howl.)
It became harder and harder to walk. He panicked. His thoughts focused on one thing. The more difficult it
became to take a step, the more he repeated to himself, he must not stop. Whatever happens, do not stop, the old
postman said. Otherwise, otherwise—the sun will rise tomorrow on your shrunken lips bared over clenched teeth.
Those who find you will think you’re smiling. But no, you’ll be frozen to death. A smile more tragic than tears.
The young man felt like weeping, but quickly controlled himself. Crying would look bad. Girls would cover
their mouths with their hands, laugh, say,
“Ha ha, some man!”
There were no girls here, of course. He’d wandered on among peaks shrouded in primal chaos. The mountains
were hidden in cloud; still a man had to keep going. The horse bent its head and sniffed a confused labyrinth of
fresh footprints. It flared its nostrils and hunched its shoulders as if it had found something encouraging.
He seized the horse’s mane, leaned his head against its neck, and struggled on. Gradually the ridge rose,
growing steeper and broader as the wind rushed down on him more madly than ever. The horse had to exert more
and more strength just to take a step. The wind poured into the man’s nostrils so that he could hardly draw a
breath. The blood that trickled from his chapped, cracked lips congealed on his chin, dark red. At last he simply
got behind the horse, grabbed its tail, and simply let the animal drag him along.
Gradually he neared the summit. From depression, the young postman’s mood swung to exultation. He thought
of the wind, of the horse, of himself. Gripping the horse’s tail, he felt its strength, its resilience, some ineffable
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spirit pulsing from the animal’s body through the fingers and palms of his hands and into him. Here he was,
hurling himself without stint into windswept mountains.
“Damned fine horse!” he grunted. His verse should be rough now, he thought, to fit the scene. Over the
summit, the road should be a lot easier.
He gazed off. The summit before his eyes was completely beyond anything he’d imagined. Half a kilometer
wide, it stretched off endless, covered with wildly flailing waves of grass.
In despair, he sat down on the grass. Desperate as its master, the horse lay down, frothing at the mouth. The
village was still a long way off. He realized that it had been a mistake to let the horse pull him up the hill as he
held its tail—a mistake no self-criticism could ever atone for. Carrying the mailbag into the wind up such a long
slope and pulling a man at the same time had exhausted the animal. Before the warmth of tomorrow’s sun, his lips
would spread in the stiff grin that the old postman had described to him. God! For a grown man like him to hang
his life on a horse’s tail!
The mailbag had begun to slip off the horse’s back! The wind had blown it open, tearing corners off
newspapers and half-sheets of letters out of the bag and swirling them up into the sky. His trip would be in vain!
He rushed to the saddlebag. Clumsily—his fingers were frozen stiff—he retied its cord. Now he took the wind
goggles from his belt, put them on and adjusted them. He pulled the horse’s reins. It struggled unsteadily to its
feet. He forged on, his arms wrapped tight around the horse’s neck. The horse neighed, and the young man felt he
was going to cry. He looked up. Above his head, the vault of heaven was about to collapse.
*
The monk shifted his head inside his sheepskin robe and stuck out an ear. The sharp whistling wind had risen
to a low, powerful roar. He nudged the long-haired man.
“It’s worse.”
“Like it’s—”
“Going to snow,” said the monk. The long-haired man stuck out his head, and squinted.
“Seems like.”
He gave a long yawn.
“Who’d have thought it would snow like this today,” said the monk.
“Didn’t expect it,” the long-haired man replied, and stretched. The monk knit his brows.
“We won’t get down off the mountain tonight.”
“You don’t think so?”
“Open your eyes!”
“Then we’ll just spend the night up here,” the long-haired replied coolly. “We’ve got charcoal, right?” he
asked, his voice suddenly serious.
“Right,” the monk replied.
“Firewood?”
“Yes.”
“All right.” The long-haired man untied a pouch at his belt and took out flint and steel, and tinder. He stood up,
gathered the grass that the wind had accumulated inside the circle of saddlebags, and shoved it inside his shirt.
The monk muttered a single phrase over and over.
The long-haired man gave the monk a sidelong glance.
“Buddha—hunh! Fire’s Buddha.” He pulled his head back into the dense muttony odor inside his sheepskin
robe. He was almost asleep again when the monk nudged him again.
“Behind us! A man with a horse!”
“You see them?”
“No. I’ve got a feeling—”
“You’ve got a feeling … a feeling! You’ve prayed yourself into one of the immortals, huh?”
“No, no. The postman’s coming to the village. Should arrive today. No wonder I’ve got a feeling that—”
“Hah! That old guy’s stronger than you are.”
“That old man’s not like the others. He’s always delivering things for the villagers. A kind deed finds a kind
reward,” said the monk.
“Kind reward? If he weren’t different from the others he wouldn’t come up here into these mountains in the
first place.”
“That’s true too,” the monk said gloomily, and took a pinch of snuff. A kind deed finds a kind reward. This was
the monk’s lone article of faith. Whether his was a firm faith it would be difficult to say, but this was as far as his
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faith went. The monk thought of his own life, of the long-haired man’s life—both complete contradictions of his
lone article of faith. But he thought it was better to treat the stumbling blocks of experience as so many nightmare
demons, fantasies, fleeting clouds that cover your eyes. Only death was real. Only death led to stillness, to peace.
“It’s all fate,” the monk said, in a low voice.
“Fate?”
“Like the sky. Even such a great wind can’t do anything to it.”
“In this empty world you’re nothing, and when you die you’re an even littler nothing,” the other replied. With
these words, the long-haired man betrayed, in spite of himself, all his dejection.
“But dying’s not easy either,” said the monk.
“Ai!” the long-haired man sighed.
“Ai!” the monk sighed.
The monk’s last words had touched the wound in both their hearts.
*
Deep down in the horse’s mane, his hands felt the tendons of its neck tighten. It gave two low neighs, raised its
head, and tottering, fought its way to its feet. The horse looked at its master, intimately flared its nostrils, then
began walking. Without knowing why, he called out, “Ai! Ai!”, seized the horse’s reins, and set out walking
behind it as the wind blew up the flap of his cotton overcoat. Leaning forward, he trudged on, a fierce look on his
face. The raised flaps of his overcoat were powerful wings and he was a bald eagle, a spirit—a nameless bird of
prey parting the snow-filled air, beating his wings, spreading them over his faithful horse, over the warmth for
girls in his own heart, over his own young self, thirsting for life …
Press on. Walk. Still he recited verses that rose in him—he didn’t know why: From fish-shaped Pomonock\fn
{Pomonok: a native American Indian name for Long Island, which Whitman uses in his poetry .} this mountain so like the backbone of a great fish … From …
Ah! Those lines had a real man’s strength in them! They coalesced into one incessant theme—Walk!
His temples throbbed as though pistons beat inside them. He realized his own confusion. How could he be
thinking his heart was the nest of a dove, and the letters were fluttering off, cooing?
The horse stumbled again, its legs gave out, it collapsed and lay down. He untied the mailbag. How could a
week’s national, provincial, and local newspapers and a few letters weigh forty pounds? Then he remembered. At
the bottom of the saddlebag he found articles that the old postman had bought for various villagers from the store.
The old postman hadn’t wanted to bother him with them, and now he regretted offering to bring them.
He uncinched the saddle, tossed it away, and swung the mailbag onto his back. The horse stood up again.
The shrill ringing in his ears made his temples throb. The sky flashed black, over and over. Crowds of stars
flickered all over it. Still he tottered on, his mind a blank, mechanically moving his feet.
As the wind dropped, he collapsed. Sparse snowflakes fell. The horse lay down heavily. Hunger and thirst
burned him. He opened his mouth wide to catch the chilly snowflakes on his lips, on the tip of his tongue. His
breathing grew steadier. He pulled out his last two steamed buns, took a big bite of one, and gulped the mouthful
down whole. As he swallowed a second bite, he stopped and pondered. Awkwardly, he crawled to the horse,
nibbling the grass by its muzzle. He broke the buns into pieces and shoved them into its mouth. When the horse
had eaten them, it seemed to regain some strength. Its eyes grew brighter and it began to lick the snow. The young
man couldn’t help a smile flickering over his lips. He put his cold, stiff hands over the horse’s nostrils to warm
them and looked into the animal’s eyes. They blinked. The young man saw tears run from them. The warm smile
froze on his face.
He wanted to stand. The mad windy world of a moment ago had been swallowed up in this new world of softly
swishing snow. He knew he couldn’t stand. So this mysterious world could bring you down as easily as this. In
this infinitely gentle, vast wilderness of snow he wasn’t afraid to think of the word death. Still, he thought the
horse had the strength to get up again. Yes, look! It rose to its feet!
But the mail! Deliberately, he took off his overcoat and laid it over the mailbag, then wound the reins around
his wrists and tied them tight. He would let the horse drag him on. An old horse knows the way home. Let the
horse drag him to a pulp, drag the skin off him, so long as his hands were still fast to the reins.
The snow fell a long, long time.
*
The long-haired man stuck his head out of his robe. The snow fell faster, in clumps, in chunks. Much of the
dried grass inside his shirt was soaked. He pushed what was still dry deeper inside his clothes, pulled out a little
bottle of liquor, and took a savage drink.
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Inside his robe, the monk cursed.
“What?” the long-haired man said.
The monk stuck out his head. Without looking at the long-haired man, he said,
“I can smell that.”\fn{A Buddhist monk’s vows forbid alcohol.}
“Old mushroom,” the long-haired man tried to laugh it off. This was a derogatory epithet he’d picked up from
a cadre during the Four-Clean Movement.\fn{ A nationwide movement in China during the early Cultural Revolution, from 1963
to 1966, to attack anti-socialist elements in politics, economy, bureaucracy, and ideology. Among the ideological targets were monks and
monasteries. The long-haired man is a local Tibetan. He has trouble understanding the Han cadre, who speaks Chinese.} The word the

cadre had really used to criticize the monks of the monastery was “stubborn reactionary” (wangu). But the longhaired man couldn’t understand Chinese—what he heard was yuangu (round mushroom). The long-haired man
secretly admired this cadre’s cleverness in coming up with such a sharp metaphor—the monks’ twisting bald
heads sticking up from their greasy robes looked exactly like round mushrooms!
The monk paid no attention. Crouching, he propped his hands against the ground and with a groan pushed
himself up. He stamped the snow flat, then raised his robe to shelter this space. The long-haired man piled dry
grass beneath the monk’s robe, added tinder, covered this with more dried grass, then pulled out his flint and steel.
He had just lit the fire when suddenly the monk spun round. Snow fell on the fire and snuffed it out.
“Stand still, you slut of a monk!”
“A horse neighed!”
“A ghost!”
“The postman?”
“Could be,” the long-haired man said. “Let’s get the fire going first.”
He lay down and struck his flint and steel again. Now the long, wretched I neigh of a horse pierced the thick
curtain of falling snow.
“Quick! In a moment he’ll pass by!”
Without tarrying to cover their firewood, the two men rushed to mount two horses and galloped off into the
thick curtain of snow.
*
Snow continued to fall.
The young postman felt himself falling into a deep slumber.
The snow fell so gently, so ruthlessly. Just like a beautiful but cold-hearted girl. He felt sorrowful, and closed
his eyes. His whole body was going numb. Endless numbness … was this eternity? It was nothing special then, a
trance, far from life, from every ideal …
The horse struggled, struggled, and finally stood. It gave two low neighs. The horse saw its master didn’t stir,
and nudged the man’s cold face with its nose … a whiff of warm breath … its master gave a faint smile. Warmth.
The horse.
The rumbling motorcycle was warm too … sunlight flashing in the rearview mirror; flashing … Maybe … the
warmth of a girls kiss. . . he didn’t know. His overcoat covered the mail. But the roan horse, red as fire, can’t
warm me. My body is no more. I don’t know where I’m going. “Observe, observe these limbs, red; black, or white,
flesh, nerves …” That was Whitman too. Whitman can’t save me … The horse flew into the air neighing. It split
the sky like a flash of lightening as the warm rain dripped down, glistening … the horse raised its head and sadly
began a shrill neigh … oh, this merry green-coated angel raises its arms and rises into the sky …
The horse seemed to know its master couldn’t get up, and moved to shield him with its body. Vaguely he felt
that the snow had ceased to fall on his face.
A snowflake … no … they were plain now … letters swirled like doves, crying, fluttering their whirring wings
and scattering …
*
The world turned unreal. Even people were becoming unreal. Living and dying had become empty words! The
monk leaned forward as far as he could, kicking his horse’s belly over and over as if he were beating a drum. But
with so much snow on the ground, the horse could go no faster. Evaporating sweat rose in a cloud from the.
monk’s head, giving him a comical look. The monk wiped the sweat from his brow.
“Lash your horse!” he cried. “Lash it!”
“Stop howling like a hungry wolf,” the long-haired man said coolly. He knew deep in his heart that even more
than dying, what scared the monk was the word death. He had feared it too, and so he had despised himself, and
despised the monk even more. Oh, this wind, this snow …

780

No sound—no human voice, no neigh of a horse. The silence itself seemed real. Even if something had
appeared, the wind and snow would have swiftly wiped it away.
“Don’t be afraid,” the long-haired man comforted the monk.
The monk wiped the sweat off his head again, and nodded. He went on thinking of many things, all of them
revolving around that single word he dared not pronounce, whether from superstition or from genuine fear. The
snow fell so thick and fast that their field of vision was no wider than the breadth of a tent. The sky was like a tiny
awning, accompanying them step by step. They could see only as far as an oil lamp would illuminate. Years ago
the two had seen a movie, The White-Haired Woman. Whenever the tragic woman appeared, a halo of light
surrounded her, just the size of the tent of light that surrounded them now. The monk had felt this movie was so
mysterious! Enthralled, he watched it through to the end, walked halfway home without making a sound, then
sighed aloud,
“Fate!” The long-haired man, who’d drunk all through the movie, replied,
“That was nothing but a light.”
“Fate!” the monk had severely replied.
What appeared before their eyes now seemed just as illusory—a roan horse motionless, head down amid the
swirling snow, sheltering its master with its great body. Snowflakes danced in the stillness. On the horse’s body
and the man’s legs, which jutted out from beneath the horse, lay a blanket of snow.
The two men stared, and then, with an “Ah!” both slid off their mounts. The trace of a stiff smile lingered on
the young man’s face. Who could tell what his last thought had been? The monk couldn’t help trembling.
“Dead?”
“Dead, my ass!” the long-haired man burst out. “Go die yourself!”
He pulled out the bottle of liquor, took a big mouthful, pulled open the young man’s shirt, and spurted the
liquor over his chest, rubbing it faster and faster. The monk hurriedly brushed the snow off his legs, pulled off the
young man’s shoes, and rolled up his trousers. He opened his own shirt and pulled the young man’s bare legs
against his stomach.
At last the young man’s chest flushed red. The long-haired man put his ear against his chest and listened. In his
gratified smile, the monk too heard the sound of the young man’s beating heart, and forgot to go on repeating his
mantra. The monk’s eyes flashed beneath his eyelashes, he closed his eyes, and a tear rolled down.
“Damn! Where’s the old postman?” the long-haired cried out, looking up, and searching around. He saw
something behind him, walked over to the snow-covered heap, pulled off the young man’s coat, and picked up the
mailbag. He looked back at the thinly clad young man and made a wry face.
“Throwing away his life for this!” The long-haired man began cursing. “A few damn sheets of paper! What
good is it anyway? Newspapers! We can’t understand it!”\fn{ Printed in Chinese, the newspapers are incomprehensible to
people in Tibetan districts, who cannot read Chinese characters. The purpose of the media in China is to unite the public behind
government policy. Cheap newspapers are made available everywhere .} Rage filled him. He cursed.

“Not a soul in the village knows how to read this garbage!”
The monk wrapped the young man in his coat.
The roan horse neighed so long and loud that the curtain of falling snow trembled.
*
The long-haired man unloaded the comatose postman from his own back.
“My throat is burning,” he said. He grabbed a chunk of snow and stuffed it into his mouth.
The monk’s legs buckled. He collapsed into a sitting position. The long-haired man rubbed the young man’s
hands, rolled them into fists, and shook them back and forth.
“Light a fire!” he cried. “Fire!”
The monk rolled over onto his stomach. But their pile of grass and firewood was wet now from the snow. He
could do nothing but stare at them.
The long-haired man pulled out his bottle of liquor and poured some on the grass. He struck his flint and steel,
but the sparks wouldn’t catch. His hands were stiff from the cold that had already seeped into his guts. He could
feel the sweat freezing on his body. Desperately he gripped the flint and steel and again struck a shower of sparks.
The liquor caught with a roar. He couldn’t hold back a cry of joy that sounded like a suppressed groan.
“Ah! Good liquor! Just a little’s enough.”
He smiled, but soon the liquor was burned up. The tiny fire burned out with a small puff of smoke. The
scorched grass hadn’t caught fire.
He shook his bottle. Empty. The sound of the monk’s voice reciting the mantra rose. Trembling, the monk
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pulled a sheet of newspaper from the mailbag.
“Try this!”
The long-haired man shot the monk a sneering glance, apathetically walked over, and sat down next to the
young fellow’s body. The monk knew what this meant:
“You’re not worth this little guy.”
The monk crumpled up the paper and put it on the pile of grass, picked up the flint and steel, and struck. It was
futile. The paper was too wet to ignite from the sparks. The monk slumped to the ground in despair.
Slowly the roan horse approached, gave a low neigh, and lay down beside its master. The long-haired man took
off his sheepskin robe and wrapped it around the young man. Then he raised the young man so that he lay with his
back against the horse’s warm belly. The long-haired man put on the young man’s thin cotton overcoat and leaned
back against the mailbag. Silently the monk came over, sat down, and pulled the young man’s feet inside his own
robe, up against his stomach. He knew they could do nothing now but submit themselves to fate. The terrorstricken expression gradually dissolved from his face, and in its place came a look of calm.
“Hey!” the monk hesitantly brought out.
“Huh?”
To the monk’s ears, the long-haired man’s “Huh?” concealed so much disdain! But just to speak would
unburden his heart so much.
“Hey!” He wanted to speak about that thing drawing near them. “We’ve met this before …” But he lacked the
courage to say it.
“This? This what?”
The monk closed his eyes. Deep, deep inside his chest, with all his strength, he drew a long breath.
“Death.”
As soon as he spoke this word, he felt a profound relaxation.
The long-haired man laughed coldly, then fell silent. After a long while he said,
“This will be the third time.”
Swirling snow still fell, but the sky had grown dark and the snow was invisible now. Its only sign was a broken
rustling sound, as if a flock of ominous crows were wheeling above their heads, proclaiming the irresistible
destruction of those who try to resist fate.
The long-haired man cradled the young man’s head against his chest.
“If it wasn’t that I’m here with you today,” he said, “I’d have forgotten we were both monks together once.
How you disgusted me when you broke our discipline with that woman! Damn you!”
“You’re right—damn me! But that woman was … good!”
The warmth of the monk’s feelings from a dead past revived.
“Like a dream. Ai!” The monk’s lips gave a faint echo of his thoughts, off in a bygone year. “Like a dream!”
The long-haired man couldn’t help a tiny laugh.
*
The unreal feeling of the approach of death surfaced in both their thoughts. Now they were characters in a
story …
Shortly after the Communists defeated the Guomindang\fn{ I learned to spell this word Koumintang; but, of course, it
means the same thing, the descriptor for the Chinese political movement which overthrew the Manchu Dynasty in 1912, and was the
official government for all of China until it was driven from the Chinese mainland by the Communists .} in 1949, the people told a

story of the death of two young monks. The temple was closed, and reciting the scriptures was forbidden. The old
lamas shut themselves up inside the temple, set it on fire, and burned themselves to death. Two young monks
escaped the blaze. Many other monks fled too. These two became drovers, continued to recite the sutras and kept
the monastic discipline. They transported tea, salt, and cloth to the townspeople. But the townspeople told a tale
that these two young monks had refused to capitulate and had died like the old monks.
“In ’68, I made a clean break with that woman,” the monk hurriedly put in, as if he were confessing. And he
shamefacedly smiled.
In that year, the villagers told a second story of the two monks’ death.\fn{ In that year, 1968, the Cultural Revolution
was in full swing. All forms of religion were under fierce attack .} For years the two had kept their monastic discipline. But
now it was the Cultural Revolution. The work team\fn{ A small unit of workers on a people’s commune .} took action to
eradicate superstition, and sent the two out to hunt.\fn{ To kill an animal is a violation of Buddhist morality, which enjoins
compassion for all living beings.} They acquiesced. They lassoed a musk deer.\fn{ A tiny deer, smaller than a sheep .} Its eyes
gazed about wildly, so pitifully. For fear of the work team, the two men didn’t dare let it go. So, to sin against it
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less, they decided to kill it as quickly as they could, not to make it suffer. They hit it with a big stick. They missed.
They swung again. God, this was worse than dying yourself. If only they could stop!
“But I’m scared,” the monk confessed.
“From now on,” the long-haired man said, “killing is permitted, liquor’s permitted. We can even grow our hair
long.”\fn{Monastic discipline requires Buddhist monks to shave their heads.}
And so the people told the story that the two monks jumped off a cliff and died pointlessly, tragically.
*
The monk lost his fear. Half kneeling, he flattened out the crumpled newspaper and carefully replaced it in the
mailbag. Then the two were silent.
Lying on its side, the horse occasionally blinked to keep snowflakes from falling into its eyes. The eyelids of
the long-haired man dropped in sleep. The monk stared at the horse, and saw in its eyes the dusky sky and the
dancing, ruthless snowflakes.
The young man lay against the warm belly of the horse. With his head against the long-haired man’s chest and
his feet against the monk’s stomach, he began to warm up. Dense needles pierced his feet. The flock of white
doves carried him back. The vision faded. The young man stirred.
“Huh? I’m alive?” He gave a tiny groan.
“Better to die,” the monk said mournfully.
“What’re you talking about? Who says he has to die?” the long-haired man shot back.
The young man inhaled a breath of ice-cold air. The white doves swiftly scattered. All that was left of them
were floating feathers—snowflakes, lovely snowflakes. Gradually he came to. A swarm of wasps stung his legs.
The long-haired man shook him.
“Hey!”
“Cold …” the young man mumbled.
“Ai! No fire. Better go back to sleep,” the monk said mournfully.
“Fire … fire?” The young man understood. His speech became a bit clearer.
“I’ve got that,” he said. He took a long breath, and with an effort he raised his arm and pointed to the pocket of
his cotton overcoat, which the long-haired man wore. The latter reached in and pulled out a lighter.
Over and over he flicked it beneath the pile of grass. But the grass was too soaked. The monk began to intone
his mantra. The young man propped himself up, took the lighter from the long-haired man, and opened its bottom.
He pulled out the cotton wick, soaked in lighter fluid. This he lay on the damp grass. Urgently, he mumbled,
“The cigarettes in my coat pocket!”
He pulled out the cigarettes and tore up the pack on top of the grass. Slowly, carefully, the long-haired man lay
more grass on top. Again the long-haired man flicked the lighter. A blue flame licked up from the cotton wick! It
climbed to the cigarette pack. The paper turned red, then white. The grass crackled, then caught! A reddish glow
suffused their three happy faces. Hurriedly, the monk put on tiny sticks of firewood. Then he put on bigger pieces,
and finally chunks of peat. The long-haired man took out a leather bellows and began pumping it to fan the fire.
He leaned the young fellow back against his own legs. For a long time the three men warmed themselves in
silence. Now that they had a fire, the long-haired man pulled dried meat from one of the saddlebags. They ate
until they were full, then ate some more. Then, silently, they listened to the hiss of the snowflakes as they fell into
the flames.
“How come the old man didn’t come with the mail?’
“I wanted to take his place.”
“Why?”
“I wanted to write some verse.”
“What’s verse?” the long-haired man said.
“You feel worse?” the monk pretended to understand. The young man didn’t know what to reply.
“So wet, and you didn’t worry about dying?” A smile flashed across the long-haired man’s face as he asked
this.
“Not at first. Then I realized,” the young man said quietly. He believed it was all a deep, heroic poem. Like one
of Whitman’s.
“You weren’t afraid?” the long-haired man asked again.
“Afraid, and you used your coat to cover the mailbag?” the monk anxiously put in.
“What’s the use of being afraid?” the young man said quietly.
“Why weren’t you?”
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“To die like that would have been worth it.”
“Worth it?” As they had never heard of verse, they’d never heard of a value in death.
It was hard to explain, the young man felt. A poem never explains anything. And yet he couldn’t help trying to
explain. He swallowed his saliva and said,
“To die with glory, like a man.”
“Oh.”
“We died like men too, those first two times,” the monk said, lost in thought.
“Those two times don’t count,” the long-haired man said. “They don’t matter.”
“And doesn’t breaking the monastic rules matter either, then?” the monk asked. Reluctantly he mused—had all
those years transformed into three bare words—They don’t matter.
“Not worth remembering,” the long-haired man replied decisively.
“What?” The young man didn’t understand.
“Nothing,” the monk gave a soft laugh.
“Nothing at all,” the long-haired man said.
Nothing at all. Nothing but the bonfire on the snowy ground, roaring with impervious might. Its flames rose
and fell, now bright, now dim, in time with the beating of their hearts. Now their three brooding faces appeared
profound and impenetrable, now strong and powerful. Besides this, there was only snow, and endless night.
256.149 Excerpt from China Pop: How Soap Operas, Tabloids, And Bestsellers Are Transforming A
Culture\fn{by Zha Jianying (1959- )} Peking, China. (F) 12
My friend Chen Jiangong has made up his mind. A writer born in 1949—the year the communists took over China—and
well-known for his graceful, nostalgic stories about Beijing, Chen is now turning his talents from fiction to television. By
Chinese standards, this is a drastic move. Chen has crossed the boundary from elite to pop, and it has taken years of writer’s
block, soul-searching over “face-losing,” and a collapsed market for serious fiction for him to take the step. But one thing
remains constant for Chen: his obsession with Beijing. He has just finished a long soap opera script, named after a famous old
Beijing street, which dramatizes the changes the city has seen.
When we met recently in his apartment, he looked relaxed. He said he needed to get out more, because he was getting
rather flabby and weakwristed from months of laboring by a desk, “getting the gig done.” On that freezing cold February
day, though, it felt just right to sip tea and swap jokes, warming up for a lamb hot-pot. Chen’s hot-pot has a sort of cult
reputation among Beijing’s writers, because he approaches it the same way he approaches writing: meticulously and wellsteeped in another era. The lamb, the sauce, the brass pot, the charcoal—everything has a story behind it, some historical
references going back to a distant past, to another way of life—so much so that you are not just cooking some lamb in a pot
of scalding water, you are practicing important rituals, reliving a different sensibility. You travel in time as you eat.
This time, he lapses into a story about bird enthusiasts in Beijing. To train larks and parrots, Chen told me, they get up very
early in the morning, take their birdcages and bike to the city’s outskirts.
“Because nowadays the city is too noisy, filled with people shoving about and talking dirty. They don’t want their birds to get
a dirty mouth.” And suddenly, he hits on an image that compresses all his complicated feelings about Beijing’s changes.
“Modern Beijing,” he says, “is a city where it’s impossible to find a spot to hang up one’s birdcage.”
To understand what he means, though, one has to know about an older, more classic Beijing image: a gentleman with his
tamed birds in a bamboo cage hanging on a branch in a quiet park or in a merry teahouse, or simply in his own courtyard. It is
the quintessential image of leisure and a certain type of cultivation. The birdcage is a symbol whose disappearance would
mean that a certain lifestyle and a whole set of values had gone with it. Despite having grown up in Mao’s new China,
deep down Chen is a stubborn romantic whose sympathies belong ultimately to the old culture. In real life, he is
sufficiently agile to tap dance to the rhythms of the times—he lives cheerfully in a prefabricated, boxy apartment
embellished with Japanese electronics, writing on a newly purchased Chinese word processor, and he even thrives at
his job with the official Writers Association—but, essentially, he carves out a living by portraying in agreeably touching
stories the “beauty of the sunset,” or the pathos of the old culture.
Chen has tons of friends he describes as “true Beijingers.” He hangs out with them and is proud he isn't one of
those writers whose only friends are other writers and critics. He loves to tell stories to prove that some old Beijing
customs and slang are still alive. He knows of a judge, for example, who can settle a bitter suit over housing not by
invoking codes of law but by appealing to both parties’ common sense of fairness—the traditional, civilized Beijing
way; he also knows a fellow who can chant, authentically, over thirty varieties of old Beijing vendors’ rhymes—an
ingenious, charming form of street-lane hawking going back to the turn of the century. Chen is making a tape of these
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rhymes, hoping that the city museums will archive it; he also plans to take his authentic fellow to places like a
German cultural center in Beijing, where his friend, a Sinologist named Lutz Schreiner, is the director, and such old
folk art is sure to be appreciated. From time to time, Chen gets so whipped up by these activities that he starts to
sound like an old-fashioned, angry cultural conservative, lamenting Beijingers’ ignorance about the city’s past, and
complaining about “a younger generation that has lost all the civilized values and aesthetics.” Somehow, writing
television shows in the straitjacket of market rules and entertainment formulas hasn’t squashed Chcn’s elitist belief in
the writer’s responsibility and ability to educate and to enlighten.
Yes, he insists, the birdcage is still there—if only people know its value and beauty, they’ll cherish and appreciate
it. In moments like this, the irony eludes him that nobody in Beijing wants to hear his friend’s authentic chants except
the people at a German cultural center, and that his tape will simply end up in an unvisited folk art museum, in some
obscure archive, collecting dust.
*
Lutz Schreiner is sort of a cultural crusader, too. He is a tall, dark-skinned man from Munich, with rumpled, casual,
good clothes and a mop of curly brown hair in a state of constant revolt. Lutz has written a book on China and won a
prize for his translation of a Chinese novel. He is a voracious reader, who estimates that 8o percent of the books he has read
are in Chinese, and 20 percent in German and other languages. Now, though, he says all the important, useful things he’s
learned in his life come from the 20 percent. He told me he’s getting “field burnout” and is fed up with Beijing, a city he now
feels stranded in.
These are startling pronouncements, because I know how fiercely he had argued in 1989, after the Tiananmen massacre,
that his center must stay in Beijing. Moral sanctions were not something Lutz opposed, not with his Berlin radical
background and Bavarian country conscience, but he believed that keeping all possible venues of contact open was a more
important, and tougher, way to go—one that involves more complicated, more intriguing negotiations, often compromises, in
the effort to do good within a totalitarian system. In some ways it’s like playing chess with the devil; a risky game in which
one puts one’s soul on the line and hopes to hoodwink him through clever maneuvers.
Lutz still believes in his choice, but is no longer so certain if it was the right one for him, or if he has played the game the
right way. His scholarly programs and literary conferences have been blocked again and again by Party officials or ignored
by the public. Post-Tiananmen Beijing moved in a direction that took people like Lutz by surprise: they feel ambivalent about
the clamor for economic progress, which tend to drown out the tough political and cultural issues. For Lutz, frustration and a
terrible sense of isolation are daily realities.
Has he been in touch with “the real China”? He tells me stories about a friend of his, a German businessman who has
lived in Beijing for years and made tons of money: he is the only foreigner in Beijing who’s been accepted into the Diaoyutai
Club, a social club of top Chinese leaders, and swims in the same pool with, say, Party General Secretary Jiang Zemin. That
sort of intimacy with the power center provides the political lubricant for all his business deals.
“A real cynic, but quite sophisticated,” Lutz said with grudging admiration. “He’s bored by money now, and writes
brilliant short stories he never sends out to publish, just for the fun of it. Whereas I, with all my qualms and principles, get my
harmless programs shot down by mistrust. Maybe I should turn the operation over to him.”
Lutz and I had a drink in the café of a monstrously big joint-venture hotel in downtown Beijing. Service was sluggish, and
being the only Chinese customer around—female, with a white man in all his six-four bulk—I was getting cryptic stares from
the cluster of waitresses loitering by the bar. They were teenage girls dressed in glitzy, exotic hotel uniforms that made them
look like something between characters in a period piece and dancers at a village fair.
Outside, under a polluted gray sky, agglomerations of bicycles, buses, and cars moved slowly along Changan
Avenue, Beijing’s main thoroughfare. In a tone of quiet exasperation, Lutz said:
“Beijing is the only city in the world I know of that has acquired all the monstrosities of a metropolis without
becoming cosmopolitan.”
As if to prove and fight this point, Lutz has been trying to bring out a cosmopolitan book about Beijing, written both
by Chinese and Westerners, funded by a German press, and intended for a European audience. He has asked various
Beijing writers to contribute; so far the effort has brought nothing but frustration and disappointment.
“It’s like doing anything else here, you have to play politics, use connections, fight the bureaucrats, explain
everything and get misunderstood by everybody, including your friends.”
One such friend is Chen Jiangong, who has agreed to write a piece for the book. Lutz had explained to Chen that the
book should convey a sense of what it is like to live in today’s Beijing, and talked about his plans: a chapter on
crowded space and the absence of privacy, another on municipal politics, perhaps with a portrait of the hard-line mayor,
Chen Xitong, and then maybe a report on Beijing’s black market and prostitution ring. Three weeks later, Chen
Jiangong handed in an outline of his picture of Beijing: the rough edges were gone, and it was—in Lutz’s words
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—“dripping with nostalgic gentility.” Chen extolled the elegant charms of the old Beijing lifestyle—a world that
vanished long ago, in Lutz’s opinion.
Did Chen and Lutz really misunderstand each other so completely? Lutz lives in an elegant, Chinese revival-style
courtyard house on the west side of Beijing, on a large estate now rented by various moneyed Western institutions and
firms such as the Deutsche Bank. Lutz’s rent is four thousand deutschemarks a month, a figure that causes him constant
embarrassment. It’s not offensive by Chinese custom to ask about rent, and his Chinese visitors have never failed to ask
—nor to be openly astonished—by the answer. For all this contribution of foreign currency, Lutz gets not only maid
service but also maximum security. Unless Lutz personally drives them through in his silver Volkswagen, his Chinese
guests have to register at the main gate, where an armed soldier stands on duty twenty-four hours a day. So Lutz sits in a
lounge chair under his beautiful willow tree in his beautiful courtyard, hankering for cosmopolitanism, but he has no
way of escaping the irony of his situation.
On the other side of the city, Chen Jiangong lives in a cheap concrete slab, his rooms are crammed and his neighbors
noisy, and traffic jams creep by right under his window. But Chen writes away at his desk, and in writing he reaches out
to another way of life, unfolding calmly in elegant, shaded courtyards with languid figures and chirpy birds. The two
men are peering through different lenses, but in a way they are really frowning at the same picture and out to prove
a similar point.
*
There is a sense of loss about Beijing. There are people who say the loss the city has endured in the past forty years is
unspeakable. Some say that what the communists did to the city is a crime, that they should be held as qianguzuiren,
“criminals for eternity,” because they dismantled the magnificent city walls, an architectural wonder of history, and used
the bricks to build useless anti-air raid tunnels, and because they let the Red Guards run wild during the Cultural
Revolution, smashing and looting so many of the city’s cultural monuments and treasures. The communists waged a
class war, bashing “class enemies” with ideological diatribes and wiping out social distinctions. They aimed to make 95
percent of the people in Beijing equal.
In reality they made them equally poor and made them get equally bad educations and lead equally dull lives. They
drove blindly for modernization: factories were built all over the city, peasants swarmed in from the provinces to
“expand the working class forces,” electricity ran short, the air turned dirty, buildings took on a faceless, ascetic look,
housing got crowded, and urban planning became a perpetually amateurish experiment subject to bad politics and poor
management. For an ancient imperial city that used to set a unifying aesthetic standard for the whole nation, the new
Beijing has a radically splintered image. It has taken on the appearance of a proletarian-peasant metropolis striving to get
rich, a hodgepodge of clashing styles and sensibilities.
These are heavy, angry charges, and they come most of all from those who know about Beijing’s past firsthand but
no longer live there. I know a couple from Beijing who have made New York their home for the last forty years, gentle
people from rich old Beijing families. When they went to visit their native city in 1988, the new city they found
themselves in was so uncongenial, so altered from the old city of their youth, which they had romanticized from afar,
that they left never wanting to return.
Another man from a similar background came back from his tour shaken with anger. He said that as he walked
around Beijing, he felt lost on many levels—geographically confused, culturally disoriented, and psychologically
unsettled.
“The walls!” he shouted. “They tore the city walls down!” At my questions, though, he choked up and refused to
talk more about it.
To understand the cultural ethos of Beijing, of its transformation in a matter of fifty years from a great medieval
capital into a contemporary city, you have to go back to the walls. Chen Jiangong, for one, likes to point out that in old
Beijing there were more walls than houses. There were the city walls, which enclosed the city in two majestic rectangles
with a length of about twenty-six miles. Everywhere within the city were the walls of courtyard houses, from the biggest—
the royal palaces at the very center of the city—down to the humblest cottages. The social status of an inhabitant dictated
the size of his house and the length of his walls. In some ways, old Beijing was a magnificently walled-in courtyard with an
infinite succession of smaller walled-in courtyards. Ask directions, and you’d be guided with reference to the walls; what’s
more, you’d hear not about “left” or “right” but “north/south” or “east/west,” because the walls and the streets were laid out
arrow-straight on these axes.
To the extent that a built environment was a product of the human world, the culture of old Beijing was a culture of
walls. Walls had everything to do with the city’s aura of mystery and grandeur, with the Beijingers’ strong sense of
direction, space and class, their notion of privacy, and their claustrophobic prejudices.
“They tore down the city walls in the fifties,” Chen said pensively, “but the walls in people’s minds didn’t come down
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for a long time.”
In fact, Western modernity had encroached into old Beijing long before the communists got there. After the fall of the
Qing Dynasty in 1911, the various republican governments made sporadic gestures towards modernizing Beijing: they
bulldozed some palace walls and garden mansions to lay trolley tracks and to erect buildings somewhat in the Western style;
they expanded a few quaint, narrow streets into wider boulevards for traffic; they even tore off two corners of the city walls
so the railway could pass through. By and large, though, there had been too many wars and coups d’etat to worry about a
new vision for Beijing, so the basic framework was left untouched. Thus, its last imperial splendor was already crumbling
when Mao’s troops entered.
Mao set out right away to modernize Beijing on a large scale. In 1949, there were only fifteen architects in the whole of
Beijing, only five of whom could design so much as a five-story building. Since nobody “modern” was talking to Mao at that
point except Stalin, it was natural that the Soviet advisers and experts got the royal treatment in China. They arrived in
throngs with money, technology, and above all vision. A team of Soviet experts, special guests of the Beijing mayor,
conducted a survey in town and proposed a blueprint for a new Beijing straight out of their thirties Moscow plan. It boiled
down to two focal points: Beijing must be industrialized, and it must be consolidated into a symbol of the socialist state.
Despite the Sino-Soviet falling-out in 1960, this was the vision that set the general direction for Beijing's development
over the next thirty years. With the help of the Soviets, the Chinese built hundreds of factory yards in and around Beijing,
developed workers’ satellite towns, and turned Beijing into a major industrial center. In order to mold Beijing into a socialist
capital, the government dismantled all but two of the ancient city gates, tore down numerous temples and courtyard houses,
cleaned out old teahouses and pleasure zones, and lined the main streets with official monuments, government offices,
standardized state-run stores, and plain apartment buildings. The private sector was nationalized, and artists and craftsmen
were absorbed into the state workforce. Folk fairs and street festivals disappeared; and in their place parades and rallies rose
to become important holiday rituals.
Tiananmen Square was expanded several times over and paved with granite, the better to stage parades. The most
famous building project of this period was the 1958 Ten Big Projects for National Celebration, giant structures conceived
primarily as symbolic monuments to the socialist state, such as the Great Hall of the People and the Museum of
Revolutionary History. They tossed together ingredients of Soviet, classical Chinese, and modernist architectures. It was a
heroic effort to evoke a new sense of the sublime; unfortunately, it didn’t work.
By the end of the fifties, the Soviet-style modernization had changed Beijing profoundly. In comparing two photo
albums of Beijing street scenes—one set of photos had been taken in the forties, and the other, in the fifties—I was struck
by the sharp differences in aura. The Beijing of the fifties exuded a certain austere virtue—the clean streets, the plain,
orderly buildings, the people in their uniform clothes smiling their cheerful, disciplined smiles. The old city’s multi-faceted
sophistication and romantic glow had been wiped out.
The first large-scale dismantling of the city walls took place toward the end of that decade, when the hotheaded Beijing
party committee decided that these cumbersome, useless blocks of bricks not only blocked modern-day traffic but were a
symbol of feudalism. However, before the dismantling of the massive walls could be completed, the country plunged into a
series of economic and political disasters: throughout the sixties and the Cultural Revolution, various political campaigns
consumed the nation, and urban planning came to a halt. Construction during this period was random, paying no attention to
form, quality, or environment.
Materials needed for civil defense and for the construction of a subway line finally finished off the remainder of the city
walls. By 1970, Mao had become so paranoid about Soviet invasions that he threw every Chinese city into frantic preparations
for war. For a while, tunnel-digging became a national occupation. I was an elementary school student in Beijing back then,
and to this day I remember vividly how my school arranged the curriculum around the digging schedule, dividing everyone
into work shifts and, after the tunnel was completed, practicing air-raid evacuation. Meanwhile, all along the route of the
residual city walls, the Red Guards supervised the “black elements”—persecuted professors and cadres—in hacking down the
bricks with picks and shovels in order to clear the way for a future subway system. People picked bricks and stones from the
rubble and used them for the air-raid tunnels.
In a strange way, Mao carried on the Chinese tradition beautifully: the ancient defense system of the city walls had been
rendered obsolete by modern aerial warfare; to create a more up-to-date defense—with Chinese characteristics—Mao
replaced the old walls with winding underground walls. Some of the old bricks were put to good use!
Today, the tunnels still lie under the city, useless and forgotten. Above them, the city pulses with a peacetime energy and the
subway system is heavily used (Beijing’s population has soared from the 1.6 million in 1949 to over 10 million at present).
Whatever ancient sites survived the shocking changes of modernization now seem dislocated, like mutilated limbs on a new
body. The Forbidden City, for instance, sprawls in its dilapidated splendor behind Tiananmen like an embalmed and isolated
relic of the distant past. Directly across the street lies Mao’s mausoleum: the Chairman, too, is embalmed and isolated, in better

787

trim because he is a relic of a more recent past. Both sites have become Beijing’s tourist attractions. People line up to pay
homage, to satisfy curiosity, to get sentimental about history; for both eras are gone forever.
*
Given the historical circumstances, many people consider the changes Beijing has undergone inevitable. The one man who
had a grand, alternative vision for Beijing was a Chinese architect named Liang Sicheng. The scion of a legendary elite-family
and trained at the University of Pennsylvania in the twenties, Liang was a preeminent scholar in Chinese architecture but was
also at home with Western urban planning. His 1950 plan for Beijing has become a classic, enjoying the sort of reputation in
China’s, urban planning circles that Le Corbusier’s 1925 Voisin Plan for Paris does in the West (although the two plans’
ultimate concerns are diametrically opposed). Le Corbusier wanted to wipe out the historic center of Paris in order to install a
rigid modernist system of tall buildings and superhighways. Liang believed that you could have your cake and eat it too: he
wanted to keep all of old Beijing enclosed in its city walls, turning it into a great museum and cultural center, and to build a
new, modern city next to it. He also had the brilliant idea of lining the route atop the city walls with potted plants and flowers
and benches, transforming the ring of walls into an elevated park. These strategies, he believed, would allow Beijing to
leapfrog through time while avoiding all the mistakes Western cities had made: a modernization that would contain the
explosive effects of rapid development and keep an ancient masterpiece for aesthetic appreciation!
Liang was typical of his generation of elite intellectuals; his cosmopolitan erudition did nothing to weaken his
patriotism. Most educated Chinese, chagrined by the World War II Japanese occupation and fearful of colonization, had
supported communism and bowed to Mao out of nationalist fervor. For his part, Mao courted famous intellectuals like
Liang. Liang was flattered and excited, for with the backing of a strong, concerned government, he could do great
things on a grand scale. It was with a sense of empowerment and mission that he received his appointment to the
Beijing Urban Planning Committee, and he couldn’t have felt more acutely the gravity of drawing a new plan for
Beijing. Working day and night with a young associate, Liang believed that the fate of a great city was lying at their
fingertips.
He was soon disappointed. The municipal government held a meeting and voted overwhelmingly against his plan.
The Soviet advisers openly sneered at it as “mistaken” and “impractical.” I recently talked to Liang’s son, Mr. Liang
Congjie, who was still seething about his father’s—and the city’s—misfortune.
“If his plan had been realized,” he said, “Beijing would be a different city today.” A few years ago, he showed up at
a conference honoring his father's career, made an emotional speech, saying that if his father had returned from
America in 1949 instead of 1929, there would have been no career to honor—and then left. Mr. Chu Chuanheng, who
had been the Beijing mayor’s assistant on urban construction back in the fifties, doesn’t share the sentiment at all:
“I believe we made the right judgment about the plan. The state had no money to do what Mr. Liang proposed, and
the old city would have been left to die if we had simply developed a new modern city outside it. Experts tend to split
hairs, but they don’t see the big picture,” he says.
Back then, the mayor of Beijing, Peng Zhen, had taken Liang up to the rostrum of Tiananmen to see the big picture.
Mayor Peng, a robust man from the military, belonged to the trusted clique of leaders around Mao until he was purged during
the Cultural Revolution. Looking out over the city from the rostrum, Peng told Liang that Chairman Mao had stood there
with him recently and said the view would be quite different in the future:
“We’ll see a forest of chimneys from here!” the Chairman had grandly pronounced. So Mayor Peng patted Liang on the
shoulders:
“Imagine that, Mr. Liang! You must have a broad mind and see the big picture.”
Liang almost fainted at these words. Chu admits that, for a long time, the government lacked quality people in urban
planning.
“Back in the fifties, a lot of our cadres came from villages and didn’t even know how to use a toilet bowl—they thought it
was a garbage can and stuffed it with rubbish—how could you expect them to build modern cities? They were peasants!
Beijing has had three waves of peasant takeover: 1949 was the first; then the Cultural Revolution, when army officers and
rural cadres took over the city’s leadership. The third wave was the eighties.”
Chu had been a big shot in the eighties, serving rigorously as a vice minister of urban and rural construction, and pushing
Deng’s reform programs. Although he is getting ready for retirement now, he still holds several high-ranking advisory
positions and is always on the run. His wife doesn’t see him much at home: last year he spent over two hundred days on the
road, flying in and out of the country, and whenever he’s home, the phone rings off the hook and visitors knock on the door to
complain or to ask for favors.
The pace has slowed down, compared to the days when he was first appointed vice minister. Chu describes the first
months of his job—after he was promoted from the municipal government and thrown into the viper’s nest of interministerial
politics at a national level—as a bureaucratic nightmare. He had no idea that everything was so entangled:
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“In a way, reform is about recasting power,” Chu said philosophically. “We are in a transitional, restructuring period where
the division of power and responsibility is blurred. Naturally everybody scrambles to get a bigger slice of the pie. Since our
ministry issues land and building licences, it’s viewed as a profit zone, a fat chunk everybody wants to sink his teeth into.”
Pressed for examples, Chu came up with the Ministry of Transportation and the Ministry of Irrigation:
“Their main domain was suburbs and interprovincial zones, but they would insist on their rights in city planning because
that’s where they could make a buck. Then the other ministries also had their own interests in mind and they made their
demands. So planning gets completely messed up. How can you have real planning when your coordination system breaks
down?” The subject seems to bring back a rush of bad memories for Chu.
“To tell you the truth, the situation was so messy and the problems were so endless that sometimes, when I finally got to
bed, I wished I would never have to wake up again.” These experiences haven’t destroyed Chu’s faith in communism or
reform, though; he has nothing but hope for Beijing’s future.
“Look, the city walls are part of what’s behind us now. It’s useless to gnaw our insides out about loss. We are faced with a
mountain of problems, but we are feeling our way step by step, and we’re getting better every day. I’ve always believed in
looking ahead.”
*
In a way, looking ahead has been a national attitude in the post-Mao China. In Beijing, a city that has lost so much so
quickly, it’s remarkable how little people speak of loss. Official censorship certainly plays a part in this: forty years of endless
campaigns have so saturated the society that surveillance has become a way of life. Mao is still a god—though a human god,
so the Party will agree that he did make a few mistakes; but to turn the case against Mao is, by extension, to go against the
system. Too dangerous. The current leadership permits sob stories about the atrocities of the Cultural Revolution as long as
the victims blame it all on the previous leadership, especially the notorious Gang of Four, led by Madam Mao. As for the
deeper loss—the loss of trust and faith, loss of cultural sophistication and a different way of life—public discussions on such
things have been nearly nonexistent.
This silence stems from a deep-seated stoicism for which political pressure alone cannot account. It has to do with a
fundamental philosophical attitude. Chinese have endured massive destruction, wars, and mismanagement for centuries, and
sometimes, things have gone totally out of control. For lack of better solutions, however, people have simply grown thicker
skins or eased the pain by looking the other way.
George Kates, an American who lived in Beijing in the 1930s, wrote a quirky memoir called The Years That Were Fat. He
noticed a “rubbed” quality of the Chinese, an elasticity characteristic of their social interactions, which he saw as an escapist
tactic that provided their only means of avoiding unpleasant situations since they cannot change the system. He even admired
this trait, seeing it as a way to retain grace and dignity under oppressive circumstances. As it turned out, the system changed
quite radically soon after Kates left China, but the escapist attitude has proven to be deeper and more resilient than political
systems. Over and over again, the prevailing Chinese attitude in the aftermath of disasters seems to be: after all, what’s gone is
gone, and one must move on by focusing on the gains, on the positive side. In other words, you rub off the rough edges of
history by rubbing off the rough edges of your own skin.
The willingness to forget about past sorrows also has to do with the new opportunities Deng’s reform has brought to town.
Despite all the lip service Deng has paid to Mao and the Maoist vision, if one scrapes off the ideological coating, Deng’s
pragmatic policies have put the country on a very different course. Just compare the landmark buildings in Beijing and you
will see an amusing contrast between Mao and Deng. The famous buildings of Mao’s era, whether high-minded state function
halls or cheap housing projects, had more to do with political symbolism and ideological purity than practical returns. During
Deng’s era, commercial interest and daily life have increasingly become the central motif for construction. In the past ten
years, the government built more residential apartments than factory yards, and it has been more eager to court foreign
businesses than to assert China’s independence. Notably, it was for tourism, not nationalism, that various historical sites
were renovated or rebuilt, including a section of the city walls.
For an entire decade, Beijing was turned into a construction site. Day in, day out, you could hear the hiss of the cranes and
watch scaffolds going up and brown dust settling down. Local residents have been excited about the build-up. On my visits,
relatives and friends were always quick to point out to me all the new buildings that had sprung up here and there. They are
signs of “a very good situation,” my father used to say, “the fruits of reform.”
Looking at these new giants wrapped in their showy glass or granite shells, I would nod, and think to myself that they
clearly looked like fruits from an ailing old tree: they made the tree look even older, and they themselves seemed to have
caught the disease. True, these buildings brought in some new energy; but, with the shabbiness surrounding them, they also
heightened the overall feeling of disjunction. I feel tongue-tied in front of my Beijing relatives and friends, witnessing their
genuine excitement, even pride, over something like the Great Wall Hotel, one of Beijing’s first gigantic joint-venture hotels.
Erected abruptly in the midst of a drab neighborhood with battered Cultural Revolution slogans still on some of the walls,
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this steel and glass high-rise was viewed as a breakthrough design at the time, and its cafés and cinema have provided sorely
needed relief to local residents—that is, the ones who could afford it. Sitting there with a banana split or double espresso,
serenaded by a Mozart string quartet played softly by an all-Chinese ensemble dressed in black tie, surrounded by three-piece
suits, imitation jeans and fake designer jackets, Asian faces mixing with blue eyes and blond hair, how can one resist the
impression, however transient, that China truly is joining the global village?
Wang Yi, author of a book on traditional Chinese Gardens and a friend, told me that his son went blank when asked what
the Cultural Revolution was. The boy said nowadays nobody talked about such things at school. Wang is horrified by how
fast past tragedies are being forgotten, how short the national memory is. Gulping down several pots of tea, he talks nonstop
for six hours about things in the past tense: how the Red Guards ransacked his parents’ house, how he himself “broke with”
his parents out of a sense of political righteousness, how much people’s destructive patterns were rooted in history, in ancient
phenomena like witchcraft rituals and palace burnings.
“The first thing a conquering army would do when it entered the capital was to set the palaces on fire. That was part of
burying the evil past and getting a fresh start. It happened all through the centuries, up to the Qing dynasty; it was
exceptional for so many of the Ming palaces to survive. People became more civilized, but only to a certain degree.”
His book on gardens, he says, is not just some esoteric, academic study; rather, it is a commentary on the beauty as well
as the dark side of Chinese culture and history. When I bring up the issue of Beijing’s vanished city walls, Wang jumps up as
though he has waited for years to let loose on the subject. He’s been wanting to write about it “because that was a microcosm
of what happened to our culture.”
He plunged into a long explanation of what the walls symbolized and what it meant to have a city without the walls. I
remind him of various European cities that destroyed their old city walls in the process of modernization.
“But I’m not arguing for wholesale preservation,” Wang Yi interrupts. “What I’m trying to point out is simply this: The
degree of maturity and sophistication classical Chinese city design had attained was so high, it had become a completely selfreferential system, a perfect expression of a codified aesthetics that had gone static. Unable to make the next leap, to
revolutionize itself, it had been dwelling on ever-more minute modifications of details. It was like an elaborate structure in
which every single building block was placed on a precise spot in a precise relation to the other parts and to the whole, so if
you removed any single block, the entire structure would collapse in a heap.”
Wang’s remark reminds me of a point that Liang made about his 1950 plan for Beijing, when he observed that the masterly
design of old Beijing embodied such artistic integrity that new, modernist buildings just wouldn’t sit well within it. The
problem is, raising consciousness about what exactly one is departing from, or emphasizing what is incompatible between two
separately evolved systems, doesn’t quite answer the question of how one should proceed from there. Back in 1950, Liang
suggested moderate reform: adopting new materials on occasion (replacing wood and brick with metal and concrete) but
sticking to Chinese structural methods and styles; unfortunately, his ideas on this remained highly sketchy.
In the current milieu of global postmodern nostalgia for historic artifacts and critiques of the failures of modernist city
planning, how can we mediate the tensions and links between past and present, between yearnings for continuity and
desires for change, between increasingly entangled cultural spheres and conflicting sensibilities? You want heritage, yet you
also want to enjoy technological efficiency. The question takes on a peculiar poignancy and complexity in a setting such as
Beijing, one of the great symbols of Eastern antiquity, as it approaches modernity with the ethos of a third world economy,
a totalitarian polity, and powerful memories and habits of its past imperial glories and humiliations. Questions of this
magnitude overwhelm Wang Yi, who is otherwise an ambitious hard-hitter given to grandiose critical projects.
And then there are the practical constraints. When I asked Wang what was holding him back from writing about the city
walls, he said, sighing,
“It would have no chance of getting published here.” Why?
“Well,” he shrugged despondently, “most people don’t give a damn, and some people care about it too much.”
*
Educated Chinese have learned a great deal from the follies of history in the past forty years. Most of all they
have learned about fear: not merely fear of power and persecution, but also fear of responsibility, fear of
questioning, fear of thinking independently.
In the reform climate of the eighties, Chinese intellectual discourse has seen some quite dynamic moments.
Architectural circles, partly because of their exposure to foreign journals, have led the way in the debate over “culture”
and, more than many others, have sought to rethink tradition and modernity. Postmodernism was introduced as early as
1980. A group of architects and scholars formed an unofficial organization in Beijing, the Salon of Contemporary Chinese
Architectural Culture, which held discussions and printed books in order to promote a more liberal dialogue. It soon
became fashionable to talk about the cultural factor in architecture and urban planning. People brandished phrases like
“environmental consciousness,” “creative fusion,” and “polyphonic structures” as frequently as they used to brandish
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party jargons like “antibourgeois struggle” and “proletarian virtues.”
Then came the Tiananmen massacre, and things tightened down again. The Salon was suspended, and many people
shrank back to their old cautiousness and private pessimism.
Not Professor Lao Nu, one of Liang Sicheng’s foremost disciples and an eminent scholar of architecture in Beijing, who
seems not to have grown gingerly or have mellowed much with his advanced age and wisdom. In fact, during our
conversations about Beijing’s planning and architecture, sparks of passion and wrath threatened to melt the room’s walls.
“It’s hopeless,” professor Lao said, throwing up his hands and moving restlessly in the creaky old chair on which he was
sitting. “The old city has vanished forever, destroyed, broken. Whatever is left is rotting away, deteriorating, or worse,
restored with appalling vulgarity. And the new buildings are ugly, always compromised, curtailed to suit politics, not style or
function.”
Lao detests compromise. He is the kind of man who would go all out for an ideal, and an ideal for him has a purity of its
own. The classics, he believes, should be left alone, preserved as pure classics, whereas new architecture should take on a
clear-cut new image, embracing modernity completely. Though in his student days he was closely identified with Liang
Sicheng, nowadays people hear Lao talk more about Le Corbusier than about his Chinese mentor. In fact, he has become
rather reticent, even critical, toward Liang.
Liang died a heartbroken man during the Cultural Revolution. Having written earnest self-criticisms and pledged
“eternal loyalty” to the party, he survived a 1955 campaign against his “pro-ancient” ideas and managed to retain his post at
the Beijing Urban Planning Committee. Later, he even joined the Party, but during the Cultural Revolution the old dirt was
dug up again, and Liang suffered a new round of attacks and humiliations. Up until his final days, he tried earnestly,
pathetically, to understand why he was wrong and the Party right. He didn’t live to see rehabilitation or to hear the flood of
praise about his career, which only came in the eighties.
Despite all the miseries he suffered, there are people now who question the role Liang played in those years. To some,
Liang was not merely a victim but also a collaborator: political naïveté and bookish character aside, hadn’t Liang
consciously used his powerful position to promote only his classicist approach in the name of “nationalism” while snuffing
out other trends of a more modernist bent? According to some peoples’ accounts, in the fifties, when he was acting as vice
chairman of the Beijing Urban Planning Committee, Liang turned down any building proposal that didn’t use traditional
Chinese pavilion roof. Indeed, his name became almost synonymous with the big roof.
To this day, the style is holding strong as the symbol of “Chineseness,” and officials often force it onto projects. There is
a well-known joke among Beijing architects: How do you get your plan approved? Simply put a few pavilion roofs in your
pocket when you go to see the mayor.
The joke is no exaggeration if you take a walk around town: there are plenty of pavilion rooftops squatting over new
modernist buildings, like an odd afterthought in children’s drawings. Folklore has dubbed this style “wearing the Western
suit with melon-skin hat,” the small hat traditional gentlemen used to wear with a Chinese gown.
Further, some feel that Liang’s desire to keep up with the party policies went too far. At the beginning of the Cultural
Revolution, in response to Mao’s call for educational reform, he was among the first to suggest that universities should
abolish architecture departments and let them be absorbed by departments of civil engineering. Although such efforts didn’t
prevent his personal misfortune, they did help to wreck many scholarly careers and to set the field back for many years.
No one I encountered has a personal vendetta against Liang, least of all his students. In a way, forgiving Liang’s actions is
as necessary and important as forgiving one’s own, since his story is merely one in a thousand among a whole generation of
educated Chinese who bought the party’s ideology and willingly reformed themselves. Even in death, Liang’s shadow haunts
the battle scene. People such as Professor Lao are upset with Liang’s high traditionalism primarily because officials and
conservative architects use it even today to further their own politics while suppressing others. It often seems to be the same
old battle fought with slightly different rhetorics and warriors. The terms of debate have a banal, tiresome sound—tradition or
modernity? Chinese or Western? Communism or capitalism? Pavilion roofs or square boxes? Courtyard houses or apartment
rows? Everything is too clear-cut, everything gets reduced to ideological stereotypes.
Professor Lao’s position is clear:
“Times have changed,” he said firmly. “Modern life demands modern architecture. Let’s face it: China had a grand,
beautiful architectural tradition, but it’s dead. For centuries it reproduced itself and made little progress. Why pretend we
can revive it now or fit it into a new era? We are not fooling anyone but ourselves.”
His unequivocal radicalism upsets many. Party apparatchiks as well as traditionalists insist on a Chinese core, the
former for reasons of political nationalism, the latter for “aesthetic supremacy.” Even some young liberals feel uneasy
about Lao’s views, finding them too essentialist and absolute.
“I like and respect Mr. Lao as a person,” a young architectural scholar, Shen Kening, said to me after much musing. “He
has a basic integrity, and has done a great service to the field by introducing Western modernism. But I’m afraid I cannot
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agree with his general position. It’s not a matter of going West or East, right or left; tradition has deep, entangled roots in our
national consciousness, it seeps through our present problems. Until we really understand our own heritage, there is no way
we could even diagnose our problems, let alone propose any solutions.” Here he paused again, his voice growing more
ponderous, almost melancholy.
“It may take another generation to sort things out, and several generations down the road to produce something truly
worthy.”
Shen himself is sorting things out by tracing them back to the very beginning. At present, he works for an American
architecture firm in 'Wisconsin, though he still writes specialized, academic articles—with titles like “Residential Patterns in
a Pre-historic Chinese Village Settlement”—for Beijing journals.
Despite their differences, both Shen and Professor Lao belong to the pessimist camp. Everyone in the field knows
about an article written by a Western architect after an extensive survey of Chinese architecture in the mid-eighties. The
article’s title became famous:
“Contemporary Chinese Architecture: Nothing Worth Learning.”
Lao and Shen would probably agree with the verdict. Given present circumstances—official control, poor education,
and lack of vision—they don’t see much hope for the future, either. Lao once said to me:
“China’s old equilibrium was lost in the Opium War, in 1840. It’s never been regained. The country has been staggering
to catch up with the West. The harder it tries, the worse it staggers. It zigzags ahead a bit, but the West is moving along too,
and faster. The gap will only get bigger.”
*
Not everyone is so down on the situation. The two founders of the architecture salon, Wang Mingxian and Gu Mengchao,
talked confidently about the future. Gu’s optimism was buoyed by a recent visit to Shanghai, although he had grave
reservations about what he saw as the “officialization of Shanghai.”
“With all the new big hotels and big plazas, it’s becoming more and more like Beijing—large, intimidating, and
inconvenient,” he complained.
There is a strong humanist streak in his assessment of urban development. Although he hasn’t read Jane Jacobs’s classic
thesis on urban neighborhood culture, his ideas are very much about building a city around neighborhoods for the ordinary
residents, rather than building it around official culture or for high, abstract ideas. Gu feels that Chinese architects can do a lot
in this direction. Citing a recent controversy over a project of “neo-courtyard buildings,” he emphasized that interesting
experiments had not been stopped by the post-Tiananmen repression.
Wang Mingxian, younger and with a college degree in literature, is given over to a more embellished optimism. Pacing
his cramped, gloomy office full of stacked cabinets spilling dusty papers and files, he went on for hours about all things
positive. As an editor for the official magazine Chinese Architecture, he has earned the reputation of being a tireless activist
to open up and promote new architecture. Before the salon was suspended, he and Gu often pitched in money from their own
pockets to fund the salon’s activities. They remain proud that their efforts broke significant ground.
“There is a new consciousness among our scholars and architects,” Wang said. “Before, people never treated architecture
as something cultural—it was either political, or practical. A scholar watched which way the political wind was blowing. An
architect looked strictly under his nose and drew a building plan the way a village carpenter uses a ruler to make a chest. But
now, we have creative people at work, and the general level of the field has gone up.”
What about the loss? Some people feel that Beijing is ruined already, that the space is so messed up it’s hard to plan
anything. Wang frowned.
“That’s a matter of perspective—I think the space is fine. Beijing is not like Shanghai or Canton, it’s not that
cramped and built up. There are a lot of spaces for expansion, for improvement. And things are moving along. It’s easy
to criticize, to complain about some new disastrous decisions, some coarse buildings. But if you look around, there is
also beautiful work being done, under incredibly difficult circumstances.” To prove this, he pulled out a half-page
newspaper review he wrote about five such works. I glanced at the title:
“Five Constellations in the Sky of Contemporary Chinese Architecture.”
Wang’s favorite “constellation” is the Olympic Center, a complex of auditoriums, shops and activity centers
constructed in 1990 for the Asian Games. It’s located on the north side, a good distance from downtown Beijing. Wang
urged me to see it:
“Trust me, it’s worth a trip. The pity is,” he sighed, a genuine look of regret creeping onto his face, “winter is not the
best season to appreciate its beauty.”
The next morning, I was on the site. It was very cold, and a howling wind froze everything into stiff
silhouettes. The only event scheduled on the grounds that day was an ice sculpture show in one of the exhibition
halls. I bought a tour ticket and wandered the grounds. The site was chosen and developed with care to
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geography: it balanced off the north side of Beijing’s central north-south axis, and its internal road system was
designed to correspond exactly with Beijing’s road system. Two auditoriums loom against an open horizon, each
with huge silver roofs sloping down in gracious arcs like bird’s wings, supported by pillars rising up. It’s not hard
to detect a playful borrowing from the traditional pavilion roof, but the use of new structuring methods and
materials like colored metal boards give the roofs a slick new look. The interior is slick too, especially the
building housing a ten-lane swimming pool and six thousand seats, covered by a dome done up in exposed,
intricately knotted telphers.\fn{Apparently she means the aerial cables which suspend small, electrically-driven telpher cars used for
quickly traversing valleys where the construction of ground transport communication systems is judged abnormally costly due to potential
infrequency of use combined with terrain impediments (permanent snowdrifting; thick jungle; swamp infestation, torrential rivers, etc.) H }

This auditorium alone cost about $23 million.
Surrounding the outdoor race tracks, there are the ring-shaped driveways and terraces for walking, all neatly
divided by elevated tiers and platforms. There are other grace notes, too, like a sinuous artificial lake, sculptures,
and flower planters scattered around. Even the roadside lamps have nice touches of detail. I was impressed—they
may not be the “cutting-edge works of international architecture up to 2050,” as a billboard at the entrance boasts,
but they certainly show character and style. These are definitely not the mediocre, slapdash affairs one sees
everywhere in Beijing.
Across the lot are rows of creamy pink apartment buildings, the residential part of the “Asian Games Village.” Built in haste
to house the foreign athletes, they are now rented out as apartments. A friend of mine, a scrawny, bespectacled young magazine
editor, has moved into one of them. He said the interior finish was so lousy that things are already crumbling: indeed, I saw little
of him on this trip, as he spent a full month’s leave repainting and fixing things up in his new home. Finally he himself
crumbled, lying in bed with a high fever and gastric spasms. Five weeks after he and his family moved in the gas pipes still had
not been opened, so they had to cook on a little coal stove.
Still, they are the envy of all their friends: the Asian Games Village is considered chic, high living, and my friend has turned
an extra room into a study. In his old two-room apartment, the bedroom doubled as the living room and dining room. I myself
had many meals with him and his wife right by their double bed, while their small son practiced the violin in the next room or
played ping-pong against the wall.
“I’m very content,” my friend sighed. “Now I have a room I can shut myself up in.”
And how much luckier can you get in Beijing The average living space in 1986 was just under eight square yards per person,
but that was the official account, which is as unreliable as a Chinese toilet—it fluctuates freely: the official population count is
always too low, the production ratio always too high. So, square yardage notwithstanding, in reality you feel you have no
privacy at all, very often not even space to breathe.
I phoned Wang Mingxian to tell him how much I appreciated the Olympic Center, even in winter. He was pleased.
“You should try to meet Ma Guoxin, Olympic’s chief designer. He’s one of our best architects working today, and a
cultivated person. Trust me,” Wang said. “It’s worth a trip.”
*
I made phone calls. Two days later, I showed up in Ma’s office—thirty minutes late because my cab got stuck in traffic
and I had to climb twelve floors, since there was a power cut in his building. I was relieved to find him still waiting there.
“Sorry,” he said.
“I’m sorry,” I muttered, a bit out of breath.
For an architect of prominence and fame, Ma and his office struck me as oddly plain. He was wearing a drab gray Mao suit,
with two blue sleeve-guards pinned over the elbows and an old knit wool-hat to keep warm. Covered in dust and paint stains,
he could have been a model worker who had stepped out of a propaganda movie. The office looked like a chaotic warehouse:
large wooden panels, drawing boards, rolls of papers, and buckets of brushes were everywhere. There were only two small
stools, and the room was so cluttered I had to squeeze awkwardly to sit on one. Just as I was wondering if this was really his
office, Ma apologized again: he had thought this room would be quieter, “more convenient.” I knew then he must share
his main office with other people and didn’t want to be interviewed there.
Once we started talking, Ma changed into a different person. With ease and a good deal of charm, he glided over a
wide range of subjects during our long, discursive chat. He compared the ethos of preindustrial cities with the aesthetics
of postmodernism. He discussed Daniel Bell and Karl Marx. To illustrate how absurd and misplaced a certain argument
about the architect Philip Johnson and neoclassicism was, he cited eleventh-century Song Dynasty architectural works.
And to give me a sense of exactly how important money is in architecture, he told with great verve a story about I. M.
Pei, the Chinese-American master, building the Fragrant Hill Hotel in Beijing. I mentioned some of Professor Lao’s
scathing remarks:
“In China,” Lao had said, “you have rocket satellites shooting off on the one hand, and a lot of peo ple without pants
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to wear on the other—but everybody jumps up and down about the satellites, because the country needs so desperately
to be proud.” Ma broke into a laugh, shaking his head softly.
“Mr. Lao has a temperament like Lu Xun’s”—Lu Xun was the most celebrated twentieth-century Chinese writer,
well-known for his vitriolic attacks on the Chinese character. And this set Ma off on literature: he ruminated over images
of Beijing in fiction, quoting works by Chen Jiangong and Liu Xinwu along the way.
What about the image of his Olympic Center? Launched in the wake of the Tiananmen massacre, the Asian
Games project had been a noisy part of the official campaign to win back the international community. The
Chinese populace had been divided over it. For the chief architect, the pressure to create the “correct image” at
such a tense moment must have been extraordinary. How did Ma handle the situation so that his work won praise
from everyone—the officials, the architectural community, and the local people?
“If you want to get things done within the system,” Ma told me, smiling charmingly, “the key word is double
code”—he says “double code” twice, first in Chinese, then in English. Then he told me a story.
After designing the main auditorium, he ran an introductory session for the officials who could pass it or kill it
on the spot depending on, say, what they had had for lunch. Ma showed them his blueprint together with slides of
the Forbidden City, and went into fantastic elaberations about their resemblances. By the end of the session,
everybody was happily convinced that Ma’s new auditorium, like the Temple of Great Harmony, the main palace
inside the Forbidden City, would be a symbol of the national spirit, a modern expression of the Chinese heritage.
“It’s nothing like it, of course,” Ma shrugged. “But that was the acceptable code language for them—so why
not?”
This brought to mind another story I had heard. As construction on the Olympic Center was about to get started, some
municipal officials surveying the site began to have doubts about Ma’s political correctness: signs of Western bourgeois
influence abounded; where was the Chinese spirit? Rumors soon flew about that the hard-liners were planning a campaign
against Ma, that the Olympic project would be suspended for investigation.
The night the rumors reached Ma, he went straight to the site and ordered the work team to drive the first piles into the
ground. A fait accompli. Once the work had started, it was that much harder to call it off. And somehow, Ma got away with
it: construction proceeded, partly thanks to time pressures. Throughout the construction, though, Ma had to live with the,
dubious prospect that he was simply being used for the last time, squeezed dry; once the work was done, he would be
finished off and turned into a political target.
In the end, he lucked out again—but this time it took the emperor himself to save Ma. The day construction was
completed, Deng Xiaoping dropped by to look around.
“Very good,” Deng said simply before leaving: “Shows them the Chinese moon is round, too!”
That closed the book. From there on, praises showered over Ma and his “masterpiece of the Chinese spirit.”
Well, is this a true story? Ma smiled, shaking his head.
“I’m sorry,” he answered, deadpan now. “I have no comment.”
I smiled, too, and dropped the question. I realized that Ma was a good poker player and foxy in ways Professor Lao was
not.
Ma was a perfect product of the system: his college degree was from Qinghua University, the best architecture department
in the country, and from a very young age he was involved in all sorts of major government projects, from the International
Club to Mao’s mausoleum. From 1985 to 1983, he was sent to Japan to study with the world-renowned architect Kenzo
Tange. And when I. M. Pei came to Beijing, Ma was his host. He has been through a lot and gone to a lot of places, so he
knows quite well the gap, often a gulf, that lies between China and the rest of the world; he knows, too, the trapdoors and
loopholes within the system at home.
What do you do if you grew up in one world, have a solid career and are rooted in it, and then acquired sensibilities from
other worlds? What does it mean when you talk about artistic and intellectual integrity in a situation like today’s China? Ma,
like a lot of Chinese architects, must know what happened to the heady Soviet art movement of the early twenties, to people
like Vladimir Tatlin and Melnikov.
For a short while in 1925, young Melnikov was the toast of Paris and raved about by such Western greats as Hoffmann,
Le Corbusier, and Perret, but that sort of celebrity did him in back home: his career as an architect after that was limited
to building a great house for himself. The house is one of the twentieth century’s architectural wonders, but he was
never allowed to build anything else.
In light of all that, I feel I understand Ma’s strategy. Some people might call it moral subterfuge or outright
compromise, others might call it “working the system creatively.”
Returning from Japan, from Kenzo Tange, Ma went back to Qinghua University for a Ph.D., taking courses on
history and theory, and working, on and off, on his dissertation about Japanese architecture, which he eventually turned
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in after finishing the Olympic Center. He said it was his way of coping with the realization that architects need to be
more “cultured”:
“You must absorb a great deal from other cultures before your imagination can spring off to create something
original,” Ma said. On the other hand, I read a speech he gave not long ago on Chinese urban planning; it was so full of
official jargon and obfuscation I couldn’t bear to finish it.
There was, then, the giant plaster panda squatting on the Olympic site. The panda, coquettishly named Panpan
(“waiting with longing”), was the Asian Games’ official emblem. Intellectuals saw it as sinister kitsch. Rumor spread
that the double ring sign with a red torch that Panpan held up in her paws had a double meaning; it should really be
read as “6.4—a drop of blood.” June 4 is how the Chinese refer to the Tiananmen massacre.
Originally, Ma had planned abstract sculptures for the site, but the officials objected that they were too
Westernized and insisted on the panda. Ma’s assistants were dismayed, but he cheered them up with his own
interpretation:
“It’s not so bad,” Ma told them. “In the West, designers sometimes set pop icons on a modernist site, too. With a
sense of humor, you’ll see a kind of postmodernist play here, because the panda creates an interesting tension with
the rest of the buildings.” I couldn’t help chuckling over Ma’s shrewd maneuver.
“Take Chicago,” Ma said to me. “You have Mickey Mouse and the Bulls squatting over some of the downtown
buildings, don’t you?” I nodded, amazed by his ready worldly knowledge.
Before leaving, I told Ma if he ever gets a chance to visit Chicago, I’d be glad to show him around town. Ma said his
upcoming trip was to Barcelona. Ma in springtime Barcelona? Not in this gray Mao suit with the sleeve-guards, surely.
“It’ll be just beautiful!” he said dreamily, and here his thoughts skimmed again.
“You know,” he gazed toward the window, his voice ever so casual, “if we had cleared up the space around the
Forbidden City and wrapped a two-hundred-meter-wide green belt around it, it would be quite nice. But sure,” he
swung right back to me, “I’ll probably go to the States later this year, and I’ll see if I can drop by Chicago. For modernist
architecture, it’s a must, isn’t it?”
*
Two days before leaving Beijing, I had lunch with an old friend who, though his profession is researcher at a folk art
institute, has embarked on a thriving career of writing stand-up comedy. As we met in front of his institute, it dawned on me
that it was housed in one of the greatest Qing Dynasty mansions in Beijing—Prince Gong’s Mansion. Seeing my curiosity,
my friend took me in for a stroll.
The estate was surprisingly well preserved: an intricate maze of courtyards, stone paths, old houses, and squat pines
stood in perfect arrangements. So did the winding corridors, ornate roofs, and window lattices, their faded colors adding a
quickening melancholy to their grace. This was the creation of the mandarin aristocracy in its ripest stage, its aura of
majestic elegance at once grand and forbidding.
But I peeked into a few rooms. A standard Chinese office scene jumped into view: cheap, cumbersome desks and chairs,
heavy, Soviet-style sofas with dust covers and laced doilies, walls with brown water stains, calendars showing trite
landscapes or gaudy movie stars, and—of course—those sedate figures in dour clothes sipping tea or huddling over a
newspaper. The contrast between the old mansion and its inhabitants made me think of fictional occupations in a time warp,
yet I knew this was an authentic melange of cultural contradictions that are now abundant in Beijing.
As though to culminate this sense of contradiction, in the back garden we bumped into a dense mob of People’s
Liberation Army soldiers! Against an old temple painted in dull ochre, the dazzling mass of their bright green uniforms made
me jump—and I caught a quick glimps of a movie camera! Were they shooting a movie? A commercial? Military home
video?
At lunch I got sentimental and told my friend that I was going to climb up the Drum Tower for a last view of Beijing. He
shook his head, but said he would come along. No need to go back to the institute anyway, since he is only required there one
day a week, and half of that day is spent in “political studies.”
“My salary is so low it’s barely enough for my four cab rides to work. I go by cab anyway because buses are so
exhausting, and I’ve got to save the energy for my real work at home.” He earns a good living by writing for television or
composing ads for, say, herb pills.
Built during the thirteenth century Yuan Dynasty, the Drum Tower is the oldest major public structure surviving in
Beijing. It, too, has become tourist property. There is an entrance fee, but no other visitors were in sight. The old woman
behind the ticket window was dozing off.
We climbed up the dank stone steps inside a dark tunnel; they were so steep I became dizzy looking over my shoulders.
At the top, the stairs led into an oblong pavilion. A giant bronze drum stood in a dark corner, emanating a dull, solitary
sheen. To our surprise, the rest of the pavilion was refurbished with an exhibit of old Beijing shop signs. They came in a
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charming variety: brilliant silk banners with embroidered names, painted boards with gold inscriptions, quaint picture
signs—scissors, hats, a sesame oil bottle, a kite—each breathing a life of its own. My friend and I walked around
mesmerized; it felt like walking down a memory lane in a dream.
Finally, we stepped out to the observation deck. It was not a clear day: a thin fog stitched the air like an invisible net, and
Beijing lay under our eyes, a blurry mass of grayish shapes of different heights and sizes. Cars and crowds crawled slowly.
Tiny figures popped in and out of crabbed lanes. At the edges of vision, clumps of tall buildings were strewn jaggedly
across the horizon. Maybe when there are more of them, the city will look less naked and open; maybe the skyline will be
tomorrow’s city wall.
The deck surrounding the pavilion is broad, and we walked slowly around it, taking in the whole city, the entire broken
vista under the pale sun. Once again, there was nobody else up there. After a while, my friend turned to me and said:
“You know, this is weird: this tower used to be the center of Beijing—so for a Chinese, this point under our feet used to
be the center of the universe. And the drum beat at night gave people a sense of time. But now, of all the ten million people
in Beijing, nobody thinks of coming up here, not even for a five-minute view.”
I said if it weren’t for me, he himself wouldn’t have come. He said:
“That’s just what I’m saying—and you come here because you no longer live here.” It’s like visiting a dead symbol, he
says, and knowing it’s got nothing to do with the vibrant life, which is elsewhere.
“Beijing has moved on,” he said. “Young people would rather go sit in those new revolving cafés or go disco dancing.
Old people wouldn’t come here either; the steps are too much for them and, anyway, they’d rather go to the parks to
exercise. This place makes you feel old and cut off. It’s just not a good feeling.”
188.206 Purple Asters\fn{by Ding Xiaoqi (1959- )} Sehenyang, China (F) 8
The room is like a wok turned upside down, black and suffocating. The eyes are dyed black; whether they are
open or closed makes no difference; it is impossible to see anything. The people on the kang are all fast asleep.
There is only the sound of snoring, sometimes loud and coarse, sometimes soft and subtle, like the bubbling sound
of boiling water. When you have made sure that no one knows your eyes are open, you just lie there and watch the
darkness the whole night long.
You dare not turn around. It seems as if everyone on the kang is tied together by a rope. Should you happen to
move you would wake everybody up. Even your man—you dare not pull the little tip of your braid out from under
Big’ shoulder blade. You are so close to each other that you can smell the warmth of his heavy chest. It flows into
your face—now stronger now weaker—smelling like sun-dried mushrooms.
As afraid as you are of waking those asleep, you are even more afraid that those still awake might know that
you are awake, too. It is already the seventh time that the old lady at the end of the kang has coughed; she uses the
quilt to cover her mouth. Two bodies away from you is Second Brother. He still has not snored or turned around.
“Second Brother, isn’t your neck aching? Turn around a bit and hurry up falling asleep!”
In your heart, you ask that this very long and black night may belong to you alone, that your weak body may
be allowed to regain its strength, that the heavy pressure you still feel on your heart may be relieved a bit. If only
the dense, stifling air in the room would escape through cracks in the window, through crevices in the door. That
hand, which is not really huge but broad and hard, has already been moved to the other side of the kang as Big has
turned around, but you still feel as if there is something real on your tiny breasts, and the tight feeling below your
little belly.
*
Did you want to go with Uncle? Well, Dad and Mum did discuss it with you! That day, a man came to the
house. He looked much younger than Dad, but Dad made you call him Uncle. Then Mum called you to the
kitchen and told you that their home was in the Northeast, that they were very well-off, and very good people. You
do not know why Mum did not call your older sister. In your family there were four girls. Only the fifth child was
a little brother. You are number two, and because you were neither as clever as the oldest, nor as naughty as the
youngest, and because you were not as pretty as number three, you were always the most obedient at home. You
knew that if you did as Mum told you to, she would praise you for being sensible. She might smile—she smiled
so seldom.
You remember it so clearly: the next morning Mum gave you a really fine, new pink gown, a pair of green
nylons and a pair of new black velveteen shoes. The shoes had white plastic soles. They looked truly dazzling on
your feet, just a little too large. In the early morning Dad said that Second Sister need not go to work in the field;
she could stay at home and do as she pleased. Your two younger sisters gazed at you with envy; one said your
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dress was beautiful, the other said your shoes were lovely. As old as you were, this was the first time you had ever
received so much attention at home. You felt very proud.
Around noon Uncle arrived, to take you with him. You did not feel sad as you left home; you did not cry either,
despite having once planned that when you reached that day, you would do like your friends had done and wail
hysterically. You only felt slightly uneasy after the excitement. It seemed as if it was only at night, when you
climbed on to the train with Uncle, and you saw the shadows of the trees and mountains quickly passing by
outside the wagon, that you finally realized the significance of your leaving home. Yet the most urgent question in
your mind was whether the bamboo bed that you used to share with your oldest sister was now occupied by Third
Sister? Long ago Third Sister had complained that she wanted to move out of Dad and Mum’s big bed and
squeeze into yours and Oldest Sister’s little one. These thoughts made you feel like crying, but you hurriedly did
like Uncle did, curled up in the train passageway and fell asleep quickly.
After travelling three days and four nights, by train, bus and tractor, Uncle finally brought you through this
strong and solid wooden door. For quite a while you had been hoping that you would arrive soon. You honestly
had no strength left to continue travelling with Uncle. In order to be able to climb up on that truck full of canvas
bags, Uncle had pulled your arm so that it “cracked,” and you still were afraid to move it backwards quickly.
However, you dared not tell Uncle—mountain kids are not so precious; many of the illnesses they suffer are left
to cure by themselves. Furthermore, you were lucky that Uncle had been taking care of you all the way, otherwise
you would not have known how to get on the train or where to eat. You are such a foolish girl. This time you are
really out in the big world. Never mind Mum and Dad; it would likely be difficult to find anyone from your
village who had come this far.
*
Uncle took you over to that middle-aged couple, patted you on the shoulder and merely said these are your
inlaws, now be good, and left. While the inlaws saw him to the door, you just stood in the middle of the room and
looked at the stove by the wall. From underneath the lid of a pot, which was even bigger than the millstone at
home, wafted a most delicious smell.
“Daughter-in-law, come in here!”
An old lady’s voice came from the inner room. Did you not realize whom she was calling? You looked around;
there was nobody else in the room. At this moment out of the blue leaped up a filthy little person. Except for the
whites of his eyes, from his head to his legs the only white things were two streaks of snot. “Snotty” pushed your
arm, tilted his face and said:
“She’s calling you, daughter-in-law.”
You gave him a flustered look and felt like telling him that you were not called daughter-in-law. But you did
not tell him. You were afraid the old lady might hear you and think that you were contradicting her.
“She’s calling you, daughter-in-law.” Snotty repeated it, only because it was a novel form of address to him,
then in a flash, while looking at you, he sucked back the two streaks of snot that looked like thick, boiled noodles.
The only thing heard was a slurping sound from his throat.
“Daughter-in-law! Is that you calling ‘daughter-in-law’?!”
Following a very shrill voice, Snotty stumbled and fell to the ground. The.next second a dirty foot appeared on
either side of his waist. The feet were covered by yellow rubber shoes out of proportion with those skinny legs.
“Yellow Rubber Shoes” was sitting on top of Snotty. Snotty refused to give in and howled and fought back. It was
total chaos. You quickly escaped these two combatants and went inside.
It was indeed a wealthy home. A huge kang reached from one wall to the other. It was just enonnous. It took up
four-fifths of the entire room. Bright and colourful paper was pasted on to the kang, the type of paper used for
wrapping candy but which had not been cut out. Perhaps because the kang was so huge, you suddenly did not
know where to look.
“Daughter-in-law, please sit down.”
The old lady who spoke sat on the kang by the wall. You did not know whether you ought to sit down or not.
Your rear end had not touched the edge of the kang yet when another young fellow entered.
“Grandma, I’m back.”
Maybe it was the red sweat-shirt he was wearing which made his neck appear very pale, so pale that one could
clearly see the light blue blood vessels. He bent down, slapped the two rolling by the door and just said
“Don’t be so noisy.”
The combatants did calm down and left the room. As he stood up and saw you by the edge of the kang, he
turned red, but he still took the time to speak a few words. You did not quite catch what he said; you were too
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nervous. You quickly got up from the kang, but he had already turned around and gone outside. You were too
stupid to say a word. You cursed yourself.
When suppertime came, you still had not figured out exactly how many people were in this family.
Grandma and Father-in-law sat with crossed legs on the kang. One side of the kang-table was reserved for you,
another side was for Mother-in-law, who held the rice spoon and saw to the rice pot. The kids were all over, some
inside, others outside in the courtyard; leaning against doors and windows, they each held a bowl, eating off in
their own worlds. You kept your eyes on the bowl in your hands; you dared not lift your head, not to mention
reaching for the dishes of meat and vegetables on the small table. You knew that you were embarrassingly clumsy
in front of strangers. It was not the youngest in the family, but the oldest, who used the one and only aluminium
spoon on the small table. As if it was a symbol of power, the old lady wielded the little spoon to dish out endless
portions of stir-fried green onions and eggs and took care of everybody in the family. She was like an old hen
dividing the food evenly among her chickens—that included Fathe—and Mother-in-law, who were in their fifties.
“Please, daughter-in-law.” This time you knew she was addressing you, and you held out your bowl just like
Father-in-law.
“And you, Big.” The old lady went on. This made you even more nervous than when she addressed you.
“No thanks.”
A curt, indistinct voice came from outside the window. You ventured to take a quick glance over there and saw
the back of someone squatting, his shoulders broad and square. It was not the one in the red sweat-shirt. You
wondered. The old lady took the egg that was meant for Big and put it in your bowl. Everyone in the room was
watching; it made you ill at ease.
“My brother is very fond of Sister-in-law.”
Second Brother walked in when the old lady called him in turn. The reflection of the red sweat-shirt made his
sweaty forehead shine. You were so shy that your face was burning; it was doubtless very red. You felt scared, and
happy too, because of Second Brother’s words, and because of Big’s egg, too.
After supper, Mother-in-law made Fourth Brother do the dishes. As it turned out, he was Yellow Rubber
shoes.” This is my job, you thought, and said so, but no one in the whole family paid any attention to you; they
were all busy rolling cigarettes, as if that was a very serious matter. The tobacco was packed in a small bamboo
scoop placed on the kang, and they would push and pull it back and forth as if it had been greased. They used the
small pieces of paper in the scoop to roll up the loose tobacco into cone-shaped cigarettes. Fifth Brother—Snotty
—who leaning against Grandma, also began to smoke; he was faster at rolling cigarettes than the old lady herself.
In no time the room was so full of smoke that it was impossible to keep one’s eyes open.
That evening it was arranged for you to sleep between Mother-in-law and the old lady, and you all went to bed
very early. The big, cosy kang was able to accommodate everyone’s fatigue after a long day. You fell asleep as
soon as your head hit the pillow and so had no idea how the others slept.
*
When you opened your eyes the next morning, only you and Fifth Brother were still on the kang. The rays of
the sun formed columns of light and dust that danced unbridled inbetween the two of you. Who knows how long
Fifth Brother had been awake? He was staring at you with his brown eyes, spellbound, then he smiled and
revealed two little yellow fangs. You felt very embarrassed and got up and dressed in a hurry.
Just at this moment, Mother-in-law furiously pulled aside the door curtain, entered the room and without a
word lifted up Fifth Brother’s quilt and slapped him on the bum. The kid cried “ouch” and jumped up, then he
quickly covered his private parts with his hands. Heavens, he was not wearing a single piece of clothing! You
smiled at him, and recalled how every morning when you used to dress your little brother you would call him
“water tap.”
You finished washing up, and as soon as you came out, Mother-in-law handed you a bowl of porridge. You
stirred in it with your chopsticks and found a large, slippery egg in the bottom, and you nearly dropped it on the
ground. Before you had finished your porridge, Mother-in-law gave you thirty yuan.
“Go to the commune and take a look around. If there is something you like, just go ahead and buy it.”
“No thanks.” You had never before carried that much money.
“Take it. Just look around and see what’s going on. If you walk along the big dam it’s not much further than
twenty Ii.” You still refused, but then Mother-in-law said,
“They’re very busy working in the field. Otherwise I’d have asked Big to accompany you.”
Only then did you take the money. Mother-in-law’s hand was rough and warm. Just as you had gone outside,
she called you again.
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“Don’t forget to pick up two fin of soya bean paste. Tonight we’ll have noodles for supper.”
Mother-in-law handed you a small clay jar. Now that you had been given such responsibility you felt really
good inside.
*
The beginning of May just happened to be the blossoming season of the Chinese scholar tree. Oh, the scholar
tree blossoms, so white and golden, blocking the clouds and covering the sun, and turning the long dam into a
corridor of flowers. A light breeze blew from the fields and stirred up a refreshingly damp and sweet fragrance
from each tree.
Suddenly you felt short of breath. Heavens, what is that?! That is it, that is definitely it! You had never seen an
aster before, but at first glance, the first time you saw this purple flower that made you quiver inside, you
recognized it immediately! Don’t be impatient; calm down; look ahead of you. Under each scholar tree these
cone-shaped flowers were in full bloom. This discovery made you so excited that you felt your heart swell. Your
fragile chest almost could not bear it. You had been searching for years, singing about it for years, it was just like
you had imagined it to be, and yet not exactly as in your imagination. The colors were even more purple, the
flowers even thicker and the stamen much more straight.
When you were eight years old, a girl around your age called Lili came to your village. She was the
granddaughter of Madame Wang from the wine store and had come to spend her summer holidays. Several times,
as you returned from herding the cattle, you had seen Lili in the courtyard behind Madame Wang’s bamboo fence,
skipping over a thin elastic band which could be stretched very far. As she skipped she would sing some rhymes
to the same beat. You would stand outside the fence and stare your eyes out. Lili skipped really gracefully. Her
small, plump, white legs would skilfully kick and twist, and her pretty dress would flap like huge butterfly wings.
“Let me teach you how to do rubber band skipping, okay?”
Every time Lili greeted you so enthusiastically, you would blush and refuse. Not that you did not want to or did
not know how to do it—when you were all alone herding cattle you would take the small rope for tying bundles of
grass and arrange it on the ground, then you would kick and twist over it as you had seen Lili do it—but you just
could not skip together with Lili. You did not have a dress with lace trimmings like hers; you did not even have a
pair of shoes. Your black, bare feet and your thin legs were all covered with mud because you had been looking
after the old water buffalo. You hid your feet in the grass and pricked yourself till it hurt on the little “hedgehoggy” balls.
Aster flowers, aster flowers;
they’re not afraid of stormy showers.
When diligent people begin to discuss,
they come into bloom without any fuss.

You had learned this rhyme and so would stand in the grass out- side the fence and help Lili sing, over and
over again without stopping. You had felt very happy. Later on Lili had left, and just before leaving the village she
had given you the rubber band, so you could learn. She had also said that she would come back the following
summer holiday and skip together with you.
She had not been back since then. You also had not done any skipping since then, but the rhyme had stuck in
your memory forever: "
Aster flowers, aster flowers;
They’re not afraid of stormy showers.
When diligent people begin to discuss,
they come into bloom without any fuss.

Whether you were herding cattle or cutting grass, you would sing patiently and endlessly to the mountains, to
the trees and to all the wild flowers. At home they did not have that kind of flower, but you trusted that some day
you would eventually find one—and now, no, at this very moment, right next to you bunch after bunch of these
purple flowers so abundantly and generously bloomed for you, as if they knew that the girl in front of them, now
called Daughter-in-law, had sung about them for so many years.
You counted them as you walked. You got confused but continued counting. In any case, you did not miss a
single flower; you did not want any of them to feel left out.
*
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The commune streets were truly lively. People were selling all sorts of things. The vendors, shouting out loud
or calling out softly, rattling their tambourines and banging little copper gongs, all racked their brains for a smart
way to advertise their goods. At the sight of the golden-yellow fried pancake in the pot, a stream of saliva rose
from underneath your tongue. Standing in front of the stove, with the dark smoke curling up around it, you
hesitated again. At home, Dad always used to say that a ten-yuan note was worth nothing once you had broken it,
so don’t break the note for a fried pancake. You had better take a look around. You pulled yourself together and
swallowed the saliva.
In this way you walked past one stall after another. You wanted to buy everything but ended up having bought
nothing. You had better buy the soya bean paste for Mother-in-law first. You felt that this would be only fair to
her.
The state-run grocery was almost empty. A few shop assistants stood together, bored, watching the doorway.
Any customer was a potential conversation topic. A shop assistant with permed hair got up and warmly greeted
you. Having supplied the bean paste she went on to ask you where you were from.
“Chenge Village production brigade, over by the big dam.” You were eager to tell “Perm” everything you
knew, because later on you would be likely to see a lot of each other.
“I mean, where did you grow up?” Perm asked sincerely.
“Hunan. It’s very far away.” You shook your head; it seemed that place already belonged to someone else.
“Oh, I know, you’re the daughter-in-law they bought down there, right?” Perm got as excited as if she had
eaten a sour apricot, and her amused smile made her fat face so tight it was on the point of bursting at the seams.
“It’s true, isn’t it? What’s your in-law’s family name? You …”
You really felt like smashing the jar of bean paste into her fat face. But you did not do it. Instead you fled the
store and turned down the most lively street before you finally took a deep breath. You looked back and swore
that you would never ever set foot in that store again.
An old fellow with a red nose, holding a small bottle of booze in one hand, cried out to sell his small river
shrimps. He would shout, take a sip, then throw a little green shrimp into his mouth and chew it with the
crunching sound of someone eating peanuts. The saliva that you had managed to hold down now welled up again.
Go have a pancake, you thought to yourself. This time, though, it was not because the ten- yuan note had already
been broken, but because you wanted to show off. You wanted to let Perm see. You were convinced that fat face
was hiding somewhere and staring at you. Let them see that you had not been bought as a daughter-in-law, that
you were one of the locals; just like them you could buy whatever you liked to eat in the streets.
“Ouch!”
Suddenly, a shrill voice was heard from somewhere ahead of you. A woman ran like mad through the narrow,
busy alley. You quickly jumped to one side and nearly pushed over the bowl of fried pancakes.
“If you run any further I’ll kill you, you greedy devil!”
The roar was a male voice, so deep and resonant. Before you had figured out what was going on, the man and
the woman had already begun fighting in front of you. The woman was tall and big. Half of a fresh, red cooked
crab swung back and forth with her flailing arm. The little string that held one of her braids had long since
disappeared, and her dishevelled, sweaty hair hid part of her face, so that one could not quite see what she looked
like. The man, dark and skinny—not very tall but undoubtedly very strong—pulled the woman’s arm so that the
blue veins stood out clearly.
“I’m going to eat it!” The woman continued shouting, and with much effort she pushed the man violently so he
fell over.
“I’m going to eat it. You won’t give me the money you’d make on it anyway. What a misfortune to be married
to you!”
The crowd roared with laughter. The man had lost face. His face in fact turned red as a cockscomb. The
woman, for a moment, had the advantage, and she forgot to be careful. She just stood there munching her crab.
Who would have thought the man would grab the little stool next to him and smash it against the woman? As the
stool fell upon the woman’s legs, she cried out in agony, and she stumbled towards the side where you stood,
scared stiff, as if she was begging you to help her up. You did not know whether to help her or to disappear. When
you finally reacted, the jar of bean paste in your hand had already joined the woman on the ground.
The jar broke into several pieces. The bean paste quickly melted into a frankly diarrhoeic puddle. The man
threw himself on the woman, and soon they were rolling around in the bean paste. The spectators formed a solid
wall around the two of them, but nobody noticed you or your bean-paste puddle.
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Empty-handed and with an empty belly, you walked along the big dam, and upon seeing the asters still
blooming so unselfconsciously, you felt extremely sad.
*
“Dong!” sounds the bell again, and it is 4:30 a.m.
The old grandma at the end of the kang has not covered her face to cough for a while now, and two bodies
away, Second Brother has apparently also turned around. They are all asleep now—finally, nobody is paying
attention to you any more. No one is pondering like you any more.
“It’s time to get up and start working.”
You think that in this way you will feel less like you have done something wrong. You pull your little braid out
from underneath Big’s shoulder blade but dare not get dressed on the kang. If you wake up one of them, you will
wake up all of them. Having escaped the dark clouds, the moon shines into the room, .and the shadow of the
book-sized window lattice falls upon the bodies and faces of the people on the kang, making them look a bit
funny. You dare not watch any more, and holding your clothes in your arms, you tiptoe out of the room.
As you put on the five- or six-watt lamp, you can see the piece of bean cake that Mother-in-law placed in the
large iron pot to soak yesterday evening. It has already swollen and looks all yellow-whitish. Half of it is under
water, and half is floating on top. You almost use up all your strength to fish the bean cake out of the pot. You
must not drop it on the ground. That might wake up everyone inside. Without a second thought, you dig all your
fingers into the crust, and you feel a sharp pain between your nail and fingertip.
Just like Big, you sit down on a small stool and stand the bean cake between your heels. Then you use your
hands to hold on to each end of the cutting knife. Using the weight of your upper body, you whittle the bean cake
into little flakes the size of wood chips. Perhaps the bean cake has not soaked long enough. The core is harder
than wood, and before long your collar-bone already hurts so much it makes you quite discouraged. How come
when Big was doing it yesterday it seemed as if he was cutting beancurd?
Big—you cannot help thinking of what happened last night; that something on your chest starts pressing again.
If you still had as much confidence in Big as on the first night, and if Second Brother would not continue smiling
at you as on the first day, you might not agree to sleep at the end of the kang any more. Two days ago on your way
back from the commune, almost at the end of the dam, you saw a red spot moving in the distance. Sure enough, it
was Second Brother. When he smiled, his dried lips were cracked and peeling.
“Older Brother sent me to meet you.” Without saying your name he asked,
“Where are the things?”
“The jar of bean paste broke.”
Your voice was extremely low. You were trying to control it so that it would not tremble.
“What about the other things?”
No reply.
“How foolish you are! If you haven’t bought anything, you’ll have to return the money to Mum.”
He was already on your side. Your mouth was smiling, but tears began to fill your eyes. He pretended not to
notice and walked ahead of you.
Mother-in-law did not say anything about the broken jar, and she also did not ask for the extra money back.
That day Mother-in-law moved your quilt to the end of the kang. You noticed that yours was the only new quilt in
the family. You were eager to please Mother-in-law. Now that you had broken the jar there was no opportunity to
ingratiate yourself with her. Furthermore, you were only too happy to sleep at the end of the kang. When you
lived with your oldest sister, you had slept by the wall. Underneath the mat by the wall you had kept many things
—little clay dolls, a pair of purple cotton socks, those things girls use when they are grown up and which you
were embarrassed even to show Mum.
Then there had also been a small bundle of rubber bands—the one Lili had given you. You had given it to
Third Sister before you left. Mum would not let you take it with you. She had been afraid Mother-in-law would
laugh when she saw it.
The whole family had gone to bed. Only Big went out at some point. In fact he had not been inside since
supper time. When Father-in-law had finished his very last cigarette, Big still had not returned. Mother-in-law had
left an empty space between you and Fifth Brother, but there was no quilt there. It made you a little apprehensive,
but no one in the entire family seemed to notice, and so you dared not ask.
Only when people on the kang started snoring, and you too had apparently dozed off, you heard someone
tiptoe into the room. It was Big. Without turning on the light he felt his way to the empty space, then took off his

801

shoes and crawled up on the kang, and in a second he had curled up between you and Fifth Brother—he had not
even undressed. You could feel how he tried hard to hold his breath, as if he was afraid it would frighten someone.
*
The next day—that was yesterday moring—when you opened your eyes, Big was already outside cutting up
pig feed.
“Let me do that.” You hurried out and spoke in a low voice. You felt this was your job.
“You couldn’t cut an inch.”
When Big spoke, he did not even lift his head. He is certainly not as jolly as Second Brother. You felt slightly
regretful.
After breakfast, Father-in-law handed you a small hoe, so you went out into the field with all the guys. You did
not mind hoeing up weeds. You worked together with Big and Second Brother, each of you taking two furrows.
Father-in-law was not with you. Big was really good at it. In his hands the hoe seemed like a shaving knife, quick
and precise; in a few minutes you were left far behind. But every time you moved forward you would discover
that a large part of your furrow had already been thoroughly hoed. At first you thought you had moved into the
wrong furrow, but soon you realized that Big was helping you, so that you could keep up with Second Brother.
You liked working with Second Brother. He would talk about the village. He was a good talker, and he often
made you laugh. Initially you were embarrassed to really laugh. You would close your lips and suppress your
laughter, but later you forgot and just doubled up laughing. After all, you liked to laugh, you see. Second Brother
seemed happy to see you laugh. Why else would he have gone on talking like that?
Mother-in-law brought lunch, green onion pancakes and lentil soup. She sat to one side and watched everybody eating. Whoever finished would get some more, just as at home. When she dished up soup for you she
suddenly said:
“Daughter-in-law, from now on our house belongs to you and Big. Second, Fourth and Fifth brothers will have
to build houses elsewhere when they marry.”
You felt slightly embarrassed. Why was she talking about these things? You looked at Big, but he had buried
his face in his bowl. Then you looked at Second Brother, and though he did smile, there was something weird
about his smile.
At midday it was very hot. Like everyone else, you took off you jacket and threw it on the ground, then you
went up to the furrows with Big and Second Brother. For some reason, Second Brother did not talk quite as much
as in the morning. You wanted to explain, to tell him that you could still live together, that no one nreded to go
build another house. Then you did not know whether you ought to say this or not, or how to say it. You were
somewhat annoyed. Probably you had not been careful and hit something hard in the ground. As you pulled hard
the head of the hoe came off, and you were left holding the handle.
As if he had expected it, Second Brother turned around, and his dry lips broadened into a smile. This made you
feel as if you had just had a drink of spring water. As if by magic, Second Brother got hold of a large stone, and
made you grasp the handle below while he hammered on top. For some reason, when Second Brother had just
raised the stone, his hand stopped in mid-air his eyes stared straight down your neck, and the sides of his nose
turned red. You thought there was some kind of monster crawling on you, and quickly looked down to see.
My God, it was because your blouse was so loose, and there was no button at the neck, and you were leaning
forward! From above, your breasts, not really big but still quite full, were completely exposed. Even the tiny
drops of sweat and the little pink nipples were clearly visible. Completely flustered, you covered your neck with
both hands, and dared not look up at Second Brother again.
God, my God, you cried desperately inside you. When you finally lifted your head, Second Brother had
already finished fixing the hoe and was far ahead of you. In fact he could work just as fast as Big. Now he will
never notice me again—your sad heart trembled.
That evening, while everybody was smoking, you carried a basin of water from the vat into the courtyard and
hid behind a pile of grain and firewood. There you took a wet towel and washed yourself inside your shirt. That
would have to do for a bath. Then you hurriedly changed into another shirt. What happened in the field today had
disturbed you so much that you had no appetite for supper.
The eyes of everybody in the family made you feel nervous and uneasy. You could not wait for the night to
come; you wanted to curl up underneath your quilt as soon as possible. Only when everybody had closed their
eyes would you finally be able to relax.
As you entered the room, you noticed that Fourth and Fifth Brothers had in fact been put to bed already. The
grown-ups suddenly stopped talking—what had they been talking about? They did not want to look each other in
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the eyes. Were they talking about Big? His hand, the one that held the cigarette, was trembling. That evening no
one went out, including Big and Second Brother, as if they all were obeying some order.
Lying on the kang, you felt your body ache from the day’s work, but you were not sleepy. Fourth and Fifth
Brothers started fighting again but were brought under control by Mother-in-law’s palm, and in a short while they
were snoring evenly. Second Brother did not take a book with him to bed and refuse to turn off the light when
Mother-in-law told him to as he used to. He just crawled underneath the quilt and shut his eyes firmly.
Past nine o’clock, Father-in-law lay down. Big was still in the courtyard, fiddling with something. Not
knowing why, you felt that except for Fourth and Fifth Brothers, everyone on the kang was awake. No one made
any sound, as if they were waiting for something. Waiting for what? Waiting for Big?
*
You were not sure how much time had gone by. You only felt your eyelids getting heavier, then you heard Big
groping his way to the edge of the kang, where he sat down and undressed. His movements were light and very
slow. Never in your life had you imagined that he would suddenly lift up your quilt and slip so resolutely
underneath it. In an instant, you felt your whole body from top to bottom, even the root of your tongue, turn hard
as a stone. You dared not utter a word. You could only pretend to be asleep. All you could do now was stubbornly
hold down the corner of the quilt closest to the wall with the weight of your body, as if you were safe wrapped up
in this way.
Was it half an hour yet? The clock had not struck even once. Why did it feel longer than a whole century? Your
entire body was turning numb, especially the lower part. It felt as if countless little needles were pricking you, and
your chest was so heavy you almost could not breathe. Big had not moved a bit either; the arm behind your back
was as stiff as a stick. Had he fallen asleep? Trusting he had, you sighed with relief, lifted the corner of the quilt
you had held down and moved your numbed body just a little bit. As if it had received some kind of signal, the
moment you moved, a sturdy thing reached desperately inside your shirt and landed on your bosom—there was
no way of resisting. It was Big’s hand, rough and warm, caressing your smooth, small, yet full breasts. You could
hear the sound of Big’s panting suddenly grew faster. Somehow your stiff body turned soft. as if you had no
bones, as if it was not your own body.
You did not have the strength to push away Big’s hand, the strength to escape Big’s body, the strength to
prevent Big from doing what he was about to do; but you were still strong enough to sense how the people’s
hearts were throbbing on this long, huge kang, in this deadly quiet room—
Oh, God!—a tearing pain in the lower part of your body, as if you had been pushed suddenly into an icy river
on a burning hot summer’s day; your whole body was bathed in a cold sweat. You could not tell whether the sweat
was yours or Big’s. Your body was like a piece of cloth: ripped apart, bit by bit, drifting away.
*
The piercing pain almost makes you cry out loud. When you raise your hand, you see dark red blood spilling
out from underneath the broken nail on your middle finger, and dripping on to the uneven, yellow-whitish crust of
the bean cake. You put your middle finger into your mouth. It has a salty taste. For a moment you cannot tell
whether it is the blood or the taste of bean cake on your finger. You swallow it. You used to do that at home. Mum
used to say that when you swallow blood from your own body, it will turn into your own blood again.
You start crying. The tears run steadily down your cheeks, down the furrows of your nose and into the corners
of your mouth. It is not that you are afraid; it is not that your finger hurts, either. Your tears are running because
you feel so lonely and so helpless, and there is no one to talk to. They keep running, but you do not wipe them
away with your hand or your cuff. You let them run down to the corners of your mouth and stick out your tongue
to receive them, so that you can lean back against the wall and savour the throbbing pain in your fingertip and the
tears that run down your cheeks on to the tip of your tongue.
“Still so foolish,” you think slowly.
Not knowing how long it has been, you suddenly see Grandma standing in front of you. Father-in-law and
Mother-in-law are there too, and Second Brother. What is it? You try hard to figure out what exactly has
happened; why are they all standing in a circle around you, the look in their eyes so worried and uneasy? Oh, that
face which is so dark and yet so red, the thick, short hair, and the short, rough hands sticking out from the sleeves!
At sight of Big behind Grandma, you remember. You bury your face between your knees. No one but
Grandma, pulling at your arm after having chased everybody away, could have made you lift your head again. . =
You do not go to work in the field. The old lady will not let you. She sends every one outside to eat breakfast
by the stove, including Fourth and Fifth Brothers, who have to go to school, then she dresses your wounded finger

803

for you. Second Brother has borrowed the mercurochrome from the neighbors. And Big—you discover that he has
long disappeared, without even one mouthful of porridge—has taken his hoe and gone to work in the field.
The old lady makes you lie down on the kang to sleep. She also tells Mother-in-law to boil two large, brown
eggs, and puts them beside your pillow. Except for yourself and the old lady, who is sitting on the kang making
baskets, there is nobody at home. Even Mother-in-law has been sent out to do something. You just cannot sleep,
so you get up from the kang and go outside to feed the chickens. Grandma does not stop you, but you can feel that
she is watching you through the window over the kang. The sun has warmed the lit- tle courtyard, and the
chickens go completely crazy over the feed that you throw down. They roll about on the ground, bumping into
each other.
*
“Comrade, may I come in?” someone asks.
You raise your head and look. It is a student in her twenties, carrying a big portfolio on her back.
“I’m out here sketching from nature and just happened to be passing when I felt thirsty.”
The student speaks unaffectedly. You have no idea what it means to sketch from nature, but you do know that
she wants some water. You take her inside, and full of confidence, she just sits down on the kang without being
asked. She even starts talking to the old lady.
“Grandma, how many people are there in your family?” the student asks as she drinks her water; she is being
polite.
“Eight; four grandsons,” the old lady says with smiling eyes.
“So what number are you?” The student turns to you.
“I—” you do not know how you ought to answer her.
“Oh, she is the wife of my oldest grandson,” Grandma cuts in.
“How old are you?”
“Seventeen.”
“Ha, ha!” The student starts laughing as if she has heard something funny. "”I am already twenty-seven, and so
far no one has asked to marry me,” she says so very honestly, without any sign of mocking you. “Has the family
been divided up? So where do you live?”
As she asks, she puts out her head towards the door. Except for the kitchen there are no other rooms.
“Here?!” The student turns around. It seems as if she cannot imagine it.
You nod frankly without feeling the least bit timid or embarrassed. You even think of telling her that because
Big is the oldest grandson, Father- and Mother-in-law’s oldest son, this house belongs to him … and you, you do
not need to move out, and when Second, Fourth and Fifth Brothers marry, they will build new houses.
But you do not tell her anything. You just think about it, that is all. You are afraid that the student will ask more
questions. She might ask how many years it will be till Fifth Brother leaves to build his own home. By that time,
your son may be—oh, anyway, people like her are experts at asking questions, and you have always been afraid of
answering them.
The student is about to leave. The old lady has you see her to the door. Actually, she is offering you some
distraction. You quietly take the two eggs from beside your pillow and hide them in your clothes.
“Will you be able to get used to living like this? Do you miss home?”
See, the student really does start asking again, and she looks at you with knit eyebrows as if she knows you
better than yourself.
“Those are asters.” You do not answer her but point along the big dam, underneath the scholar trees, to the
purple asters that make your heart tremble. You do not know whether she knows how to sing that rhyme. You
wonder .
*
The student has left. She is still waving at you though already far away.
You do not go back in. The clusters of asters blooming so unselfconsciously in the sunshine on the big dam fill
your heart with a purple radiance. If you follow the little road down along the big dam, you will get to your
family’s fields. Maybe you should give these two eggs to Big. He’ll never be able to work the whole morning
without anything to eat. Did Mum not always give two eggs to Dad when he was going out to work? You and Big
will not be as poor as they were, and later, when you have a kid, you will not send her out to herd the cattle.
Aster flowers, aster flowers;
they’re not afraid of stormy showers.

804

You start singing the rhyme again, convinced that no one can sing it as well as you can.
1960

183.174 A Proper Lady\fn{by Wanjia (c.1960- )} Peking?, China (F) 2
Whenever I see teenagers nowadays, so free to make friends with the opposite sex, one experience out of my
past returns to my mind. The years pass, but what happened to me as a child still haunts me. The scar it left will
not go away.
It was 1976. The Cultural Revolution had started to wind down. I was at a junior high school located in the
northern part of Peking.
I was unique at the school because of my intellectual background. My mother was a senior editor for the city’s
largest magazine, and my father was a well-known professor in the field of international economics. I was among
the intellectual minority at the junior high, where working-class kids made up about 80 percent of the student
body. When school was over each day, all the boys gathered at the gate of the school and harassed the prettier
girls. Those boys acted like little hooligans. I was always scared to pass them. I had been harassed a couple of
times, but I did not have courage to tell my parents or my teachers. I knew that they would think of me as a bad
girl.
In China, especially during the Cultural Revolution, anything that happened to a girl was her own fault because
her loose behavior caused the trouble.
For a time I believed this.
*
During the spring of each year, we students were sent to the countryside to do fieldwork with the peasants for
one month. I was assigned to work at the canteen because I was too small to do the heavy work in the fields.
There was a boy, Liu Bin, from another class who was also assigned to work in the canteen. I had heard that he
was popular with the girls. This boy and I were always assigned to the same shift, but we never talked to each
other. One day I felt there was something different in his eyes when he looked at me.
This was something I had not experienced before. I had read love scenes in forbidden books like Gone with the
Wind and Anna Karenina. Now I felt like I subconsciously understood something from the expression in the eyes
of this boy. This was frightening because these feelings between women and men were considered extremely bad.
Three days after we returned to school, this boy cut in front of me riding a bicycle. I felt myself blush
immediately, and my heart was up in my throat. He put a letter in my hand and quickly rode away without saying
a word. I looked around to make sure no one saw us. Then I put the letter into my schoolbag and ran all the way
back home, where I went into the bathroom and opened the letter.
It was short, only two sentences. He said that after working with me in the canteen, he liked me and he wanted
to make friends with me.
*
The first thing that crossed my mind was that I was a bad girl for reading the letter. I was shaking and had no
idea what I was supposed to do with the letter. The next day I returned the letter to him in the corridor at school.
He wrote me another letter the next day. I returned it to him unopened.
He continued to bother me for a couple of weeks and then he stopped. I was relieved and thought everything
was okay. Then one day when I came home from school, no one was home. My parents did not come back until
late. They looked unhappy. Cautiously I asked them what was wrong. My mother burst out, yelling at me,
“What have you been doing behind our backs? You must tell us everything that happened between you and that
little hooligan!” It was a hail of bullets.
“Confess! You confess!” my mother screamed.
I remained silent.
From their accusations I learned that my parents had come from the principal’s office at school. The principal
told them that the boy’s father had found the two letters Liu Bin had written to me. The father was almost illiterate
and could not understand everything his son had written, so he took the letters to the school. He told the principal
that he believed his son was being seduced by a bad girl. The principal was an ultra-leftist who decided that he
had encountered a dangerous evil. He called my parents to his office to give them a moral and political lecture.
The next day my mother took me to the principal. She told me that what she was doing was for my own good.
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After a long lecture on morality, the principal sent me to the teacher in charge of my class. The teacher took me to
his office. He asked me to tell him the way that Liu Bin and I used to communicate with each other.
*
When he heard my side of the story, he told me that he was dubious and that he did not know if he believed
what I said. The whole time I was talking to him, he held my hands and rubbed them back and forth. The way he
looked at me was dirty.
I was scared and confused, but I dared not pull my hands away. I thought he was the only person who could
prove my innocence. Teachers have such authority in China.
After listening to me and lecturing me for more than an hour, while he continued to hold my hands, my teacher
promised he would not tell anybody what I had done. Then I figured out that he, too, believed I was a bad girl. I
had done nothing, yet I was unable to get anyone to believe me.
My teacher told me not to return to school until I had written a confession. A few days latter I handed in my
“confession.” I strongly criticized myself, saying I had been seduced by the bad influences of a bourgeois
lifestyle. I said that from then on, I would concentrate on studying for the Revolution.
Then the teacher told me my case was dismissed, and he forgave me because I was an A student.
*
However, as far as the rest of the world went, it was, and is, not over at all. At school all the teachers gave me
bad looks out of the corner of their eyes. They all used me as an example to their students. The teachers in my
classes would call me to their offices and lecture me frequently. They repeatedly told me that because I had made
a serious mistake, I would be required to pay extra careful attention to myself: They all promised me they would
not tell anyone, but it was apparent that everyone was going to give me a lecture. They all used the same formula
—because I had once been bad, I would always have to be extra good.
At home my parents were extremely strict with me and watched over every single movement I made. My
parents set a time when I had to be home from school, and I was not allowed to be out of the house afterward.
Two years later I transferred to another school because my family had moved to the eastern part of the city. At
the new school the teachers still gave me a lecture once in a while, implying I had done something wrong in my
past, and warned me to behave myself: They all made me feel guilty and kept me believing that I was bad.
*
One day as I left school in a pouring rain, I saw a young man standing in front of the store across the street. He
did not have an umbrella, and he was thoroughly soaked.
It was Liu Bin. He waved to me when he saw me.
I pretended not to see him. I was afraid he would come over to me and follow me home. I walked quickly to
the corner and then stopped and looked back. He had not followed me but was still standing in the same place
looking at me.
I ran home as fast as I could. I have never seen him again.
*
Before I went to college in 1980, my mother told me,
“You have grown up, but I want to remind you not to forget that you once made a big mistake.” I was so angry
that I interrupted her for the first time in my life, saying,
“I know what I should remember and what I should forget. I don’t need you to remind me!”
*
During my college life, I refused to talk to any male classmates. I was afraid that any conversation with them
would bring more trouble.
One day the political instructor for my class asked me to come to his office. He said he wanted to remind me to
pay attention to my behavior. He was told that I had been seen alone in a classroom with a male classmate.
I tried to explain that the classmate had asked me for help in math; I did not volunteer. The political instructor
would not1et me finish. He interrupted me and said,
“That’s enough. I just want to remind you for your own sake not to forget your past.”
It was a punch in the face. My past is a ghost that shadows me. The authorities at my junior high school had
placed a bad record in my personal file. It followed me to senior high and then to college.
*
After graduation, my parents started to introduce boys to me whom they thought fit for my future marriage. I
refused them all. One day my mother asked me,
“Tell me the truth. Do you still remember Liu Bin?”
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I did not know how to respond to this question. How could I forget him? Although we did not even get to
shake hands once, he has followed me ever since. The reputation he brought to me cannot be erased.
At the same time what my parents did to me cannot be forgiven. Sometimes I regret that I did not stop on that
rainy day and talk to him.
292.174 Excerpt from Girl In Translation: A Novel\fn{by Jean Kwok (c.1960- )} Hong Kong, China (F) 7
1
A sheet of melting ice lay over the concrete. I watched my rubber boots closely the way the toes slid on the ice,
the way he heels splintered it. Ice was something I had known only in the form of small pieces in red bean drinks.
This ice was wild ice, ice that defied streets and buildings.
“We are so lucky that a spot in one of Mr. N.’s buildings opened up,” Aunt Paula had said as we drove to our
new neighborhood. “You will have to fix it up, of course, but real esate in New York is so expensive! This is very
cheap for what you’re getting.”
I could hardly sit still in the car and kept twisting my head, looking for skyscrapers. I didn’t find any. I longed
to see the New York I had heard about in school. Min-hat-ton, glistening department stores, and most of all, the
Liberty Goddess, standing proud in New York Harbor. As we drove, the highways turned into impossibly broad
avenues, stretching out over the distance. The buildings became dirtier, with broken windows and English writing
spray-painted over the walls. We made a few more turns, passing people who were waiting in a long line, despite
the early hour, and then Uncle Bob parked next to a three-story building with a boarded-up storefront. I thought he
was stopping to make a pickup of some sort, but then everyone had gotten out of the car onto the icy pavement.
The people in line were waiting to go into the doorwayto our right, with a sign that said, Department of Social
Services . I wasn’t sure what that was. Almost everyone was black. I’d never seen black people before, and a
woman near the front, whom I could observe most clearly, had skin as dark as coal and gold beads gleaming in
her coud-like hair. Despite the frayed coat she wore, she was breathtaking. Some people were dressed in regular
clothes but some looked exhausted and unkept, with glazed eyes and unwashed hair.
“Don’t stare,” Aunt Paula hissed at me. “You might attract their attention.”
I turned around and the adults had already unloaded our few possessions, which were now piled by the
boarded-up storefront. We had three tweed suitcases, Ma’s violin case, a few bulky packages wrapped in brown
paper, and a broom. There was alarge wet spot at the bottom of the front door.
“What is that, Ma?” She bent close and peered at it.
“Don’t touch that,” Uncle Bob said from behind us. “It’s pee.” We both sprang back. Aunt Paula laid a gloved
hand on our shoulders.
“Don’t worry,” she said, although I didn’t find her expression reassuring. She looked uncomfortable and a bit
embarrassed. “The people in your apartment moved out recently so I havn’t had a chance to look at it yet, but
remember, if there are any problems, we will fix them. Together. Because we ae family.” Ma sighed and put her
hand on top of Aunt Paula’s.
“Good.”
“And I have a surprise for you. Here.” Aunt Paula went to the car and took out a cardboard box with a few
items in it: a digital radio alarm clock, a few sheets and a small black-and-white television.
“Thank you,” Ma said.
“No, no,” Aunt Paula replied. “Now we have to go. We’re already late for the factory.”
I heard them drive away and Ma struggled wityh the keys in front of the looming door. When she finally
cradked the door open, the weight of it seemed to resist her until finally it gaped wide to reveal a bare lightbulb
glowing like a tooth in its black mouth. The air smelled dank and filled with dust.
“Ma,” I whispered. “Is it safe?”
“Aunt Paula wouldn’t send us anywhere unsafe,” she said, but her low voice was laced with a thread of doubt.
Although Ma’s Cantonese was usually very clear, the sound of her country roots grew more pronounced when she
was nervous.
“Give me the broom.” While I brought our things inside the narrow entryway, Ma started up the stairs first,
wielding the broom.
“Stay here and keep the door open,” she said. I knew that was so I could run for help.
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My pulse pounded in my throat as I watched her climb the wooden stairs. They had been worn by years of use
and each step warped, slanting sharply downward to the banister. I worried that a step would give way and Ma
would fall through. When she turned the corner on the landing, I lost sight of her and I could only hear the stairs
creaking one by one.
I scanned our luggage to see if there was anything I could use as a weapon. I would scream and then run
upstairs tovchelp her. Images of the tough kids at my old school in Hong Kong flashed through my mind. Fat Boy
Wong and Tall Guy Lam. Why wasn’t I big like them?
There was sojme scuffling upstairs, a door clicked open and a few floorboards groaned. Was that Ma or
someone else? I strained my ears, listening for a gasp or a thud. There was silence.
“Come up,” she called. “You can close the door now.” I felt my limbs loosen as if they’d been deflated. I ran up
the stairs to see our new apartment.
“Don’t brush against anything,” Ma said.
I was standing in the kichen. The wind whistled through the two windos on the wall to the right of me, and I
wondered why Ma had opened them. Then I saw tha they were still closed. It was only that most of the
windowpanes were missing or cracked, with filthy shards of glass protruding from the wooden frame. A thick
layer of dust coverd the small kitchen table and wide sink, which was white and pitted. As I walked, I tried to
avoid the brittle bodies of the dead roaches scatterd here and there. They were huge, the thick legs delineated by
the harsh shadows.
The bathroom was in the kitchen and its door directly faced the stove, which any child knows is terrible feng
shui.\fn{“The Chinese philosophical system of harmonizing everyone with the surrounding environment”, so W, who includes many
photographs of harmonized things and interiors. The author explains the concept later in this excerpt as casting rays of energy, in a far
different context:H} A section of the dark yellow linoleum floor near the sink and refrigerator had been torn away,

revealing the misshapen floorboards underneath. The walls were cracked, bulging in places as if the had
swallowed something, and in some spots the paint layer had flaked off altogether, exposing the bare plaster like
flesh under the skin.
The kitchen was attached to one other room, with no door in between. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a
scattering of brown slowly recede into the walls as we walked into the next room: live roaches. There could also
be rats and mice hiding in the walls. I took Ma’s broom, which she was still holding, inverted it and slammed the
handle hard against the floor.
“Ah-Kim,” Ma said, “you’ll disturb the neighbors.” I stopped banging and said nothing, even though I
suspected we were the only tenants in the building.
The windows of this room faced the street, and their windowpanes were intact. I realized the Aunt Paula would
have fixed the ones that other people could see. Despite its bareness, this room stank of old sweat. In the corner, a
double mattress lay on the floor. It had blue and green stripes and was stained. There was also a low coffee table
with one leg that didn’t match, on which I would later do my homework, and a dresser that was shedding its lime
paint like dandruff. That was all.
What Aunt Paula had said couldn’t be rue, I thought, no one has lived inthis apartment for a long time. I
realized the ruth. She’d done it all on purpose, letting us move on a weekday instead of during the weelkend,
giving us the presents at the last mlment. She wanted to drop us here and have he factory as an excuse to leave
fast, to get out when we were still thanking her for her kindness. Aunt Paula wasn’t going to help us.We were
alone. I hugged myself with my arms.
“Ma, I want to go home,” I said.
Ma bent down and touched her forehead to jine She could hardly bring herswelf to smile but her eyes were
intense.
“It will be all right. You andme, mother and cub.” The two of us as a family.
But what Ma really thought of it all, I didn’t knw: Ma,who wiped of all the cups an chopsticks in a restaurant
with her napking whenever we went out bcause she wasn’t sur the wre clean enough. For Ma too, something must
have been exposed in her relationship with Aunt Paula whenshe sw he apartment, something naked and throbbing
under the skin of olite talk.
*
In our first week in the U.S., Ma and I had stayed in the short, square house of my aunt Paula and her family
on Staten Island. The night we arrived fromHong Kong it was cold outside, and the heated air inside the house felt
dry in my throat. Ma hadn’t seen Aunt Paula, her oldest sister, in thirteen years, not since Aunt Paula left Hong
Kong to marry Uncle Bob, who had moved to America as a child. I’d been told about the big factory Uncle Bob
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managed and always wondered why such a rich man would have to go back to Hong Kong to find a wife. Now I
saw the way he leaned on his walking stick to get around and understood that there was something wrong with his
leg.
“Ma, can we eat now?”
My cousin Nelson’s Chinese was awkward, the tones not quite right. He must have been told to speak the
language bcause of us.
“Soon. Give your cousin a kiss first. Welcome her to America,” Aunt Paula said. She took three-year-old
Godfrey’s hand and nudged Nelson toward me. Nelson was eleven years old like me, and I’d been told he would
become my closest friend here. I studied him: a fat boy with skinny legs. Nelson rulled his eyes.
“Welcome to America,” he said loudly for the adults’ benefit. He leaned to pretend to kiss my cheek and said
solftly,
“You’re a rake filled with dirt.”
A stupid country bumpkin. This time, his tones were perfect.
I flashed my eyes at Ma, who had not heard. For a moment, I was stunned by his lack of manners. I felt a flush
crawl up my neck, then I smiled and pretended to kiss him back.
“At least I’m not a potato with incense sticks for legs,” I whispered.
The adults beamed.
We were given a toast. Ma had told me that in our new life in America, we would be living with Aunt Paula
and taking care of Nelson and Godfrey. Their house seemed luxurious to me, with orange wall-to-wall carpeting
instead of the plain concrete floors I was used to. Following the adults around the house, I saw how large Aunt
Paula was, nearly the same height as her husband. Ma, thinner after her recent illness, seemed small and fragile by
comparison, but it was hard to think too much about it. I’d never been allowed to walk on bare feet before and I
was amazed by the prickly feel of the carpet.
Aunt Paula showed us all her furniture and a closet full of linens but what impressed me most was the hot
water that came out of the taps. I’d never seen such a thing. In Hong Kong, the water was rationed. It was always
cold and had to be boiled to make it drinkable. Then Aunt Paula opened her cupboards to show us the shiny tins
and pots inside.
“We have some very fine white tea,” she said proudly. “The leaves unfurl to become as long as your finger.
Very delicate aroma. Please, feel free to drink as much as you like. And here are the pans. Best-quality steel,
wonderful for frying and steaming.”
*
When Ma and I woke from our night sleeping on the couches, Aunt Paula and Uncle Bob had left to take their
kids to school and attend to their work managing the clothing factory, but a note said Aunt Paula would be home
at noon to arrange things with us.
“Shall we try that special white tea?” I asked Ma.
Ma gestured at the counter. It was bare except for an old ceramic pot and a box of inexpensive green tea.
“My heart stem, do you think that those things were left out by accident?”
I stared at the floor embarrassed by my stupidity. Ma continued.
“It is not easy to understand Chinese. Certain things are not said directly. But we must not be annoyed by small
things. Everyone has their faults.”
She put her hand on my shoulder. When I looked up, her face was calm and she meant what she said.
“Never forget, we owe Aunt Paula and Uncle Bob a great debt. Because they got us out of Hong Kong and
brought us here to America, the Golden Mountain.”
I nodded. Every single kid in my old school had been openly envious when they heard we were moving to the
U.S. It was difficult for anyone to escape from Hong Kong before its scheduled return from British to Commnist
Chinese rule in 1997. There was almost no way out in those days unless you were a woman, beautiful or charming
enough to marry one of the Chinese American men who returned to Hong Kong in search of a wife. This was
what Aunt Paula had done. And now, she had been kind enough to allow us to share in her good fortune.
*
When Aunt Paula returned to the house that first morning in America, she suggested that Ma and I join her at
the kitchen table.
“So, Kimberly,” Aunt Paula said, tapping her fingers on the vinyl tablecloth. She smelled of perfume and had a
mole on her upper lip. “I’ve heard about what a bright child you are.” Ma smiled and nodded; I’d always been at
the head of my class in Hong Kong.

809

“You will be such a great help to yourmother here,” Aunt Paula went on. “And I’m sure Nelson can learn so
much from your example.”
“Nelson is a smart boy too,” Ma said.
“Yes, yes, he is doing quite well in school, and his teacher told me he would make a wonderful lawyer some
day, he’s so good at arguing. But now he will really have a reason to work hard, won’t he? To keep up with the
brilliant cousin?”
“You are putting the tall hat of flattery on her head, older sister! It will not be easy for her here. Ah-Kim hardly
speaks any English at all.”
“Yes, that is a problem. Nelson’s Chinese needs help as well—those American-born kids! But little sister, you
should call her by her American name now: Kimberly. It’s very important to have a name that is as American as
possible. Otherwise, they might think you were fresh off the boat!” Aunt Paula laughed.
“You’re always thinking of us,” Ma said politely. “We want to start helping you too, as soon as we can. Should
I start Nelson’s Chinese lessons soon?” Aunt Paula hesitated.
“Well, that’s what I wanted to talk about. It’s not actually necessary any longer.” Ma raised her eyebrows.
“I thought you wanted Nelson to learn better Chinese? What about taking care of little Godfrey and picking
Nelson up from school? You said their babysitter was so expensive, and careless too. Will you be staying home to
take care of them yourself?”
Ma was bumbling in her confusion. I wished she’d just let Aunt Paula speak.
“No, no,” Aunt Paula scratched the side of her neck, something I’d seen her doing before.
“I wish I could. I’m so busy now with all my responsibilities. The factory, all of Mr. N’s buildings. I have a lot
of head pains.”
Aunt paula had already let us know that she was very important, managing the clothing factory and a number
of buildings for a distant relative of Uncle Bob’s, a businessman in Taiwan she called “Mr. N.” Ma nodded.
“You must take care of your health.”
Her tone was searching. I too wondered where this was leading. Aunt Paula spread here hands wide.
“Everybody wants more money, everything has to make a profit. Every single building, every shipment …”
She looked at Ma, and I could not make out her expression.
“I imagined that bringing you here would help with the children. But then you had a few problems.”
Ma had been diagnosed with tuberculosis about a year earlier, after all the paperwork to bring us here had
already been finalized. She’d had to choke down huge pills for months. I remembered her lying in bed in Hong
Kong, flushed with fever, but at least the antibiotics had put an end to the coughing and handkerchiefs tinged with
blood. The date for our journey to America had been postponed twice before she got clearance from the doctors
and the immigration department.
“I’m cured now,” Ma said.
“Of course, I am so glad you are well again, little sister. We must be certain that you do not relapse. Taking
care of two active boys like Nelson and Godfrey, that will be too much for you. Boys are not like girls.”
“I am sure I can manage,” Ma said. She gave me an affectionate look “Ah-Kim was also a monkey.”
“I’m sure. But we wouldn’t want the boys to catch anything either. Their health has always been delicate.”
I was ttrying hard to truly understand Chinese now, like Ma was teaching me. In the awkward silence that
followed, I understood this was not about illness. For whatever reason, Aunt Paula was not comfortable with Ma
caring for her children.
“We are grateful you brought us over anyway,” Ma finally said, breaking the tension. “But we cannot be a
buden to you. I must work.” Aunt Paula’s posture relaxed, as if she’d stepped into a new role.
“You are my family!” She laughed. “Did you not think I could provide for you?” She stood up walked over to
me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders.
“I’ve gone to great lengths and gotten you a job at the clothing factory. I even fired the old worker to make
space for you. You see? Your older sister will take care of you. The job is picking up a dead chicken, you’ll see.”
Aunt Paula was saying that she’d gotten Ma a sweet deal, like a free chicken dinner. Ma swallowed, taking it
in.
“I will try my hardest, big sister, but nothing ever comes out straight when I sew. I’ll practice.” Aunt Paula was
still smiling.
“I remember!” Her eyes flicked across my homemade shirt and its uneven red rimming. “I always laughed at
those little dresses you tried to make. You could practice ten thousand years and never be fast enojgh. Thast’s why
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I’ve given you a job hanging dresses—doing the finishing work. You don’t need any skills for that, just to work
hard.” Ma’s face was pale and strained, but sh said,
“Thank you, older sister.”
After that Ma seemed lost in her own thoughts and she didn’t play her violin at all, not even once. A few times
Aunt Paula took her out without me to show Ma the factory and subway system. When Ma and I were alone, we
mostly watched television in color, which was exciting even if we couldn’t follow it. Once, though, Ma wrapped
her arms around me and held me tight throughout an episode of I Love Lucy, as if she was the one seeking
comfort from me, and I wished harder than ever that Pa were here to help.
Pa had died of a stroke when I was three, and now we had left him behind in Hong Kong. I didn’t remember
him at all but I missed him just the same He’d been the principal of the elementary school where Ma taught
music. Even though she had been supposed to marry an American Chinese like Aunt Paula had, and even though
Pa had been sixteen years older than Ma, they had fallen in love and gotten married.
“Pa,” I thought hard, “Pa.” There was so much I wanted here in America and so much I was afraid of, I had no
other words left. I willed his spirit to travel from Hong Kong, where he lay, to cross the ocean to join us here.
*
Ma and I spent several days cleaning that apartment in Brooklyn. We sealed the windows in the kitchen with
garbage bags so that we had a bit more protection from the elements, even though this meant that the kitchen was
always dark. When the wind gusted, the bags inflated and struggled against the industrial tape that held them in
place. According to feng shui principles, the door to the bathroom cast a ray of unclean energy into the kitchen.
We moved the stove a few inches, as far away from the bathroom’s pathway as possible.
The second day into our cleaning we needed more supplies and roach spray, and Ma decided to make the trip
to the convenience store a bit of a celebration, for all the work we had accomplished. From the affectionate way
she ruffled my hair, I could tell she wanted to do something extra nice for me. We would buy some ice cream, she
announced, a rare treat.
Indeed, the story was tiny and crowded, and we stood in\fn{ The text has: on} line with supplies until we got to
the front, where there was a dingy glass display behind the counter. I could make out a picture of strawberries and
the words “Made with real fruit” and another word, beginning with a “yo,” that I didn’t know.
The man behind the counter swaid in English,
“I ask got all day. You gonna buy something or not?” His tone was aggressive enough that Ma understood what
he meant without translation.
“Sorry, sir,” <Ma said in English. “Very sory.” That was about the limit of her English, so then she glanced at
me.
“That,” I said pointing to the strawberry cartons. “Two.”
“About time,” he said.
When he rang up the price, it was three times more than it said on the carton. I saw Ma glance at the price tag,
but she averted her gaze quickly. I didn’t know if I should speak up or how you complained about prices in
English, so I kept silent as well. Ma paid without looking at the man or me, and we left. The ice cream tsted
terrible: thin and sour, and it wasn’t until we got to the bottom that we found the fruit, jellified and in one lump.
On the way home from the store, I didn’t see any other Chinese people on the street, only blacks anda very few
whites. Itg was quite busy, with some mothers and working people, but mostlyh groups of young men who
swaggered as theywalked. I overheard one of them calling a young womn on the street a “box.” The girl didn’t
seem so boxlike to me.
Ma kept her eyes averted and pulled me closer. Garbage was strewn everywhere: broken glass by doorways,
old newspapers floating down the sidewalk, carried by the wind. The painted English writing was illegible and
looked like swirls of pure anger and frenzy. It covered almost everything, even the cars parked on the street. There
were a few large industrial buildings on the next block.
We saw an older black man sitting on a lawn chair in front of the used-furniture store beside our building. His
face was turned up to the sun and his eyes were closed. His hair was a silver poof around his head. I gazed at him,
thinking that no Chinese person I knew from home would deliberately try to make themselves tanner in the sun,
especially if they were already as dark as this man was.
Suddenly, he leaped up in front of us and sprang into a one-legged matial arts pose with his arms outstretched.
“Hi-yah!” he yelled.
Ma and I both screamed. He burst into laughter, then started speaking Englis.
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“I got cha moves, don’t I? I’m sorry for scaring\fn{ The text has: forscaring, in italics} you ladies. I just love kung
fu. My name is Al.” Ma, who hadn’t understood a word he’d said, grabbed my jacket and said to me in Chinese,
“This is a crazy person. Don’t speak to him, we’ll just tiptoe away.”
“Hey, that’s Chinese, right? You have anthn\fn{Anything} you can teach me?” he asked. I had recovered enough
to nod.
“So, there’s this very fat guy who comes into my store. What can I call him—he’s a real whale?”
“Whale,” I said in Cantonese. Now Ma looked at me like I had gone insane.
“Kung yu,” he repeated, with the tones all wrong.
“Whale,” I said again.
“King yu,” he said. He was really trying. Still gibberish but it was closer.
“That is better,” I said in English. Ma actually giggled. I think she had never heard a non-Chinese person trying
to speak our language before.
“May your business be good,” she said in Chinese
“Ho sang yee,” he repeated. “What does that mean?” I told him in English,
“It is to wish your store much money.” His face broke out in the biggest, whitest smile I had ever seen.
“Now I need that. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” Ma said in English.
Aside from Mr. Al’s store, many of the storefronts we could see were empty. We lived across the street from a
huge lot filled with trash and rubble. There was a leaning apartment building sunken into the back of the lot, as if
someone had forgotten to demolish it. I had seen black children clambering in the rubble, searching out bits and
pieces of old toys and bottles to play with. I knew Ma would never let me join them.
On our side of the street, a few shops wree open: a store with hair combs and incense in the windows, a hardware store.
*
Even with the spray, the roaches were impossible to exterminate. We sprayed all the cracks and corners with
roach spray, scattered mothballs through all our clothes and in a thick ring around our matterss. Still, the brown
heads with wiggling antennae appeared out of every crack. As soon as we left an area or became too quiet, they
approached. We were the only source of fod in the entire building.
It was impossible to get used to them. I’d seen them in Hong Kong, of course, but not in our apartment. We’d
had a nice simple place. Like most people in Hong Kong then, we didn’t have luxuries like a refrigerator, but Ma
had kept our leftovers in a steel-mesh cage underneath the table and cooked every meal with fresh meat and
vegetables just bought at the street market. I missed our neat little living room with its red couch and piano, on
which Ma used to give lessons to kids after school.The piano had been a gift from Pa when they got married.
We’d had to sell it when we came here.
Now I was learning to do everything noisily, thumping around in hopes of keeping them away. Ma often
hurried to the rescue, clutching a bit of toilet paper to kill the roaches near me, but I screamed when I looked
down at the sweater I was wearing and found a big one clinging to my chest. I don’t like to think about what
happened when we slept.
I know that that was when the mice and rats came. Our first night I’d been aware of something running over
me in my sleep and quickly developed the habit of sleeping burrowed deep in the covers. I wasn’t as afraid of
rodents as I was of roaches, because mice are at least warm-blooded. I understood they were small living things.
Ma was terrified of them. In Hong Kong, she’d refused to have a cat because she was afraid that they would bring
her offerings of their prey. It didn’t matter that a cat actually reduced the number of live rodents. None was
allowed in our house.
After that night I told Ma I should sleep on the side of the mattress away from the wall because I needed to pee
sometimes. I wanted to protect her from having to sleep closer to where the mice and rats were likely to be active.
These were the small graces we bestowed upon each other then. They were all we had to give.
We set out a handful of mousetraps and quickly caught a few. Ma sharnk back when she saw the limp bodies,
and I wished desperately that Pa were alive so I wouldn’t have to do this. I knew I should have removed the dead
mice and reused the mousetraps, but I couldn’t handle touching the dull flesh, and Ma made no complaint when I
used a pair of chopsticks to pick up the traps, an act I immediately recognized as extremely unhygienic. I threw
the traps, mice and chopsticks away, and after that, we put out no more mousetraps. That was Ma and me: two
squeamish Buddhists in the apartment from hell.
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We put the Tong Sing, the Chinese Almanac, at the head of the mattress. There are many phu in these books,
words of power written by ancient masters that can pin a white bone demon under a mountain or repel wild fox
spirits. In Brooklyn, we hoped they would keep any thieves away. I slept badly in that apartment and was jolted
out of sleep by cars rumbling over potholes in the street. Ma whispered,
“It’s all right.”
Then she tweaked my ears to bring my sleeping soul back to my body and brushed my forehead three times
with her left hand to ward off evil spirits.
Finally, my hands no longer came away covered with dust when I touched the walls. When we knew the
apartment was clean as we could get it, we set up five altars in the kitchen: to the earth god, the ancestors, the
heavens, the kitchen god and Kuan Yin. Kuan in is the godeess of compassion who cares for all of us. We lit
incense and poured tea and rice wine before the altars. We prayed to the local earth god of the building and
apartment to grant us permission to live there in peace, to the ancestors and heavens to keep away troubles and
evil people, to the kitchen god to keep us from starving and to Kuan Yin to bring us our hearts’ desires.
The next day, I would start school. Ma would begin her job at the factory. That evening, she sat down with me
on the mattress.
“Ah-Kim, I have been thining about something since visiting the factoryk, and I realize I have no choice,” Ma
said.
“What is it?”
“After you get out of school, I want you to come join me at the factory. I don’t want you here in this apartment
by yourself, waiting for me every afternoon and evening. And I’m wrried I won’t be able to do the finishing at the
factory alone. The last woman who had my job had two sons who came to work with her. I have to ask you to
come to the factory with me after school and help me there.”
“Of course, Ma. I always help you.”
I put my hand on hers and smiled. In Hong Kong, I’d always dried the dishes and folded our laundry.
To my surprise, Ma’s face flushed,as if she were about to fdry.
“I know,” she said. “But this is something different. I’ve beentothe factory.”
She took me inher arms and squeezed so hard that I gasped, but by the time she pulled away, she had recovered
control. She spoke softly, as if to herself.
“The road we could follow in Hong Kong was a dead one. The only future I could see for us, for you, was
here, where you could become whatever you wanted. Even though this isn’t what we’d imagined back home, we
will bge all right.”
“Mother and cub.”
Ma smiled. She started tucking the thin cotton blanket we’d brought from Hong Kong around me. Then she
laid both of our jackets and her sweater over the blanket to keep me warm.
“Ma? Are we going to stay in this apartment?”
“I’ll talk to Aunt Paula tomorrow.”
Ma got up and brought her violin case over to the matterss. She stood in the middle of that darkened living
room with the cracked walls behind her, lifted her violin to her chin and began to play a Chinese lullaby.
I sighed. It seemd so long since I had heard Ma play, even though we’d been in America for only a week and a
half. In Hong Kong, I’d heard her teaching music at school or giving private violin or piano lessons in our
apartment, but she was usually too tired to play in the evenings when I went to bed. Now Ma was here and her
music was just for me.
21.120 1. Romance 2. Nanna! 3. Suspicion 4. No Title 5. Madness 6. Diplomatic Relations: Six Short
Pieces\fn{by Bai Xiao Yi (1960- )} Shenyang, Liaoning Province, China (M) 6
1
A friend had taken it upon himself to find me a wife. He put in a lot of effort, handed over a telephone number
and told me to “get on with it.” I thought at the time that this was an outrageous way to meet people but I made
the call—I have a weakness for all things outrageous.
She had a beautiful voice, so I immediately imagined that she would also have a beautiful face, even though
one attribute does not necessarily guarantee the other. She said she understood my situation, and suggested that
she should come over to my place at once. Her school was a long way from where I lived and it meant changing
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buses at least three times. Naturally I could not allow her to do anything so tiring so I urged her not to come, but
instead to wait for me at her school gates.
She insisted on coming. I thought it best if I went to her. At this point the telephone went dead.
I dialed her number again, but now it was engaged. I didn’t know what to do—we had not resolved our
disagreement. Was I going? Or was she coming? I pondered the question for a long time and decided that since
this was the first time we had spoken, it was best to go along with her wishes.
As a result, I waited all afternoon. The next day I called her again.
“I waited for you for a long time,” she said.
I explained in detail what had happened. I was determined she should decide where we would meet that day
before the phone was cut off again.
“I don’t see the necessity to meet anymore,” she said.
“Why not?”
“It would appear that we are both a little too clever. If we had both gone over to the other’s place and waited in
vain that would have been so much better. Don’t you think?”
I agreed that would have been an incredibly moving scenario. She did not say anything else and hung up.
That day we missed each other in exactly the way that she had described.
The following day she called in a temper and said that it was clearly impossible for her to marry somebody
who was as foolish as she was.
2
Her husband kept suspecting that there was something between her and Xiao Lin. She didn’t know whether to
be angry or to be amused. Xiao Lin and she shared an office, but they hardly ever spoke. Xiao Lin was something
of a cold fish and she often found it quite boring spending time with him.
Nonetheless her husband was undeterred and insisted there was “something not quite right” in her demeanor.
At first it was not too bad, he would only make a sly comment occasionally. Gradually, interrogation became
the order of the day, often laced with threat. He insisted that she should “clarify her position.” She began to find
the atmosphere more and more oppressive, until she got a headache every time she approached her home.
One day after office hours she remained seated at her desk. Xiao Lin had already left but came back. He asked
her in a formal manner if there was anything he could do to help. She stood up, walked out of the door and said,
“Take me home.”
Xiao Un escorted her in total silence.
“It is right you should accompany me. You don’t know how every day I am punished because of you …” she
mused.
Usually she took a bus home, but today she did not want to. Walking along, she discovered that the man next to
her was big and warm. She could not stop herself melting into him. It was only then that she realized here was a
heart which was pounding because of her.
That evening, her husband did not interrogate her. She waited calmly until midnight. Eventually she could not
sleep, so she decided to ask him:
“Why didn’t you ask me to clarify my position today?”
“I don’t have to ask anymore. The devil in your heart is gone. You have never looked as normal as you do
today.”
The expression on his face was that of a living Buddha.
3
I was just making a phone call when I heard the key turn in the front door. Ah, he’s back. I stopped dialing and
put the phone back on the hook just as the door opened.
“Were you phoning somebody just now?”
The minute he came in he asked.
“Yes.” I plopped into the sofa, looking at my clever, strong and talented husband.
“So … why did you put the phone down again?” His sensitivity is so loveable. He is like a big detective.
“Because you’ve come back,” I said.
“Why did you have to stop just because I’m here?”
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He sounded a little worried now.
“Because I was calling you.”
His face went bright red and then he smiled, trying to change the subject. I could not tell for sure if he really
believed me.
4
If anybody asked me what I hated the most, I could answer without hesitation: curiosity. This is absolutely
true. It was damned curiosity that turned me, a quiet and gentle young girl, a well behaved high school student,
into a sinner …
It was drizzling. The tarmac shone. I was on my way to school. The reflection of my floral-patterned umbrella
was bobbing up and down on the wet surface of the road, like an early branch of peach blossom mirrored in a
stream. A bookshop. Multi-coloured covers reflected in the water, disturbing the shadow of my beautiful spring
flowers. A shop window. Comics, school texts with sombre expressions. I raised my head and saw a poster on the
window:

New Arrival—
The Knowledge of Sex. $0.19.
Available for Sale!
Sex? What is there to learn about sex? I flicked back my pig-tail, drawn by the possibility of discovering
something I was completely ignorant of. This was the beginning of my downfall. If I had known then what I know
now, I would not have walked into that cursed book-shop.
“Ai … let me have a look at that …”
For some reason I was not able to get out all the words.
“What?”
“That!” I pointed at the book across the counter.
The middle-aged woman sitting on the other side of the counter squinted at me.
Ah! What is that in her eyes—a smirk, something sour; electricity! I was electrocuted. My cheeks sizzled like a
hot ring on a stove.
The worst thing was the mysterious expression on the comer of her mouth as she handed me the book. A cold
smile, the kind of smile that delighted in someone else’s misfortune. In any case it was extremely unappealing. A
man browsing in the shop now darted a sidelong glance in the direction of my book, then at me and pursed his
lips. I could see that he was mocking me. This was another weird smile, full of insinuation, a smile designed to
give one goose pimples all over.
Suddenly, I was no longer innocent about sex. At least I knew then that it was closely associated with shame.
Coming out of the bookshop, I quickly stuffed the book into my satchel, letting out a sigh of relief. At least I
had managed to hide my “shame.”
School. There weren’t many lessons this afternoon. Chemistry was followed by a study period. As usual, our
teacher paced up and down with his hands behind his back and his head hanging.
Plop.
When I reached for my exercise book, another book fell out—directly into my teacher’s path.
He stooped down to look at it and did not straighten up for a very long time.
Oh God, I knew it must have been that book. Oh heavens. My “shame” had been exposed! What should I do? I
shut my eyes.
“Huh!”
My teacher grunted somewhere near the top of my head. It was a soft but meaningful grunt. He stood up. I
heard the sound of my book dropping back into my bag, and then the sound of footsteps retreating.
I opened my eyes and stole a quick glance at his back. How serious is this going to be, I wondered. Ugh, look
at that neck turning red, the steam emerging from the back of his head; I couldn’t see his face, but it was probably
going through some sort of chemical change. He didn’t know where to put his hands, as if his fingers too had been
touched by shame. Teacher, my omniscient teacher, what is the matter with you? No, it’s not over yet, look,
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teacher is weighed down with grief, shaking his head. What is the matter with me?
At that moment, more than ever, sex was no longer something I didn’t comprehend. I now knew that it was
closely linked with not only shame but degeneration.
After school. I stuffed the book into the bottom of my satchel. It was heavy, containing the weight of both
shame and degeneration. I was hardly able to breathe under the pressure.
Home. Evening. I felt restless. My curiosity once again urged me to take out the volume. I had to see what
rubbish it contained withIn its pages.
Father strode in, trailing a breeze behind him. He saw that I was reading and his manner softened immediately.
He took off his oil-stained work-clothes, smiling at me. Yes, he loved to see me read. He was harboring ambitions
for me to go to university.
Suddenly—oh dear! Father saw the cover.
“What? What is this! Oh—my god. Wah! I thought you were being diligent, instead you are looking at this …
stuff! Is there a university in the world which offers this subject as a degree? Arghhh!”
My face turned red. The Knowledge of Sex equals shame and degeneration.
“This is a total disgrace! You … have no shame!”
Another new discovery. Shame, degeneration and on top of that, disgrace. This—is the knowledge of sex.
Sobs. Tears. An inexplicable sense of shame. Degeneration that had appeared from nowhere. Nineteen cents
had bought me disgrace. I hated the book! Even though I still didn’t know what lay between the covers.
The sound of pages being ripped to pieces. Tiny bits of paper dancing around me like a snowstorm. I had torn
it all up—shame, degeneration, disgrace. All torn.
The depth of night. Dreams. The wet shimmering surface of the road, drizzle, rain bouncing off the window of
the bookshop. An advertisement I could just about make out:
New Arrival—
Shame and Disgrace. $0.19.
Available for Sale!

The next day. Back to school. The news had by now spread through the entire class. Wherever I went people
turned away. Strange looks, mocking faces, giggles, astonished stares, looking, watching, glaring, squinting. As if
Shame, Disgrace and Degeneration was written all over my face. All over me was written the Knowledge of Sex.
5
In my memory, the craziest, most romantic love I had ever experienced somehow coincided with the most
difficult days I had ever known. There were three different divisions in our youth group. We were stationed in the
remote countryside, living side by side with the peasants, undergoing a re-education programme. I didn’t belong
to any of the groups. They didn’t want me, and I couldn’t be bothered with them. There was only one person who
was sympathetic to me and that was a girl. The reason I became a public target was also because of her.
Her name was Xiao Mei. In the tiny place where we lived she was the most beautiful girl anyone ever saw.
Everybody had their eyes on her. At that time the younger boys had not yet learnt that love was nothing to be
ashamed of. When Xiao Mei and I started going out with each other in earnest, my status amongst the group was
immediately elevated beyond the reach of mere mortals. The others would give me strange looks while at the
same time keeping a respectful distance. Soon this turned into something else, and they started to regard us with
angry, sour faces. If the object of my love had been a plain-looking girl, no doubt the situation would have been
better. But Xiao Mei was too eye-catching, and the others understandably all wished they were in my shoes. In a
way I sympathized with them—if someone else had got to Xiao Mei first, I would have burnt with jealousy. These
flights of fancy gave me a kind of private pleasure.
I suppose I ought to be thankful for the public scrutiny. Because of the attention, the love between Xiao Mei
and I grew strong and dignified. The difficulty of meeting with so many eyes on us also meant that our secret
trysts were full of sweetness.
Our romance matured over the long days of a hot summer. A canopy of pale green cornfields stretching into the
distance became our paradise. Perhaps because of our lack of imagination, we never did anything which
overstepped the mark. The way we felt about each other meant that even a little time spent quietly sitting together
was enough to intoxicate us.
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But the corn was ripening. Soon our Garden of Eden would come under the blade of a scythe, and grey clouds
begin to gather in our hearts.
The harvest season finally arrived. The ears of com were systematically broken off leaving the dried stalks
standing. Our furtive meetings became even more of a thrill—we knew we were fighting a losing battle with the
season and the scythe, so we took on the recklessness of a soldier confronting his final combat, the madness of an
addicted gambler.
Sometimes it felt as if our passion had become a mystery even to ourselves. By then people were beginning to
guess at our secret and tried to ambush us with great determination. Our rendezvous seemed not to be a private
matter anymore, but something central to the survival of the whole community. Our happiness and their
frustration had somehow become inextricably linked.
The older people in the village commented on the fact that they never knew a year when the cotnstalks had
remained standing for so long.
Eventually the day came when the stalks had to be cleared. We all became depressed—Xiao Mei and I lost our
paradise and the others lost their sport. This was a difficult time for everybody. We were compelled to live
through a period of temporary truce.
Nobody anticipated an earthquake. We were all asleep. The first tremor did not wake many people. Those not
particularly blessed with sensitivity took it upon themselves to laugh at others who were worried enough to alert
the police. It was then that the second wave hit us. This was a much bigger shock than before, and the structure
which was our home started to shake. AIl of a sudden people were in a panic, running for their lives—the scene
was unbearably tragic …
Standing outside, we could see our building beginning to keel over. The beams were exposed, and large cracks
appeared on the walls.
There was nothing to do except to hang around in the open. A few of us went over to look at some of the old
farm houses in the village. They were in a similar state to ours—still upright but not safe enough for anybody to
go back in to sleep.
As there were no casualties, the fear hanging in the air was gradually imbued with a sense of jolly playfulness.
To those of us who were young and single and without responsibility, the evening turned out to be oddly festive. It
was hot, and nobody bothered to go inside to fetch their clothes. We were all fooling around in the courtyard in
our vests\fn{Undershirts.} and shorts. Even the girls were less shy than usual. When natural disaster struck, more
than ever they seemed to need the protection of men.
When I found Xiao Mei, she was sitting on a pile of dried twigs, her hands round her knees. She was in her
underwear. She saw me walk towards her, but remained where she was.
“Are you all right?” I said.
She did not say anything. Her breathing was uneven, getting shorter and shorter.
I too was unable to move. Gazing at her, my heart started to pound.
AIl around us people were rushing around, shouting, having fun. They had clearly forgotten all about us.
We stayed staring at each other, then without a word we walked towards a block which had pitched onto one
side.
This was the biggest of our dormitories, usually reserved for meetings. Inside were two large mattresses which
slept more than twenty people.
That night only Xiao Mei and I shared one. It seemed to me as if innumerable earthquakes took place that long
night. Even now I recall the beams shaking and groaning above our heads. The roof and the walls were moving
against each other like somebody grinding his teeth. The noise it made was a mixture of terror and ecstasy,
seeping into the core of our bones.
At sunrise Xiao Mei and I came out together. The others were just stirring from the haystacks which had served
as their beds. When they saw us, their mouths dropped open. All eyes focused on us in disbelief. Xiao Mei wore a
lazy, nonchalant expression on her face; my heart was as peaceful as if I were dreaming.
After that nobody resented us anymore.
6
On the north-west corner of the campus there was a beautiful little building which accommodated thirty odd
foreign as well as Chinese students who studied alongside them. Each room was shared by two residents of
different nationalities but the same sex. The untrustworthy chaps from abroad were forever trying to bend the
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rules about single-sex accommodation, but thanks to the presence of wardens with strong moral fibre, their efforts
were largely frustrated. Very often it came down to a battle of wits as well as courage.
Lian Dong had volunteered to share a room with Mark, a student from America, with a view to improving his
English. Unfortunately, apart from when he talked in his sleep, Mark would only speak in Chinese. Furthermore
he had picked up some cheeky colloquial phrases from God knows where, which he would spring on Lian Dong
from time to time, usually in the most inappropriate manner and completely out of context, rendering his
despairing room-mate unsure as to whether he should laugh or cry.
After dinner this evening, Mark told Lian Dong he needed sole occupation of their room for two hours.
“I am engaged in diplomatic relations tonight …” he winked.
Lian Dong was not at all happy about this but felt unable to refuse. After repeated instructions for Mark to
behave, he resigned himself to a long and lonely evening at the library.
Just as he was coming out of the door Lian Dong ran into the Chinese girl visiting Mark that evening. She was
far more beautiful than he had anticipated. His heart sank to the bottom of his shoes. Deliberately lingering at the
doorway, Lian Dong tried his best to discourage her with a strong disapproving gaze. The girl paid him no
attention whatsoever and ran straight to Mark’s side. The bastard suddenly decided to converse in English tonight
and the girl’s responses were surprisingly fluent.
Lian Dong shut the door with inexplicable fury. He walked down the corridor with a heavy heart, a black cloud
hanging over his head.
“Lian, good evening!”
A charming and flirtatious voice with a weird accent called out to him.
Lian Dong turned round and saw Belinda, an attractive French student, standing there smiling at him.
“Good evening.” Lian Dong stopped in his tracks.
“Are you very busy? I need someone to go over my notes with me—could you, do you think?” Belinda’s feet
looked like a couple of huge buns, but her movement was light and delicate. In a moment she had curled herself
under Lian Dong’s arm. “Why don’t we go to my room?”
Lian Dong could not find a reason to say no, but as they walked along, he carefully disengaged himself. She
laughed, tilting up her chin, her golden hair dazzling him.
In comparison with the mess of a den which he shared with Mark, this was like a peaceful, cozy nest. Her
Chinese room-mate was absent. Before Lian Dong had a chance to steady himself, Belinda’s arms were round his
waist.
He froze to the spot, at a loss as to what to do.
“Lian, I’m not too much for you am I?” Belinda challenged him, head to one side, without any sense of
embarrassment.
Lian Dong felt her body against his, hot and soft and full of raw energy. This was the first time he had stood so
close to a woman. He wanted to struggle free, but could not bear to tear himself from such alluring sweetness.
“Belinda …” Lian Dong managed to clear his head. With a touch of regret in his voice he said, “Of course you
are not too much. But why don’t you let me have a look at your notes now.”
Belinda’s blue eyes flashed, penetrating his very soul.
“Lian, I have something far better to show you. I’ll let you look at me instead, how’s that—surely I am a little
more interesting than my notes? Here …” She was now kissing his face, murmuring softly, passionately, “China
boy, do you know how to kiss …”
*
When Lian Dong finally crept out of Belinda’s room, his head was reeling. Belinda leant against the door,
apologizing profusely. She said she was sorry but she really couldn’t begin to understand Chinese men. Lian
Dong could only manage a rueful smile.
When he got back to his own room he hesitated outside the door, not knowing whether or not the Chinese girl
would still be there. After a short pause he decided to knock.
The door opened softly. Mark was wearing an odd sort of smile. Off-hand Lian Dong was unable to decipher
its meaning. He felt a touch uncomfortable, as if anybody looking at him now would immediately guess at his
secret.
“She’s gone, Lian, you don’t have to worry.”
Mark made a face.
“Come in.”
Somehow everything looked different in the room. He stepped on something. Looking down he saw Mark’s
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copy of Playboy lying on the floor. Lian was glued to the spot, one foot on the magazine.
“Lian, I had terrible luck,” Mark started to whine. “I can’t understand what it is with Chinese girls.”
Lian suddenly and just as inexplicably felt better. Perhaps what he did with the French student tonight was not
unprompted by what he thought Mark might have been up to with the Chinese girl. Casually he said, “What do
you mean?”
“She is terrifying. So very beautiful yet utterly terrifying.” Mark looked the picture of a downtrodden victim.
“All I did was give her a kiss, and she hit me! I was … I was stunned.”
Lian Dong found himself smiling ruefully again. At the same time his temper was rising.
“You only have yourself to blame! Where do you think this is? New York? Paris?”
“You think this is my fault?” Mark pointed at his own chest with a long, slender finger, his face red, bursting
with rage.
“It’s probably just a matter of cultural difference …” Lian thought of Belinda and wasn’t entirely sure if he had
a leg to stand on. He muttered something under his breath, turned his back on Mark, sat down on the chair by the
window, and didn’t take any further notice of his room-mate.
Mark was still complaining to no one in particular.
“Absolutely incredible … this is … how shall I put it? To borrow a Chinese phrase—what you might call a hot
cheek against a cold bottom …”
Lian Dong smiled his rueful smile.
74.66 & 94.237 1. The Past And The Punishment 2. One Kind Of Reality: Two Short Stories\fn{by Yü Hua (1960)} Hangzhou, Chekiang Province, China (M) 27
1
On a summer night in 1990 in his muggy apartment, the stranger opened and read a telegram of unknown origin. Then he sank into deep reverie. The telegram consisted of just two words— RETuRN QUICKLy—and indicated
neither the name nor the address of the sender. The stranger, filing through the mists of several decades of
memory, saw an intricate network of roads begin to unfold before him. And in this intricate network, only one
road could bring the slightest of smiles to the stranger’s lips. Early the next morning, the lacquer-black shadow of
the stranger began to glide down that serpentine road like an earthworm.
Clearly, in the intricacy of the network that constituted the stranger’s past, one memory, as fine as a strand of
hair, had remained extraordinarily clear. March 5, 1965. A simple string of digits, arrayed in a specific and suggestive order, had determined the direction in which the stranger had begun to move. But in reality, at the same
time that the stranger had decided upon his course, he had also failed to discover that his forward motion was
blocked by yet another group of recollections. And because he had been standing at a remove from the bright
mirror on his wall, he had been unaware of the ambiguity that had plagued his faint smile in the moments after he
had deciphered the telegram. Instead, he had felt only stubborn self-confidence. It was precisely because of this
excessive faith in himself that the procedural error that was to occur later on became unavoidable.
Several days later, the stranger arrived at a small town called Mist. It was here that the procedural error became
apparent. The error was revealed to him by the punishment expert.
Imagine for a moment the stranger’s face and posture as he walked through Mist. Besieged by several different
strata of memory, he had been left virtually incapable of perceiving his immediate surroundings with any sort of
clarity or accuracy. When the punishment specialist caught sight of the stranger for the first time, his heart cried
out like a trumpet. The stranger entered the punishment specialist’s field of vision like a lost child.
When the stranger walked past a gray, two-story building, the punishment specialist blocked his forward
movement with an exaggerated grin.
“You’ve come.”
The punishment expert’s tone sent a shock through the stranger’s body. Although the stranger could hardly
credit his own suspicions, it certainly seemed as if this man were hinting at the existence of a certain memory as
he stood before him, his white hair gleaming. The punishment expert continued:
“I’ve waited for a long time.”
This statement did nothing to help the stranger determine what role the man might have played in his past, if
any at all. Perhaps he was simply a mote of dust floating across the vast expanse of his memory. The stranger
sidestepped past the old man and continued on his way toward March 5, 1965.
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Just as the punishment expert had hoped, however, the stranger failed to continue on toward March 5, 1965.
Instead, a short and simple dialogue took place between the two men. And because of the punishment expert’s
warning—which was issued casually and without premeditation—the stranger began to understand his predicament. He discovered that his present course would not lead him to the desired destination. And thus he turned in
the opposite direction. But the fact of the matter was that March 5, 1965, was receding farther and farther from
him.
This was also the first time the stranger had thought back to the humid night when he had received the mysterious telegram.
For days, his mind had circled around the moment in which March 5,1965, had emerged in his mind. Now his
focus shifted. He began to ponder several other dates, other memories that had continued to disturb him even as
they lay abandoned at the back of his mind. These memories were January 9, 1958, December 1, 1967, August 7,
1960, and September 20, 1971, respectively. And with this realization, the stranger began to understand why he
was unable to move toward March 5, 1965. The telegram’s message might have been just as relevant to these four
dates as to March 5, 1965. Indeed, it was precisely these memories that had blocked his way to March 5, 1965.
And each of these four events represented roads that ran in entirely different directions without ever intersecting
with the other. So even if the stranger abandoned his search for March 5, 1965, he would be unable to find either
January 9, 1958, or anyone of the other three remaining dates.
This realization took place at dusk, when the stranger, thrown into a quandary by his procedural error, began to
ponder how to escape his predicament. That was also when he began to devote his attention to the enigma represented by the punishment expert. He began to sense that the old man was a kind of elusive link to his past. This is
why he had come to feel that their meeting had been arranged in advance.
As the sky darkened, the punishment specialist’s intense excitement did not detract from a sense that he was in
control of himself and of the flow of events around him. The stranger unsuspectingly yielded to some kind of
preordination and followed the punishment specialist into the gray apartment building.
The living room walls were painted black. Here the stranger sat down without a word. The punishment expert
switched on a little white electric lamp. The stranger began to search his mind for a link between the mysterious
telegram and the room that surrounded him. He found something entirely different. He found that the path he had
followed on his way to Mist had been crooked.
Almost as soon as the stranger and the punishment expert had sat down to talk, a remarkable affinity grew up
between them. It was as if they had spent their lives huddled together in deep conversation, as if they were as
familiar to each other as they were to the palms of their own hands.
The first topic of conversation, unsurprisingly, was broached by the stranger’s host. He said:
“Actually, we always live in the past. The past is forever. The present and the future are just little tricks the past
plays on us.”
The stranger acknowledged the force of the punishment expert’s argument, but it was his own present that
remained uppermost in his mind.
“But sometimes you can be cut off from the past. Right now, something is tearing me away from my past.”
The stranger, rethinking his failure to approach March 5, 1965, was beginning to wonder if perhaps some other
force besides that of the other four dates might be responsible. But the punishment expert said:
“You’re not cut off from your past. Quite the contrary.”
It wasn’t simply that the stranger had failed to move in the direction of March 5, 1965. Instead, March 5, 1965,
and the other four dates were receding farther and farther into the distance. The punishment expert continued:
“The fact is that you’ve always been deeply immersed in your past. You may feel cut off from the past from
time to time, but that’s merely an illusion, a superficial phenomenon, a phenomenon that at a deeper level
indicates that you’re really that much closer.”
“I still can’t help thinking that there’s some force cutting me off from my past.”
The punishment expert smiled helplessly, for he had sensed the difficulty of trying to overcome the stranger
with language.
The stranger continued to move along his train of thought—at the very moment that he had left his past far
behind him, the punishment expert had appeared before him with a strange smile and the cryptic assurance that
“I’ve been waiting for you for a long time.” The stranger concluded:
“You are that force.”
The punishment expert was unwilling to accept the substance of the stranger’s accusation. Although he obviously found it tiresome, he patiently attempted to explain the situation to the stranger once again:
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“I haven’t cut you off from your past. On the contrary, I have brought you into intimate conjunction with it. In
other words, I am your past.”
As the punishment expert spat out this last sentence, the tone of his voice made the stranger feel that the
conversation might not continue very much longer. He nonetheless continued:
“I find it hard to explain the fact that you were waiting for me.”
“It would help if you could set aside the notion of necessity,” the punishment expert continued, “and realize
that I was waiting for a coincidence.”
“That makes more sense,” the stranger agreed.
The punishment expert, content, continued, “I’m very happy we are of one mind concerning this question. I’m
sure we both understand just how very dull necessity really is. Necessity plods blindly and inexorably ahead on its
accustomed track. But chance is altogether different. Chance is powerful. Wherever coincidences occur, brandnew histories are born.”
The stranger, while concurring with the thrust of the punishment expert’s theory, was preoccupied with an
entirely different sort of question:
“Why were you waiting for me?”
The punishment expert smiled.
“I knew that question would come up sooner or later. I may as well explain now. I need someone to help me,
someone endowed with the necessary spirit of self-sacrifice. I believe that you are just that sort of person.”
“What kind of help?”
“You’ll learn everything tomorrow. For now, I’ll be happy to discuss my work with you. My calling is to
compile a summation of all human wisdom. And the essence of human wisdom is the art of punishment. This is
what I’d like to discuss with you.”
The punishment expert clearly had an excellent grasp of his field. He was well versed in each and everyone of
the various punishments employed by mankind throughout its history. He provided the stranger with a simple and
straightforward explanation of each punishment. His accounts of the bodily consequences of each punishment,
once it had been carried out, were, however, stirring narratives in and of themselves.
Upon the conclusion of the punishment expert’s lengthy and vivid discourse, the stranger realized with a shock
that the punishment expert had neglected to touch on one rather important punishment: death by hanging. A dark,
complex, and mercurial reverie had descended upon him just as the punishment expert had begun his lecture. He
had somehow been anticipating the appearance of that particular punishment all along. As the punishment expert
spoke, the blurred contours of March 5,1965, had once again begun to clear. Given the circumstances, the
hypothesis that someone intimately connected with the stranger’s past had died by hanging on March 5, 1965,
began to seem not entirely far-fetched. The stranger, in an effort to escape from the dark grip of these memories,
decided to point out the punishment expert’s mistake. In doing so, he hoped to elicit another stirring discourse on
this particular punishment and thus escape its grip.
His question served only to throw the punishment expert into a rage. It was not that he had overlooked a punishment, he shouted. He had just been ashamed to mention it at all. The dignity of that particular punishment, he
proclaimed, had been trampled on by its indiscriminate and vulgar use by suicidal miscreants. He bellowed:
“They were unworthy of such a punishment.”
The punishment expert’s unexpected rage released the stranger from the memories by which he had been besieged a moment before. After a taking a long breath, he directed another question to the punishment expert, who
sat livid across the room:
“Have you tried performing any of the punishments yourself?”
The punishment expert’s rage was immediately extinguished by the query. Instead of replying, the punishment
expert sank into a deep and boundlessly pleasurable reverie. Crows of memory flew across his features. He
counted his inventory of punishments like a stack of bills. He told the stranger that of all the experiments he had
carried out, the most moving had involved January 9, 1958, December 1, 1967, August 7, 1960, and September
20, 1971. It was clear that these dates hinted at things that went far beyond the numbers themselves. There was
something of the aroma of blood about them. The punishment expert told the stranger how. . .
He had drawn and quartered January 9, 1958, tearing it into so many pieces that it had drifted through the air
like a flurry of snowflakes. He had castrated December 1, 1967, cutting off its ponderous testicles so that there
hadn’t been a drop of sunshine on December 1, 1967, and the moonlight that evening had been as dense as overgrown weeds. Nor had August 7, 1960, been able to escape its fate, for he had used a rust-dappled saw blade to
cut through its waist.
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But the most unforgettable was September 20, 1971. He had dug a trench in the ground, in which he had buried
September 20, 1971, so that only the head was still exposed. Owing to the pressure exerted on the body by the
surrounding earth, the blood of September 20, 1971, had surged up into the head. The punishment expert had
proceeded to crack open its skull, from which a column of blood had immediately spurted forth. The fountain of
September 20, 1971, had been incomparably brilliant.
The stranger fell into a silent, boundless despair. Each of the dates of which the punishment expert had spoken
concealed a deep well of memory: January 9, 1958, December 1, 1967, August 7, 1960, and September 20, 1971.
These were precisely the four events, isolated from the enormity of the stranger’s past, that had been pursuing him
all along.
The stranger, of course, had long been unaware of their pursuit. The four dates had become four musty breezes
wafting toward him. The content that the dates concealed had hollowed, crumbled to dust and nothingness. But
their aroma lingered on, and the stranger had the vague impression that if it weren’t for these four dates, his
strange encounter with the punishment expert would never have transpired.
The punishment expert rose from his chair and walked into his bedroom. As he moved past the white glare of
the lamp, he resembled a recollection. The stranger sat motionless in his chair, tortured by a sense that March 5,
1965, was the only memory that he had left. Even March 5, 1965, was far away. It was only later, after he had
already fallen asleep, that his features took on the serenity of a memory anchored firmly in the slipstream of the
past.
When they resumed their conversation the next morning, there was no doubt that their affinity had grown even
stronger. As soon as they began to talk, they arrived at the heart of the matter.
The punishment expert had suggested that he needed the stranger’s help the night before. Now, he began to
explain why:
“Of all my punishments, only two have yet to be tested. One of them is reserved for you.”
The stranger, in need of further explanation, was led into another black room. The room was empty save for a
table in front of a window. A plate of glass covered the tabletop. The glass glittered in the sunlight pouring in
through the window. Leaning against the wall was a sharpened butcher’s knife. Pointing at the glass by the
window, the punishment expert said:
“Look how very excited and happy it is.”
The stranger walked over to the table, looking at the chaos of light playing through the glass.
Pointing at the butcher’s knife leaning against the wall,. the punishment expert told the stranger that he would
use this knife to slice through his waist and cut him in half. Immediately thereafter, he would place the stranger’s
torso on the glass. His blood would continue to flow until he slowly died. The punishment expert informed the
stranger of just what it was that he would see before he bled to death on the glass. His description of the scene
was compelling:
“At that moment, you will. feel a tranquillity you have never known before. All sounds will fade, will slowly
become colors that will hover in front of your eyes. You will feel how your blood begins to flow more and more
sluggishly, how it pools on the glass, and how it cascades into the dust below you like millions of strands of hair.
And then finally, you will catch sight of the first dewdrop of the morning of January 9, 1958. You will see this
dewdrop gazing at you from the dimness of a green leaf. You will see a bank of brilliant-colored clouds glowing
in the noonday sun of December I, 1967. You will see a mountain road. The road will wait patiently for you as the
evening mist gathers overhead and night falls on August 7, 1960. You will see two fireflies dancing in the moonlight on the night of September 20, 1971, shining like a pair of distant tears.”
Upon the conclusion of the punishment expert’s serene narrative, the stranger sank once again into reverie. The
dewdrops of January 9, 1958, the brilliant-colored clouds of December 1, 1967, the warm dusk on a mountain
road on August 7, 1960, the fireflies like dancing tears in the moonlight of September 20, 1971—all these memories arrayed themselves like empty canvases before the stranger’s roving eyes. He understood the punishment
expert’s narrative as a promise of things to come. The stranger sensed that the punishment expert had offered him
the possibility of reunion with his past. A tranquil smile lit his face, one that indisputably signaled his submission
to the punishment expert’s wondrous designs.
The punishment expert was boundlessly excited by the stranger’s expression of content. His joy, however, was
contained—rather than leaping into the air like a grasshopper, the punishment expert merely nodded his head in
agreement. Then he asked the stranger to take off his clothes.
“It’s not for me. It’s just that the punishment demands that you leave the world in the same state that you
entered it.”
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The stranger happily complied—it seemed appropriate. He began to imagine what it would be like to encounter his memories naked. His memories, he mused, were sure to be surprised.
The punishment expert stood by the wall to the left, watching as the stranger stripped off his clothes like a
layer of leather, revealing skin battered and scored by the blade of time. He stood next to the glittering plate of
glass, his body glowing in the sun’s rays. The punishment expert emerged from the shadows by the wall, walked
over to the stranger’s side, and grasped the glittering butcher’s knife in his hand. The sunlight danced furiously
across the blade. He asked the stranger:
“Are you ready?”
The stranger nodded. His eyes were incomparably tranquil. He had the look of a man awaiting the inexorable
arrival of unparalled happiness.
The stranger's tranquillity filled the punishment expert with a sense of confidence and certainty. He reached out
a hand to stroke the stranger’s waist, only to discover that his hand was trembling. This discovery opened up new
and unwelcome possibilities. He didn’t know if the trembling in his hands was due to excessive excitement or
whether his strength had finally deserted him. The punishment expert’s strength had begun to ebb long before.
And now as he held the blade, his hands began to shake uncontrollably.
The stranger had already turned to gaze out the window in silent expectation of his reunion with the past. He
tried to imagine the knife slicing his body in two: a pair of wondrous, icy hands miraculously tearing a blank sheet
of paper neatly in half. But the punishment expert’s gasps forced their way into his consciousness. When the
stranger turned to look, the punishment expert, sighing at his own humiliation, directed the stranger’s attention to
his trembling fingers. At the same time, he explained that it would be impossible for him to sever his body in two
with one stroke of the blade.
The stranger reassured him, “I don’t mind if it takes two.”
“But,” the punishment expert said, “the punishment allows for only a single stroke.”
The stranger told the punishment expert he didn’t understand why he insisted on being so fussy.
“Because it would defile the integrity of the punishment,” he explained.
“On the contrary,” the stranger asserted, “you might atually contribute to the development of the punishment.”
“But,” the punishment expert quietly explained to the stranger, “if we proceed with the experiment, your own
experience would be ruined. I would hack your waist to mincemeat. Your stomach, your intestines, and your liver
would just tumble to the ground like overripe apples. I wouldn’t be able to put you on the glass. You would fall
over instead. And all you would see as you approached the end would be a mess of wriggling earthworms and
lumpy toad skin. And worse.”
The punishment expert delivered his judgment with incontestable authority. There was no longer any doubt
that events would begin to move in an entirely different direction.
The stranger began to put his clothes back on. He had thought he would never need them again. His pants felt
like oil paint as they smeared up his legs. His eyes were hooded and dark with disappointment. Through them, he
could see the dark figure of the punishment expert standing by him like a distant memory.
The stranger could no longer avoid the realization: the punishment expert was powerless; the punishment
expert could not reunite him with his past. And though the stranger was baffled and angered by the way in which
the punishment expert had so beautifully laid waste his four dates, he was not without compassion for the punishment expert’s predicament. The punishment expert suffered because he could no longer muster the strength to
carry out his marvelous experiment. His own pain came as a result of being unable to reunite with his past. But
they were bound together by their common suffering.
The silence that ensued was as heavy as night. It was only after they returned to the living room that they were
finally able to dispel the oppressive silence that had enveloped them following the failure of the experiment. They
had moved to the living room after standing motionless, enveloped by the glitter of the glass that suffused the
little room. Having arrived in the living room, however, they were able once more to take up something resembling a conversation.
Soon after they had begun, the punishment expert’s voice began to grow hoarse with passion. As they spoke,
the punishment expert rapidly recovered his composure, despite the gravity of his defeat. For his final punishment
was the best of all. His final punishment was his life’s work, his masterpiece, his crowning glory. He told the
stranger:
“It is my own creation.”
The punishment expert began to tell the stranger another story:
“There is a man, strictly speaking, a scholar—a true scholar, the kind of scholar that simply doesn’t exist
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anymore in the twentieth century. He wakes up one morning and finds several men in gray suits standing around
his bed. These men lead him out of his house and push him into a car. The scholar, mystified, repeatedly asks the
men where they are going. His questions are met with stony silence. He begins to grow uneasy. He stares out the
car window, trying desperately to determine what is going to happen next. He watches as they pass through
familiar streets, drive by a familiar stream, and finally move into uncharted territory. Soon they arrive at a grand
public square. The square is big enough for twenty thousand people. In fact, there are already twenty thousand
people gathered in the square. From afar, they look like so many ants. When they pull up to the edge of the
square, he’s pushed through the crowd and onto a platform set up at one end of the square. He gazes down at the
crowd. The square looks as if it’s choked with weeds. A few soldiers with rifles stand with him on the platform.
They aim the muzzles of their rifles directly at his head. The scholar is terrified. But a moment later, they lower
their guns. They had forgotten to load them. The scholar watches bullets glinting in the sunlight. One by one, the
bullets are stuffed into the rifles’ magazines. Then the rifles are leveled once more at his head. At this point, a man
who looks like some kind of judge climbs up onto the platform. This man tells the scholar that he has been
sentenced to death. The scholar, unaware of having committed any offense, is dumbfounded. The judge, seeing
the shock ripple across his face, adds, ‘Just look at the blood dripping from your hands.’
“The scholar looks down at his hands but can’t find the slightest trace of blood. He extends his hands toward
the judge to protest his innocence. But the judge simply moves to the side of the platform without even noticing
the gesture. The scholar watches as people in the crowd stream up to the edge of the platform to give their
testimony. One by one, they relate how he bequeathed his punishments to their loved ones and relatives.
“At first, the scholar argues passionately with those who have come forward to condemn him. He tries to make
them understand that one must sacrifice everything in the name of science. He tells them that their relatives have
been sacrificed in the name of science. As the procession of plaintiffs continues to stream toward the platform,
however, he finally begins to realize the gravity of his predicament. His predicament is this: in a few moments, a
hail of bullets will fly in the direction of his head. His head will shatter like a piece of tile. He sinks into a despair
as vast as the crowd that unceasingly streams toward the platform to air its grievances. The denunciations continue for ten hours. And for ten hours, the soldiers keep their rifles trained on the scholar’s head.”
The punishment expert paused at this point in his narrative and commented with an enigmatic air:
“The scholar, of course, is me.”
He proceeded to tell the stranger that it had taken him a whole year to perfect each and every detail of the ten
hours on the platform.
“In the ten hours immediately following the scholar’s realization that he has been sentenced to death, he falls
victim to terrible psychological torment. In those ten hours, his mind becomes a whirlwind of emotion, careening
from one spiritual state to another, passing through lifetimes of feeling in mere moments. One moment, he is
awash in terror and abject cowardice. The next moment floods him with bravery, resolve, and indomitable courage. Seconds later, he feels a stream of urine trickling down his legs. Just as soon as he has begun to welcome the
prospect of death, he starts to realize just how beautiful it is to be alive. And through the turbulent hours, each of
these moments is felt just as sharply as a knife piercing his flesh.”
It was clear to the stranger that this punishment was almost perfect.
When the punishment expert brought his narrative to a conclusion, he clearly and unmistakably proclaimed to
the stranger that “this punishment is reserved for myself.”He told the stranger that this punishment represented ten
years of blood, sweat, and tears. He told the stranger that he couldn’t possibly give the product of such laborious
years of toil to someone else.
By someone else, he was clearly indicating the stranger himself.
The stranger smiled. It was a noble smile. It was a smile that successfully hid from the punishment expert’s
view the doubts he harbored concerning the punishment. For he sensed that the punishment was not nearly as
perfect, or as complete, as the punishment expert would have liked to think. There seemed to be a flaw that the
punishment expert had overlooked.
The punishment expert rose from his seat and told the stranger that he would carry out the experiment that very
evening. He hoped that the stranger would appear by his bedside in twelve hours, because by then “you’ll still be
able to see me, but I won’t be able to see you any more.”
After the punishment expert retired to his bedroom, the stranger sat for a long time in the living room, mulling
over the fact that he himself was far less confident as to the outcome of the experiment than the punishment
expert himself. And later, when he got up to go to his own bedroom, he was certain that when he stood by the
punishment expert’s bedside the following morning, the old man would still be able to see him. He had discov-
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ered the flaw that lay beneath the polished surface of the punishment, a flaw so crucial as to virtually ensure the
failure of the punishment expert’s experiment.
The scene the next morning confirmed the stranger’s suspicions. The punishment expert lay atop his bed, face
pallid with fatigue, and told the stranger that everything had gone smoothly the night before. But just as he had
approached the end, he had awakened. With a tragic sweep of his hand, he threw aside his quilt to show the
stranger what had happened:
“I was so scared I wet the bed.”
The bed was sopping wet. The stranger estimated that the punishment expert must have urinated at least ten
times over the course of the night. He gazed at the punishment expert panting on the bed. He was satisfied. He
didn’t want the punishment expert to succeed. For his four dates, his memories, were in this frail old man’s hands.
The old man’s death would spell eternal separation from his own past. And this was precisely why the stranger
was unwilling to point out the nature and position of the flaw in the punishment that had led to his failure the
night before. Thus when the punishment expert invited him to come again at the same time the following day, he
merely smiled and carefully made his way out of the bedroom.
The scene on the second morning was much the way it had been on the first. The punishment expert lay prone
upon his bed, staring anxiously toward the stranger as he pushed open the door to the bedroom. In order to hide
his sense of shame and humiliation, the punishment expert once again pushed aside his quilt to reveal that he had
not only wet the bed but had also soiled it with a pile of his own shit. But the experiment had progressed in much
the same manner as the night before—he had woken up at the last moment. In a voice tinged with sorrow, he said:
“Come back tomorrow. I promise that I’ll be dead by tomorrow.”
The stranger failed to give these parting words his full attention. He gazed with pity upon the punishment
expert, feeling as if he should tell him about the flaw. The flaw was simply this:
After ten hours, a bullet should appear, a bullet that would shatter the punishment expert’s head.
The punishment expert had spent ten years perfecting the ten-hour process that would lead to his own death but
had neglected to include the bullet with which the episode must inevitably culminate. At the same time, however,
the stranger was all too aware of the danger of such a revelation. His past would die along with the punishment
expert. And he sensed that as long as he was with the punishment expert, his past was never far away. He left the
room without having revealed his secret, secure in the knowledge that the flaw would ensure that his past was not
lost.
On the third morning, however, the stranger found an entirely different scene when he pushed open the door to
the punishment expert’s bedroom. The old man had fulfilled his promise of the day before: the punishment expert
was dead. He hadn’t died on the bed. Instead, his body hung from a rope about a yard away from the bed.
Confronted by this reality, the stranger felt a withered clump of weeds begin to entangle his heart. The punishment expert’s death forever precluded the possibility of any kind of connection with the four memories he had
once sought. To gaze upon the punishment expert now was to see the lynbching of his own past. He distantly
recalled March 5, 1965. And at that very same moment, he remembered the pnishment expert’s fury when he had
spoken of death by hanging. The punishment expert had finally chosen to take his own life by means of a
degraded punishment.
It wasn’t until he left the room much later that he discovered a note written on the back of the door:
I have redeemed this punishment.
The punishment expert had clearly been lucid and sober as he wrote this message, for he had concluded by
carefully noting the date:
March 5, 1965
2
That morning was no different from any other morning; that morning it was raining lightly. It had been raining
off and on for more than a week, and Shangang and Shanfeng felt that sunny skies were far, far away, as distant as
their childhoods.
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At the first light of day, the two brothers had heard their mother muttering something about her bones turning
all mildewy. Her muttering dripped and splattered just like the rain. Still lying in bed, they listened to the sound of
her footsteps shuffling toward the kitchen.
She snapped several chopsticks in half as she told her two daughter-in-law, “At night I often hear sounds in my
body like chopsticks breaking in half.” The two younger women didn’t reply. They were busy making breakfast.
She continued, “I know it’s my bones breaking one by one.”
At that point the two brothers got up. “What a pain!” each of them muttered as he emerged from his bedroom.
They probably meant the never-ending rain, but they may also have been thinking about their mother’s rainlike
complaining.
Then, as usual, they all sat down around the table to a breakfast of rice porridge and youtiao.\fn{A note reads:
Fritters of twisted dough—a common breakfast dish.}
The old lady was a strict vegetarian, and on the table in front of her was a small dish of vegetables that she had
pickled herself. She was no longer complaining about her mildewing bones. Instead she said, “My stomach feels
like there’s moss growing inside.”
The two brothers pictured the faintly luminescent green moss, criss-crossed by earthworms, that grew on the
rims of wells and in the crevices of dilapidated walls. Their wives didn’t seem to have heard what the old lady
said, because the look on their faces was as dull as mud.
Pipi, Shangang’s four-year-old son, did not sit at the table with the grownups. Instead, he ate his breakfast
seated on a little plastic stool. His breakfast did not include youtiao, but his mother had added some sugar to his
rice porridge.
Earlier, he had climbed on a chair next to his grandmother in order to sneak a few pickles. Right away his
grandmother had begun to cry, as she did eve now. Over and over she muttered, “You’ll get plenty of food in the
years to come, I don’t have much time left to eat.” His father had quickly yanked him back onto the plastic stool.
That’s why Pipi was feeling father cranky at the moment. Banging his spoon against the rim of his bowl, he began
to yell, “There’s too much, I can’t finish.”
Again and again he yelled, his voice growing louder and louder but the grown-ups kept on ignoring him, so he
decided to cry. At the same time his baby cousin began to bawl. Pipi watched as his auntie carried the baby to one
side to change his diapers and went over and stood next to them. The baby was crying very agitatedly, and with
each heave of his body what Pipi called “the little thing that pee comes out of” would jiggle back and forth. “He’s
a boy,” Pipi announced to his auntie, quite pleased with himself. But Auntie ignored him and, after changing the
baby’s diaper, went back to her seat at the table. Pipi stood on the same spot without moving. By this time his
little cousin had stopped crying and was staring at him with eyes that looked like marbles. Feeling rather glum
now, Pipi wandered off, but instead of returning to his little stool he went to the window. He was so short that he
had to lift his head high to lookout. The rain beat against the window and slithered down the glass like
earthworms.
By then breakfast was over. Shangang watched as his wife wiped the table with a rag, while Shanfeng watched
his wife carrying their baby into the bedroom. The door was left ajar, and soon she came out again and went into
the kitchen. So Shanfeng turned his gaze on his sister-in-law’s hand as she cleaned the tabletop. On the back of
her hand were several veins that by turns came into and disappeared from view. Shanfeng stared at it for quite
some time until he lifted his head, glanced over at the raindrops crisscrossing the windowpane, and said to
Shangang, “This rain feels like it’s been coming down for a hundred years.”
Shangang replied, “Yes, it feels like it’s been that long.”
Their mother began to mutter again. But now her voice sounded rather faint because she was back in her own
room. Then she began to cough, in an exaggerated way, and after that came the noise of her spitting, a noise that
sounded kind of rubbery and elastic. They knew she must have spat right into the palm of her hand and was now
scrutinizing the phlegm for signs of blood. They could just imagine the scene.
After a while their wives came out of the bedrooms, each carrying two umbrellas. It was time to go to work.
The two brothers stood up, each taking an umbrella from his wife, and the four of them went out of the house and
down the alley together, as they always did. As usual, the two brothers headed west while their wives went east.
Walking side by side, the two brothers seemed like strangers. They moved along in silence until they reached the
entrance to the middle school, and then Shanfeng turned onto the bridge while Shangang continued straight ahead.
As for their wives, they traveled together only a short while, as far as the end of the alley. Then they ran into some
of their coworkers, and, after the usual greetings, joined their colleagues and continued on their separate ways.
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A long time after they left, Pipi was still standing on the same spot, listening to the rain., He could already
distinguish four different kinds of sound made by the rain. The sound of raindrops as they fell on the roof was like
his father’s rapping him on the head with his knuckles, while raindrops falling on the tree leaves seemed to be
doing a hop, skip, and jump. The other two kinds of sound came from the concrete courtyard in front of the house
and the pond in the back; compared to the clear, crisp sound of raindrops hitting the water in the pond, the sound
of rain falling onto concrete was heavy and dull.
Finally Pipi turned around, crawled under the table and out the other side and walked slowly to the door of his
grandmother’s room. The door was ajar, and Grandmother was sitting like a corpse on the edge of the bed. Pipi
declared, “There are four rains falling right now.” When the grandmother heard this she burped loudly, and the
boy sniffed an awful odor in the air. Lately Grandmother’s burps had been getting smellier and smellier. He turned
away quickly and headed toward his baby cousin.
The baby was lying in a bassinet, staring up at the ceiling with a smile o his face. The boy told his little cousin,
“There are four rains falling right now.”
The baby must have heard something, because his tiny legs began to move, and his eyes also began to rove
about, but they didn’t find Pip. The boy brushed his hand against his cousin’s face and found it soft and fluffy, just
like cotton. Then, seized by an uncontrollable urge, he gave one cheek an energetic pinch. With a loud wail the
baby began to cry.
The exquisite ear-piercing cry filled Pipi with a nameless pleasure. For a while he gazed at his cousin with a
mixture of surprise and joy, and then he gave him a vigorous slap, right on the face. He had often seen his father
hitting his mother like this. After being boxed on the ears, the baby all of a sudden gagged. His mouth gaped
silently for a long time, and then a noise rushed out like the sound of a violent wind pushing open a window. The
sound was loud and pleasing to the ear, and it excited Pipi enormously. But not long after ward the crying began
to taper off, so he gave his cousin another slap, In self-defense the baby clutched frantically at the air, leaving two
bloody scratches on the back of Pipi’s hand, but the boy didn’t even notice them. He only knew that this time the
slap didn’t make the baby catch his breath; the noise merely got a little louder, and it didn’t sound anywhere near
as thrilling as before. So he slapped the baby again, with all the might he could muster. No big reaction—just
more of the same sounds, except that the crying became a little more drawn out. so he abandoned this tactic and,
grabbing the baby by the throat, began to throttle him. the baby clawed back desperately at Pipi’s hands. When
Pipi finally let go, he was rewarded with just the kind of crying he wanted to hear. He did this over and over
again, first choking the baby and then letting go, reveling in the explosive screams that burst forth every time.
Eventually, though, when he loosened his hands around his cousin’s throat, the baby no longer cried with the same
intensity and passion. All he did was open his mouth and let out short, tremulous gasps. Pipi soon lost interest and
wandered away.
Once again he went over and stood under the window. By now there were no longer any droplets of water
running down the windowpane, just the crisscrossing traces of the paths they had taken, like so many little roads.
Pipi began to imagine cars zooming down the roads and colliding with each other. Then he discovered several
leaves fluttering on the glass, and immediately after that he saw countless little points of golden light flashing on
the windowpane. He was filled with awe. Right away he pushed open the window. He wanted to let those leaves
come inside and quiver, he wanted those flecks of light to jump in and flutter and dance all around him. And the
light did rush in, not in little droplets like rain, but in a flood. He discovered that the skies had cleared, and
sunlight now coated him from head to toe. He could see those leaves so clearly now. The elm tree in the yard was
reaching out towards him, its foliage a bright shiny green, and each time a droplet of water dribbled off the tip of a
leaf there would be a graceful little dance, which delighted the boy so much he burst out laughing.
Then he returned to the side of the bassinet. “The sun’s come out,” he said to his cousin. By now the baby
seemed to have forgotten everything that had just happened and was looking at him smilingly. Pip said, “Do you
want to go see the sun?” The baby thrust his legs in the air and began to call out, “Ah! ah!” So Pipi asked, “But
can you walk?” The baby stopped hollering and began to gaze at the boy, stretching out his arms as if he wanted
to be picked up. “I know, you want me to carry you,” Pipi said. With a little effort, he picked the baby up from the
bassinet, holding him the same way he carried his little plastic stool. He felt as though he had his arms around a
slab of meat. “Ah! Ah!” his cousin began calling out again. “You’re very happy, right?” Pipi asked. Then, with
some difficulty, he carried the baby outside the house.
At that moment the sound of firecrackers came from a house far away, while in the courtyard next door a
charcoal stove was being lit, and a cloud of thick dark smoke billowed over the wall toward them. The baby was
not interested in the sun, but when he saw the thick smoke he was so pleased he began to squeal and holler. The

827

older boy was not much interested in the sun either; a few sparrows had careered down the roof and come to rest
on the branches of the tree, which were bobbing up and down to the sounds of their chattering.
Then Pipi had a growing feeling of heaviness, a feeling that he associated with the thing he was carrying in his
arms. So he let go. As the thing dropped to the ground he heard two sounds coming from it at the same time, one
dull, the other crisp, and after that nothing at all. Now he felt free and easy. He watched several sparrows hoping
from branch to branch, the leaves swaying back and forth like fans with each tremor of the branches. After
standing there for a while he began to feel thirst, so he turned and ambled back into the house.
At first he couldn’t find anything to drink. There was a glass on the table in the bedroom, but it was empty. He
went into the kitchen, where he found two covered porcelain mugs on the table, but he couldn’t reach them to see
whether there was any water inside. So he walked out again and came back with is plastic stool. As he was
picking up the stool, he suddenly thought of his little cousin. He remembered that he had just carried him outside
the house, but here he was all by himself. He was somewhat puzzled by this, but he didn’t give it any more
thought. Climbing atop the little stool, he pulled the two mugs toward him. Both mugs felt kind of heavy, and he
found water in both of them. He took a few sips from each, and remembering the sparrows, he walked outside to
see what they were up to. But there were no more birds hopping among the elm’s branches. They had all flown
away. He noticed that the cement had taken on a whitish tinge, and right after that his eye fell on his little cousin.
The baby was lying there on his back with is arms and legs sprawled lazily on the ground. Pipi walked over,
squatted down, and gave him a little push, but the baby didn’t move. Then the boy saw a little pool of blood on
the patch of concrete under his cousin’s head. He bent down for a closer look and found that the blood was
coming from the baby’s skull. He also noticed that the blood flowed onto the ground, slowly opening up, almost
like a flower. Some ants were scurrying over from every direction, but as soon as they reached the pool of blood
they stopped. Only one aunt went around it and climbed onto the baby’s hair, following a few strands caked with
tried blood, and proceeded all the way into the skull, entering it at the point from which blood was trickling. It
was only then that Pipi stood up, looked around blankly, and went inside the house.
Seeing that Grandmother’s door was still ajar, he walked over to it and found her sitting on the bed, as before.
“Little Brother is asleep,” he told her. When Grandmother turned her head to look at him, he saw that her eyes
were again full of tears. He found her endless crying quite boring, so he went back into the kitchen and sat on the
little stool. It wasn’t until then that he felt the pain on the back of his right hand. He had to think for a long time
before he remembered that it was his baby cousin who had scratched him earlier. Then he remembered how he
had carried his cousin outside and had let him go. Remembering was such work that he had to stop and rest his
head against the wall. Right away he fell fast asleep.
Much later, the old lady finally got up onto her feet. Then she heard the noises inside her body again, noises
that sounded just like chopsticks splintering. As soon as they burst out of her sagging skin the sounds would
become extremely soft, but even though she was a little deaf, she could still hear them clearly. Her eyes brimmed
with tears again. She was certain she didn’t have very much longer to live, since every day a few more bones were
breaking. Soon, she thought, she wouldn’t even be able to lie down, let alone stand or sit. By then she wouldn’t
even have a complete skeleton, just a pile of broken bones of all lengths, shapes, and seizes, jostling recklessly
against each other. But then, perhaps, the bones of her feet would be jutting out from her belly, while the bones of
her arms would be boring into her moss-filled stomach.
She hobbled out of the bedroom, and the bone-breaking sounds stopped. But she was still worried and afraid.
At that moment the sunshine pouring in from the wide-open window and door almost blinded her. Then she saw
something that sparkled and gleamed a little distance away. She couldn’t tell what it was, so she walked over to
the door. As the sun shone in on her, she noticed that her hands were frighteningly yellow. Then she saw the
yellowish heap lying straight ahead. She still didn’t know what it was so she stepped over the doorsill and slowly
walked closer. Before she could make out this heap as her grandchild she caught sight of the pool of blood.
Terrified, she hurried back into her own bedroom.
*
The baby’s mother left work early to get home. She worked as an accountant at a factory that made baby
carriages. Just before lunchtime, she had begun for no apparent reason to worry that something bad would happen
to her child, and, unable to sit still any longer, she told her cowers that she was leaving to check on her baby. On
the way home she grew intensely uneasy. When she opened the door to the courtyard, her worst fears were
confirmed.
She saw her son lying in the sunshine, right on top of his shadow. Now that her fears had come true she
seemed to fall into a trance. For some time she stood in the doorway, and after a while she thought she saw a pool
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of blood on the ground next to her son’s head. In the sunshine the bloodstain and the body of her son lying there
hardly looked real. At last she walked over and gingerly called out her son’s name. There was no response. She
felt somewhat relieved, as thought the silence proved that that could not possibly be her son lying still on the
ground. Then she straightened up and glanced at the sky. It was so bright it made her head spin and her eyes
swim. With great difficulty she walked over to the house. When she got inside she found it gloomy and dark; it
was also chilly. The door to her bedroom was wide open. She walked inside and stood before the dresser. Pulling
open a drawer crammed with sweaters, she began to rummage round looking for something, but it wasn’t there.
So she opened the closet. Hanging inside were her overcoat and her husband’s overcoat, but what she was looking
for wasn’t there either. After that she opened all the drawers in the desk but only glanced at them before walking
away. Sitting in a chair she began to scan the house. Her gaze skimmed over the closet she had just opened, slid
across the glass trop of the round table, slanted onto the sofa that could seat three across, then jumped out into the
middle of the room. It was only then that she saw the bassinet. Startled, she jumped to her feet. The bassinet was
empty, deserted; there was no trace of her son. Suddenly remembering the child lying in the yard, she dashed
madly out of the house, but when she reached the body she was again at a loss. At that moment she thought of
Shanfeng and turned and ran out of the compound.
Frantically she darted down the alley. She thought she saw some people coming from across the passageway to
greet her, but she didn’t acknowledge them. Pushing and shoving, she charged toward the intersection. But as
soon as she reached it she stopped. A busy street lay in front of her, and she had no idea which way to turn. Her
frustration and anxiety left her gasping for breath.
Just then Shanfeng came into view, walking in her direction as he talked with someone next to him. Now she
knew what to do. She waited until she was sure that Shanfeng had seen her, and then she finally began to bawl.
Not long after that she felt Shanfeng grabbing her by the arm and heard him ask, “What’s wrong?” She opened
her mouth, but nothing came out. She heard her husband ask, again, “What on earth is wrong?” And again she
opened her mouth but couldn’t say anything. “Did something happen to the baby?” By now her husband was
beginning to shout. At last, and with much effort, she nodded her head. Letting go of her arm, Shanfeng left her
behind and ran home by himself.
Now she, too, turned around and started for home. It seemed to her there were a lot of people around her, and
many voices as well. She was walking very slowly. In a little while she saw her husband racing toward her with
their son in his arms. He brushed against her as he ran by, and she turned around again. She wanted to hurry and
catch up with her husband—she knew that he must be heading for the hospital—but she just couldn’t walk any
faster. By now she was no longer crying. At the intersection she again felt lost, and it was only after asking a
passerby, who pointed west, that she remembered where the hospital was. As she trudged along the sidewalk, she
felt like a leaf shaking and shuddering in the wind. It wasn’t until she reached the department store that she began
to recover from the numbness. She knew the hospital wasn’t too far away now. But at that moment she saw her
husband coming towards her, carrying their son. The stiff, rigid look on Shanfeng’s face told her everything, and
she began to wail once more. Shanfeng walked up to her and said, through gritted teeth, “Go cry at home.” She
didn’t dare cry anymore. Holding onto Shanfeng’s clothes, she followed him home.
When Shangang came home his wife was already in the kitchen. He waked into his own bedroom and sat on
the sofa. He had nothing to do while he waited for lunch. Then Pipi came into the room as well. the boy had been
awakened when his mother had come home. He was feeling chilly from head to toe and had complained about the
cold to his mother. Preoccupied with making lunch, she had told him to just go put something on. He was
trembling and shivering when she showed up in front of his father. Shangang was rather annoyed with the way his
son looked.
“What’s the matter with you?” asked Shangang.
I’m cold,” Pipi answered.
After that Shangang didn’t pay any more attention to him. Instead, he turned his eyes away from his son and
looked across at the window. When he saw that it was closed, he went over and opened it.
“I’m cold,” Pipi said again.
Shangang ignored his son. Standing by the window, he felt very comfortable as the sun shone down on him.
At that moment Shanfeng came in carrying the baby in his arms, with his wife following behind. Shangang
could tell from the looks on their faces that something had gone very wrong. The two brothers looked at each
other for an instant, but neither spoke. Shangang heard their sluggish footsteps going into their room, and then
came the loud slam of the door, confirming Shangang’s suspicion.
Pipi said again, “I’m cold.”
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Shangang walked out of the bedroom and sat at the dinner table. His wife was bringing dishes of food from the
kitchen. Pipi was already seated on the little plastic stool. From behind the door came the sound of Shanfeng’s
bellowing, and Shangang exchanged a look with his wife. “Should we go and tell them lunch is ready?” she
asked, as she sat down at the table.
“Don’t bother,” Shangang replied.
Just then the old lady walked into the dining room carrying a dish of pickles. She never had to be called, she
always showed up right on time at the dinner table.
In addition to the hollering coming from Shanfeng’s room there was now another sound. Shangang recognized
it for what it was. He continued to chew, but his eyes wandered outside through the wide-open windows and door.
In a little while he heard his mother complaining next to him. Turning his head, he saw her staring with a worried
frown at the bowl of rice, and then he heard her say, “I saw some blood.” He turned his face away and continued
to look at the sunshine outside.
Shanfeng carried the baby into his bedroom, set him down in the bassinet, and with a vicious kick slammed the
door shut. Then, turning to look at his wife, who was already sitting on the edge of the bed, he spat, “Now you
may cry.”
But she stared at him vaguely, distractedly, as if she hadn’t heard him. here wide-open eyes seemed lifeless,
though she was sitting up straight and tall.
Shanfeng rrepeated, “You may cry now.”
All she did was move her eyes a little.
Shanfeng took one step toward her and asked, “Why aren’t you crying?”
She finally stirred a bit, lifting her head to gaze wearily at Shanfeng’s hair.
He went on. “Go ahead, I want to hear you cry now.”
Two teardrops rolled out of her vacant eyes and slowly trickled down.
“Very good,” Shanfeng said. “Now how about making some noise too?”
But she only wept silently.
Shanfeng finally exploded. Grabbing his wife by the hair, he howled, “Louder! Why can’t you cry louder?”
Her tears stopped abruptly, and she stared at her husband with a frightened look.
“Tell me, who took him outside?” Shanfeng bellowed again.
She shook her head blankly.
“Do you mean to tell me the baby walked outside by himself?”
This time she neither shook her head nor nodded.
“You don’t know anything, is that right?” Shanfeng had stopped hollering, and was now spitting out his words
through clenched teeth.
She thought for a long time before nodding her head.
“So that means the baby was already lying there when you got home?”
She nodded again.
“That’s why you ran out to look for me?”
Her tears began to trickle down again.
Shanfeng roared. “So why didn’t you take him to the hospital right away? You wanted him to die!”
She shook her head bewilderedly as she watched her husband brandishing his fist. In an instant she felt a heavy
blow to her face and she fell onto the bed.
Shanfeng bent down, picked her up by her hair, and punched her in the face again, knocking her onto the floor.
She still didn’t utter a single sound.
When Shanfeng yanked her up a second time she covered her face with her hands. But this time he punched
her right on th ebreast. The blow plunged her into a swirling darkness. She let out a sob that sounded more like a
gasp as she toppled over.
When Shanfeng went to haul her up yet again he found her extraordinarily heavy, as though her body had
fallen into the water and was sinking straight down. So he raised his knee to her belly to prop her up against the
wall, and then he grabbed her hair and pounded her head savagely against the wall three times, bellowing all the
while, “Why didn’t you die instead?” When he finally stopped hollering and loosened his grip, her body slid down
against the wall and onto the floor.
After that, Shanfeng opened the bedroom door and charged into the outer room. By then Shangang had already
finished eating, but he was still sitting at the table. His wife was clearing the table, leaving two bowls and two

830

pairs of chopsticks for Shanfeng and his wife. Shangang watched as his brother, a murderous look on his face,
went up to their mother.
The old lady was still sitting in her seat, quite erect and proper, jabbering away about how she had seen some
blood. Here bowl of rice had not even been touched.
Shanfeng asked his mother, “Who took my son outside?”
Lifting her head, the old lady glanced at her son and with a long face said, “I saw some blood.”
“I’m asking you a question,” Shanfeng screamed. “Who took my son outside?”
The old lady was not interested in her son’s questions. She wished he would show some interest for a change in
what she had to say, that she had seen blood, and she wished he would show some concern about her appetite. So
once again she said, “I saw some blood.”
Shanfeng grabbed his mother by the shoulders and began to shake her. “Who was it?”
Shangang, who had been sitting to one side, now opened his mouth. Calmly he said, “Don’t do that.”
Letting go of his mother’s shoulders, Shanfeng turned around and screamed at Shangang, “My son is dead!”
Stunnede, Shangang fell silent.
Shanfeng turned to his mother again. “Who was it?”
By then his mother, her eyes brimming with tears, had begun to jabber. “You’ve shaken me so hard all my
bones are broken,” she cried. Turning to Shangang, she muttered, “Come over here and listen. You can hear the
bones breaking all over my body.”
Shangang nodded and said, “Yes, I can hear them.” But he didn’t stir from his seat.
As if for the last time, Shanfeng bellowed, “Who took my son outside?”
At that moment Pipi, who had been sitting on the plastic stool the whole while, answered in a voice even
louder than Shanfeng’s: “I did.” The first time Shanfeng asked his mother the question, Pipi had not paid any
attention to him. Then, attracted by Shanfeng’s manner and expression, he had begun to listen to Shanfeng’s
hollering, although it wasn’t easy to understand. When he finally figured out what Shanfeng was screaming about,
he cried out right away, unable to hold back any longer. Then, very pleased with himself, he stole a glance at his
father.
Shanfeng immediately let go of his mother and headed for Pipi, the ferocious look on his face made Shangang
jump to his feet.
Pipi was still sitting thee on the stool, intrigued by Shanfeng’s bloodshot eyes.
Shanfeng pulled up short in front of Shangang, screaming, “Get out of my way!”
Very calmly Shangang said, “He’s still a child.”
“I don’t care.”
“But I care,” Shangang replied, his voice still calm and unruffled.
Aiming straight at Shangang’s face, Shanfeng struck a fierce blow. Shangang’s head bobbed once to the side
but he remained on his feet.
“Don’t do that,” Shangang said.
“Get out of my way!” Shanfeng roared again.
“He’s still a child,” repeated Shangang.
“I don’t care. I want him to pay with his life.” Shanfeng said as he hit Shangang a second time. Shangang
merely tilted his head again.
The whole scene stunned and stupefied the old lady. Over and over she shrieked, “Help! Help!” But she
continued to sit right where she was, since Shanfeng’s fists were still some distance away. Then Shangang’s wife
ran out of the kitchen and called to him, “What’s going on?”
Shangang said to her, “Get Pipi out of here.”
But Pipi, who was watching Shanfeng’s fists with enthusiasm and fascination, didn’t want to leave. He was
elated that his father had managed to stay on his feet, and when his mother yanked him off the stool he began to
bawl furiously.
At that moment Shanfeng turned around to hit Pipi, but Shangang fended off the blow with one hand and
grabbed his brother’s arms so that he couldn’t get near the boy.
So Shanfeng raised his knee and slammed it into Shangang’s belly. Shangang doubled over with pain and let
out an involuntary moan. But still he held on tightly to Shanfeng’s arms until he saw his wife and his son go into
their bedroom and close the door. Only then did he let go of Shanfeng and stumble over and slump into a chair.
Shanfeng began kicking the door violently, howling all the while, “Give him to me!”
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Shangang watched as Shanfeng kicked at the door like a madman. He could hear his wife calling to him from
within the room, her voice mingled with the child’s crying, but he sat there without moving. He seemed his
mother get up to leave, muttering all the while as if she had a mouthful of cotton.
For some time Shanfeng continued to kick savagely at the door. then he stopped and stared at it for a long
while before finally turning around. Glancing at Shangang, he went over and sat down in a chair too, still nailing
his eyes to the door. Shangang continued to sit there, watching him the whole time.
When Shangang felt that Shanfeng’s breathing had calmed down, he got up and walked to the bedroom door.
All the while he could feel Shanfeng’s eyes on his back, piercing through his body. He knocked a few times,
saying, “It’s me, open the door,” cocking his ear to hear if Shanfeng had stood up, but Shanfeng was sitting there
with out making a sound. Relieved, he continued to knock.
The door opened slowly, and he saw his wife’s anxious face. “It’s all right now,” he said softly. Still, she closed
the door behind him quickly.
“Look what he’s done to you,” she said, lifting her eyes up to his face.
Shangang gave a little smile and said, “I’ll be all right in a few days.”
As he talked, Shangang went over to his teary-eyed son and, caressing the top of his head, said, “Don’t cry.”
Then he walked over and looked in the mirror next to the closet. He saw a stranger with a swollen and puffy face.
He turned this wife and asked, “Is that true?”
She didn’t answer. She just stared at him in bewilderment.
“Bring me all our deposit books,” he ordered.
She hesitated for a moment before doing what he had asked.
Lingering in front of the mirror, he discovered that, while his forehead remained intact and his chin was still
the same, the rest of his face had turned against him.
His wife handed him the bankbooks, and as he took them, he asked, “How much money is there”?
“Three thousand yuan,” she answered.
“That’s all?” he asked unbelievingly.
“But we should keep at least a little for ourselves,” she argued.
“Bring me everything,” he said firmly.
She had no choice but to hand him the receipts for the other two thousand. Shangang put them all together and
returned to the outer room.
Shanfeng was still siting in the same place. When Shangang opened the door and came out, Shanfeng merely
turned his graze away from the door and fastened it onto Shangang’s belly. Not until Shangang stopped in front of
him did Shanfeng lift his eyes up to Shangang’s chest, where he saw his brother’s outstretched hand, clutching a
dozen or so deposit books.
“Here’s five thousand yuan,” Shangang said. “Let’s put this thing behind us.”
“It won’t do.” Shanfeng’s voice was hoarse, his words as hard as steel.
“This is all the money I’ve got,” Shangang said.
“Get lost,” Shanfeng said. He couldn’t see the door because Shangang’s chest was obstructing his view.
For a long time Shangang stood in front of Shanfeng, silently, all the while watching his brother’s face, which
had a dull, slow-witted look about it. Finally he turned around, walked back into the bedroom, nd put the deposit
books back in his wife’s hands.
“He doesn’t want them?” she asked in astonishment.
Shangang didn’t answer. Instead, he walked over to his son, patted him gently on the head, and said, “Come
with me.”
Glancing at his mother, the boy stood up and asked Shangang, “Where are we going?”
All of a sudden she understood. Stepping in front of Shangang, she pleaded, “You can’t do this. He’ll beat him
to death.”
Shangang pushed her aside with one hand while with the other he led his son out of the room. Behind him he
heard her saying, “Please, I beg you.”
Then Shangang walked up to Shanfeng and, pushing his son forward, said, “Here, I’m handing him over to
you.”
Shanfeng lifted his head and looked at Pipi and Shangang. He seemed to want to stand up, but his body merely
twitched a little. Then his gaze veered off and wandered out into the yard. And he saw the pool of blood. In the
sunshine the blood glittered and sparkled. It seemed to be giving off a glow, a radiance just like that of the sun.
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Pipi stood there, bored and bemused. He looked up at his father, whose face was expressionless, just like his
uncle’s. Then, peering around, he discovered that his mother had joined them and was also standing behind him.
Finally, Shanfeng got onto his feet and said to Shangang, “I want him to lick all that blood clean.”
“And then?” Shangang asked.
Shanfeng hesitated for a moment before saying, “And then that’s it.”
“All right,” Shangang nodded.
Pipi’s mother broke in: “Let me lick it, he’s just a child, he didn’t know what he was doing.”
Ignoring her completely, Shanfeng headed for the yard, dragging the boy behind him, and she followed them
outside. Shangang wavered for a moment before going back into his room, but then he went over and stood by the
bedroom window.
He watched as his wife went down on her hands and knees as soon as she got near the blood. Eagerly, almost
greedily, she began to lick it. then she saw Shanfeng aiming as swift, hard kick right at his wife’s buttocks. She
fell over on her side, and when she regained her balance, she began to retch violently. The noises coming out of
her throat were the kind that made one’s hair stand on end. Next he saw Shanfeng pressing Pipi’s head down until
the bow was sprawled on the ground, flat on his stomach. And he heard Shanfeng say, in a voice that sounded as
terrible as his wife’s retching, “lick it up.”
Pipi lay there staring at the puddle of blood gleaming in the sun. It reminded him of bright red fruit jam.
Sticking out his tongue, he took an exploratory lick, and immediately a brand new taste coursed through his body.
He relaxed and began to lick away, though he found the cement a little coarse, for in not time at all his tongue had
begun to feel numb. Then a few trickles of red began to run down the tip of his tongue. It made everything taste
even better, but he had no idea that it was his own blood.
Just then Shangang saw his sister-in-law come into the yard, battered and bruised all over. Screaming “I’m
going to kill you!” she hurled herself at Pipi. At the same instant Shanfeng kicked his foot right into the boy’s
side. Pipi went flying through the air and landed on the concrete, head first, with a dull, heavy thud. Shangang
saw his son’s body twitch and quiver once or twice, then, arms and legs stretched out lazily, it became absolutely
still.
*
At that moment the old lady heard a loud gurgle, which startled and terrified her. The sound had wriggled out
of her belly, as if after having been pent up there for a long time it had finally been released, full of bitterness and
spleen. She immediately determined that this was a sign of her intestines rotting away and that this decay had
been going on for quite some time. Right after that there were two more gurgles, this time even louder than
before, sounding just like bubbles rising to the surface. No question about it, her intestines must have rotted
completely away. Though she couldn’t quite imagine what color they now ere, she could guess what they looked
like: a thick, runny mess that gave off bubbles as it undulated and churned inside. Then she caught a whiff of a
foul, putrid smell, which was gushing out of her mouth and filling up the whole room. Soon it seemed too her that
even the room and the house were rotting away. That must be why she’d had no appetite lately.
She tried to get up, but right away she felt the rotten matter inside her belly beginning to sink down, down, all
the way into her thighs. It occurred to her then that eating was really a very dangerous thing to do, since her body
cavity was not a bottomless it. the day would come when every empty nook and cranny inside her would be filled
up. Her body would swell and finally explode, scraps of skin and flesh splattering, clinging to the walls like
posters, leaving here bones, most of which were already broken, lying jumbled on the ground like a pile of
firewood.
Her head—she could see it now—would roll around on the floor like a rubber ball until it came to rest in a
corner somewhere.
Her eyes filled with tears again. Now even her tears seemed to be giving off a putrid smell, and as they rolled
down her cheeks, they seemed much heavier than usual. As she went over to the door her body felt as heavy as a
standing. Just then she saw Shangang coming into the house, holding Pipi in his arms as though he were carrying
a doll. He wasn’t walking toward her, but when he turned into his bedroom, she caught a glimpse of blood on
Pipi’s head. This was the second time she had seen blood today. This stain wasn’t quite as bright as the other one;
in fact, it was rather dark and dull. Now she felt she was going to throw up.
Shangang had seen his son flying through the air like a bolt of cloth and then plunging to the ground. After that
he couldn’t see anything else, but it seemed to him that the whole place had become overgrown with weeds, and
somewhere in front of him there was a luminously green well.
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By then Shangang’s wife had raised her head. She had missed the sight of her son being kicked into the air, but
at that very instant the spasms that had been convulsing her stomach had ceased. When she finally managed to lift
her head, she saw her son’s body stretched in front of her., looking as calm and relaxed as her stomach now felt.
The sight puzzled her, and she stared dazedly at her son. Blood was trickling from his head, blood that looked like
red ink.
Then she let out a cry. “Shangang!” turning around, she called again to her husband, who was still standing in
front of the window. But he didn’t move at all, his eyes half-closed as if he had dozed off. Turning around again,
she said to Shanfeng, who was also standing there motionless, “My husband is in shock.” Then she said to her
son, “Your father is in shock.” Finally she said to herself, “What should I do?”
At that moment the weeds and the well vanished before Shangang’s eyes, and he again saw his son wafting in
the air like a piece of cloth and then falling back onto the ground. He saw his wife standing there staring at him,
and he thought to himself, Why is she looking at me like that?” He saw Shanfeng peer left and right, then saunter
to the house, while his bruised and battered wife followed behind. Shangang’s son did not get up, however, he was
still lying on the ground. Feeling that he ought to take a look at his son, Shangang walked out into the yard.
As Shanfeng was heading back into the house, he heard the patter of his wife’s footsteps right behind him. He
found this noise extremely irritating, so he turned and told her, “Stop following me.” Just as he reached the door
Shangang stepped out of it, flashing him a smile—an enigmatic one, it seemed to Shanfeng—and then streaking
past him like a gust of wind. When Shanfeng discovered that his wife was still behind him, he bellowed, “Stop
following me!”
Shangang walked straight up to his wife. Still in a stupor, she said to him, “You’re in shock.”
He shook his had and said, “No, I’m not.” Then he went over and stooped down next to Pipi and saw that his
son was bleeding from the head. He pressed his hand against the gash, but the blood continued to trickle between
his fingers. It’s hopeless, he thought to himself, shaking his head. When he put his hand in front of the boy’s
mouth he could still feel a faint breath, but soon it faded away to nothing. He moved his hand down to look for his
son’s pulse, but he couldn’t find any. He noticed some ants crawling over to where he was crouching, meaningless
ants. He straightened up and told his wife, “He’s dead.”
His wife nodded and said, “I know.” Then she asked, “What shall we do?”
“Let’s bury him,” Shangang said.
His wife glanced over at Shanfeng, who was still standing at the door to the house, and said, “Is that all?”
“What else is there?” Shangang asked. He sensed that Shanfeng was watching him, so he looked over at the
door, but by then Shanfeng had already gone inside. As if remembering something, Shangang went back over to
his son and picked him up. The boy felt very heavy in his arms. Then he headed back toward the house.
As he stepped inside the door, he saw his mother coming out of her room. He heard her mumble something or
other, but by that time he had already gone into his bedroom. He laid his son on the bed and covered him with a
blanket. Turning to his wife, who was just coming into the room, he said, “Look, he’s asleep.”
His wife asked again. “Is that all we’re going to do?”
He looked at her oddly, as if he didn’t understand what she was saying.
“You’re still in shock,” she said.
“No, I’m not,” he answered.
“You’re a coward,” his wife said.
“No, I’m not,” he continued to argue.
“Then go out.”
“What for?”
“To get even with Shanfeng,” he wife said through clenched teeth.
He began to smile, and, walking over to his wife, he patted her on the shoulder and said, “Don’t be angry.”
But she only sneered at him and said, “I’m not angry, I just want you to go get him.”
At that moment Shanfeng appeared in the doorway and said, “No need to come get me.” In his hands were two
cleavers. Holding one of them out to Shangang, he said, “Now it’s our turn.”
Shangang didn’t take the cleaver. Instead, he stared at Shanfeng’s face. It seemed very pale.
“You look terrible,” he said.
“Cut the crap,” Shanfeng said.
Shangang saw his wife go up to Shanfeng and take the cleaver from his outstretched hand. Then she brought it
over to him. But he stuck both of his hands into his trouser pockets and said, “I don’t want it.”
“You’re a coward,” she said.
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“No, I’m not.”
“Then take this cleaver.”
“I don’t need it.”
His wife stared at his face for a long time and finally nodded her head to show that she understood. She gave
the cleaver back to Shanfeng. Turning to face her husband again, she said, “Listen, I’d rather see you dead than
see you living like this.”
He shook his head, as if to say he had no alternative. Then he said to Shanfeng again, “You look terrible.”
Shanfeng finally moved away from the door and went into the kitchen. When he came out the cleavers were no
longer in his hands. Turning to his wife, who was cowering in the corner, he said, “Let’s eat.” Then he went over
and sat at the dining table. She followed him and sat down as well.
Shanfeng didn’t begin eating right away. Instead, he continued to stare at Shangang. He saw Shangang put his
right hand in his pocket and fell around inside, as though he was looking for his keys, then turn and go out of the
house. At last Shanfeng began to eat. He brought the food to his mouth and started to chew, but it tasted like mud.
His wife, who was sitting next to him, was still quivering. “Why are you trembling?” he demanded angrily. When
he finally swallowed the mouth full of food he had been chewing, he turned to his motionless wife and asked,
“Why aren’t you eating?”
“I don’t feel like it,” she answered.
“Then get away from the table.” Shoveling more food into his mouth, he listened as his wife got up, went into
their bedroom, and sat in a chair near a corner. He began to chew once more. this time he actually began to feel
nauseous, but he made himself swallow anyway.
He had to stop eating, though, because he soon began panting and puffing from the effort, and his forehead
was dripping with perspiration. As he mopped his brow with his hands, the beads of sweat felt like icy pellets. Just
then he noticed Shangang’s wife emerging from her bedroom. After hovering in the doorway like some sinister
spirit, she began walking towards him; it seemed to him that her feet never touched the ground. She glided to the
table, then floated down onto a stool across from him. After that she began to stare at him with a look that also
drifted and hovered about, a look that he found utterly unbearable.
“Get lost,” he barked.
She put her elbows on the table, rested her chin on her hands, and continued to scrutinize him.
“I said get lost!” he bellowed.
She didn’t stir. It was as though she had turned to ice.
So he hurled all the bowls and utensils off the table, and then, spring to his feet, he grabbed his stool and threw
it violently to the floor as well.
She waited for the clattering and banging to stop before whispering, “Why don’t you simply kick me to
death?”
By now he was hopping mad. Charging right up to here, he raised his fist and howled, “You’re asking for it!”
Just then Shangang walked into the house carrying a big bundle. A little brown dog followed at his heels.
As soon as he saw Shangang coming into the house, Shanfeng lowered his fist and said to his brother, “Tell her
to get lost.”
Shangang set the package on the table, then went up to his wife and said, “Why don’t you go back into the
bedroom?”
She looked up at him and asked in surprise, “Aren’t you going to punch him?”
Shangang helped her to her feet and said, “You should get some rest now.”
She began to walk away, but when she reached the door of their bedroom she stopped, turned around, and said
to Shangang, “You’ve got to hit him at least once.”
Shangang didn’t Answer. Instead, he opened the package on th etable,which turned out tobe a bundle of soup
bones. Again she heard his wife’s command: “You sould punch him!” After that he sensed that she finally went
inside their room.
By then Shanfeng had sat on another chair. Pointing to the floor, he said to Shangang, “Clean this up.”
Shangang nodded and said, “In a little while.”
“I want you to do it right now,” Shanfeng said, glowering.
So Shangang went into the kitchen, got a broom and a dustpan, swept up all the pieces of broken crockery on
the floor, picked up the stool that had fallen apart, and took everything out into the courtyard. When he came
back, his brother pointed at the dog wandering around the house and asked, where did that come from?”
“Get rid of it,” Shanfeng ordered.
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“All right.” Bending down, Shangang beckoned to the little dog, then scooped it up and went into his bedroom.
When he came out again he closed the door tightly behind him and asked, “Anything else?”
Shanfeng didn’t answer. Instead, he got up from the chair and went into his room.
His wife was still sitting in the corner, staring into the bassinet where her son was lying, face up, as quietly as
if he had fallen asleep. When her eyes fell on the baby’s belly, she thought she could see it rising and falling, and
she had the feeling that her son was still breathing. Hearing her husband’s footsteps, she lifted her head, and then,
without knowing why, she stood up as well.
“What are you standing up for?” Shanfeng asked as he too looked into the bassinet. The baby’s outstretched
limbs made him look s though he were snarling and thrashing about. The image gave Shanfeng such a queasy
feeling that he had to go lie on the bed, and his wife sat down again.
Shanfeng felt exhausted. He cast his eyes toward the window, but the view outside seemed at once a topsyturvy mess and a blank nothingness. So he turned away from the window and began to look around the room. He
discovered then that his wife was still in the corner, and it seemed to him she had been sitting there for years. He
was very annoyed by that.
“Why do you keep sitting there?” he demanded as he raised himself on the bed.
She looked at him in bewilderment, as if she didn’t understand a word of what he had just said.
He said again, “Don’t sit over there.”
She got to her feet right away, but she had no idea what she was supposed to do after that.
The he lost his temper and yelled: “Goddamn it, I said don’t sit over there!”
She immediately walked away from the corner and over to the clothes rack on the other side. There was also a
chair in the other corner, but she didn’t dare sit down right away. She looked attentively at her husband, but he
wasn’t looking in her direction anymore. Shanfeng had lain down again and even appeared to have closed his
eyes. She hesitated for an instant before sitting very cautiously, but at that moment Shanfeng opened his mouth
again and said, “Stop looking at me.”
She immediately averted her gaze, but even in the middle of the room her eyes kept trembling and fluttering;
she was afraid that with the least bit of inattention they might slide onto the bed. So she stared at the wardrobe
mirror, which, seen at an angle as it was now, looked like a gleaming shaft of light. She didn’t dare look at the
bassinet; she was afraid her eyes would skitter away from it and leap onto the bed. But then she again heard that
angry voice: “Stop looking at me!”
She sprang to her feet, this time without the least bit of hesitation or uncertainty, because she had seen the
door. She walked through it into the outer room, where she glimpsed Shangang’s back just before he disappeared
into his bedroom. The figure she had seen was very solid, but in the twinkling of an eye it had vanished from the
doorway. She glanced around the room, then headed for the courtyard.
Outside the sunlight dazzled her and made her head swim. Feeling as if she were about to collapse, she sat on
the stone steps in front of the door. then she noticed the two puddles of dried blood, looking strangely fresh and
vivid in the sunshine. They seemed to be still trickling along on the ground.
Shangang didn’t bother to rinse the bones. He took them into the kitchen, dumped them into a pot with a little
water, and without adding any seasoning set the pot over the gas stove. After turning on the flame, he left the
kitchen and went into his room.
His wife was sitting on the edge of the bed, right next to their son, but she wasn’t looking at the boy. Her eyes
were turned toward the window, just as Shanfeng’s had been a little earlier. Her gaze was fixed on one of the
leaves outside.
Shangang walked to the bed. His son’s head was turned to the right. The wound was still visible, though just
barely, but it was no longer bleeding. Underneath, on the pillowcase, was a small bloodstain that looked like a
printed pattern. After at this for a while, he went over and turned his son’s head to the left so that both the wound
and the pattern were hidden. The sight of the pattern had made him feel sad.
The little dog crawled out from under the bed, scampered over to Shangang’s feet, and began to tug playfully
on his trouser bottoms. Shangang was also staring at a leaf outside, though not the same one as his wife. Why
didn’t you hit him just once?” he heard her say. Her voice was like a leaf swaying and quivering by his side.
“I just wanted you to hit him once,” she said again.
*
The old lady locked the door and gingerly crept back into bed. She piled her quilt underneath the pillow so she
could prop herself against it and keep her body elevated to prevent the decaying intestines from invading her
chest. She had made up her mind never to eat again. Really, it was much too dangerous. She knew very well there
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was almost no room left in her body. In order to keep those rotten intestines from sloshing back and forth inside
her, she did not move again. Now it seemed to he as though there were no more noises at all, and that suited her
just fine. She was no longer upset or worried; instead, she was quite pleased with herself for being so clever. She
began to stare at the rays of light on the ceiling. From dawn to dusk she watched them grow and spread and then
wane again. Now, as far as she was concerned, only the rays of light were still alive; everything else was dead.
Early the next morning Shanfeng woke up with a terrible headache. It was so painful he thought his head
would split open. When he sat up in bed, the pain seemed to subside a little, but his head still seemed in danger of
rupturing, and he knew he couldn’t take any chances. So he got out of bed and went to the bureau, where he found
a strip of white cloth in the top drawer. This he wound around his head. Now he felt much safer.
While he was getting dressed, he noticed the band of black gauze\fn{ A note reads: A sign of mourning.} on his
sleeve and remembered Shangang coming into his room with it yesterday afternoon. Even though the pain from
his headache was excruciating, he could still recall how Shangang had, very affectionately, fastened the arm band
onto his sleeve. He remembered, too, how he had bellowed furiously at Shangang at the time, but he couldn’t
recall why.
Shangang had gone out later and borrowed a pushcart from somewhere, which he parked right outside the
entrance to the courtyard. Then Shangang had carried Pipi out of the house, though Shanfeng didn’t actually see
that. He only saw his brother come into his room, pick up the baby from the bassinet, and carry him outside. At
that point he followed Shangang out through the gate. He walked behind the pushcart with his sister-in-law and
his wife. His head was just beginning to hurt. He remembered pouring out a stream of curses all making him so
dizzy he almost swooned. He remembered walking down the road, then back again. Along the way he seemed to
have seen many familiar faces though he hadn’t been able to recognize a single one. they had all swarmed around,
full of curiosity, and the sound of their voices had reminded him of the twittering of sparrows. He remembered
seeing Shangang answering their questions. Shangang had seemed rather nonchalant, as if nothing had happened,
but he had also looked very grave. By the time they finally got home it was evening, and the two children had
already been placed inside a pair of urns. He remembered seeing, from a distance the tall chimney that reached all
the way into the clouds. After that they had walked for a long time until they crossed a bridge and entered a large
courtyard full of pines and cypresses.
At that moment a throng of people had come out weeping and wailing, and the sight and sound of it had filled
him with disgust. Then he had been standing in a vast hall, with only the four of them there, so that the hall had
seemed even bigger, as enormous as an open square. He had been standing there for a long time before he began
to hear a very familiar kind of music, music that made him yearn to go to sleep. But after it was over he had no
longer felt sleepy. Shangang had turned around to face him and had said a few words. At the time he had
understood what Shangang was saying, something about the two children, something about “as a result of two
unfortunate accidents,” all of which he had found quite ridiculous. Much later, when it was dark, he had finally
come back to where he was now. Then, after he had lain in bed and closed his eyes, he had felt as if countless bees
were swarming inside his head, buzzing and humming all night long, disappearing only as he awoke a little while
ago. By then he had a splitting headache.
After Shangang got out of bed that morning the first thing he did was to go into the kitchen. The two women
wee already there making breakfast. As usual, they did not say a word to each other, as if nothing had happened,
or as if what had happened were already very far away, so far away it was no longer within their memory.
Shangang went into he kitchen to check on the pot. When he uncovered it, a pleasant aroma escaped and
permeated the room, and he saw that the meat on the bones had already been cooked to a mush. Very pleased,
Shangang went out of the kitchen with the little dog close on his heels. It had been barking its head off ever since
the aroma began oozing out of the pot yesterday, and its barking had put Shangang’s mind at ease. Now he felt
even more encouraged when the dog followed right behind him.
Shangang sat at the dining table after he came out of the kitchen and, picking the dog up onto his lap, said to it,
“In a little while I’m going to have to ask for your help.” Then he squinted his eyes and looked out the window,
trying to decide whether to wait till Shanfeng had had his breakfast. The little dog perched very quietly on
Shangang’s lap. After pondering a while he decided not to let Sahangfeng eat after all. “What’s the point?” he
thought to himself. He got up once more, put the dog on the floor, and headed for Shangfeng’s room, the little dog
again trotting behind him.
The bedroom door was closed but not locked. Shangang pushed it open and walked in, still followed by the
dog. He saw Shanfeng standing in front of his bed with a strip of white cloth tied around his head, looking tired
and wan. As soon as Shanfeng saw him coming in he plunked himself down on the bed, his body sinking as
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though it had just been dropped from a height. Shangang pulled up a chair and sat down as well. then, at the
moment that he pushed open the door and entered the room, Shangang had a premonition that everything would
proceed smoothly “Shanfeng is finished,” he thought to himself.
Now he said to Shanfeng, “I put my son in your hands; whom are you going to give me in his place?”
Shanfeng looked at him dazedly for a long time before he frowned and asked, “what do you mean?”
“It’s very simple,” Shangang answered. “Just hand your wife over to me.”
Then Shanfeng remembered that his son had died, and that Pipi was dead as well. he thought that there was
something in between the two deaths, though exactly what it was he really couldn’t figure out. He was just too
tired now. He only knew that this something connected the deaths of the two boys.
So he said, “But my son is dead too.”
“That’s a whole different matter,” Shangang answered decisively.
Shangfeng became confused. It seemed to him as if his son’s death had indeed been an entirely different
matter, that it had had nothing to do with Pipi’s death. And Pipi, he remembered now, had been killed when he
kicked him into the air. But why did he do that? This was another thing he couldn’t figure out at the moment. He
didn’t want to think about it anymore; it would only make him feel dizzier. He thought he heard Shangang saying
something, so he asked, ‘What did you say?”
“I said hand your wife over to me,” Shangang replied.
Shanfeng leaned his head wearily against the headboard and asked, “What are you going to do with her?”
“I want to tie her to that tree,” Shangang said pointing with his finger to the tree outside the window. “Just for
an hour.”
Shanfeng turned and glanced at the tree. The leaves were glittering so brilliantly in the sunlight he couldn’t
bear to look at them, so he quickly turned his head back and asked Shangang another question. “And after that?”
“After that, nothing.” Shangang answered.
“All right, then,” Shangfeng said. He tried to nod but couldn’t muster the strength. Then he added, “Why don’t
you tie me up instead?”
Shangang smiled softly to himself. He had known all along this was how it would turn out. “Should we have
breakfast first?” he asked Shanfeng.
“I don’t want any,” Shanfeng replied.
“Then let’s not waste any time,” Shangang said as he got to his feet. Shanfeng stood up as well, thinking to
himself that his body felt as heavy as a bag of cement. He said to Shangang, “I feel like I’m about to die.”
Shangang looked back at him and said, “You may be right.”
After the two of them came out of Shanfeng’s room, Shangang disappeared into his own bedroom for a few
moments, and when he emerged again he was carrying two lengths of rope. Holding them out to Shanfeng, he
asked, “Do they look all right to you?”
When Shanfeng took the ropes from his brother he found them rather heavy, so he said, “They seem too
heavy.”
“When they’re tied around you they won’t feel heavy,” Shangang replied.
“Perhaps you’re right.” Shangfeng was able to nod his head now.
Together they walked out into the courtyard. The sunlight was so dazzling it made Shanfeng feel as though the
sky and the ground were both spinning around him. “I can’t stand up anymore, he told Shangang.
Pointing to the tree in front of them, Shangang said, “Why don’t you go sit in the shade?”
“But it’s too far,” Shanfeng said.
“Not far at all, only two or three yards at the most,” Shangang said as he helped Shanfeng over to the tree.
After they reached the shade he gave Shanfeng’s body a little push, and Shanfeng toppled over. When he hit the
ground his back was leaning against the trunk.
“Now I’m much more comfortable,” he said.
“Soon you’re going to feel even more comfortable.”
“Really?” Shanfeng was straining as he lifted his head to look at Shangang.
“Soon you’re going to be howling with laughter,” Shangang said.
Smiling wearily, Shanfeng said, “Just let me sit here.”
“Of course,” Shangang replied.
Shanfeng felt a rope being coiled around his chest, and then he felt himself bound so tightly against the tree
that he could hardly breathe. “It’s too tight,” he told Shangang.
“You’ll get used to it in a minute,” Shangang said as he finished tying Shanfeng’s upper torso.
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“Shanfeng has a sensation of being wrapped up. “I feel like I’ve got a lot of clothes on,” he said to his brother.
Shangang had gone back into the house, but soon he returned carrying a wooden plank and the pot. The dog
had followed him into the yard and was now scampering around Shanfeng.
“Feel my brow,” Shanfeng said to his brother.
Shangang reached over and touched his forehead.
“It’s burning, isn’t it?” Shangfeng asked.
“Yes,” Shangang said, “about a hundred and four degrees.”
“I’m sure you’re right,” agreed Shanfeng anxiously.
Shangang squatted and began to slide the wooden plank underneath Shanfeng’s legs. When that was done, he
tied the plank and Shanfeng’s legs together with the second piece of rope.
“What are you doing?” asked Shanfeng.
“I’m giving you a massage,” Shangang answered.
“Well, then you should massage my temples,” Shanfeng told his brother.
“If you like.” Shangang had finished securing the legs together, so he stood and rubbed Shanfeng’s temples as
few times with his thumbs. How’s that?” he asked.
“Much better. How about a little more?”
Shangang took a little step forward and began to massage Shanfeng in earnest.
Shanfeng could feel Shangang’s thumbs wriggling amusingly on his temples. He was feeling very happy. Then
he noticed two reddish splotches of something or other on the patch of cement in front of him. “What’s that?” he
asked.
“It’s the stain from Pipi’s blood,” Shangang replied.
“What about the other one?” Shanfeng seemed to remember that one of the stains didn’t come from Pipi.
“That’s also Pipi’s,” Shangang said.
He thought Shangang might have been mistaken, so he didn’t say any more. After a while, he asked,
“Shangang, you know something?”
“What?”
“Actually I was very afraid yesterday, after I kicked Pipi to death I was really scared.”
“You weren’t afraid,” Shangang said.
“No, really,” Shanfeng shook his head. “I was very scared, especially when I handed you the cleaver.”
Shangang stopped massaging and, patting Shanfeng kindly on the cheeks, said, “You’re never afraid.”
Shanfeng began to smile softly when he heard this. “You refuse to believe me,” he said.
By now Shangang was squatting to remove Shanfeng’s socks.
“What are you doing?” Shanfeng asked him.
“Taking off your socks,” Shangang replied.
“What for?”
This time Shangang didn’t answer him. Instead, after he finished removing Shangfeng’s socks, he took the
cover off the pot and began to slather the pastelike concoction of meat and gristle onto the soles of Shanfeng’s
feet. The little dog ran over as soon as it smelled the meat.
“What are you smearing on?” Shanfeng asked.
“Some cooling balm,” Shangang answered.
“You messed up again,” Shanfeng said, and smiled. “You should put it on my temples instead.”
“If you like.” Pushing the dog out of the way, Shangang stuck his hands into the pot and grabbed some of the
stew, then flung it like clumps of mud onto Shanfeng’s temples, a handful on each side. After that he put the lid
back on the pot. Shanfeng’s face was now an unseemly mess.
“Now you look like a dandy,” Shangang said to him.
Shanfeng felt something trickling slowly down his cheeks. “It doesn’t feel like cooling balm,” he said. Then he
tried to stretch his legs, but he found that he couldn’t bend or flex them, now that they were tied to the plank. “I’m
really very, very tired,” he mumbled.
“Why don’t you take a little nap?” Shanang said. “It’s half past seven now. I’ll le you go in an hour.”
At that moment the two women appeared almost simultaneously at the door. Shangang saw them standing
there in bewilderment. Then he heard a bloodcurdling shriek as he saw his sister-in-law rush at him and grab him
by his clothes.
“What are you trying to do?” she screamed.
“None of your business,” he replied.
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Taken aback, she stared blankly for a moment before screaming again: “You let him go!”
Shangang smiled softly and said, “Then first you have to let me go.”
When she loosened her grip, he shoved her aside so vigorously that she fell to the ground. Looking at his wife,
who was still standing in the doorway, Shangang gave her a little smile, and he saw that she was smiling bck at
him. When he turned around again, the little dog was already trotting toward Shanfeng’s feet.
Shanfeng had seen his wife come flying out of the house, her body gleaming and sparkling as though bedecked
with lights and swaying from side to side like a boat. He thought he had heard her screaming something, and after
that, he had seen Shangang push her onto the ground. She had looked quite ridiculous as she toppled over. Then,
feeling little stiffness in his neck, he turned his head to the other side. Again he caught sight of the two bloodstains
he had glimpsed earlier. Now he noticed that they were not far from each other and were both glistening in the
sun. A few drops of blood had wandered out from each blotch and had run together on the ground in between.
Then it all came back to him: the second bloodstain belonged not to Pipi but to his son. He also remembered that
it was Pipi who had dropped his son on his head and killed him. and he found the answer to why he had kicked
Pipi to death. He realized that Shangang had been deceiving him all this time, and he hollered, “Let me go!”
When there was no reply from Shangan, he shouted again, “Let me go!”
But just then a strange sensation began to rise from the bottoms of his feet, slowly at first, then faster and faster
as it crawled up through his body, until in an instant it reached his chest. Before he could cryout for the third time,
he involuntarily drew his head down into his shoulders, and then he began to laugh as if his very life depended on
it. He tried to draw his knees up to his body, but he couldn’t even bend his legs—all the could do was swing them
up and down. He couldn’t move his torso at all, even though he squirmed and wriggled every which way. His
head whipped dizzyingly from side to side. His laughter sounded like the grating of metal against metal.
Shangang’s face at that moment was a joy to behold. “How happy you are!” He exclaimed to Shanfeng. Then
he turned to his wife and said, “So happy it’s making me a little envious.” His wife wasn’t looking at him; she was
staring at the little dog as it licked away at Shanfeng’s bare feet. In her eyes was a look as hungry and greedy as
the dog’s Shangang turned to look at his sister-in-law and discovered that she was still sitting on the ground.
Completely befuddled by Shanfeng’s peculiar laughter, she sat staring blankly at the deliriously giggling
Shanfeng, driven to distraction herself by this inexplicable turn of events.
By this time Shanfeng could no longer muster the strength to swing his legs or even to shake his head. It was ll
he could do to hold his neck up as he continued to howl. The intense tickling sensation that ran through him as the
dog licked his soles made him laugh so hard he could hardly breathe.
Shangang had been watching him with a kind, affectionate look on his face. Now he asked, “What’s making
you so happy?”
Shanfeng answered with more laughter, interspersed with hiccups, so that the laughter seemed to come
quivering out of his mouth in herky-jerky gasps, and with each gasp he managed to such in a little air. The hiccups
were so rhythmic, loud, and clear, that they sounded like the whistles blowing on a parade ground.
Turning back to his wife, who was still standing in the doorway, Shangang said, “I’ve never seen anyone so
happy in my life.” His wife was still looking greedily at the dog. He went on: “He’s so happy he doesn’t even
need to breathe.” Then he stooped down and asked Shanfeng again: “What’s making you so happy?” By then the
laughter was no longer rhythmic and steady; it was beginning to sound muddled, disorderly. Shangang
straightened up and said to his sister-in-law, “He won’t tell me.” Shanfeng’s wife was still sitting on the ground, a
faraway look on her face.
The little dog retracted its tongue, and, arching its bck, shook itself one or twice, then sat down on its hind
legs, as if it felt entitled to a rest for a job well done. Its eyes, though, darted back and forth, now looking at
Shanfeng’s feet, now looking at Shangang’s face.
By then Shanfeng’s head was drooping, but Shangang saw that his brother was still breathing. So he said to
him, “Now can you tell me what you’re so happy about?” But there was no response from Shanfeng, who was
struggling for air, his breathing feeble and unsteady. Shangang went back to the pot, lifted the cover, grabbed
another handful of mush, and again slathered it onto the bottoms of Shanfeng’s feet. Right away the little dog
rushed over and resumed its licking.
This time, instead of laughing uproariously, Shanfeng, his head sagging lower and lower, began to laugh, with
a whooping noise that sounded like the wind gusting through dark alleys. Gradually the whoops became more and
more drawn out until there were almost no gaps in between. But after a while Shanfeng suddenly threw his head
up, and the laughter burst out again in a maniacal frenzy. It went on for almost a minute, and then it stopped, as
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suddenly as it had begun. Shanfeng’s head dropped abruptly and dangled in front of his chest, while the dog
continued to lick contentedly at his soles.
Shangang walked over and placed his hand under Shanfeng’s chin. The head felt extremely heavy, and when
he turned it up he saw that Shanfeng’s face was completely twisted and distorted. He stared at it for some time
before letting go, whereupon Shanfeng’s head dropped and dangled again on his chest. Glancing at his watch,
Shangang saw that it had taken a mere forty minutes. Then he turned around and walked bck to the house. At the
doorway he stopped, and he heard his wife ask, “Is he dead?”
“He’s dead,” Shangang answered.
Entering the house, he went over and sat at the dining table. Like an honor guard waiting to greet him,
breakfast was still arrayed on the tabletop. As usual, it consisted of rice porridge and youtiao. By then his wife had
also come into the house. She kept staring at him, but she didn’t sit down next to him, nor did she say anything.
From the look on her face one would think nothing whatsoever had happened. Then she went into the bedroom.
Through the wide-open door Shangang looked out at the figure of the dead Shenfeng, still sitting on the ground
and looking as though he were taking a nap. At that moment a dark shape was crawling toward the dead man, and
soon it appeared in Shangang’s field of vision. It was his sister-in-law. He saw her hand at her husband’s side for a
long time before bending down. He imagined that she was talking to Shenfeng. After a while he saw her
straighten up and peer around as if she were at a loss. Then she looked through the door and her gaze landed on
his face. She stared at him for some time before heading toward him. Walking right up to him, she stared at him a
little while longer with a frown on her face, as though she were looking at something that annoyed her. At last she
said, “You killed my husband.”
Shangang found her voice as harsh and unpleasant as the sound of Shanfeng’s laughter. He did not respond.
“You killed my husband,” she repeated.
“No, I didn’t,” Shangang answered her this time.
“You murdered my husband,” she snarled through clenched teeth.
“No, I didn’t,” Shangang said. “All I did was tie him up. I didn’t kill him.”
“It was you!” she shrieked all of a sudden, almost hysterically.
Shangang repeated, “No, it wasn’t me. It was the dog.”
“I’m going to report you to the police.” She began to weep.
“You’d be bringing false charges, and that’s a crime.” Shangang smiled softly as he said this.
Seeming at a loss again, she stared at Shangang in bafflement. After a long time she finally said, very softly,
“I’m going to report you.” Then she turned around and headed for the door.
Shangang watched as she walked away slowly and deliberately. She paused for a while beside Shanfeng and
raised her hand to wipe her eyes. “She’s finally crying the way she’s supposed to,” Shangang thought to himself.
Then she went out through the gate and disappeared.
At that moment Shangang’s wife came out of the bedroom carrying a bulging black bag. Setting it on the table,
she said to Shangang, “In here you’ll find a few changes of clothing and all the cash we have.”
Shangang looked at her blankly, as if he didn’t understand what she was saying.
“You should run away now,” she explained.
It was only then that Shangang nodded his head. He glanced at his watch, but when he saw that there was still
a minute left before half past eight, he said, “Let me sit for another minute.” He went on staring at Shanfeng, who
was still sitting under the tree, looking as though he had just dozed off. In the meantime, Shangang could tell that
his wife had sat across the table, facing him.
When he sensed that almost a minute had gone by, he got up without looking at his watch again and went out
into the courtyard. By then the little dog had lapped up every last drop of mush from Shanfeng’s soles and was
licking his temples. Shangang walked to the tree, and, nudging thd dog aside with his foot, squatted down and
untied the rope around Shanfeng’s legs and the one around his torso. Finally Shangang stood and began to walk
toward the gate, but before he had taken more than a few steps he heard a dull thud behind him. By the time he
turned his head to look, Shanfeng’s body had toppled onto the ground. So Shangang went back and picked
Shanfeng up, arranging his body so that it was once again leaning against the tree, and then he turned around once
more and at last walked out of the gate.
He walked along the alley. It felt dark and gloomy, as if it were about to rain. But when he lifted his head he
saw brilliant sunshine, and he was quite puzzled. He kept walking anyway, straight ahead, sensing people going
back and forth around him, flashing by , one after another, like the blades of a slowly turning fan.
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He didn’t stop until he reached the fish store. There were a few people inside, smoking and chatting with each
other. He said to them, “This fishy smell is just too much.” No one paid him any attention, however, so he
repeated himself. This time someone said, “So why are you still here?” But he remained on the same spot; he
didn’t move away. Then they all began to laugh. Frowning, he said again, “This fishy smell is really too much.”
He stayed there a while longer, then, feeling a little bored, he continued on his way.
When he reached the intersection he hesitated, unable to decide which way to go. The busy street stretched in
front of him, everything running every which way. He saw people and bicycles and cars and minitractors and
pushcarts all jostling each other in a mad jumble, like people milling around a theater just before a sold-out show.
Then he saw a cobbler sitting under a light pole repairing some shoes. Shangang walked up to him, and, after
watching him silently for a while, lifted up his foot and asked the cobbler what he thought of the quality of the
shoe leather. The cobbler glanced at it briefly and said, “So-so.” This answer evidently left Shangang unsatisfied,
because he then insisted to the cobbler that his shoes were made of top-grade cowhide, couldn’t he see that? But
the cobbler told him that it wasn’t cowhide, it was only waxed pigskin. Shangang was deeply disappointed by
what the cobbler said, so he walked away.
He was now heading west. He stayed on the sidewalk; he was afraid of the traffic—bicycles and cars and
trucks—on the street. Even on the sidewalk he moved along cautiously; he didn’t want to be knocked to the
ground and not be able to ever get up again, like Shanfeng. After a little while he passed by a public toilet and,
feeling an urge to go, walked over to it. Inside several people were standing in front of the latrine pissing away to
their hearts’ content, so he squeezed up there also, then yanked out his doodad and aimed it at the pit. But
although he stood there for a long time, all he heard were the sounds of other people’s pissing, while for some
reason he wasn’t able to do anything at all. The people on each side of him came and went, others took their place,
then still others, but he remained on the same spot. Some time later, as if he had just discovered something, he
said to himself, “It turns out I didn’t come here to pee.” Whereupon he went outside again and continued on his
way, still hewing to the sidewalk. But he’d forgotten to put his thing back inside his trousers, it was hanging
outside, jiggling along merrily with each step he took, keeping time with the rhythm of his stride. He walked
along like that for some time, and, incredible as it may seem, no one notice. Then, as he passed a movie theater,
some youngsters walking toward him finally caught sight of it. He saw them suddenly double over, and then he
heard them howling with laughter, sounding just like Shanfeng. After he walked through the crowd of young
people he heard them calling out behind him, in fits and starts and in an exaggeratedly comical way, “Come—and
—look, com—and—look.” But he ignored them and kept right on walking. Then he noticed that everyone around
him seemed to have undergone some kind of transformation all of a sudden: people were rocking to and fro or
swaying for side to side, while some of the women cowered in the distance as if from a gangster. He found it all
very funny and began to laugh.
Walking on and on, he finally came to a stop in front of an unfinished building. He looked up and down and
examined it for quite a while before entering. It was rather damp inside, but even so he found everything quite to
his liking. There were many rooms—though none had any doors yet—and he inspected them one by one before
finally deciding on a gloomy little chamber. Stepping inside, he went to a corner and sat down, leaning his back
against the wall. He felt that he could now in good conscience get a little rest. He was so very, very tired. He
closed his eyes and immediately fell asleep.
Three hours later somebody shook him out of his slumber. He opened his eyes to see several policemen
standing in front of him. One of them said to him, “Please put that thing back inside.”
*
One month later he was hustled into the back of a truck, escorted by a squad of rifle-toting policemen who
surrounded him like a phalanx of bodyguards. He could see people in every direction flocking toward him like
sparrows, their heads tilted back as they peered up at him. He lowered his head and stared back at them, and he
had the feeling that their faces had all been painted on. After a while, the police car in front of him began to move
forward, its sirens howling like the northwesterly wind, but the truck itself simply rattled and snorted a few times
and then went dead. Shangang knew in his heart that even since he had been awakened by someone in that halffinished building, he had been waiting for this moment to come. Now that it had finally arrived, he turned his
head toward one of the policemen and said, “Captain, please make it quick and clean.”
The policeman looked straight ahead and didn’t answer. So Shangang turned his head to the other side and said
to another policeman, “Captain, I beg you , just finish me off with one shot.” But this policeman also remained
unmoved.
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Shangang watched as a river of bicycles flowed along in front of him. Suddenly the truck shuddered a few
times, and he felt the wind blowing against his ears with a whoosh. The densely packed mass of bicycles parted
and began moving to each side in and orderly fashion. Time and again, leaves that reached out from the sides of
the road slapped against his cheeks like so many hands. Soon a weed-choked pasture appeared before his eyes,
and he knew that in no time at all he would be standing in the middle of that field. Meanwhile a mob that
reminded him of weeds had come into view. An ambulance was parked a short distance from the grass, and both
sides of the roadway were packed with bicycles leaning this way and that. He had a feeling that the ambulance
was there on his account. Perhaps they were only going to shoot to wound, he thought, and then they would rush
him to the hospital in the ambulance and bring him back from the brink of death.
While these thoughts were going through his mind the truck shuddered again, throwing him forward so that he
banged his ribs against the truck railing, but he didn’t feel any pain at all. He felt someone pulling him to one side,
and, turning round, he saw some of the policemen jump down from the truck. Then someone shoved him from
behind, so he jumped as well, but he landed on his knees and had to be pulled to his feet. Next thing he knew, he
was moving forward, swept along by a crowd. He realized that his torso, which was all trussed, was beginning to
go numb, though for some reason he could still feel his legs swinging back and forth. He seemed to see many
things, and yet there didn’t seem to be anything before his eyes. He began to fall into a daze. A little while later he
felt himself being grabbed by a number of hands. Unable to move forward, he came to a standstill.
As he stood there, somewhat baffled, with the tall weeds at his feet probing and poking into his trouser
bottoms, he began to feel a tickling sensation. He looked down at his feet but didn’t see anything. There was
nothing he could do except lift his head again while a foolish smile spread across his face. Gradually he began to
hear the hubbub of the crowd and only then did he notice that he was in the center of a throng of people covering
every inch of the field like a mass of reeds. As if waking from a dream, he once again realized the predicament he
was in. He knew that his head was about to be blown to pieces.
Then it occurred to him that he knew this place, and he remembered that he used to come here quite often. In
fact, almost every time a criminal was executed here he had elbowed his way to the front to watch. This, however,
was the first time he had ever stood where he was standing now. The novelty of the situation intrigued him. He
searched with his eyes for the spot where he had often stood before, but to his surprise he could no longer find it.
Suddenly the urge to urinate came over him again, so he said to the policeman standing next to him, “Captain, I
need to pee.”
“All right,” the policeman answered.
“Please take my thing out for me,” he asked.
“Just pee in your pants,” the policeman said.
He could tell that people around him were laughing and giggling, but he had no idea what had amused them so.
Spreading his legs a little, he began to frown, and a worried look appeared on his face.
After a while the policeman asked, “Are you done?”
“I can’t pee,” he said in distress.
“Then forget it,” the policeman told him.
he nodded, then began to look into the distance. His eyes floated over the hair of the short folks and glided past
the earlobes of the tall and eventually came to rest on the asphalt highway on the horizon. It reminded him of a
thick vein. Suddenly he felt a kick on the back of his knees, and, his legs crumpling beneath him, he fell kneeling
onto his knees, and, his legs crumpling beneath him, he fell kneeling onto the ground. Now he could no longer see
the highway with its dark, venous color.
Behind him one of the policemen raised his automatic rifle and took aim. Moments alter, a shot rang out.
At the sound of the rifle, Shangang’s body tumbled over in a somersault, and then, absolutely terrified, he
rolled back onto his feet. Looking at the people around him, he cried, “Am I dead yet?”
Nobody answered him. Everyone was roaring with laughter, a laughter that poured down on him like a
thundershower. Panic-stricken, he began to bawl, because he had no idea whether he was dead or alive. His ear
had been shot off, and blood was gushing from where the ear used to be. Again he asked, “Am I dead yet?”
“Someone finally answered: “No, you’re not.”
Shangang was shocked and pleased at the same time. He began screaming at the top of his lungs, “Hurry, take
me to the hospital!” Then he felt another kick on the back of his knees, and once again he fell kneeling onto the
ground. Before he understood what was happening, another shot rang out from the rifle.
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The second bullet went in the back of his head. This time, instead of turning a somersault, Shangang kneeled
over. With a heavy thud his head hit the dirt, lifting his buttocks high off the ground. But he was still alive, his
butt trembling and shaking as if he had a bad case of the chills.
The rifleman took a step forward and, putting the muzzle flush against Shangang’s head, fired a third shot. As
though he had just been kicked in the abdomen, Shangang rolled onto his back. His hands, still tied behind him,
now lay underneath his torso, while his legs, crooked up at the knees initially, relaxed a few moments later and
also came to rest on the ground.
*
This morning, Shangang’s wife saw someone come into the room, someone with only half a head. It was just
beginning to grow light at the time. She remembered that she had locked the door very securely, but when he
came in she somehow got the impression that the door was wide open. Although he only had half his head, she
recognized him right away. It was Shangang.
“I’ve been released,” Shangang said.
His voice droned and buzzed, so she asked him, “Did you catch a cold?”
“Maybe,” he answered.
She remembered that there were some fast-acting cold capsules in the drawer and asked hi if he wanted any.
He shook his head and said that he didn’t have a cold, he was fine, it was just that he didn’t know where the
other half of his head had gone.
She asked him whether it could have been shot off by a bullet.
He told her he couldn’t remember anymore. Then he sat down in a chair and said he was hungry would she
give him some change so he could buy breakfast? She gave him some money and a few ration coupons, and he
got up and left. When he went out of the room he didn’t shut the door behind him, so she went over to close it, but
she was not surprised to find it tightly shut. She undressed and went back to bed.
Just then the sounds of footsteps echoed in the alley outside. They were the footfalls of someone walking
toward the intersection. At that moment she woke up. Dawn was just breaking, and she watched as her room
began to brighten. In the early morning quiet she could hear those footsteps so distinctly. It was as if they had
emerged from her dreams, continued out of the house, and were now about to walk out of the alley.
She began to get dressed. By the time she was finished, the footsteps had disappeared. She walked to the
window and pulled open the curtains. Sunlight flooded in right away, sunlight that was still bright red at the
moment, although it would soon turn into the yellow of jaundice. After making here bed, she sat down in front of
the dressing table. She looked at her own face in the mirror and found it dull and insipid. Then she got up and
went out of the room. In the outer room she saw Shanfeng’s wife already seated at the table eating breakfast, so
she went into the kitchen to prepare her own. She turned on the stove and stood beside it brushing her teeth.
Five minutes later, she carried her breakfast out of the kitchen, and, sitting across from the sister-in-law, began
to eat in silence. But at that moment the other woman, having finished her meal, left the table and went into the
kitchen. Shangang’s wife heard the loud clattering her sister-in-law made as she washed her breakfast dishes.
Soon after, she saw her come out of the kitchen, go into her bedroom, come out of it again, then lock the bedroom
door behind her before leaving the house.
As she continued to eat her breakfast—with a great deal of difficulty, because she had no appetite at all—her
eyes wandered to the tree outside the window. At the moment it looked to her like something made out of plastic.
She went on staring at it. then, remembering something, she cast her eyes back inside the house and began to look
around the room, she realized then that it had been quite a few days since she had seen her mother-ion-law. For a
while she stared at the door to the elderly woman’s bedroom, but soon she turned away and resumed looking at
the tree outside.
Oh the morning of the sixth day after Shanfeng’s death, the old lady also breathed her last. That morning she
woke up with an unusual feeling of excitement. In fact, she could even follow the progress of that sensation as it
coursed through her body. Yet at the same time she also felt her body dying, one part after another. She could tell
clearly that her toes were the first to go, then the rest of each foot, and next the legs. It seemed to her that he death
of her feet had been as silent as snow or ice. Death lingered for a while in her belly, then like the tide it surged up
through her midriff, and once past here waist it spread quickly. She felt as though both her hands had gone and
left her far behind, while her head was being chewed off, bite after bite, by a little dog. Finally only her heart was
left, but death had already surrounded it and, like countless ants swarming from every direction, was now
marching toward the center. Her heart began to feel a little itchy. Suddenly her wide-open eyes saw innumerable
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rays of light streaming toward her through the curtains. At the sight of them she couldn’t help breaking into a little
smile, which became fixed on her face like a photographic image.
Shanfeng’s wife obviously knew what was about to happen that morning. That was why she had gotten out of
bed so early. By the time the sunlight was beginning to turn yellow, she had already left the alley behind and was
walking along the busy street. She knew exactly when she was going. She was heading for Tianning Temple,
because right next to it was the municipal jail. This morning Shangang was to be taken away from there.
While she was still walking on the street, she began to hear passersby talking about him. In fact, many people
were apparently heading for the same place. There had been no executions in this town for more than a year, and
today promised to be an exciting day.
For the past month she had gone to the court time and again to inquire about Shangang’s case, all the while
passing herself off as his wife. Nobody seemed to have noticed that a month ago it had been as the wife of
Shanfeng that she had brought the charges against Shangang. Finally, the day before yesterday, they had told her
the verdict. She was quite pleased with it and told them she would like to donate Shangang’s body to the state, to
be used for the benefit of society. The court officials didn’t seem particularly overjoyed at her offer, but they told
her they would accept it. She knew, however, that the doctors would be ecstatic. Walking along the street, she was
already beginning to imagine how they would carve up Shangang, and a smile played around the corners of her
mouth the rest of the way.
*
In the middle of this soon-to-be-demolished building hangs a thousand-watt electric bulb. At the moment th
light is on, casting its incandescent glare into every corner. Below it are two Ping-Pong tables, both of them old
and decrepit. Underneath the tables is an earthen floor. Several doctors, some from Shanghai and some from
Hangzhou, are standing in the doorway chatting with each other, waiting for the ambulance to arrive. After that
they will get to work.
At the moment, though, they seem quite carefree and relaxed as they idly make small talk. And who wouldn’t
be, considering the surroundings? Nearby is a pond with water lilies floating on the surface and weeping willows
all around, and next to it is a vegetable garden radiant with gold and yellow flowers.
The ambulance comes hurtling down the dirt road, sending up a cloud of dust that billows like a tent. It speeds
all the way up to the door before coming to a halt, and the doctors standing there finally turn and glance at it. The
rear doors of the vehicle open, and someone jumps out. This person turns and pulls two legs out of the back,
followed by a torso, and finally a second person jumps out of the truck carrying the rest of Shangang by the arms.
As though lifting a sack of potatoes, the two of them haul Shangang into the building.
The doctors continue to stand in the doorway chatting with each other. They don’t seem to have the slightest
interest in Shangang; they are all preoccupied with the topic of conversation, which has to do with the cost of
living.
The two people who have just carried Shangang inside now come out of the building. From time to time these
two have gone to the hospital in town to sell their blood. They cannot leave just Yet because they have one more
task to perform. In a little while they will have to dig a pit, throw Shangang into it, and then bury him. By then
Shangang will be made up of things like fatty tissues, muscles, hair, and teeth—all the things that the doctors have
no use for. So the two of them walk over and sit beside the pond. They are very pleased with the day’s work,
because soon someone will hand them some money, which they will then stuff in their pockets.
The doctors stand in the doorway for a little while longer. Then, one after another, they go inside the building
and over to the large bags that each of them has brought. They begin to get ready, changing into their surgical
gowns, putting on their caps, and masks, pulling on their surgical gloves, and finally unpacking and laying out
their instruments.
At this moment Shangang is lying on his back on top of the Ping-Pong table, already stripped of all his clothes
by the two attendants. Under the light of the one-kilowatt bulb, his naked body glistens and shines as if coated
with greasepaint.
The first doctor to finish his preparations walks over to Shangang. He is not carrying any surgical implements
at the moment. Having come for Shangang’s skeleton, he must wait until after the others have peeled away the
skin and hollowed out the insides before he can get to the bones. Perhaps that is why he appears so nonchalant as
he saunters over to Shangang, runs his eyes over him, then reaches over to pinch him here and there in the arms
and the calves. Afterward he turns to his colleagues and says, “This fellow is pretty solid.”
The second one ready is a thirtyish woman doctor from Shanghai. As she walks over to Shangang in her high
heels, the unevenness of the dirt floor causes her to swing here hips in a slightly exaggerated manner. She goes up
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to Shangang’s right side but, instead of pinching his arm, she runs her hand over the skin on his chest, then turns
to the first doctor and says, “Not bad.”
After that, she picks up her scalpel and thrusts it into the hollow just below Shangang’s neck but above his
breastbone, then slides the scalpel all the way down to ap point below his belly. The incision is perfectly straight,
drawing a chorus of admiring gasps from the other doctors—all male—clustered around her, and she casually
mentions that she never had to use a ruler for her geometry diagrams I high school. Like a sliced melon, the skin
begins to split open along the entire length of the cut revealing the layer of adipose tissue, which gleams like a
mass of golden globules even sprinkled with tiny red flecks. Next she picks up a rapier like dissecting knife and,
inserting it under the skin, begins to work it vigorously up and down along the incision. In no time at all, the skin
over Shangang’s chest and abdomen has been separated from the rest of his body and is laid out across his torso
like a piece of cloth. Then she picks up her scalpel again, this time for the skin on Shangang’s arms, cutting from
the tip of the shoulder to the back of each hand, and after that the legs, slicing from the pelvis to the insteps,
finishing the job with the disengaging up-and-down strokes of her knife along each incision. After disconnecting
all this skin, she rests for a little while, then turns to one of her male colleagues standing near her and says,
“Please turn him over.” She slices another straight line down Shangang’s back, again finishing off with the
dissecting knife. By this time Shangang’s body looks as if it has been draped from head to toe with several lengths
of cloth. Setting aside the larger knife, the doctor wields her scalpel once more, and severs the connecting points
between the various flaps so that one after another, pieces of Shangang’s skin begin to come loose. She gathers
them up in turn, handling each pierce with the attentiveness of a ragpicker lying her wares. After the skin on his
back has been removed. Shangang is turned over again, and in no time at all the skin on the front of his body is
gone as well.
Having lost its skin envelope, the gold-colored fatty tissue begins to slacken and lose its firmness, first puffing
a little like wads of cotton, then oozing out slowly like slush in every direction. To the doctors it seems as if they
are once again looking at the sun-dappled vegetable garden they saw a little while ago when they were standing at
the door.
The doctor carries her pile over to one corner of the Ping-Pong table and, smoothing out the various pieces of
Shangang’s skin, begins to scrape them one by one. Using her dissecting knife like a scouring brush, she scrubs at
the fat cells lining the skin. The sound made by each stroke of her knife is like the disconsolate white of a car
wheel trapped in sand.
Several days later Shangang’s skin will be grafted onto a patient suffering from burns over large areas of his
body, but in just three more days it will begin to break down. In the end it will be thrown into a waste bin, then
dumped into one of the hospital’s toilets.
Now all the doctors who have been standing to the side take their places around the table. Two people who do
not manage to squeeze in among the group on the right side hurry to the left, only to discover that from there they
cannot reach the body, so they simply climb onto the Ping-Pong table, and, squatting on top of it, join in carving
up Shangang. The chest surgeon saws through the cartilage on each side of the rib cage and opens up both halves
of the chest cavity, exposing the lungs. The doctors working on Shangang’s abdomen have only to scrape off the
fatty tissue and cut away the muscles to find the stomach, liver and kidneys lying right before their eyes. By now
the opthalmologist has extracted one of Shangang’s eyeballs. Meanwhile, wielding a pair of surgical shears, the
oral surgeon has been cutting up Shangang’s face and mouth into a pulpy mess to expose the upper and lower
jaws, only to find the upper jaw shattered by a bullet. Bitter disappointed, he mutters to himself, “Why didn’t it hit
the eyes instead?” If the bullet had slanted upward just an inch or so, the upper jaw would have been left intact,
while the eyes would have come to grief. The opthalmologist, who is in the process of extracting Shangang’s
other eyeball, cannot suppress a smile as he overhears this lament. He tells the oral surgeon that perhaps the
rifleman who carried out the execution is the son of an eye doctor. He seems rather pleased with himself at the
moment. After removing the second eyeball, he is about to leave the table when he sees the oral surgeon sawing
away energetically at Shangang’s lower jaw with a surgical file. “So long, carpenter,” the ophthalmologist calls
out. He is the first to leave, because he must rush back to Hangzhou this afternoon and perform a corneal
transplant in the evening. By now the woman doctor has finished scraping the pieces of skin, and, after folding
them up like a suit, she leaves as well.
The chest surgeon has already removed the lungs and is now merely cutting through Shangang’s pulmonary
artery and pulmonary vein, followed by the aorta, and finally all the other blood vessels and nerves coming out of
the heart. He is really getting a kick out of all this. Ordinarily, when he is operating on a live human being, he
must painstakingly avoid all these blood vessels and nerves, which always makes him feel confined and inhibited.
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Now he can be as careless as he pleases, and he is going at his job with gusto. Turning to the doctor standing next
to him, he quips, “I feel reckless.” The other doctor cannot stop laughing.
The urologist, who has not been able to squeeze in around the table, is pacing up and down waiting his turn.
The word urine is stenciled onto his surgical mask. As he watches the other doctors fiddling and puttering at the
table, he finds himself growing more and more worried. Over and over again he cautions the doctors monkeying
around near Shangang’s abdomen: “You fellows had better not mess up my testes.”
Shangang’s chest is the first part completely excavated, followed by his abdominal cavity. One year from now,
Shangang’s stomach, liver, and lungs, each immersed in a jar of formaldehyde, will be on display as an anatomy
exhibit. His heart and kidneys will be used in transplants. The heart transplant will not succeed, and the patient
will die on the operating table. The kidney transplant, however, will be very successful, the patient will still be
alive more than a year after the operation, with fairly good prospects of muddling along for some time to come.
but the patient himself will be querulous and resentful, complaining bitterly that the kidney transplant, which cost
him thirty thousand yuan, was much too expensive.
Now there are only three doctors left in the room. Relieved to find the testicles unscathed, the urologist, feeling
quite cheerful, is in the process of cutting them off. The oral surgeon is still sawing away at the lower jawbone,
but even he is beginning to see the light at the end of the tunnel. Only the doctor who has come for the skeleton is
still walking around nonchalantly, so the urologist reminds him, “You can get to work now.” But he replies, “No
hurry.”
The oral surgeon and the urologist leave the building together, carrying the lower jawbone and the testicles,
respectively. After this, each of them will perform a transplant. The oral surgeon will remove the lower jawbone
from one of his patients and replace it with the one from Shangang. He has the utmost confidence about the
success of this type of operation. But the greatest triumph belongs to Shangang’s testes. The urologist will
transplant them onto a young man whose own testicles were crushed in a car accident. Soon after the operation,
not only will the young man get married, but his wife will also become pregnant almost immediately. Ten months
later she will give birth to a healthy, robust little boy. Not even in her wildest dreams could Shanfeng’s wife have
imagined such a turn of events—that in the end it was she of all people who had enabled Shangang to achieve his
fondest ambition: a male heir to carry on the line.
The doctor who has come for the skeleton waits until the other two leave with the jawbone and testicles before
he gets down to business. Beginning with Shangang’s feet, he clears away little by littler all the muscles and
connective tissue still clinging to the bones, depositing what he has extracted in a neat pile on one side. His work
proceeds slowly, but he has plenty of patience. When he gets up to Shangang’s thighs, he gives the burly muscles
there a good pinch and says, “I don’t care how solid and sturdy you are—by the time I bring your skeleton into
our classroom you will be the very picture of a weakling.”
128.1 Excerpt from The Lily Theater\fn{by Lulu Wang (1960- )} Peking, China (F)10
1
Trees were in full bloom, birds were busy courting, and the funny blotches were spreading all up and down my
arms. I got up and rubbed the affected areas with the sticky, smelly brown ointment, just as I did every day. I felt
lonesome and sad. Never again would I have clean sheets and clean underwear like other children—the ointment
made everything filthy.
That morning, at the start of her weekend home leave, Mother took a bath, then put on her best. clothes, the
ones she used to wear before she was detained. How different she looked, suddenly, after months of slouching
around in nothing but rags! I couldn’t believe my eyes.
Mother drew a fine leather handbag from the wardrobe and filled it with delicacies that she had bought for a
song from the peasants who lived around the labor camp. We were going to visit a former colleague of Father’s, a
dermatologist. He was retired, so that when the rest of the hospital staff was evacuated he had been allowed to
stay home. Unlike Father, who had been exiled to the Gansu desert for six months now.
The dermatologist’s wife was ecstatic when she saw the chestnuts and the pickled eggs.
“We haven’t tasted those in years! What are you bringing us this kind of extravagant present for? Aren’t Lian’s
father and my husband good friends?”
The specialist examined me and then had a talk with Mother, in private. Half an hour later Mother dragged me
back home. Her eyes shone with unusual determination and her feet smacked boldly on the pavement.
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*
For weeks now Mother had been writing letters of petition to the various leaders of her university—the
Teachers’ University of Beijing—in hopes of persuading them that it was essential to have me live close by, so
that she could keep an eye on my rapidly worsening condition.
*
Chemistry class was interrupted by a knock on the door. I was called out and saw Mother standing in the
corridor. I was going to ask her how she had managed to return from the reeducation camp again so soon, but on
seeing her tense face I decided to keep the question to myself. I had to run to keep up with her as she strode to the
office of the director of the Teachers’ University.
“Well, well, little Wine Cup, in the six months since I saw you last, you have grown from a cheeky little girl
into a charming young lady.”
I blushed. I wasn’t sure how to behave in his presence. I knew him quite well, because he had supervised the
project Mother had been working on for the past five years—the Textbook of the Modern History of china. I had
often visited Mother’s office after school. The director was usually there. He used to tease me about the dimple in
my right cheek:
“Well, well, if that little Wine Cup were full of wine, and you were to drink from it until it was all gone, you’d
have to go ask your neighbors, ‘Remind me, what’s my name again?’ That’s how deep that dimple of yours is, did
you know that?”
He was friendly toward me. Mother nudged me forward.
“Say good afternoon to the venerable head of the Party Committee of the University!”
Shyly I stepped forward to greet him. But the director had taken a pile of papers out of a drawer in his desk and
was reading intently. He looked very stern. The mood in the room had suddenly turned somber; I hardly dared
breathe. Without raising his eyes from the papers, he motioned us to two posh leather chairs. Gingerly we sat
down. After a few anxious minutes, he gathered up the papers and said in a hushed voice:
“Revolutionary comrade Yang, your dozen or so petitions demand the impossible of me. How on earth can I
cut short your detention? Just because you want to take care of your ailing daughter! In the five years since our
university’s reeducation camp was founded, fourteen hundred people have been sent there, and every single one
has had to complete his sentence in full. Even if one falls seriously ill oneself during that time, one has to stay
there. Professor Wu—don’t you remember? One of the physics faculty, died in camp of liver cancer. What’s a
little skin condition compared to that?” His face softened; he sent me a tender look.
“Besides, who says that our little Wine Cup is disfigured by this vitiligo? I only wish my own Lai-hui were
half as pretty.”
Laihui was his only daughter. She was four years older than I and in the fifth year of my former school. The
compliment did not sit well with Mother, apparently, because she was fidgeting nervously with her handbag.
“Most highly respected leader, it is true that the patches have not yet appeared on any exposed areas, such as
the hands or the face. But should the poor child be left to her lot much longer and her physical and psychological
state continue to deteriorate, then it won’t be long before the spots start appearing there as well. I have spoken
with a prominent dermatologist, and he tells me that this is a psychosomatic condition. Only with loving care is
there any hope of halting the progression of the disease.” The director shrugged.
“Merciful head of the Party Committee, if the illness continues to develop at this rate, Lian will soon find
herself shunned in society, stigmatized by her appearance. You yourself are a father. If something like this were to
happen to Lai-hui, how would you feel? Would you not move heaven and earth to save her from such a horrible
fate?” She took out a handkerchief to dab at her tears.
“Oh, Yun-xiang …” Suddenly he was addressing Mother by her first name. “Aren’t you exaggerating just a
little? A few spots on one's body, what difference does it make?”
“A few spots?”
Mother’s voice had gone hoarse. After a pregnant pause, Mother stood up and said,
“Lian, take your clothes off so the director can judge for himself whether I am exaggerating or not.”
I almost burst out laughing at Mother’s hilarious jest. Until I noticed the fierce, determined look on Mother’s
face. Her expression warned me that I had better not even think of ignoring her command. My eyes swiveled from
one to the other: from Mother, who was forcing me to do something that made my flesh crawl—just thinking
about it made me wilt with shame—to the man who was sitting there with an indifferent expression on his face.
Evidently he thought Mother was creating a mountain out of a molehill. I hesitated, then reluctantly unhooked my
belt and eased my trousers down, inch by inch.
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When the director saw my skin mottled with unsightly, overlapping white blemishes, he blanched and started
combing jittery fingers through his bristly gray hair. Mother, noticing that he was wavering, snatched the
opportunity of finishing the business of convincing him. With a hand coarsened by hard labor, she smacked me so
hard that I lost my balance and fell down. Without a moment’s hesitation, she pounced again, pulling my
underpants down to my ankles. Numb with shame, I just lay there whimpering softly. I was afraid the director
would get angry with me if I started bawling out loud.
“Lian, child, don’t cry,” he said, rushing to my side and helping me to my feet. I was choking on my tears and
completely forgot to pull my pants back up.
“Yunxiang, I never knew you to be so rough with your daughter!”
But Mother was still seething. She gave me a firm kick in the bare ass, grabbed me by the braids, and started
dragging me around the office.
“You ungrateful brat! What are you sniveling for? Don’t you see that I’m doing it for you?”
“Stop it!” the man bellowed, quite unhinged at the sight of my bleached skin and at Mother’s hysterical,
barbaric behavior.
His booming voice brought Mother back to her senses. She put her arms around me, full of self-reproach.
“Yun-xiang …” He did not bother to hide his tears. “Here, behind closed doors, I will let you in on my
dilemma. If it were up to me, I would have let you come home the day before yesterday for the sake of this child.
I can’t believe my eyes! It’s appalling to think that little Lian can have been so mucked up by this goddamn
disease in just a matter of half a year …”
Mother held her breath so she wouldn’t miss a single word.
“But … I cannot propose something that the university’s Revolutionary Committee is certain to reject.”
Besides students, Red Guards, and campus janitors and furnace stokers, the Committee was composed of
second-rate teachers who had nothing better to do than to torment their more successful colleagues in the name of
the Revolution. Driven by revenge, ambition and, in some cases, ignorance, they had sold their consciences to the
Father, Mother, Lover, and Mistress All-Rolled-into-One. They would not hesitate to dismiss the director from his
post and throw him in jail if he dared to show any bleeding-heart concern over some bourgeois intellectual.
“You don’t have to revoke my detention. Yesterday I came up with a much better idea. Please give me
permission to take Lian with me to my camp.”
“Are you out of your mind? What is she to do in such a depressing place? How is she going to go to school?”
“I myself can teach her the basics. And you know as well as I do that my fellow detainees include some of the
most brilliant teachers and professors in the country. My daughter will receive a much better education there. And
when she is with me, she will feel better and calmer. I swear by Mao the Savior Star that her condition will not
spread as quickly as it is doing now.”
Helplessly, he shook his head and wrote a note, which he handed over to his secretary.
“Make a kowtow to the gentleman and thank him for his mercy,” Mother commanded me.
I just stared out the window, stubbornly mute.
It was close to six o’clock when Mother returned to the director’s office a second time to pick up a typed
document, which stated that as of May twenty-eighth, I had permission to stay in Mother’s camp for an
indeterminate period of time.
*
When Mother, singing, served up the evening meal, I refused to eat. I loathed myself. I had taken off my
clothes in front of a man who was not a doctor; who, to make it worse, had known me well for four years and had
often kidded around with me. I would never forgive Mother for making me do such a scandalous thing.
At night, safe in bed, where I had nothing to fear by way of insult or humiliation, I fantasized I was someone
else. Someone who was free as a bird, happy as a little pink cloud in the sky, with normal-looking skin, just like
other children. To keep my dream perfect, I decided to smash the mirror in the bathroom—“by accident.”
2
When I arrived back at the Accommodation Center at seven A.M., I found all the other children green with
envy. In their eyes, the prospect of leaving the Accommodation Center was tantamount to entering Nirvana. My
hatred of Mother evaporated in an instant. It was Mother, after all, who was making it possible for me to leave this
wretched place, and I was sure that I would get better once I was with Mother again. For the first time in weeks I
found myself cracking a smile.
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But even in that split second of glee, I was haunted by the mental picture of myself standing in the director’s
office naked from the waist down. What a mortifying price I had paid for my freedom! Should I hate Mother for
being such a mean witch, or should I be grateful to her for rescuing me from the sickening loneliness and the
lonely sickness that had held me captive until now?
*
That afternoon, I strode cheerfully down the corridor of the Western-Capitalists-Are-Grasshoppers-After-TheHarvest-Is-Over Building. Now that I could look forward to leaving, relief settled over me. It had been a long
time since I had felt so relaxed. Only now did I realize how little notice I had taken of what was going on with the
other students around me over the past months—my affliction had sucked up all my attention.
I suddenly realized that Qiuju, who used to look like a sturdy little peasant, was weak and pallid. Qiuju had all
sorts of big and little paper bags lying next to her pillow. They were full of pills. I waited patiently until Qiuju was
out of the room and then asked Zhuoyue what was the matter with her.
“Didn’t you know? She’s had nephritis for a month now. Didn’t you notice her eyelids? As swollen as two
walnuts! If you didn’t know better, you’d think she was constantly bawling her eyes out. It’s because of the
edema, it’s a symptom of her kidney infection, says Mrs. Liu. Want me to tell you how many times she gets up to
go to the toilet at night? Eight times. I swear on the Little Red Book, it’s true! I counted, once. Mrs. Liu takes her
to the hospital once a week. She has to pee in a little bottle.” She pointed to a fiery red scarf and whispered in my
ear,
“Grandpa Heaven! It’s that color!”
I looked at Zhuoyue. I’m sorry; but you don’t look all that well yourself, I thought. Zhuoyue’s cheeks were
sunken; her face was yellower than saffron.
“Oh, don’t worry!” Zhuoyue, noticing my piercing look, slapped her cheeks to splash some color into them
and raked her fingers through her lusterless hair. “I don’t have jaundice, you mustn’t think that. It’s just that I’m
beginning to look more like my father. He has naturally yellow skin. Mrs. Liu has taken me to the clinic to have
me checked at least five times. It’s only that my CT-count is a little high. The doctor says most patients suffering
from hepatitis have high cholesterol, but the opposite doesn’t necessarily hold true.
“What, don’t you believe me? If a single word is a lie, may Buddha reward me with a cold sore on my lip!”
However strenuously Zhuoyue might protest that she wasn’t as sick as Qiuju, it was as clear as daylight to me
that Zhuoyue’s health, too, left a lot to be desired. Only Qianru, the precious “little princess,” still seemed fit as a
fiddle. I would never have thought it of her. For Ru had always been the skinny one, as washed out as an anemic.
How in heaven’s name could it be that we, who had all seemed so much more robust, were laid low by illness, and
not she?
After dinner I called Zhuoyue and Qiuju to a meeting. We locked ourselves into the toilet, where we sat and
venomously deplored Qianru’s luck. After a heated debate, we arrived at the conclusion that Ru, for some reason
or other, was immune to the miserable plight in which the rest of us “orphaned” children found ourselves. Nothing
seemed to get to her, not the homesickness, not the inadequate food—she hardly ate a thing anyway—not the
constant snarling of the adults in charge.
“It isn’t fair!” we complained in unison—under our breath of course, because we couldn’t afford to have
anyone overhear our secret powwow. Qiuju was passing blood when she urinated and suffered chronic back pain
and a constant bellyache; Zhuoyue ran a fever every afternoon and often had to throw up; I was covered with
blotches and was afflicted with neuralgia; of the boys in the room next door, Fang-guo could boast of circular bald
patches all over his scalp and Dong was dogged by eczema.
But Ru had nothing. Could anyone with even the trace of a sense of justice accept this? We gnashed our teeth
and racked our brains:
“How can we make Ru pay for staying as healthy as a … as a …”—for a moment we couldn’t come up with
words strong enough to express our indignation—“as a sow?”
During the course of our plotting it occurred to me that just three hours earlier, Zhuoyue had been gloating
about Quiju’s kidney infection; Quiju in turn had hailed my skin condition as good news. How was it then that we
were suddenly the best of friends?
“Just wait,” we vowed, “Ru has had all the luck. It’s time for a pay back!”
“The little wool blanket!” Zhuoyue’s eyes shone as she made the pronouncement.
“Damn!” I clapped my palms together. “That’s the ticket. What a grandmother of a goose I am, not to have
thought of it myself! Quiju, don’t you remember, Ru told us that whenever she feels bad she sniffs and cuddles
her little woolen blanket? She’s had that grubby rag since she was a baby, it’s a kind of good-luck charm for the
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little brat. Have you ever seen her go to bed without that blankie clutched to her nose?”
Quiju pugnaciously punched her fist into the air:
“Tomorrow we’ll steal that mascot of hers and then we’ll see how long she can stay hardy as a weed!”
*
The next day, just before nap time, we hid the little blanket behind a garbage pail in the hall and waited
impatiently to see how Ru would react. Sure enough, Ru couldn’t get to sleep and paced back and forth restlessly.
She searched every corner of the dorm room, the bathroom, and the communal sitting room. Then she came back
and crawled under her bed. when we saw her reemerge, all red in the face, we saw that she, too, had finally lost
her cool.
“Have any of you seen my blanket?” asked Ru in despair.
“Blanket? What blanket? We haven’t hidden it,” announced Qiuju, much too promptly, with a pout. I itched to
box Ju on the ears: now she had gone and spilled the beans.
And sure enough, before the curtain of the night fell, we were summoned to Mrs. Xu’s office. Xu banged her
fist on the desk and threatened to send a Black Report on all three of us to our school unless we returned Ru’s
blanket.
I stuck to my guns. So did the other two. We pulled our most pitiful faces and acted like innocents unjustly
accused.
“Of course, ma’am,” we sighed, poker-faced, “if you do decide to report us and ruin our political reputations,
there is nothing we can do to stop you. But we can assure you we haven’t touched that, what did you say, quilt—
or was it a blanket or something …? Anyway, what would we want with it? That thing stinks of Ru's spit and snot
—”
“Ah-ha!” Xu shook her forefinger at us. “How did you know it smells if you didn’t take it?”
At last we cracked.
“Please, ma’am—if you promise not to tell on us to our teachers, the blanket will be back on Ru’s bed in five
minutes.”
That is how the plan to take revenge on Ru ended up down the toilet. However, we three conspirators could
note with some satisfaction that from that fateful afternoon on, Ru did not seem as placid and content as before.
She had come to understand that she was both envied and shunned by us, and the realization clearly hurt.
*
I said goodbye to my classmates and companions from the Accommodation Center. They were practically
dying of envy. Zhuoyue finally admitted that her tummy, the area around her liver to be precise, often hurt, and
she was going to use that pretext to persuade her parents to rescue her from the Center. Qianru, who had never
shown her feelings before, looked extremely down in the dumps. Her eyes were red, not because she had been
crying but because she had an infection. I knew about this because I had seen Ru running to Mrs. Liu the day
before to have her sore eyes checked. It was a start, at least; she too would have her fair share of misery.
3
At home, Mother and I went about stuffing a couple of duffel bags with clothing, schoolbooks, and other
necessities. I was so happy I could have burst into song. To be with Mother again, finally! The fact that we would
be in a prison camp didn’t matter.
It was with mixed feelings that I thought back on the time I had spent in the Accommodation Center. Now that
my homesickness was a thing of the past, I could even begin to feel somewhat nostalgic about that sorry episode.
I had heard that in the West, people visiting another country would often buy a postcard or something similar as a
reminder of their trip. I had no need for that sort of memento. The white patches stamped all over my body were
something I would probably carry with me my entire life, a souvenir of my “Sojourn in the Isle of Loneliness.”
*
When the morning of the departure came with its typical scene of deportee parents saying goodbye to their
weeping children, it didn’t rattle me as much as usual. It felt as if I was watching a movie: the anger and sadness
provoked by the spectacle remained at a bearable remove. It was easy for me to feel that way of course, because I
was standing in the packed dump truck, sardined between Mother and her fellow prisoners; I wasn’t being torn
from my mother’s arms. It wasn’t that I lacked compassion for my peers—it was just the way it was. The intense
grief with which the haggard children watched their father or mother, or both, get sent away, didn’t register under
the circumstances.
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The dump truck, creaking on all sides, stuttered its way from the stuffy gray city to the freshly scented, verdant
countryside. The sky seemed bluer and purer here, and the heavy air hanging over the metropolis lightened
noticeably. Inhaling deeply, I considered myself lucky to be going to prison in the wide open, liberating
countryside—a place that would set me free.
4
The dump truck stopped in front of some row houses. Could this be a prison camp? No high walls, no barbed
wire, no armed guards. The buildings were surrounded by emerald-green fields that went on forever and were
strewn with buttercups, poppies, and daisies. The flowers picked up their heads as if to bid us welcome. The open
air and the invigorating rhapsody of fresh colors made me think of a vacation resort rather than a prison camp.
But of course the barracks didn’t need to be fenced in—even if they’d had any thought of escaping, there was
nowhere for the detainees to go. A slogan popped into my head unbidden, one that I had had to learn by heart
when I was little:
The Judicial Net of the Dictatorship of the People Encloses All Heaven and All Earth.
I followed my mother to one of the huts in the third row of the compound.
Yecch! My nose wrinkled as a musty smell rose to greet me. I could hardly make out anything in the room; the
curtains must not have been opened yet. Groping in the dark, I trailed Mother inside, trusting the sound of her
footsteps.
Someone turned on the light. I looked around: it was a dormitory with no windows. There were just two
openings for ventilation. The iron grates over these squares were the first explicit evidence of our incarceration. I
estimated the room to measure 350 square feet, about twenty-five by forty. There were twenty-five bunk beds all
told, crammed so close together that you had to shuffle in sideways to reach your bed. Forty-nine women slept
here.
With a thud, Mother let my bags flop onto the bare plank of one of the beds. A plump old woman squeezed
through a narrow slot between the bunks:
“This must be our little Lian, the camp’s youngest inmate!" She wrapped her arms around me, firmly and
warmly.
“Welcome to our midst.” Then she hoisted her own bedroll onto the top bunk, drawing a hailstorm of protests
out of Mother’s mouth:
“Maly, you are not sleeping up on top! With your rheumatism, it’s too hard for you to climb up and down. Let
the child do that—her legs are still strong and supple.” The old lady shook her head so violently that her glasses
almost slid off her nose.
“No, Yunxiang, the most tender morsel must he saved for the young. We may well rot in prison, but our
children will see better things.”
I opened my eyes wide in astonishment. How did this old lady have the nerve to say such negative things about
the glorious Proletarian Cultural Revolution? Wouldn’t she get into even deeper trouble? A weather-beaten and
obviously ailing face rose from one of the other bunks.
“Yunxiang, just accept Maly’s offer. She is right. Let us serve as fertile ground for the budding blooms of the
next generation.”
My jaw dropped: weren’t they afraid that their cryptic yet audacious criticism of government policies might be
overheard and reported to the camp authorities? Wasn’t it a well-known fact that prison snitching was one of the
chief methods the Party had for keeping covert tabs on people?
But then, the name Maly struck a bell.
Of course, that was it—it was the name on the cover of the textbook English with No Trouble! Could this gray,
haggard, shriveled old woman in beggar’s rags, with hair like a worn scrub brush, be the author of the famous
self-study series?
Tchttt-tchttt … Mother had gathered an armful of straw green with mold from a corner of the room and was
spreading it out over the wooden plank that was my bed. From the looks of it, this was supposed to be my
mattress.
“Can’t I just do without?” I asked quickly, because the sight of the stuff turned my stomach.
“No. It’s very humid in here—just look at the floor. At least the straw acts as a buffer. You don’t want to be
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saddled with rheumatism at your age, do you?”
I looked down. The ground was sweating like someone running in a marathon. After I had made my bed and
unpacked my bags, I heard my stomach growl.
“When do we eat?” I asked.
“Shhh!” Mother warned me. “Don’t talk so loud!”
I looked around. Most of our roommates were squatting by the water basins at the foot of their beds, washing
their faces or doing laundry. No one was asleep. Why shouldn’t I speak out loud?
“Mama, I’m not disturbing anyone, am I?”
“Stop your jabbering!” Mother hissed in my ear. “It is bourgeois to mention bodily needs like eating or
drinking. Understand? Suppose one of my roommates wanted to ruin me! She might repeat what you said to the
camp authorities and then I’d be left having to pay royally for your capitalistic cravings, wouldn’t I!”
I clammed up at once. But my head was spinning with questions. I didn’t understand a thing anymore. Just a
minute ago, Maly and her neighbor had had the nerve to say bad things about the Cultural Revolution, and no one
even squawked. Yet here was Mother suddenly shaking in her boots because I had asked her when the canteen
would be dishing out food! If you went by common logic, my words had been completely innocent, politically
speaking, compared with what Maly had said.
“I used to think grown-ups made sense,” I muttered to myself. But from the nervous look on Mother’s face, I
saw that her fear of being denounced was real. I was forced, in the end, to drop the subject.
From this moment on, I began having doubts about my own judgment. In this forest of imposing adults—every
one a member of the intelligentsia, yet behaving in baffling, contradictory ways—a sense of inferiority began
twining itself around me, like a vine. Any time I did not understand something, I would blame it on myself: You
idiot, you’d better lie low and not make any waves—your very presence here is a blot on this illustrious
company…
*
At five o’clock, the canteen bell rang. I grabbed the floral terry-cloth sack containing my eating utensils—two
enamel bowls and a pair of chopsticks—and flew out the door. As soon as I received my rations I tore into a huge
piece of steamed cornbread about as big as my head and bolted it down in just a couple of bites. Suddenly I
realized my throat hurt. The coarse grains had scoured my gullet going down.
I wanted Mother to have my rice porridge and pickled bok choy, because Mother had the stomach for that kind
of delicacy and I didn’t. But Mother pushed my nose into the gruel and said,
“Finish everything in your bowl. It’s the only way your body will ever build up any resistance to the vitiligo.”
Ruff-ruff. Greedily I gobbled everything down and then patted my bloated tummy with both hands. I got up,
darting happily around Mother, and began serenading her with the song The Red Lantern Shows Us the Way to the
Communist Paradise.
Abruptly the noisy dining hall went quiet. My voice came through loud and clear. Seeing Mother’s approving
look, I went on singing.
Suddenly I heard tick-tick-tick-tick. A man wearing a worn straw hat was tapping his chopsticks against his
bowl to mark the rhythm. Emboldened, I began another tune:
To sail, you .need a compass
To grow crops, you need the sun
To live, you need Chairman Mao …

Now some more chopsticks took up the beat. There was clapping and other voices chiming in; it was quite a
concert. I received a deafening ovation when, my entire repertory exhausted, I finally returned to my spot. One
man was clapping particularly hard, and continued for a while even when the general applause had died down. He
was sitting toward the back but stood out because of his gleaming bald pate. I would not easily forget his eyes:
they radiated virility and strength, softened by something very tender. When I looked at him I felt I was being
sucked in by the light.
I pressed the nail of my thumb hard into the soft middle belly of my index finger: don’t be such a sentimental
hamster!
At six o’clock the camp director knocked on the door. We all sat up in our beds—since there were no tables or
chairs in the room, you either sat or lounged on your bed. Everyone was wondering: Whose turn was it today for a
surprise interrogation?
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“Comrade Yunxiang Yang! Please step outside and bring your daughter with you,” he commanded.
Everyone, including Mother, breathed a sigh of relief, because we knew that if he prefaced it with the word
“comrade,” it meant nothing ominous was hanging over our heads. I jumped up and opened the door. The
dazzling light of the spring day almost blinded me, used as I was to the gloomy dormitory. I grimaced. The
director saw my wrinkled nose and clenched lips and laughed.
“Come on, you little comedian. Let’s go for a little stroll.”
I skipped alongside him and peered into his long, lean, and rather refined face. Mother hovered a few steps
behind, following our conversation closely.
“Lian Shui, the youngest guest in this establishment!” As he pronounced the words he twisted his head from
left to right, his arms crossed behind his back, his slow and dignified pace that of a respected traditional Chinese
teacher. What a nice man! I hopped even more friskily beside him and admitted:
“Dui! That’s right!”
“At school, were you a member of the song-and-dance-propaganda-brigade?” I was flattered that he seemed to
think me worthy of that position.
“No, sir, but my uncle is a well-known amateur opera singer.”
“Would you like to sing in the canteen more often? It would be an ideal distraction for the aunts and uncles
who work in the fields all day and are tired from their labors. Besides, the Revolutionary Comrade, Sister-inArms, Pupil and Spouse of the Great Helmsman Mao—Madame Mao—has said:
It is more enlightening for the People to hear just one Socialist song than to repeat a Party slogan a hundred times
over.

He was saying this to rule out any chance that I might some day, on an impulse, be prompted to burst into
some bourgeois-leaning song. He knew that children my age were taught just the four strictly censored model
Beijing operas—that is, The Story of the Red Lantern, The Fisherman’s Village Shajiabang, The Ambush on
Mount Weihu, and The Battle of Shanghai Harbor.
Why not? I thought. That way I’ll be doing something meaningful for the grownups here, who have to slog so
hard in the fields and who are constantly forced to criticize themselves for their reactionary thoughts. I answered
politely,
“I would love to.” Pleased, he patted me on the shoulder, and continued tapping me there as if he had more to
discuss.
“What grade were you in, again?”
“In the first year of secondary school, sir.”
“Then you are the same age as my daughter Chun-hua.”
“Is she at the Youth Accommodation Center, too?” I asked.
“No, she is with my wife’s oldest sister. In a village in the province of Shangxi.”
“Do you miss her?”
Abruptly he turned to face me, gazing at me with surprise but also tenderness. Then he said to my mother:
“This little girl has guts. Nobody in this camp would dare to talk to me like that.” I ran to the edge of the path
and picked a pink daisy for him.
“Look, here’s your daughter. Now you can have her with you. Her name means Spring Flower, doesn’t it?
When you look at this, it’ll be as if you’re seeing her.”
Mother drew back her arm and let fly, giving me a stinging slap on the cheek.
“Lian, you have no concept how high is heaven and how wide the earth, do you! What have you been up to
that’s given you the gall to speak so disrespectfully to Director Gao?”
But the camp director pulled me under his armpit to shield me from Mother's blows. Only then did he accept
the daisy from me and thank me, visibly moved.
After this conversation, the director was especially nice to me. I was the only one in the camp who was
allowed to go anywhere I wanted—into the cavernous kitchen, the pigsty, the small transistor factory, the
workshop of Lai-fu the carpenter, even the director’s office. I was also given permission to attend the prisoners’
self-criticism and denunciation meetings.
Later I found out from the others that the director was himself a detainee: a Party official who had fallen out of
favor, to be precise. By appointing him to this hated post in the labor camp, his political opponents had seen to it
that he would lose his former job without too much loss of face.
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5
When Mother and I returned to the dormitory after our walk, I noticed several of the women balancing
notebooks on their knees in order to write letters. Others were reading bits of the Peoples Daily, which had been
torn into quarters. These women kept having to shoo away their impatient neighbors:.
“Tsssk, can’t you. wait your turn? I only just got it myself.”
There was one newspaper for fifty inmates. Not that it contained very much of interest: every last word had
been gone over with a fine-tooth comb by the Party censors. The reason the newspaper was so popular was that it
was the only specimen of the printed word permitted here. Being caught reading a textbook, novel, or magazine
was an offence that carried with it a mandatory prolongation of one’s sentence. Maly was talking to her neighbor
Luosha in hushed tones:
“When was the last time you received a letter from abroad?” After peering around furtively, Luo-sha
whispered:
“Two years ago, but you never know, with this sort of thing. Jin-lan, of the Economics Faculty, remember her?
The one with the sporty hairdo that swings as she walks? Well, she had news of her brother in Australia not two
months ago.”
Maly and Luo-sha were among the few who had family living in “parts of the world infected by the cancer of
capitalism.” In 1949, on the eve of the Communist takeover, Maly’s father, who owned a chain of hotels, decided
to flee to Hong Kong. He wanted to take all his possessions with him, including his gold, his wife, eight
concubines, and a dozen children. His eldest daughter, Maly, was a student at the university, where the
underground Communists wielded much influence. She believed fervently in the dazzling future of the dawning
Red China and refused to leave.
“He who pins his hopes on the rotting West is a chicken without a head,” she said, repeating the propagandist
line.
As Mao’s army approached Beijing, Papa’s concubines wet their pants—out of fear this time. They were
scared that the People’s Liberation Army would rape them and then skin them alive, under the banner of
“eliminating capitalist parasites.” There was nothing to do but to say goodbye to Maly. Maly laughed at them and
later told the Communists,
“You are such great fellows. Would you believe those silly geese were convinced you would be ruthless Red
dictators?”
But her rosy outlook did not last long. Starting in 1953, Maly’s “complex, suspicious, and bourgeois” family
background became grounds for a never-ending barrage of persecution, harassment, and discrimination against
her.
Five years ago she had received a letter that had been hand-carried by the captain of a foreign cargo ship. She
read that her parents were very happy in Hong Kong. Since 1950 they had built four modern hotels which had, as
in the past, turned into gold mines. Recently her father had sold the hotels; now he was living off the income.
Enclosed in the letter were two snapshots. They showed her parents living—just the two of them, mind—in a
white house five times as large as our barracks, big enough to house 250 prisoners.
And that wasn’t the end of it: each of her father’s other wives had her own villa, and these were situated in all
eight directions of the wind, so that Pa might indulge his appetites anywhere he turned. Wen-shan, her eldest
brother, who when young had been not half as good a student as Maly, now had his own law firm in the United
States. As fate would have it, his daughter, named Caroline, was the same age as Maly’s son, Jing-dong ( jing for
“reverence” and dong for “Mao Zedong”). The only difference was that Jingdong washed his face with tears
every day at the Youth Accommodation Center, whereas Caroline vacationed in Europe with her parents at least
twice a year.
“Well, we shouldn’t compare a doomed capitalistic colony with our own Communist Paradise.”
Sternly, Maly put Western decadence in its place. It is best never to taste the wine of regret.
6
At nine o’clock precisely the power was turned off and the light in the dormitories flickered out. After all the
excitement of my first day in the camp, I fell asleep, exhausted.
Bong-hong-hong!
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In the middle of the night, a noise on the roof woke me with a start. I held my breath and tried to figure out the
source of the sound. To judge from the racket it made, the thing that was stumbling around up there was pretty
heavy, but the impact it made caused a soft, muffled thud, like that of bare feet.
Footsteps? Listen! They sounded measured and cautious. Was it a liangshang junzi, a “roof gent,” waiting to
rob us—or a murderer? What or whom was he looking for here? Overcome with fear, I couldn’t move a muscle.
When I opened my eyes the next morning, I remembered the incident of the night before. Had the thief stolen
anything? I was waiting for someone to start screaming,
“I’ve been robbed!”
But nothing happened.
On the way to the canteen I noticed some gross brown animals shuffling around the felled logs and tree
stumps. They had black eyes, pointy snouts, round ears, and long tails. They looked exactly like rats, but at least
ten times the size!
“Mama, what are those?”
“Don’t you know? Rats.”
“But they are bigger than cats!”
“Yes, Lian. It’s a giant kind of rat that is common in wetlands like these. The climate is mild here, and there’s
lots for them to eat.”
Trrriiiieeeee! After breakfast, a shrill whistle summoned the detainees to assemble in a central courtyard. They
marched off in four neat columns, 250 slave laborers under the surveillance of eight guards, on their way to the
rice paddies, two miles from the camp. On foot.
I stayed behind, prowling around the canteen in search of a cat. Wherever there is food, there must be cats. So I
asked a balding cook to direct me to the storeroom, where I found a whole family of cats purring in a corner. I
picked up the father, a tabby cat, and carried him over to the rats’ turf, hoping he would frighten them away. I put
the cat down on a log and waited for the showdown between two natural enemies.
The overgrown rat threw a lazy glance at the vain, striped, whiskered creature, and shut his eyes, bored. I
picked up the cowardly cat and flung him at the rat. The cat made a menacing sound—directed not at his natural
foe but at me. He even scratched me! After ten minutes or so, I gave up. It was obvious the cat would never attack
the rat. The cook said,
“Just wait till you hear one of those rats on the roof at night. It sounds just as if some big lug of a fellow is
pacing around up there.”
7
At half past twelve, Mother and her fellow workers staggered into the canteen. The sweat had carved little
runnels down the thick yellow dust on their faces and they looked totally worn out. After lunch, however, Mother
perked up visibly. Grabbing my left arm, she dragged me across the canteen, coming to a stop in front of a waferthin little woman. Mother pushed my head down so that it almost banged into my knees, and commanded,
“Bow to Madam Professor Dr. Bao!”
She might as well have told a corpse to fall down dead—pinned in Mother’s headlock, my spine was already
as bowed as a prawn’s. All I could make out was two pairs of muddy shoes. The strain on my neck muscles was
excruciating, and I tried to straighten up, one vertebra at a time.
Pang! Mother rammed my chin back down into my bony chest and screeched,
“Hey! Have the bats bitten your ears off? I told you to bow to your new mathematics teacher, didn’t you hear
me?”
The other woman’s feet took a step forward and I was finally freed from Mother’s grip. With my face burning
red, I looked up gratefully at my deliverer. Sure enough, she had a kind face—shiny black eyes that rolled around
in their sockets like well-oiled steel ball bearings, and even when she wasn’t smiling, her mouth turned up at the
corners, so that she always made a cheerful impression. She stroked my head and said,
“Child, your mother thinks I am doing you a big favor if I give you lessons. Little does she know! By being
allowed to instruct you, I get permission (a) to read my textbooks here in camp, and (b) to shorten my workday by
one hour every other day. Where else can one possibly find such heavenly good fortune nowadays?” Then she
turned to Mother and confided:
“Yun-xiang, wouldn’t your stomach get all in a twist if you finally got a chance to practice your profession,
after all those years of being called a cow-devil and snake-demon, and having to grub in the fields like an
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earthworm?” Mother rolled her tense shoulders and said,
“Professor Dr. Bao, you don’t take it. as an insult, then, that you are to instruct a mere schoolgirl? You of all
people, who took the National Science Prize eight years ago, you who are one of the most successful
mathematicians in the land—”
“Oh, stop it, Yun-xiang! Why do you have to pick the only kettle on the stove that isn’t on the boil? Want to
know why I have been here longer than just about anyone else? Seven whole years? It’s because of my ‘enormous
contribution to the progress of Capitalist knowledge!’” Opening her mouth, she displayed a wide toothless gap.
“See? The Red Guards knocked three of my teeth out—it was their way of paying homage to my devotion to
the cause of licking science and technology’s bourgeois ass. If only I had sat on my lazy butt before the
Revolution and had achieved nothing useful! Then I would never have been punished as severely as I am being
punished now.” …
1961

40.89 Taking Advantage\fn{by Ai Yan aka Han Dong (1961- )} Nanking, Jiangsu Province, China (M) 12
Ma Wen grew up in poverty. His family didn’t buy a television set until very late. However, more than a year
of university life had seen him change in many respects. For example, he no longer considered watching the news
after dinner every day a luxury. He arrived at Duan Hui’s house at the start of winter vacation. While he had only
just gotten used to television, Duan Hui’s parents were already starting to worry about the frequent disputes which
arose between themselves and their children due to differing tastes in television programs.
Ma Wen’s arrival coincided with the unveiling of the second television in Duan Hui’s family. He couldn’t
remember whether he had, in fact, come to witness this spectacle. The television, which had an orange casing,
was installed in Duan Hui’s sister’s room. It was her sixteenth birthday present from the whole family. Cardboard
boxes and polystyrene were strewn all over the floor. Like the television set, she too seemed to have just emerged
from the pile of rubbish on the floor.
That year’s Spring Festival was instantly forgettable. After returning home, Ma Wen shut himself away in his
room. It was, however, impossible to avoid greeting those friends and relatives who came to pay their New Year’s
call. He usually exchanged pleasantries with them before locking himself back in his bedroom, which was actually a storage closet. The buzz of conversation came from the living room on the other side of the wall. Outside the
window, firecrackers flew into the air with loud bangs. They exploded into powder at a height parallel with his
eyes, red and yellow scraps of paper falling thick and fast.
If he could have stopped her at the dock and brought her home, things might have been even better. But she
had never been on that snow-white boat. She’d never been on any boat. He’d never seen her appear among the
crowds spilling onto the quay. The reason for his persistent imagination was that he wanted many more people to
see her together with him—two eminent pinpoints oflight rapidly drawing closer together against a dark
background.
As he had these thoughts, she was fast asleep at a classmate’s house. She had sealed herself in the wondrous
land of dreams. In the real world images and doubles of her were everywhere. She had been totally doted upon
that day. The image of a young girl, continuously duplicated upon the emotional screens (or in the narrow minds)
of the friends and relatives who had been mobilized into action by the family. At the stations and ports of all the
important towns within a thousand kilometer radius of the city where Duan Ai lived, those entrusted with the task
of finding her opened their hollow eyes. She became such a lovable explosion of youth in the eyes of those who
considered themselves detectives.
Three months earlier when Duan Ai had run away, Ma Wen had been one of those hollow people entrusted
with finding her. He sat on the stone breakwater eating seven loaves of bread, following the dubious routes of
many ferries with a line of vision like that of a water bird.
Her mysterious disappearance was apparently the result of a difference of opinion on an exam. (The family had
maintained that she should go to technical college while she had an inordinate amount of ambition, which
exceeded her intelligence, to apply for the university.) Perhaps it was just that she had reached the age when one
runs away. Her leg muscles had developed over the years and had to be put to use at once. It was nothing more
than a covert rite of passage into adulthood. Even if this was her reason for running away, it remained mysterious.
*
Duan Ai welcomed the first formal visitor to her own small room (it was different from the get-togethers with
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and visits from her classmates). The topic of her conversation with him failed to touch upon the extremely important subjects of her running away or their correspondence after she had been found. Nor did it touch upon the
alliance which had only been brought about through a need for resistance—Ma Wen had resolutely stood at Duan
Ai’s side, raising his arms in respect at her courage in applying to the university.
They only talked about food that day, further developing their shared aspirations on the subject of taste.
She liked chocolate, “White Rabbit” toffee, and sour plum candies. So did he. As for fruit, she liked oranges
and watermelon, while he preferred watermelon and peaches. They shared a mutual disgust for the most typical of
fruits—the apple. She ate no meat other than pork (and it had to be lean). He was nowhere near as fussy as she
was on this point. They also discussed cold drinks, cakes, and noodles. It would have taken several afternoons if
they had continued the discussion. And had they tasted everything one by one, then it would have taken many
more afternoons. For the months that followed they scheduled a meeting almost every afternoon, with a plethora
of different tables, spoons, and paper bags. Among the illusory piles of scattered resplendent rubbish (made up of
melon skins, fruit peels and candy wrappers), she heard him say that he had eaten raw birds’ eggs and mercury (he
had bitten the thermometer while his temperature was being taken).
“So you’ve eaten glass as well?”
Ma Wen nodded resolutely.
“Brilliant!” said Duan Ai.
However, he had taken almost none of the tablets she had taken since she was small. She had been afflicted by
many more illnesses than he had. She enumerated the names which have become immortal in human history:
otitis media, rhinitis, tonsillitis, bronchitis, pneumonia, arthritis, enterogastritis, scarlet fever, whooping cough,
mumps, dysentery, measles, caries, the common cold, and a sty. She had dislocated a joint, had had an ulcer and
worms, had suffered from heatstroke, had burnt herself (on a hot water bottle under the covers), had been bitten
(by a centipede) and had pricked herself (on a thumbtack). She dwelt at great length on the subject, taking
enormous delight in it, as though she were enumerating family treasures. It was hard to believe that this lovable
person had been afflicted by so many ills, and yet had become a rare and expensive fruit preserved by all the
different medicines she had taken.
“You haven’t even had chilblains?” she asked, disappointed.
During the course of the discussion he gradually lost the upper hand, and turned against her by criticizing her
for having been pampered since childhood. She appeared to have been waiting for this admonishment for some
time, and listened immediately and with bated breath to his fervent lecture. He thought he could hear the rustling
of her long eyelashes brushing together as she blinked. If nothing else, they had found the fundamental pattern for
their future relationship. Both of them had assumed their rightful positions. The sun now shone clearly down upon
them: one was a pure girl unaware of the ways of the world and accustomed to being pampered; the other was a
steady young man who had grown up in adversity but was a future pillar of the state.
*
Although Ma Wen was only twenty years old, his seven roommates still treated him as someone who would
never find a wife. They all had their own “wives”—legal spouses or lovers. They all had a sense of superiority because of this and failed to show even the slightest mercy towards the twenty-year-old virgin. The total combined
age of the seven of them was not far from two hundred. It was therefore a battle between two hundred years of
experience and a mere twenty. Ma Wen had no choice but to draw on the explosion of youth that was Duan Ai.
After lights-out the young men’s dormitory resembled an animals’ lair. Moreover, they shared an insatiable
hunger. The imaginary dining on the seven women (their “wives”) was a practice that had to be carried out each
night. The most important condition was that each of them had to bring a dish in order to take part in the potluck.
Ma Wen therefore always tried his best to delay his return to the dormitory, or he would be condemned to spend
the whole night with earplugs. Despite this, he was still regarded as getting his meal for free, and faced discrimination. As a result, his self-respect was dealt an unprecedented blow.
So, when he mentioned Duan Ai, Ma Wen was immediately welcomed as warmly as vegetables that had just
come into season.
What was special about the imaginary potluck? A single illusion could be broken up infinitely into countless
other illusions and served to every diner to enjoy at length. Each diner, however, needed to enjoy many such
illusions (otherwise there would be no point to the potluck)—the more the better. Though illusions are different
from the substance of life in that they are not durable, they can, nevertheless, be disassembled and reassembled at
will according to individual needs. Ma Wen served Duan Ai up to the bestial banquet, placing her onto the filthy
and greasy dining table.
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“She is my girlfriend,” he said, and immediately, she was chopped into pieces, ladled on a china plate with a
shining gold rim, and served.
*
Wang Yi was one year ahead of Ma Wen. They met by chance at one of the many unremarkable weekend
parties. After that, events developed with amazing speed. The place where the two of them rendezvoused moved
from the cinema, into which light leaked at every corner, to Wang Yi’s home (oddly enough, she didn’t live on
campus). She taught him to use some sort of spray. That evening he tried many things for the first time.
He started doubting her status and chastity. The only way of understanding her was through her devotion. The
following morning he therefore accompanied her again to her home, where there was no father, no mother, no
brothers or sisters. This time he insisted that they not go by taxi. (The evening before he had taken a taxi for the
first time and was locked inside unable to open the door.) She assumed that walking slowly along the street would
be romantic, and agreed with pleasure. That night he didn’t dare repeat any of the things with which she was
strangely familiar.
He wanted to talk about something else, about her room, about her dancing, and … about her experiences. But
she just wanted to prove herself.
As far as Ma Wen was concerned, this had been a long apprenticeship—lasting three to four months. He left
the animals’ lair and came to a warm land of soft lights and gentle fragrance—Wang Yi’s abode of plenitude.
Consequently, the illusion of Duan Ai failed to tickle anybody’s tastebuds for the time being. She floated far away
from Ma Wen’s field of vision, returning to her own silence, awaiting the next time she would be summoned.
Ma Wen had never seen Wang Yi’s enigmatic foster father. His getting together with Wang Yi was a chance
holiday, an occasional moment of secret happiness, coming at a time when her foster father had gone away for
some reason. They had now both transgressed. He had treated the academic year during which he had to spare no
effort as a chance holiday, and she had treated this chance holiday as a destiny.
Amidst danger and trouble, and at an ambiguous point between an oppressive past and a hapless future, they
fell in love. They were inseparable. On the eve of her foster father’s return (two or three times every six months
she would receive prior notice) Wang Yi had to clean the room thoroughly. (The heavy mattress was highest
priority among other priorities.) Everything belonging to Ma Wen (his textbooks, his dirty clothes, the small
presents he had given her and his odor) also had to be disposed of.
She wrapped a scarf around her head and tied an apron around her waist. Clutching an aerosol can much larger
than the one in the bathroom, she wildly sprayed everywhere. He was like a cockroach that she had killed and
swept out of the door. But such was her capability that, as soon as her foster father had gone downstairs dragging
his bamboo cane (his chauffeur would be waiting outside to take him to the airport), she would immediately be
able to resuscitate the cockroach waiting in the dustpan.
If she had once shared her bed with a foster father she did not love, then couldn’t he have a girlfriend, a soul
mate?
Duan Ai therefore became a pivotal piece on the chessboard of their mutual slaughter. She was one of the red
pieces belonging to Ma Wen. Apart from the “king” who symbolized the one playing the red side, the only other
piece which could be brought into play to defend against Wang Yi’s vast army was Duan Ai. She was not only
intended to offset the existence of the white-haired foster father, but also had to cope with the disastrous romantic
life Wang Yi had led before her foster father had appeared on the scene. Didn’t her foster father possess an
unflappable demeanor perfected in the business world? It went without saying that Duan Ai’s tranquillity was
virginal.
Sometimes he (she) would destroy her (him) in order to express that loyal tendency so essential in love. The
old man, who was “at death’s door,” and the young girl, the “little minx,” were knocked onto the floor in one fell
swoop. At Ma Wen’s instigation, Wang Yi threw out a large bundle of things her foster father had given her: a
make-up box, some clothes, jewelry, and letters. Of course, his house stayed, so did the contraceptives, which
were as indispensable as Wang Yi’s body.
It was then Ma Wen’s turn to throw something out. He really couldn’t think of anything worth throwing out.
Eventually he found a tangerine that had been locked away in the drawer for ages. It was black, dried up to the
size of a ping pong ball, and hard as a walnut. If his memory served him correctly, he was convinced that it was
part of a bag of fruit that Duan Ai had given to him when he left home last term. He acted as though he had found
a treasure, taking it to Wang Yi’s place and handing it over to her to throw out personally.
He also found two notes from Duan Ai which said things like:
“I came over to your place but you weren’t in. I had a great time with your sister. She’s such a good laugh!”
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He was in no hurry to hand them over, deciding instead to retain them for later use. Ma Wen knew that Wang
Yi’s tape recorder, watch, perfume, and embroidered slip had all been given to her by her foster father and she
hadn’t exhausted them yet. Although he was poor, he had to play along in this game with her to the very last—
because he loved her.
It was because she also loved him that she had the following deeply moving idea: they would no longer blindly
throw things out. She would hand over to him for safekeeping everything that her foster father had given her. And
he would lock everything that Duan Ai had given him (no matter how much) into her trunk. The quality of the
things exchanged clearly differed, but from the point of view of feelings they were certainly of equal value. Ma
Wen thereupon exchanged the two notes and a copy of The Selected Poems of Shu Ting and Gu Cheng (Duan Ai
had lent the book to Ma Fang, but Ma Wen had discovered it at home and had secretly brought it to college) for a
large trunk of things.
The trunk itself was also part of the exchange, because later they suddenly realized that it too had been a
present from Wang Yi’s foster father.
The high quality leather trunk thereafter became a veritable props basket. On the eve of her foster father’s
return, Wang Yi would always “borrow” it, taking out the dazzling array of objects and putting each in its rightful
place. As soon as her foster father had left, she would immediately return it to Ma Wen. Because of this constant
fuss, Wang Yi’s home didn’t seem quite as comfortable and pleasant as it once had felt.
The place was completely empty apart from the mattress which couldn’t be moved. (The things that weren’t
able to fit into the props trunk were also disposed of.) It really looked like a prison cell. Wang Yi was as plain and
unadorned as a prisoner. Her complexion was pale and she wore the cheap slippers that Ma Wen had bought from
a street stall. She smiled contentedly as she stood by the wall on which hung only the hand-woven straw hat that
Ma Wen had given her. (Apart from the symbolic head and feet, Ma Wen didn’t have the economic means to masquerade as her lover.)
Could she now be compared on a fundamental level with that girl with inherent beauty? Essentially she didn’t
own a thing in the world—except for him. She took ten rolls of photos of him, decorating her room with his
image: one real wall and the four walls of her soul. Afterwards she would either hand over to him her foster
father’s camera or place it in the black props trunk.
He was deeply moved and began advocating that faded beauty was the best kind of beauty. He no longer
believed in innate beauty, purity or innocence. He believed in weakness brought on by suffering and a pallor
which remained even after removing make-up—just like Wang Yi, his only lover. He gave her his final keepsake
—a photo of Duan Ai’s back.
(At the time Duan Ai had oddly refused to enter the picture, or had she perhaps some premonition about today?
He had feigned interest in the cockscombs in her garden and, as he took the picture, he secretly included her
childlike back in the shot.)
She gave him a yellowish- brown stone about the size of a thumbnail in exchange. It was her foster father’s
gallstone. It was the last of the treasures they had kept secret from each other.
*
The following summer holiday Ma Wen and Wang Yi returned home as a couple. They openly shared the bed
in his sister’s room. Since her marriage, Ma Fang had lived separately from her husband. She moved to the
storage room, which had once been Ma Wen’s room. Their mother remained in the sitting room as always
It was only later that Ma Wen realized the reasoning behind these arrangements. It was not only due to his
sister’s generosity and his mother’s enlightenment that they had been given the only room with a double bed, it
was that this room could be observed conveniently, as though a transparent glass case. In the darkness and quiet
his mother’s and sister’s antennae rose into the air, probing their every move. The following day the information
they had intercepted would be delivered to Duan Ai along the regular channels. They would tell her how Wang Yi
ground her teeth, snored and talked in her sleep, and how she (Wang Yi) had, shamelessly, dealt with Ma Wen in
both the soft and hard way.
Initially they were biased towards the one they approved of (Duan Ai) and in broad daylight nitpicked the
other’s (Wang Yi’s) posture, facial features, table manners, accent, and the way her buttocks moved as she walked.
They never pointed this out to her face, but merely reported their impressions to Duan Ai, and in the course of
their conversations they made new discoveries. Since Wang Yi’s arrival they had become much more intimate
with Duan Ai; since Wang Yi’s arrival their eyes and ears had become that much more important to them.
For her part, Wang Yi took every advantage of the opportunities she had while preparing vegetables or making
dumplings with them to inquire about the name “Duan Ai.” They became indisputable notaries, judges, and
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brokers enjoying a certain amount of authority, always siding with the weaker one out of the kindness of their
hearts. They knew a lot about Duan Ai, but told Wang Yi very little. They knew very little about Wang Yi, but told
Duan Ai a lot. Their method of accumulation and filtration was very odd. However, their pride prevented them
from gaining many more opportunities to understand the situation, even to the extent that they knew absolutely
nothing about Wang Yi’s home or her foster father. They knew several things about Duan Ai that even Ma Wen
didn’t know, and became complacent because of it. They maintained the appearance of having a good idea of how
things stood and of being calm and collected, almost as though they wanted Wang Yi to beg them for the
information.
One day, seizing the opportunity while Wang Yi had been in the bathroom along time, Ma Fang said to Ma
Wen, who was busy fetching toilet paper:
“If you have the time you should go and see Duan Ai, she …” She seemed to hold back her words.
“You’re constantly on her mind,” his mother interjected.
“Mmm,” Ma Wen responded, unwilling to hear the entire story (he reckoned it would be as long as the pink
toilet roll in his hand, and Wang Yi was shut in the toilet and might be suffocated by her own cute feces at any
moment).
“Okay,” he said, interrupting their florid narration, and then added concisely, “she just wept when she heard I
had a girlfriend, that’s all. Lots of girls wept when they heard I was going out with someone—some even threw
themselves from tall buildings!”
“If you don’t hurry up I’ll jump out of the toilet window!”
Wang Yi's voice came through the slatted vent at the bottom of the toilet door. Although it was actually quite
despicable, they had made up their minds not to let him past until he had listened to the end of that extremely
moving story. However long it took to recount the tale, Wang Yi would not be able to come out until she had
wiped her bottom, unless she really jumped out of the window—and they didn't care if she did.
Later that day Ma Fang said to Duan Ai:
“She doesn’t even bother checking how much toilet paper there is before going into the bathroom. She just gets
Ma Wen to fetch it for her.”
For his part, Ma Wen had convinced himself that Duan Ai had wept bitterly when she discovered he was going
out with Wang Yi. Though he only really savored the details after loyally confessing all of it to Wang Yi.
The couple had picked up the habit of taking afternoon naps while at the university. One day, when they were
lying next to each other on the double bed, Ma Fang called Duan Ai.
They had arranged to meet by the police stand at the crossroads. Ma Fang accompanied Duan Ai upstairs,
suggesting that she take a short rest on the mat by the door. She went in by herself to make sure that they were
asleep (they both had read several pages of a book before falling asleep, the open books still covering their faces
and their stomachs, moving up and down as they breathed gradually and evenly). Stealthily, she beckoned Duan
Ai into the apartment, getting her to sit on a high-backed sofa in the sitting room.
The sofa had its back to the south-facing room and served as a screen. By peering around it, one could observe
everything in the bedroom. If the observer turned her head back around, the only thing the couple could see would
be a tuft of unrecognizable black hair above the back of the sofa. If she slouched slightly, they wouldn’t even be
able to see her hair. Ma Fang’s mother sat on a small stool opposite Duan Ai and, like a small girl, covered her
smiling mouth with her hand. Everybody was in good spirits.
The day’s proceedings had been masterminded singlehandedly by Ma Fang. She had worked out the time and
was keeping to a strict schedule. Having set her plan into action, all that remained was for her to coordinate and
participate in it. Her mother was not to be outdone. It was the height of the summer and appetites were dulled by
the sickening heat, yet she had still prepared an extremely appetizing lunch. The lunch had been sumptuous
enough to make almost all of everybody’s blood rush down from their head to the stomach so as to aid digestion
and promote sleep (hypnotizing them). Furthermore, at her daughter’s suggestion, she had put four ground
sleeping pills into the wintermelon and dried shrimp soup that both Ma Wen and Wang Yi loved.
As speaking was out of the question, they could only exchange their intense feelings by means of meaningful
glances and gestures. Their movements appeared exaggerated and comical. They had every reason to give a free
hand to the stage fantasy they had hidden deep in their hearts. What did Duan Ai actually see in this imaginary
atmosphere that was both simultaneously stimulating and terribly stifling?
She saw the doorframe that had been painted red (it was the first time she’d noticed that the doorframe was
red, and what was revealed to her behind the door seemed remarkably like a mirror image with clearly-defined
borders). There were four naked feet protruding from beyond the edge of the picture. Two of them were large and
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two of them were small—doubtless part of two bodies of the opposite sex. Then she focused her attention on the
two rather small, evidently female feet. Looking upward, she had not, for the moment, seen any bedclothes.
Therefore she couldn’t help imagining her (Wang Yi’s) naked body (like the two naked feet with yellow soles)
lying there. The feet twitched as though reacting to the stares. Duan Ai quickly averted her gaze.
Ma Fang insisted that Duan Ai move a step or two closer to the left side of the door so that she could observe
the whole of the nap-scene more clearly. Duan Ai could now see everything except their heads. The shape of the
bodies beneath the blanket resembled a willingly abandoned wilderness. She saw the mountains which were their
bottoms, the dams which were their arms, and the rich and populous plains which were their bellies. Duan Ai
really didn’t dare look up at the features of Wang Yi’s face, as if therein lay concealed an artillery battery which
could launch a barrage of shells against the spies in the clouds at any time.
When she got home Duan Ai locked herself in her small room. In the lonely mists and heat she removed all her
clothes. She wrapped herself in her bath towel and looked again and again at her own headless body in the
aluminum-framed mirror on the wall.
*
Perhaps it is time I reveal the present situation and future of the two key characters in this story (More often
than not, this is something that the author deliberately neglects).
First of all there is Ma Wen. After all those happy academic years and meaningful holidays, he graduated and
was assigned a job. He neither remained in the city where Wang Yi lived (which was also where their college was)
nor did he return to his hometown (the city where Duan Ai and his mother lived), but went to a place in the south
which was between these two cities. He worked in the planning bureau in a coastal town (he had graduated in
architectural design). This town was about the same distance from both the other towns he had lived in during his
life. If one were to connect the three places with straight lines, then he would have an equilateral triangle
(coinciding with the shape of a love triangle).
In reality his capacity for social interaction was average, his work was average, and the state of his health and
fortune were also both average. Average implies passable, fair to middling, nothing remarkable. In addition, apart
from one letter every day (sent out separately from either end of the straight line), the nature of his relationship
with Wang Yi consisted of holidays pieced together bit-by-bit and an interminable period of waiting.
And what about Duan Ai? She now has a much longer jaw than when we first saw her. The bridge of her nose
now protrudes proudly. There are now fine and closely-knit fishtail wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. Her voice
has become coarse and wild. Of course, she never made it to university and was therefore recruited by a factory as
a worker. Since her family was upper middle class, even though she worked in a factory, she still had some room
to maneuver and was given light duties in the less busy departments. Outside of work she seemed to be a typical
unmarried woman. Her favorable family background and her exceptionally good looks meant that she could take
her pick as though on a merry-go-round. Comparisons, rendezvous, break ups, meeting, listening to the opinions
of her family, waiting for the other party’s reply, staring at the furniture, and being difficult—all of these things
made complete a life style particular to her age, at the same time pleasing and dispiriting, inescapably hollow.
*
She became Ma Fang’s closest friend. The pair of them took every opportunity to see each other. It was like a
festival whenever they met. They went shopping and to restaurants together. They dressed provocatively to attract
the attention of the young men who had nothing to do all day long but lean on the pavement railings. They winked
and whistled at them. The more courageous of them would walk up and block their path:
“What do you think of my mustache? Is it like Stalin’s?”
“Who’s Stalin? How come we’ve never heard of him?”
They had learnt to handle the situation with ease a long time ago.
Ma Fang particularly liked going shopping with Duan Ai. As they casually strolled down the street, they
immediately became the center of attention. Ma Fang couldn’t remember ever having been so popular. Although
her husband had helped her overcome the frustrations and dissatisfactions peculiar to an unmarried woman, he
was not an especially good-looking man. He wasn’t able to make her feel proud and exuberant in certain public
places (that is, at a dance organized by his place of work, or on a stroll through the streets, which was sort of a
national pastime). Duan Ai gave her this opportunity. One was pure and angelic and the other an easy-going and
graceful married woman. They complemented each other well!
She would never admit to being only a foil for Duan Ai. In fact they were doubtless foils for each other. They
would emerge only together on the unprotected streets plagued by thousands of unforeseen dangers. There was a
trace of protective softness in her concern, whereas the young girl always followed and heeded her, regarding
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those young men on their trail with equal contempt, regardless of their looks, wealth, or age. It was in this respect
that they appreciated each other.
People gathered around them as they walked from north to south and from east to west (depending on the
length of the shopping street), nurturing their beauty, encouraging their cruelty, and exuding a distant sense of
inadequacy. She was not a foil for Duan Ai. It was more that the whole world was a foil for them (her and her).
For a while they absolutely loved photography. One of Ma Fang’s classmates owned a darkroom with supposedly the best equipment in town. He took care of all their developing. They weren’t at all interested in the
scenery on those enlarged, dripping wet photos. The subject was always the same: either Duan Ai or Ma Fang.
They were both photographer and model. While the dresses were the same and the style and type of shoe always
similar, the faces were different. The professional photographer thought that they must have changed their clothes
either in the bamboo grove or behind the ruined adobe wall in the background. It would certainly have been
wonderful had somebody taken a quick picture at the time.
Later on he actually became their exclusive photographer. Not only did he unconditionally do all their developing and enlarging, but he would follow them everywhere with a camera slung over his shoulder. Another
disciple of the opposite sex therefore appeared at the side of the sisters who “showed disdain for all males.” He
would run behind and in front of them, climb up high and crawl along the floor, kneel down and lean over at the
waist, and lie down on the ground. He would capture all of their flirtatious expressions: their arrogant strut and
their occasional unwitting grin. The twosome became a threesome and was more alluring than before. If Ma Fang
still suspected she might be a foil) for Duan Ai, there was now somebody who was genuinely a foil for her: she
was being set off, as was Duan Ai.
If Duan Ai was identified as the first seed, then Ma Fang was the second. Together they formed a top-seeded
team which was highlighted by the photographer’s presence. In this collective (threesome) Duan Ai’s radiance
was unmistakable. Naturally, Ma Fang resembled this radiance more than the photographer in both appearance
and essence. They were both female, for instance. However, therein lay a danger, for it just so happened that they
compared themselves with each other. For his part, the photographer was ugly and wretched, and in a league of
his own.
In addition to the photographer, their other acquaintances included the manager of a fashion boutique, a thirdrate poet, and a philistine who had started practicing martial arts at the age of five. This ring satisfied their basic
needs. They were later surprised to discover that the manager of the fashion boutique had a Stalinesque mustache
and that the poor poet had once blocked their path. They hadn’t seen them for several years and had walked
unsuspectingly into the trap they had laid. As their conversation grew deeper they realized that they had come to
this conclusion much too soon.
On those days when they habitually roamed the streets throwing hearts into turmoil, the lout went into business
with a fierce determination and became the manager of a fashion boutique, carrying a pager at his waist. His
boutique was situated on the shopping street where they often walked. And who could deny that the painful
successes of the poet had nothing to do with beautiful women? The strong and brave philistine never had the
opportunity to become a rapist, so fate instead pushed him into becoming the protector of two tender young
women who were as beautiful as flowers.
How did this ring—or wheel—roll down the road in the bright sunlight? A riotous profusion of time scattered
like the fragments of a vase through the bowing and bending buildings on either side of the street. This was how
the crucial years passed. Firstly, Duan Ai lost her virginity in the photographer’s darkroom. Later, in a hospital
operating room filled with screams, she aborted the child of the fashion boutique manager. With Duan Ai’s assistance, the poet eventually proved to himself the fallacy of his doubt regarding his own sexual prowess that he had
harbored since childhood. In the end the philistine came over to pick up the pieces, knocking the other three out.
Together with Ma Fang, whose eyes were filled with sympathetic tears, he attempted to rebuild Duan Ai’s life.
*
At the time, Ma Wen was living in the indescribable loneliness of a strange town. The postman was the person
with whom he was perhaps most familiar. Every day he handed him one of the letters that had been sent by Wang
Yi hundreds of miles away. As a result of the long period of waiting, Ma Wen was becoming more and more
sensitive towards the length of the letters, the form of the closing greetings, and the time they took to arrive. They
argued with and hurt each other in the letters.
It wasn’t like before when they were together and problems could always be solved before the end of the day.
The time and the distance between them became additional burdens. Everything was down in black and white,
and was unmistakably clear. There was no means of carrying out prompt changes or making the necessary supple-
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mentary explanations. And they (the hurting or begging words) time and again greeted those loving eyes like
some sort of compulsive disorder. Afterwards a knife would engrave the words, including those characteristically
cherished by lovers, onto his head like flies settling on brain-splattered inner walls. The venomous words
resembled stains that had formed over the years, and could not be removed with the repeated washing of their
thorough examination of the past.
Ma Wen constantly smelt the pale blue lined paper. An indistinct yet fragrant perfume left him at first intoxicated, then aroused his apprehension, and finally made him simply shudder. Was that brown stain soy sauce or blood
—or something else? In the folds of the letter paper he once made out the smell of smoke. He shook out a tiny
shred of tobacco from the envelope. Sometimes there were hairs he didn’t recognize, or an eyelash that was too
short (compared with the image in his memory of her dark eyes). He feared one day he would tear open an
envelope and find a love letter she had meant to send to somebody else (he knew she had always been careless).
The time she was together with her foster father, which coincided with the time she was together with Ma Wen,
had come to an end (Ma Wen had insisted upon taking away the props trunk). Who was she with now?
Another problem made him terribly upset: why hadn’t she come away with him? Why hadn’t she married him
before he left? Although she was no longer together with her foster father, she and Ma Wen were still at opposite
ends of the earth. This was her finest hour, yet she remained in a place he could neither aspire to nor encroach
upon. Had he become another foster father to her? He could neither take a holiday nor had the money to go and
visit her.
He mentioned these concerns in his letters. Her reply was very straightforward:
“Think of me as another Duan Ai!”
It was a game of counterpoint that they knew by heart. However, once her foster father had actually gone,
Duan Ai was unable to resist the thousands of troops that had amassed behind him. Ma Wen understood. For the
past few months they had simply been carrying on a symbolic battle. Wang Yi’s foster father was as much her
patron in real life as a representative and symbol of all her loves and pasts. Duan Ai, on the other hand, was
merely the homologue and the counterweight of that symbol. Apart from this, she wasn’t really anything.
Out of pity, Wang Yi established for him two lines of defense: the symbol of her foster father was a banner
restraining the disorganized rabble behind him, and Duan Ai, as a corresponding banner, formed a second
defensive screen preventing the enemy troops from charging in. After her foster father had left, however, all the
defense installations had crumbled and disintegrated.
That night, the troops belonging to Ma Wen’s rival in love galloped out of his body and rushed to and fro.
There were ear-splitting calls for blood. Sparks flew from their knives and swords. Horse hooves as large as rice
bowls trampled on the lantern of his heart. He was woken up from the nightmare by his roommate. He turned over
and got out of bed. His roommate returned to his own bed, pulled up his quilt, and went back to sleep again. Ma
Wen turned on the desk lamp and, in the light, pricked up his ears to listen to the indistinct howling of the
waterpipes in the washroom on the other side of the corridor. He blew out a mouthful of smoke. The cracks in the
windows immediately absorbed the blue smoke, as though constantly pulling a thread from outside the window.
Ma Wen opened the props trunk for the first time in several years. He searched for the image of WangYi’s
foster father among the variety of presents. He picked up a gemstone necklace, looked at it under the lamplight,
and then poked his head into that circle wavering in mid-air. He saw his superfluous Adam’s apple in the oval
hand-mirror: otherwise, the neck encrusted with constantly glistening jewels looked exactly the same as Wang
Yi’s. The stones were light yet heavy. Their owner remained calm and contented in the middle of the night.
As he further explored the image in the hand mirror, he discovered his dozing roommate in the distance—those
feline eyes between the top of the quilt, long hair radiating a green light that immediately dimmed. Ma Wen
simply swept the ink bottle, the desk calendar, and water cup to one side, laid the treasures from inside the trunk
onto the table-top (his desk was placed next to his roommate’s), and then spread them out on the bed. He shone
the lamplight on them. The intense aroma of face powder immediately filled the room, covering up the stench of
the permanent pile of rubbish lurking behind the dormitory door.
His roommate was certainly stupefied. Although he was educated and knew what transvestism was, he could
do without such a shock at close proximity. There were dozens of beautiful bras and different types of make-up
among Ma Wen’s collection. In this crude and impoverished environment, he was stabbed by the radiance of their
nobility and magic. Or was he just affected by Ma Wen’s unreasonable actions? In any case, he couldn’t help
sighing.
Ma Wen decided not to torment the poor man any longer, called him over and explained the whole thing from
the beginning. Through loneliness and pain Ma Wen gained a friend. After a week or so, his roommate was no
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longer curious when he opened the trunk and routinely inspected its contents every night. After saying a few
words of comfort to Ma Wen, he would finally go off to sleep calmly. But Ma Wen’s inspection went on for a long
time (perhaps three months?). Every night he opened the props trunk and lined up the expensive junk on the table.
He stared in silence, occasionally changing the position of one or two of the objects. His expression was like that
of a chess master poring over the board. In the end, every object had a fixed position. For several nights running
he put them on the table and didn’t move them. By means of his intensely arduous correspondence with Wang Yi,
Ma Wen learned when almost everyone of the objects had been presented to her and in what context. Wang Yi
therefore referred to him as “despicably narrow-minded.”
Wang Yi deliberately revealed to Ma Wen all the new developments in her life. Apart from her foster father she
mentioned others, mostly men he didn’t know. Ma Wen preferred to view this move as absurd blackmail. Even
when he wrote a letter requesting a photo of her foster father (if she didn’t have one, she could describe him in
words or tell him which one of their mutual acquaintances her foster father resembled, or even which film star,
just to give his imagination a workable focus), and she sent a photo of herself with another man, he still thought it
was a photographic effect, a deliberate piecing together of pictures in the darkroom. Regardless of what Wang Yi
told him, he insisted on believing that the foreigner whose hairy arm was around Wang Yi’s shoulder was her
foster father. She had never revealed her foster father’s ethnic background or age (the guy on the photo was a
young foreigner still wet behind the ears). He only knew that he was male.
In her next letter, Wang Yi drew Ma Wen’s attention to the date in the bottom right-hand corner of the photo.
Actually he had turned a blind eye to this the last time. Even if this date were correct, it wasn’t impossible that her
foster father could have staged a comeback after Ma Wen had left, taking his former lover along the road to the
coast. A photo of two half-naked people with the azure sea (the beach, snowy waves, and the blue sky) in the
background.
“Only if he had been reincarnated and had found his way into Davis’ body,” Wang Yi's shrill voice resounded
from the stationery as though from an empty beach.
Ma Wen had been forced into a dead end. He then thought of something and hurriedly wrote down with a
fountain pen:
“Who was the photographer who took the picture of you? Presumably it was that respected foster father of
yours!”
He turned his probing gaze beyond the edge of the photo and imagined the ghostlike existence of the person
holding the camera. Even if he stared at the photo for a long time he couldn’t become jealous or feel pain at not
having been on the scene himself. Slowly, he melted into one with the person who had once stood before them
and taken this picture. They laughed coolly at the camera. Under his protection and at his instigation they conveyed a sense of dissolution. It was all to please his numb and decrepit eyes. Through that old man’s bones Ma
Wen discovered Wang Yi’s incomparable sexiness: her toes tightly biting the sand and her dress blown by the
wind like a piece of flowery cloth floating by chance onto her curvaceous body. Her partner looked like a clumsy
ham-fisted animal, desperately trying to escape her scorching beauty (the arm around her shoulder was not pulling
her closer but seemed to be doing all it could to push her away).
“Poor Ma Wen,” thought Wang Yi, and wrote as always:
“My foster father is the last reality you are able to accept.”
*
She brought her weapon—a mop handle—downstairs to greet him. She stared at him through sleepy eyes for
ages before calling out:
“It’s you!”
Her body had fully developed by now. Those parts that had only just started to grow when they last met were
now trembling as though they didn’t know what to do (they seemed to have received chaotic orders and wanted to
run out of the other side of her dress). Ma Wen heard the sound of their struggling and twisting. Then all subsided, like the peacefully drooping branches of a fruit tree in the aftermath of a gale.
She really was happy. Ma Wen looked at her disheveled hair and her sleepy eyes, and couldn’t help laughing
out loud at the way she held the mop handle tightly in both hands. She hurriedly explained:
“Security’s lousy around here. I didn’t know it was you.”
He felt completely at ease because of her panic and even made some impudent comments:
“We haven’t seen each other for years and now you look at me as a mosquito, a criminal, huh?” For as he
pushed open the green screen door a moment ago, her voice immediately called out from inside:
“Close it quickly, don’t let the mosquitoes in.”

865

He wondered whether he was as unwelcome as a mosquito.
She said:
“I like to read in bed. I’m getting more and more near-sighted.”
They sat down in her small room. Ma Wen rubbed his hands as he examined with full interest all the changes
that had occurred (as if this were his only reason for coming). It was the same bed, the same desk, the same
bookshelf laden with all sorts of dolls, but their positions had totally changed. There was a grass-green carpet he
had not seen before. The casing of the black-and-white television that dated from their first meeting was cracked,
and the scotch tape used to fix it had become filthy. But it still worked. The picture was still clear. This was
further evidence of the passage of time.
The television had been new once, but in the acid rains of time it had corroded and melted. The girl of those
days now sitting next to the irretrievably old television was using all her effort to charge towards a new apex. It
was not unlike a strange yet deeply moving face gradually emerging from a stone. Duan Ai was rushing into the
extremely suitable arrangements nature had reserved for her, a most excellent nose and most beautiful chin, as
well as other similarly incomparable parts; as luck would have it, she reached there in the half-hour following Ma
Wen’s arrival. Afterwards everything would go downhill. Her destiny from now on would be similar to that of the
television.
Luckily she realized none of this. She was hugging an animal cushion (a pig or a frog) as she tilted her head
and stared at Ma Wen with fixed eyes. The only thing different about him was that he had lost some weight. Apart
from peeling some skin from his cheeks, the sculpting knife of time had done nothing. His frown was not the
result of apprehension over coming here, but due to his efforts to hide the stabbing pain of her beauty. It was the
frown one gets when suddenly faced with a bright light, and you instinctively turns your face to the shade.
“I’ve split up with Wang Yi,” he said.
“You can’t have. Weren’t you happy with her?”
She didn’t move, merely inclining her head to the other side. Her dark hair fell forward from her forehead. She
moved her hair back and forth like this, as though drying it. Was this her only reaction to what happened to him?
It seemed she was conserving her energy. Now, whether he was willing to or not, the only way forward was to tell
her it all.
He told her about the foster father, the props trunk, and Davis. She learned a great deal. By chance, she now
knew much more than Ma Fang had gone to great lengths to peddle to her. It was much more important and
stranger than what she had gradually forgotten. By way of an exchange, he lured her into speaking about her own
love for him. He lured her into telling him that story his sister had long since told him. He wanted her to tell him
herself. Recklessly, he had dished up everything about himself, leaving behind a deep pit waiting for her to fill.
Ma Wen pressed forward steadily and, not totally unexpectedly, trampled on himself with odorous sweat and
spit—he even cried. Eventually, he could see her red eyes through his misty tears. She wept tears of sympathy and
love for him. Once the tension had eased slightly, Ma Wen happened to notice the brilliant sunlight outside the
screen door and the shadows of trees dancing. He saw a corner of the flower-bed and the rear wheel of a bicycle.
It really was an enchanting summer’s afternoon. How he wanted to stay here and become a son-in-law in this
pleasantly cool family.
The reunion dinner didn’t even take place beneath a secretive atmosphere or have an ambiguous meaning. Out
of a sense of family courtesy, Duan Ai’s parents entertained him—and didn’t have the slightest ulterior motive.
They prepared an extra plate—Duan Ai opened a tin of braised chicken for him. Her mother immediately stated
that she hadn’t bought the supply of tinned food with her own money. Duan Hui’s (she purposely didn’t mention
Duan Ai) father had accepted it in exchange for some work he had done for somebody. Apart from Duan Ai’s
mother, none of the others spoke directly to him. It seemed as though she were a representative they had sent.
During the meal Duan Ai’s mother casually asked after his “wife.” Duan Ai chipped in:
“He’s not married yet!”
“Anyway it’s all the same. I mean …”
“Mom, he’s split up with Wang Yi.”
Her mother suddenly fell silent. The atmosphere around the table grew tense. There was silence for several
minutes (which was filled with the sounds of food being swallowed and soup slurped) after which he heard Duan
Ai’s mother say:
“You youngsters should be more careful.”
Her next words amounted to a rebuke of Duan Ai. Then she turned to him.
“You haven’t split up yet, have you? If you haven’t split up, then” (her wording was quite self-conscious)
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“you’re still a couple. You can discuss and solve the problem no matter how large it is.”
After the meal everyone retired to their own rooms. Duan Ai’s mother was slow to leave, remaining in the
sitting room with them. She had a legitimate excuse: cleaning out the cupboard. It had been placed in one corner
of the room beforehand as though part of a conspiracy. Duan Ai’s mother removed countless bowls and plates, the
leftovers on the second shelf, and the supply of tins on the third shelf. These were the sorts of things that needed
to be cleaned. She wrung out the cloth and wiped the inside walls of the cupboard.
Ma Wen was simply captivated by the dexterity the fifty-year-old woman exhibited in climbing up and down,
and by the unnecessary clatter of dishes knocking together. He stared fixedly at every detail of this unexpected
cleaning ritual. He could only agree with the earnest words which Duan Ai whispered endlessly into his ear.
Suddenly, he pointed out what was clearly a cockroach to Duan Ai’s mother. Once again she removed all the
bowls and cups she had just put in, and lifted the cupboard high into the air. Eventually, with Ma Wen’s
assistance, she finished the cockroach off with a slipper on the unpainted back of the cupboard. Then she sprayed
several bursts of insect spray. She sought out several old newspapers to cover the crockery and protect it from that
drifting cloud of insecticide. She then sat down on a chair by the table quietly waiting for the poisonous gas in the
cupboard to disperse completely.
Duan Ai led Ma Wen hesitantly into her room. The door was left unlocked. This monitored conversation (they
switched on the television for interference) lasted for six hours. Duan Ai’s mother waited outside the whole time
guarding her daughter’s non-existent virginity like a foolishly loyal soldier.
During that time Ma Wen went out three times to relieve himself in the toilet opposite the sitting room. He saw
Duan Ai’s mother reading the old newspaper covering the dishes through her reading glasses. The second time the
bowls, cups, and other crockery had been put away and she was sitting at the table eating a plate of leftovers. She
finally fell asleep next to a pile of duck bones.
At four o’ clock in the morning when he came out to take his leave, Ma Wen discovered that somebody had put
a gray blanket over Duan Ai’s mother’s shoulders. That meant somebody else had been there. Could Duan Ai’s
mysteriously unfathomable and shyly introverted father have been the one who had come out to check up on the
“sentry”?
*
He invited her out again the very next day—anything that was hindered by her mother had to be carried out to
the very end.
They went to a park with rocks overlooking the river. It was a place known mutually by her, the photographer,
the boss of the fashion boutique, and the third-rate poet—she used means other than language to discuss her life.
They groped their way along the dark mountain path (he didn’t need to take advantage of the situation like
someone harboring evil intentions) before finally climbing to the bare summit above the shade of the trees.
The bracing river breeze that was supposed to bring with it a sense of exhilaration and satisfaction was not
there. The motionless river exuded the heat it had absorbed during the day, and every rock was baked by an
underground fire. They took shelter in a nook worn down by bodies. It forced them closer together, flesh touching
flesh.
Ma Wen realized that he didn’t object to touching her for the simple reason that her cool skin made him happy.
In his imagination he preferred to erase an those feelings associated with volume and elasticity. By not taking in
every part and all possibilities of her, could he guard what was left of his loyalty towards the other woman?
Due to the strong impression left on him by the existence of Wang Yi, the totally different body offered by
Duan Ai frightened him. When the second woman didn’t live up to the standards of the first, he started to refute
her. She (Duan Ai) was both superfluous and deficient, both rigid and yet at the same time excessively soft and
inappropriate. She was sick, either crippled or mutated—abnormal, backward and ignorant. In this stifling
atmosphere, he was only able to accept her cool body out of a sense of extreme utilitarianism. He was only able to
experience it in this dimension of existence—otherwise he thought he would certainly die from the heat.
Therefore, even if she were brimming with warmth, bold or unrestrained, her function was nothing more than a
lump of ice preventing rotten meat from giving off a stench—that was not a bad thing in itself. In a series of
unreserved actions, she had tried to inform him about what she had learned over the years and about the nub of
her existence. She was also eager to accept what he could teach her after she had confessed everything—for it
would certainly be genuine, natural, and to the point. She would always remember it with gratitude and never
forget it. But he had stopped forever.
Amidst the lingering music she broadcast for herself in her mind, she stuck closely to him. Then there was a
kiss, intensely emotional but blind. His attention was moving away from them and was doing its utmost to
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eliminate all kinds of fanciful thoughts about volume and substance (he had agreed with himself only to retain
memories of the refreshing coolness among the sweltering heat). He felt that the rocks behind him were gigantic
and hard, that the river water below him was smooth and boundless, and that the night sky was extensive and submissive (he penetrated his right hand into it). Time vanished in succession like the lights stretching for many miles
on the opposite bank.
That same evening they returned to the city and enjoyed the air conditioning for a few hours in the all-night
cinema. It was three o’clock in the morning when the third film finished. They left the cinema, returning to the
scorching hot street outside. Duan Ai went to fetch her bike from under the billboard. They both ate a bowl of
wontons at the stall at the crossroads, the solitary light of which shone like a one-eyed person. He put all his
weight, a mere sixty-five kilos, onto her bike and they set out.
She took him from south to north across the whole city. He counted that in total they had passed seven
intersections busy with traffic and were now crossing a tranquil square. He couldn’t help praising her physical
strength and her ability to bear hardship. In all fairness, she had developed this step by step following his criticism
that she had been pampered since childhood. She had started by practicing washing a handkerchief.
From his seat on the back he said that he could no longer remember his criticism of her and that he no longer
held this point of view anyway. Suffering hardship didn’t really mean anything. And a good home was a very
fortunate thing for a growing child. He was obviously referring to something. Was he going out of his way to
curry favor or to explain away his errors? The head wind blew his words behind them along the streets through
which they had just passed, solidifying them onto the signs above the shops on both sides of the road or altering
the wording on the banners which straddled the road high in the air.
It was almost daybreak by the time they reached the dock. The boat responsible for taking him to the west
could be made out vaguely on the river. Perhaps, many years ago, it had been snowy white, but now it was only a
pale dusty gray. Close by, some other boats were fast asleep in the harbor—their guest house. Just when he was
lost in thought she handed over a bag full of tangerines. Three days later, retaining sufficient moisture, they would
be taken to another woman. He would derive the nourishment and strength from the fruit to leave her, leave them.
He would neither stay anywhere nor come back. That fateful triangle renowned for its stability had disintegrated
completely in the first glow of morning light.
Ma Wen and Duan Ai sat on the concrete wall by the river staring hollowly at each other. Their faces gradually
became larger and brighter until a redness drifted between them like traces of blood. Oh, the rosy dawn! They
were saturated in its unequivocal insignificance and its mediocre dye.
40.185 Losing The City\fn{by Wong Bik Wan (1961- )} Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, China (F) 13
Now that I think about it, I realize that things had to be so. I had to be driving an ambulance through the
streets, the blue light on top of the ambulance had to be flashing, and the man had to bleed and die. When
someone died, Oi Yuk could not but feel pleased. And I had to come together with her.
It was the first time I saw anyone bleed to death, just two weeks after I started work. A dead body was really
not the same as the rubber dummy used for training: there was the stench, the gurgle of the last gasps for breath,
the weeping and wailing of the relatives.
The man was dead. My colleague had said behind me:
“No need to rush now. Switch off the siren, it’s too noisy.”
So I took my time—stopping before the red light, moving on with the green, as if I was a learner driver at the
driving school. As soon as the ambulance arrived at the hospital and the body was brought out, the family of the
deceased was surrounded by a swarm of people, women as well as men.
*
“Coffin, shroud, burial service, all inclusive.”
“At 20 per cent discount now.”
“Shrouds, blankets, wreaths, minibus service to and from the crematoriumcompliments of the establishment.”
“Call 11183888.”
I was shocked, and could not help shouting:
“Can’t you just leave the family alone?”
A woman, slightly built, a baseball cap on her head, shouted back at me:
“People die, the dead have to be buried, we have to compete for business, that’s the way it is!”
She was Oi Yuk. We fell in love, we married. She got pregnant, her belly big with the living, and still she went
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about touting for business from the dead. I went on carrying the casualties in the ambulance, speeding through the
midnight streets in the city. We bought a small house on the outskirts of the city, with a dismal mango tree and a
miserable Chinese Wampee tree in the front of the house. I was on night shift, and I always watered the plants and
cooked at dawn. Calmly and fearfully, I awaited the future—it had to be so.
Our new neighbor moved in at the crack of dawn—at five in the morning. My wife Oi Yuk was at the sewing
machine working on a three-piece suit—the client had drowned and the body, bloated, had grown two sizes
bigger, so some alteration work was necessary to make his suit fit for wear. I was sucking on some bitter sour
Wampee fruit.
A small black van drove up to the house next door, and a family got out quietly. They all looked scrawny. The
man was scrawny and sallow-faced; the woman was scrawny, with dark rings under her eyes and thinning hair;
the four children were like scrawny cats. Together they carried a table inside the house. Then they quietly took
down from the van a few mattresses, pillows, and other bits and pieces of furniture. The smallest child also
brought out a big rattan cage. In it was a white mouse, incredibly fat.
Later I saw the whole family in the sitting-room, all sleeping on the big dining-table. The fat white mouse
squeaked loudly in the night.
Oi Yuk and I seldom ran into our neighbors. Sometimes when we looked in the direction of their house, we
saw only the pathetic-looking dining table in the empty sitting-room. The sallow-faced man went to work in that
small black van, the scrawny children often sat in their upstairs balcony watching the moon in the dead of night,
while the scrawny woman stayed alone in the sitting-room watching television. In the dead of night the sallowfaced man would sometimes repair a wardrobe in the garden, and sometimes when I came home from work, he
would now and then flash me a grin, showing a set of gleaming white teeth. Just a flash, and then no more. In the
dark, I always wondered if that was not just a flash in a dark dream.
Oi Yuk had a minor haemorrhage and went into the hospital for a check-up. One night, I was in the garden
eating a piece of bread, enjoying the tranquillity and the sweet fragrance of roses from the next street when
suddenly I heard a knock on the door.
It was the sallow-faced man. He broke somewhat nervously into a grin and I saw that same set of gleaming
white teeth. He said:
“I’m Chan Lo Yu-en. I live next door.”
There was nothing I could do but open the door for him:
“It’s almost midnight. You’re up late.”He smiled.
“Sorry to disturb you.” I said:
“Would you like to come in for a cup of coffee?”
He hesitated a while before saying:
“Could you come over to my place? Something has happened.” I finished off the piece of bread and said:
“Okay. Let me put something on.”
Chan stood at the door and waited for me, sometimes raising his head to look at the moon, sometimes looking
down shyly and watching the glorious daisies at his feet. As we stepped into the moonlit street, I struck up a conversation with him:
“I’m Jim Hak Ming. I attend to casualty cases. My wife works as an agent for a funeral parlor.” Chan said:
“Hmm, I’m an architect. My wife stays at home to look after the kids. Four of them. We’re returnees from
Canada, just back.”
We were already outside his house.
There was a long iron rod stained with blood outside his door. I stopped. He just glanced at the rod and then
led me into the garden, as if nothing had happened. Counting on the fact that at 175 centimetres I was taller than
him by almost a head, and weighed a good 70 kilos, I wasn’t to be put off, and I followed him inside.
The door was half closed; I was greeted with a familiar stench. He pushed open the door, behind it was a pool
of blood.
“You want to come in? It’s all right. They’re all dead.”
The lights were still on in the sitting-room, the television was showing a Cantonese film with the sound turned
off, the CD player was on—it was Bach’s Suite for Unaccompanied Cello, No.1 in G.\fn{G Major.} Chan listened
attentively to the music, a look of peace and radiance on his face, like that of a Christian.
“Such beautiful music. How close it is to religion! It’s like a gothic church, like the pyramids in ancient Egypt.
It lifts the spirit, higher and higher-life is over in a flash. Do you like Bach?”
I drew a deep breath. The scrawny woman’s eyes were still open, as if she was watching television, and there
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was a child-like look of absorption on her face. She was sitting there prim and proper, her head had been smashed
and the brains were trickling down her forehead; the track suit she had on was also drenched with blood, as if she
was drenched with sweat.
“Sorry to have given you a fright. Would you like a cup of coffee?”
I stood there, cold all over. Then I took an involuntary step forward. The blood soaked my sneakers, my toes
felt sticky and cold. I said:
“No, I think I’d better call the police.”
Chan smiled.
“There’s no hurry. I’ve made some coffee, have a cup first. I’ll be here anyway.”
He looked down and said:
“Sorry to have bothered you. The kids are upstairs, you want to go and have a look?”
I said at once, “No, no need.”
All of a sudden, I felt flustered, and asked:
“What about the white mouse?” Chan said:
“It had to be.”
I guessed he didn’t know whether he was answering my question. Then he looked sideways and said:
“Listen. Bach’s music twists and turns. Unbearably painful. But it had to be. Have you been to the new church
in Amsterdam? I’ve been there to listen to the organ recitals of Bach. In Europe, there is permanence and peace.
When I came back to Hong Kong … the apartment buildings I built only three years ago had already been torn
down. You like Bach’s music?”
I quickly replied:
“Eh! I like Kenny G. I’ll be off now.” Still standing in a pool of blood, he said politely:
“Sorry, I won’t see you out, my feet are drenched in blood. I wonder if the kids have died. I’ll go up and see.”
Then he waved me away.
I ran like mad out of the house. At the door, I tripped on the iron rod and fell flat on the ground, my mouth was
spattered with blood. I left a bloody trail of footprints behind me, like red lotuses in snow.
“Something’s happened! Something … something …”
*
The chap who reported the case was a bundle of nerves- probably still suffering from shock. I’d just heard that
my colleague Lam Kwai had been promoted again. Not for me the post of District Commander, I guessed.
Because of the localization policy, they said. Night had fallen. Alone, I watched the night scene of Victoria
harbour, drawing deeply on my cigarette. The colony was going to vanish forever, like my wife Valerie. It had to
be. Right now she was probably sitting beside a fire in a house in some meadow in Naples. It should be cold there
already. Not so in Hong Kong, where the seasons are so indistinct you don’t stop to look back and think. Now that
I thought about it, it had been six years since Valerie left me, and in all those years I hadn’t thought about her at
all, not until tonight.
I arrived at the scene at thirty-one minutes past midnight. The forensic pathologist and the photographer had
not arrived. According to the preliminary report of the ambulance people, the five casualties were all dead. A
neighbor, his eyes all red, had reported the case.
The uniformed inspector said to him:
“This is Chief Inspector Evans. Tell him the details.”
The young man then said to me:
“He just said something had happened. He didn’t say, ‘I’ve done something.’ It was as if the whole thing had
nothing to do with him.”
He looked sad and distraught.
The inspector told me the suspect was still in the kitchen. When the police first arrived, he was making coffee,
and now he was drinking it, “as if the whole thing had nothing to do with him,” the inspector said. He hadn’t been
handcuffed, because he was not armed and was very quiet. I frowned, and went upstairs to inspect the scene.
“The children were aged three, four, six, and seven. The two girls, aged six and seven, are in this room.”
The inspector opened the door. The eldest girl was slumped over her desk. She had been drawing when the
back of her head was smashed open by a hard object, leaving a wound the shape of a star. The younger girl was
lying on the bed, a blood-stained teddy bear in her arms, but her head was almost severed from her body. In the
middle of the room was a large pool of blood with a severed finger. It was clear that she had been killed before her
body was lifted on to the bed.
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“The two boys, aged three and four, are here. I thought at first they were asleep.”
The inspector opened the door to another room. And now the forensic pathologist and photographer had
arrived and the camera was flashing and clicking. The two boys were lying prone in bed and still covered with a
blanket. But the wall was splattered with blood. The backs of their heads also had star-shaped wounds, and their
skulls were fractured.
“The murder weapons?” The inspector replied:
“The suspect has wrapped them up in a plastic bag. He has even marked it with a sticker which says,
“Weapons: one iron rod, one knife.’”
“Take him to the psychiatric unit for an examination first, then take his statements.”
“Yes, Sir.”
I stood for a while in the blood-splattered room. In all my thirty-odd years as a cop, this was the first time I had
been unnerved by the stench and the turgidity of blood. If only I could have had a double Scotch! I saw flashes of
blue light swirling outside the window and I yelled:
“Switch off the siren, bloody fools.”
Some officer replied from afar: “Yes, Sir.”
I looked more carefully—it was the blue moon, its light ominous with murderous intentions. I felt old and
tired, I shivered slightly. This startled me—I really was old. I had long forgotten what fear was. But at this moment, I was overcome with fear and apprehension, and I felt so lonely.
I guessed it was time for me to leave this colony. The colony will be no more.
*
The psychiatrist’s preliminary diagnosis showed that the suspect was not suffering from any mental disorder,
he just had a slight cold and exhibited some symptoms of depression. He refused to say a word in the police
station. Under the law, he could only be held in custody for forty-eight hours, and now there were just ten hours
left. The relatives of the suspect were all in Canada, only an elder brother of the dead woman was in Hong Kong.
According to this man, two days before the murders took place, two hundred thousand dollars in cash had been
transferred into his bank account, and he had received a letter from Chan the day after the murders, asking him to
use the sum for funeral arrangements for his wife and four children:
“I’m afraid I won’t be able to see you for a long, long time”—that was how the letter ended.
Chan was gaunt and haggard but calm. He watched me quietly. I asked:
“You were drinking Blue Mountain coffee in the kitchen after the incident. You like Blue Mountain?”
He just stared at me blankly, as if someone, or something, had died in him.
I was stunned, and felt as if I saw myself in him. I sent a constable out to prepare some coffee, while I drew out
the photo we found at the scene. A suburban house—probably in Canada—Chan and his family together with a
big shepherd dog in the garden, all laughing; even the dog seemed to be laughing, sharing the fun. Chan looked
down a little, glanced at the photo, and then his attention drifted. The constable brought in the coffee, as well as a
CD player with earphones and amplifiers. The room was filled with the mellow aroma of coffee. From the CD
player rose the music he had been listening when the murders took place—Bach’s Suite for Unaccompanied
Cello, No.1 in G. I lit a cigarette, and then sank slowly into meditation and silence.
“Do you like Bach?”
Chan did not reply.
“I guess you don’t want to say anything anymore. Good. You know, after I get off work, I don’t say a word.
Sometimes I go to Lan Kwai Fong and spend the whole evening drinking, listening to people yapping. Not to
have to say a word is a luxury.”
Chan now looked at me. I had no idea whether he was listening or thinking.
“My wife, her name is Valerie. I brought her to Hong Kong soon after we’d got married in Dublin. Have you
been to Ireland? It’s a beautiful and sad place. There are horses in the meadows; in spring, the fields are full of
daisies. Our son is called Davie. He has green-flecked eyes: beautiful, like the plains of Ireland.
“Valerie never liked Hong Kong, maybe because I had flings with one Chinese woman after another. There
was once when I got really pissed, and I blurted out to her that I’d fallen for a Chinese woman with a phoenix
tattooed on her back. The next day when I got home I found Valerie lying prone in bed, her face red with pain. I
lifted the blanket, and saw a huge phoenix tattooed on her back. Christ! The blood was still wet! I knelt on the
floor and begged her to forgive me.
“It was no use. You know, I’m a cop. I’m British. There’s no way I could have resisted the temptations of this
colony.
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“She went back to Ireland. I took Davie with me and followed her to her sister’s place. I didn’t say a word, and
she just held Davie in her arms and cried.
“Then she came back to Hong Kong. On and off for many years. Davie began to go to school by himself, and
started to date teenage girlfriends. Valerie left me. From Milan she sent me a postcard asking for a divorce.
“Later on she lived with an Italian. Before she went to Italy, she made love with me for the last time. The
phoenix on her back had been eradicated, and her beautiful back was a wasteland of ugly scars. I cried as we
made love. She only said, ‘He’s nice to me, much nicer than you are. I’ll be a lot happier with him. Please forgive
me, I can’t carry this love-cross anymore.’
After she left me, I began to grow very quiet.
“There are many things in life which are so heavy and so intricate you just can't talk about them. I think you
can understand, just as I think I can understand you.”
*
Then he fell silent. He was behaving as if I was the prosecutor and he was a cold-blooded murderer with many
lives on his hands. The way of the human soul is so intricate, and its darkness so heavy you just can’t talk about it;
and morality is beside the point. His love for Valerie was no more and no less than mine for Chiu Mei, but he had
ruined her beautiful back, her love, and the first half of her life; and I had killed Mei, Ming Ming, Siu Yi, Siu
Yuen, and Siu Sze, as well as the big white mouse. I couldn’t carry this love-cross anymore.
The thought of killing Mei had kept flashing through my mind: the first time was when we were still in
Calgary, Alberta. We had been there only a few months. She was pregnant with Siu Yi, I was unemployed, and the
two of us were trapped inside the house all day because of the heavy snow.
Mei liked counting money—she’d changed all our cash into coins, and was counting them one by one.
“Enough to keep us going for two years, four months and five days,” she said.
I was watching television and in the background was the monotonous sound of coins being counted. And then I
heard what sounded almost like a sigh of contentment:
“Another day is gone.”
When would these days end? It was at that moment that the thought of killing her suddenly flashed through my
mind. It was no more than a flash: I’d smash her brain, slash open her belly with a knife to let out that dark purple
foetus, then kill Ming Ming in her sleep. The police would treat me as a VIP, we’d hit the headlines in the Calgary
newspapers. The thought terrified me and I could not help but shiver.
Mei turned round; her face was purplish, her eyes grayish black. She seemed to have seen through me.
“Chan Lo Yuen, I know you hate me. You hate me for forcing you to leave Hong Kong. But who knows? We
have jumped out of the frying pan into the fire, and in the end we may jump from the fire back into the frying pan.
Who knows?”
I was eaten up with pain and sadness, I couldn’t say a word and just held her in my arms.
I never knew that winter was so interminable in Canada. Snow started to fall as early as November. Mei grew
more and more reticent, and kept busying herself in the kitchen preparing food: cereal, fresh fruit, cheese, smoked
salmon, spaghetti, chocolate mousse, apple pie, walnut cookies, lobster bisque, goose liver, roast duck. The two of
us sat there staring at a table full of food as the television droned on and on—it was no different from the life we
had led in our Hong Kong apartment.
Then Mei decided to keep a shepherd dog. She’d feed the dog first, then Ming Ming, and finally me. The food
we couldn’t finish we threw into the rubbish bin. I only existed somewhere along the line formed by the dog,
Ming Ming, and the rubbish bin. I put on a coat and went out, into the world of wind and snow. A few maple trees
stood in desolation in the garden, shivering and shaking in the wind. The night was snow white, the moon clear
and beautiful. I walked blindly, on and on. My legs got so numb I could hardly take another step. But I wanted to
get away from this prison of sumptuous food. We’d thought we’d find freedom in Canada, only to be trapped in a
prison bounded on all sides by snow. Had the Basic Law been promulgated? What they were drafting were
ordinances of a prison. We had run away from one prison, only to find ourselves in another.
I sat resting in the soft cold snow. I was tired. In a dark purple dream, I heard the light sobbing and the faint
sound of breathing in Mei’s womb.
I woke to find myself in a snow-white room in a hospital. The nurse greeted me kindly:
“Mr. Chan.”
Mei was looking at me from afar, her face purple, bloated, like a flower tainted with bad luck and smeared
with dirt.
“You shouldn’t give birth to the child. Get rid of it.”
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Mei burst into tears.
After the child was born we moved to Toronto. It was crowded and the air was polluted. The people liked to go
out for dim sum meals, read gossip weeklies from Hong Kong, and speculate in the property market—more like
the people of Hong Kong, and more reassuring for us. We bought an apartment in a high-rise block and a Japanese
car, and I found a job as a clerk—an architect working as a clerk. My colleagues were ever so friendly and kind to
me, and the manager was ever so polite:
“Mr. Chan, do you mind sorting out these bills for me?”
The days passed quietly and slowly. At five past five in the afternoon, the entire office would be deserted.
Sometimes I would stay behind, and stand before the window looking at the snow and the gray dark evening sky.
Soon, I’d be lost in thought and sometimes I’d see Mei's purple face and the two scrawny babies—their faces also
purple, like cherries. I wanted to crush them, crush them hard, and splash the ground of snow with the purple red
juice.
Siu Yi cried all the time, and would wake Ming Ming, and the two would cry in turn throughout the night. Mei
and I suffered badly from lack of sleep. She started to lose her hair—locks and locks of it littering the floor—she
even lost her eyelashes. I couldn’t keep my hands steady when I was driving. Even when I was in the office, I
kept feeling that someone was watching me outside the window, quietly and smugly—watching the fun. I looked
up: nothing was there. My mind rang with the crying of the babies in the depths of my pitch-black soul.
Mei couldn’t sleep with the babies crying, so she went into the kitchen and started to cook. At five in the
morning, the two of us sat staring at a table of food, and the dark firmament of snow outside. I glared at the
squeaking white mouse before me, and suddenly realized that it had given birth to hundreds and thousands of
white mice. They were everywhere—scuttling about in the kitchen, the bedrooms, the attic, even my driver’s seat.
I jumped up, dashed into the babies’ room, and swooped up Ming Ming and Siu Yi in my arms, lest they should be
attacked by the mice. They wailed. I turned round. Mei was standing at the door, weak and frail; her feet were
bare, her shabby nightdress crumpled, her arms crossed over her chest. She said miserably:
“Let’s go back to Hong Kong.”
*
In the end we moved to San Francisco, and found an old house in the Bay Area. I bought a second-hand Ford
that rattled hopelessly, and found a job as a draughtsman in an architect’s firm.
The children were still frail and scrawny, and they were very touchy and given to crying. One night Ming Ming
had another crying fit, but I was exhausted, and I was beginning to get used to the noise; I just turned over and
went on sleeping. Suddenly, I was woken by a blue light. It was lightning without thunder, a familiar sight in the
summer sky of San Francisco. The house seemed unusually dark and quiet. There didn’t seem to be any sound of
the children crying. I felt as delightfully surprised and frightened as Cinderella, and wandered freely into this
strange kingdom of blissful silence. In this kingdom of silence Mei had vanished. It was mine alone. As the
lightning continued to flash, noiselessly, I laughed, noiselessly too.
How I wished Mei and the children would all vanish!
But I started to grope about in the dark. I turned on the lights, and went looking for the kids and Mei in the
babies’ room. Siu Yi was sleeping soundly, but Ming Ming’s bed was empty, with signs of her having lain here.
My heart started to pound.
Finally I found Mei in the kitchen sipping a cup of hot chocolate. She looked at me, and broke into a faint
smile. I hadn’t seen her smile for a long time. Ming Ming was sitting on the floor, leaning against the gas cooker.
Her face was purplish blue, a banana was jammed fully into her mouth. Mei said:
“She won’t cry anymore.”
I nearly fainted. I took Ming Ming in my arms at once, removed the banana from her mouth, then rang for an
ambulance. Ming Ming was still breathing, but barely. I patted her face and felt such a sharp pang in my heart I
nearly burst into tears. Mei just sat there quietly sipping her hot chocolate, an innocent and peaceful expression on
her face. Standing here in this kitchen rich with the aroma of hot chocolate, in this apartment criss-crossed with
flashing blue lights, supported by a hard-working wife and an angel of a daughter, and a middle-class background
that enabled me to be one of those fortunate enough to run away from Hong Kong—the ambulance should be here
any minute—I felt the overpowering irony of a happy life. Looking at Mei, I once again laughed, in distraction
and dismay.
*
Ming Ming recovered quickly. But her parents, Mei and I, had to go and see a psychiatrist, and Ming Ming and
Siu Yi were put into a child-care center. A heavy drain on our limited savings.
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The situation became stable again. Except that I would have dreams of killing Mei, and wake up in a cold
sweat. Then I would hold her tightly, call her “My precious,” say I loved her, apologize for putting her through
hell, and make love to her.
Mei brought the two children home to save some money. She also went back to her old job and worked as a
substitute nurse at weekends. I stuck at my boring job as a draughtsman, feeling all the time that I was a first-year
architecture student who would never be promoted to year two. Since she had had that banana jammed into her
throat, Ming Ming had stopped crying altogether. But she had a sorrowful look, her large eyes blinked in sorrow
too. Once we discovered some blood in the potty she used, but she just bit her lip, there was not a tear in her eyes
and no expression on her face. We examined her and found that her private parts were red and swollen with
infection. It suddenly dawned on me that because of our frailty and weakness, she had been ruined.
Quietly and with my heart in my mouth—as if in anticipation of misfortune—we nevertheless managed to
settle down in San Francisco, until winter arrived.
Autumn had given way to winter in the space of a few days. Evening came early, and I hadn’t yet turned on the
lights. Ming Ming was playing on her rocking horse in the darkening playroom. Siu Yi was sound asleep in the
cot. Mei was out. Sitting alone in the sitting-room having a can of beer, I dozed off.
It was completely dark when I woke up. No sign of Mei yet. Her car was still outside. So she hadn’t gone out
in her car. I opened the wardrobe and saw that she hadn’t taken her coat either. All of a sudden, I caught a faint
whiff of the pungent smell of disaster. Like in a dream, images floated before my eyes—of Mei sitting on the sofa
watching TV, her head smashed, brains trickling down her forehead; of Ming Ming sitting slumped over her desk,
the back of her skull fractured, like a star, and dripping blood. Like someone who had gone mad, I took Ming
Ming into my arms and shook her:
“Where’s Mommy? Where is Mommy?”
But she kept shaking her head.
Had Mei really left me for good? Panic-stricken, I kissed Ming Ming again and again—what a spitting image
she was of Mei! But Ming Ming was frightened and turned her face away.
I ran along the tree-lined street calling Mei’s name. The neighbors turned on the lights and leant their heads
out, then they closed their windows.
At the top end of the street where Mr. Kim—a Korean—lived, I saw him arriving home in his car. He stopped
and said:
“I saw your wife, she was sitting alone in the park.”
I found her under a withered maple tree. She was sitting on a white bench. Her face was purplish white and a
little sallow; she hadn’t put on a coat, just wrapped a big, purple-red scarf round her neck. I sat down quietly
beside her. Ming Ming struggled away and went playing on the grass.
It was a cold starry night.
After a long while, Mei asked me:
“Do you like living here?”
“Well, it’s not a matter of liking or not liking.”
“How does it compare to life in Hong Kong?”
“Even in Hong Kong, it’s not a matter of liking or not liking. Besides, there was no time to think.”
A meteor suddenly flashed across the sky.
“Remember the lawn outside the Chemistry Building at the University of Hong Kong? We used to sit there,
wondering when we would have a home of our own, fitted with lights, bright like stars.”
“Hmm.”
The Mei I remembered always had on the elegant cap of a student nurse. And she was always reciting softly
the motto of her profession: “Love, care, and concern.”
“I’ve always yearned for a stable life. My demands on life are actually very simple.”
And my hope at that time was that the high-rise buildings in Hong Kong would, like human civilization, go all
the way to heaven, I had thought that my buildings were the Tower of Babel. When was it that we had had those
thoughts? In those days, when we were young.
Mei leant gently against my shoulder. In just a year or so, we had moved house three times, had two children.
She was now very frail, and flabby, her body a deflated balloon.
“Shall we go back to Hong Kong?”
*
But things had really scared Mei in those days. The Sino-British negotiations had broken down, the Hong
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Kong dollar was suffering a sharp decline, and people were rushing to supermarkets to stock up on food. Mei
came straight from the hospital looking for me, not bothering to change out of her uniform, and burst into tears in
my armsh:
“I can’t stay here anymore. Let’s get married and leave Hong Kong.”
Her white cap shook before me like a fluttering butterfly. I. saw that what kept it in place were dozens of
hairpins—they seemed to have grown there, like spikes.
She wanted to marry me, and so I said yes. I never thought about saying no, I loved her.
*
“Chan Lo Yuen.”
She always called me by my full name, and now she reached out her hand and held mine.
“It’s strange. Lately I seem always to be looking for things, I keep feeling as if I’ve lost something.”
She smiled nervously.
“When you’ve gone to work, I keep feeling that I’ll never see you again. It’s as if I’ve lost something. As if
you’re already in the grave, and I’m walking over your grave, calling your name.”
I kept quiet all this time. Darkness was everywhere; the lights in the apartment block in the distance were far
away and beyond our reach. Yes, something had been lost, there was no turning back, ever.
“Let’s not think about going back to Hong Kong.” Mei gave up the idea and said, “Because I’m pregnant
again.”
“I see.”
“A child is a new hope for us. Let’s do our best and give our child love, care, and concern.”
She laid my hand gently on her belly. All of a sudden, I felt my hand burning. Terrified by the unknown future
awaiting a new life, I said haltingly:
“Must we … must we have the baby?” And the image gradually rose in my mind of a bleeding baby half
buried in the earth while Mei and I groped in the dark trying to find it, calling its name.
“Yes, we must, we must have this baby.” Mei replied slowly but firmly. I knew she had made up her mind.
*
We had thought we could really settle down after the birth of the baby. He was healthy and strong. We called
him Siu Yuen. He had a sweet temper, better than his two sisters. And he slept well and seldom cried at night.
Even if he did, a little attention on our part would quiet him down. He also seemed more open and easy-going
than his sisters.
But things still kept happening, one after another. Ming Ming was nearly four now, and had started going to
nursery school. But suddenly she refused to go, no matter how Mei coaxed her or warned her with harsh words.
One day she even threw a tantrum and wet herself. As Mei helped her change, she saw that there were ugly
bruises on Ming Ming’s legs. Only then did Ming Ming say:
“They beat me at school. I talked Chinese with Yau Sang, and they beat me.”
Yau Sang was the only other Chinese pupil in her class. Mei stood there as if she had been struck by thunder.
Frowning, she said to me:
“Lo Yuen, I’m afraid disaster is bound to hit us.”
Then I lost my job. I went home with the cheque and the politely phrased redundancy letter, and, after closing
the door, I leant back against it and sank slowly to the floor. Evening came particularly early in winter. I was
unnerved by what I saw before me: another snow-bound world; the baby crying non-stop every night; I and they
hurting and destroying one another; blood splashing, gathering into a small pool, with perhaps a white, icy-cold
lily rising from it and blooming, who could tell? Then I found Mei in the kitchen; I could only hold her tightly in
my arms and said:
“I have nothing now but you, Mei.”
Mei was always a tower of strength when I was weak. She made me some coffee and said:
“We still have enough savings to last us one-and-a-half years. Besides, we can apply for unemployment
benefits.”
She tipped her head to one side, thought for a while, and then broke into a faint smile:
“It’s lucky it doesn’t snow in San Francisco. Or else, I would probably die … and so would the kids …”
Suddenly she looked at me, almost savagely. I was so shaken my coffee mug dropped from my hand and
smashed on the floor.
I suspected that in some corner of our hearts, memory and passion had been lost, and it was snowing—an
unbroken snow. In San Francisco, in Hong Kong.
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Mei would not let Ming Ming go to school anymore. She kept Ming Ming in the house, held the two babies in
her arms, and kept saying:
“They want to kill Ming Ming.”
Then she went and bought a hundred metres of black cloth, and spent days at the sewing machine. When the
curtains were made, she hung them up, enshrouding the house in black.
“They are spying on us, they want to kill Ming Ming.”
Even at home she would put on her raincoat and rubber boots, and a pair of transparent plastic gloves—the
type used by doctors.
“I’m scared, Chan Lo Yuen. When will the rain stop?”
Actually, winter days in San Francisco were as sunny as in Barcelona.
I couldn’t stand it anymore. I took Ming Ming back to school. When I came back, I held Mei firmly in my
arms, and tore away her raincoat, gloves, and rubber boots.
“Mei, you’re not well. What should I do to give you and the kids peace and plenty?”
She looked down and said slowly:
“There probably is nothing you can do, Chan Lo Yuen.”
Silently she picked up the raincoat and other plastic items on the floor, drew back the black curtains
enshrouding the house, and went into the kitchen to cook. She went about her business slowly and quietly, like a
psychiatric patient just back from shock therapy. I stood in the sitting-room—now bright and tidy—while the
music which Mei had put on—Bach’s Suite for Unaccompanied Cello, No.1 in G—rang faintly in my ears. All of
a sudden, I felt very old and tired. I’d long forgotten what fear was like, but at this moment, I was overcome with
confusion, and fear.
To my own surprise, I actually hit Mei. Ming Ming had come back from school, and Siu Yi and Siu Yuen were
both hungry, so Ming Ming took them into the kitchen. Mei was still very dejected, I heard her pottering about in
the kitchen, leaving the kids to look after themselves. A while later, they started to cry. I went in. The kids’ mouths
were all spattered with blood, and in their hands they were holding some meat, also covered with blood. Mei was
shouting orders to them in a low voice:
“Eat it. Eat it. Eat it to drive away the evil! The curse of death is upon us!”
She, too, scooped up a spoonful of raw meat and blood to put it into her own mouth.
I seized her hair and flung away the spoon:
“What’s this?” She replied:
“Chicken heart, cow spleen, pig’s liver.”
I pointed a finger at her face:
“You want the kids to eat this?”
And then, to my surprise, I started to hit her, slap her face again and again. The kids cried even louder; she
didn’t cry, and didn’t hit back, just narrowed her eyes and looked at me. I stopped; she turned round, snatched up
a kitchen knife, and pointed it straight at my throat. I could feel it, cold and glinting.
“Have you forgotten, Chan Lo Yuen? Love, care, and concern.”
Why had things come to such a state? All I wanted was to give her love and concern, give her a caring home!
Ming Ming came up to us quietly, and clutched Mei by her leg. Tears began to stream down Mei’s cheeks. She
put down the knife, knelt down and said:
“Ming Ming, your parents have done wrong. Out of the frying pan into the fire, and out of the fire back into
the frying pan. And we don’t know what wrong we have done.”
And we thought in our wisdom we had created the Tower of Babel, believing it would lead us straight to
heaven.
But in the end destruction was all.
I went alone to Europe, and then back to Hong Kong. I could not go on carrying the love-cross.
But I couldn’t recognize Hong Kong anymore. I walked too slowly, people kept treading on my heels. The
teller at the bank said:
“Your identity card number, please.” I tried to remember it, and heard the teller say:
“Next, please.”
I wanted to walk down memory lane and have a cup of coffee at the Honolulu Coffee Shop, only to find that it
was there no more. The phone numbers now were all seven digits. And Hong Kong English bewildered me. Sam
Hui’s films still made me laugh, but the young people in the cinema were all so impatient with him, some swore
aloud, others booed and yelled:
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“Go home, grandad!”
The elected Legislative councillors were only in their twenties.
I aged quickly in Hong Kong.
I rented a small but tidy apartment in Eastern District. Like Alice in Wonderland, I returned to my bachelor life
of loneliness and silence. When I was free, I sat on the window ledge watching the planes take off and land,
staring at the huge metal flying objects that swept past my window, and at the gleaming strip of land that was the
runway lying between the city and the ocean. What an amazing city. Truly unique!
I teamed up with my partner from the old days and worked until ten in the evening every day. Life was all
right. But I slept lightly, and would wake up hearing the crying of children. I didn’t know if I was just imagining
things.
But Mei and Ming Ming managed to track me down. Siu Yuen was crying, Mei was heavily pregnant. I hung
my head thinking:
“It’s Rosemary’s baby—the Rosemary in our hearts.”
“Smack!”
Mei slapped me hard on the face without a word. I nursed my burning cheek lightly. Silently I took Ming Ming
in one arm and the sleeping baby from Mei in another. She picked up the luggage and silently followed me into
the house. I even made love with her that night, pressing against that weird and evil knoll that was her belly.
The decision could have been made that night.
*
After they came back to Hong Kong, Mei, Ming Ming, Siu Yi, and Siu Yuen fell ill frequently and they infected
one another. Air pollution put Ming Ming under the recurrent attack of colds and influenza. Food contamination
made Mei prone to diarrhoea. And noise pollution made even the good-tempered Siu Yuen frown and cry all the
time. To bring back our memories of Canada, I bought them a big white mouse. The mouse and I were the
healthiest in the family. It grew quickly like cancerous cells. And my decision, conceived in the dark, was taking
shape and waiting to be born.
I didn’t know how to explain things clearly. Had I ruined them? Or had they ruined me? Or had we all been
victims? Siu Sze, our fourth child, was healthy and growing well, and kicked and cried like all babies would. Six
of us in the family now, and like every family in Hong Kong, we lived in peace—temporarily, fearfully. Like
every housewife too, Mei took the kids to school, remembered the price of food, and dressed herself up for
parent-teacher day. Ming Ming grew more garrulous, and she’d use triad jargon in the melodramatic manner of
TV soap opera stars. Siu Yi broke all the glasses in the house, and Siu Yuen never grew tired of falling ill—
diarrhoea, fever, rashes. Life became an impossibly complicated prescription—two doses of this, three spoonfuls
of that. Meanwhile, the design plans piled high on my desk, and at weekends I still had to go to karaoke bars with
the developers and contractors, eat seafood contaminated with heavy metal and all sorts of poisons, spend money
like crazy and earn money like crazy. All of a sudden, I began to miss my life in Canada and America—that solid
sense of loneliness and fear—because I was then sober and clear-headed. But I had no other choice.
Out the frying pan into the fire, and out of the fire back into the frying pan.
Emigration is no more than a false hope. But then hope is never something just out there, or not there.
Mei no longer talked to me about love, care, and concern. She was completely worn out—running with me up
and down the wrong roads of life. But then like hope, the bright and right road is never something just out there,
or not there.
I believed that my decision was absolutely correct, the brightest decision.
I loved my family, so I made the decision for them.
I found in Sai Kung a quiet and out-of-the-way house, with a dismal mango tree in the garden. Our next-door
neighbors were a couple. They were like a pair of clowns, cheerful and always laughing. After we had moved in,
the kids learnt to like watching the moon; Mei loved watching TV in the middle of the night; I grew fond of
music, and the silence in the music.
That night, the moon had certainly been very bright—a blue and glamorous night. Everyone at home was
relaxed and quiet. Ming Ming was drawing, Siu Yi playing with her teddy bear, Siu Yuen and Siu Sze were
already in bed, Mei was watching TV. And I was listening to Bach’s Suite for Unaccompanied Cello, No.1 in G
from beginning to end, paying full attention to the intricacies of the composition—no matter how abstract, there
had to be an internal logic in things, nothing would happen without a cause. The equipment was a knife and an
iron rod.
I never knew there could be so much blood in a person. Mei simply didn’t recognize it was me, she was still
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crying, “Help! Help!” before she died. Ming Ming’s painting was splashed with blood. Siu Yi was too small to
know anything, she thought I was playing with her, and called “Daddy!” Siu Sze didn’t even wake from his
dream. Siu Yuen half-opened his eyes and fell at once into the abyss of eternal darkness and unconsciousness. The
last to go was the big white mouse.
*
Taking action was not difficult. Giving an explanation was. I had always wanted to be an honest and sincere
person—and because I was sincere, an explanation was that much more difficult.
It was so heavy and so intricate I just couldn’t talk about it.
Therefore silence. But my point was: there had to be an internal logic to everything, that was why nothing was
incomprehensible.
I wondered if the Chief Inspector before me had got my point. He was a lonely man, lonely souls could
understand each other a lot more easily. Because of loneliness, one could be more sober and clear- headed.
He put his signature to the statements prepared by the police. Before he left, he just shook my hand firmly. His
hand was warm. The handshake was sincere.
*
Chan Lo Yuen refused to answer any questions when he was brought to trial. The defence counsel questioned
Jim Hak Ming, the witness, over and over again.
“At fifteen minutes past midnight on the sixteenth of September, you reported to the police that the accused
had killed some people. When you first saw the accused, was he on your left side or your right side? You said
there was an iron rod stained with blood: was it outside the door or inside? You said you saw the dead woman
Chiu Mei: were her eyes open or closed?”
The witness grew impatient, and said to the judge:
“Your honor, when it rains, it rains, when a mother wants to marry off her daughter, she marries off her
daughter, when this guy wants to kill his folks, kill them all, he kills them all. There’s no stopping it. What will be,
will be!”
The whole courtroom burst into laughter. The judge glared at him and said:
“The witness is perverse, he shows no respect. He treats life as a joke, the court as a playground, a market! The
court is adjourned.”
Chan Lo Yuen was found guilty on five charges of premeditated murder, and given the death sentence. In a few
days, his case would be reviewed by the Governor and the Executive Council, and his sentence would be
commuted to life imprisonment.
Outside the Supreme Court I ran into Lam Kwai. He'd been promoted to Deputy District Commander. He was
very pleased when he saw me, and complained laughingly that his new job was too demanding and he wanted
early retirement. But I could see that he was proud of himself. He was almost ten years my junior, and had worked
under me when he was at the Triad Society Division. During the riots of 1967, we worked side by side dealing
with the strike at the plastic flower factory in San Po Kong, and together we forced our way into the Wah Fung
Apartment Building in North Point. Once a bomb exploded within a metre from us, and we pulled each other on
to the ground to take cover.
“Will you be coming to the club for a drink tonight?”
I only said, “I’ve stopped drinking. Stomach trouble.” Then I left.
I felt empty and light-headed, as if a little drunk, even though I hadn’t had a drink at all. So I stood for a while
beside the railing in front of the Supreme Court, looking out at Victoria harbor. Hong Kong was still very
prosperous. When the court was dismissed, lawyers and family members who had been attending the trials walked
past me in groups—it was like the end of a film show at a cinema. But I suddenly thought about Chan Lo Yuen,
and myself. He would never ever see this beautiful harbor again, and the world would soon forget him. But that
was his own conscious decision. As for me, I had no choice, I would lose this city.
When I left Ireland I was still a young lad with green-flecked eyes, like Davie. When I went back, I would still
have my big frame, but the rest of me would hang loose on it like a large outfit that had lost its shape.
*
Not long afterwards Davie was arrested. The year before last when he came back to Hong Kong, he had been
arrested at Lan Kwai Fong, having been found with twenty grams of “ice” on him. The charges were dropped only
after a lot of hard work on my part. But this time, he was caught with twenty kilos of heroin—with an estimated
market value of about ten million Hong Kong dollars—in the boot\fn{ The trunk.} of his BMW sports car. Only
now did it suddenly occur to me that he was just a college student, and yet he was driving a BMW sports car—
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and I’d never even asked.
Lots of things had changed drastically, and yet I’d never noticed. I went with a lawyer to see him. As soon as
Davie saw me, he broke down and cried. It reminded me of when he was a kid and he fed some insecticide to the
cat while giving it a bath, killing it. Then as now, he just cried and yelled:
“Daddy.”
He was still my Davie, my angel, my darling, the apple of my eye. A big frame, green-flecked eyes, panicstricken—the spitting image of me.
“Daddy, help me!”
How could it be that I’d no idea when he’d changed from a mechanical engineering student to a drug dealer
out to make big money? Was it when I was having a drunken brawl? Was it when I was making love at dawn to a
woman I’d picked up on the street? Was it when I was at the races? Or when I was firing a gun, beating up a
suspect? Was it when 1997 was looming and the whole of Hong Kong was jittery and neurotic? Or was it when
the tanks and artilleries started to roar in Tiananmen in 1989?
“Daddy, get me out, quick!”
He thought he’d simply stolen an apple from his neighbor! Furious, I leapt up, clutched the iron grille and
shouted:
“What else do you want me to do, you little bastard!”
I banged my fist on the wall:
“What else do you want me to do?”
Standing outside the door of Lam Kwai’s spacious office, I felt embarrassed. I couldn’t take another step.
Someone was inside taking orders from him.
“Yes, Sir.”
I didn’t know what to do.
Lam Kwai had already heard the noise:
“Yes, come in.” Then he said in a low voice:
“You go out first.” The other one replied, “Yes, Sir,” and came out.
It was Inspector Ma from the Serious Crimes Division. He greeted me:
“Good morning, Sir.”
I explained to Lam Kwai why I had come to see him. He was still in good form, strong and sturdy, his eyes
sharp as a knife, a deep scar on the back of his hand—he got it when he and I were attacked and injured by a bank
robber.
He thought for a while and said:
“Look, Evans, this is not robbery or assault. Even if I said yes, others won’t.”
He let out a long sigh, stood up and went before the window, fading into a shadow. Outside there were officers
on marching drills. Such familiar and reassuring sounds—Att-en-tion. Eyes Front. In those days we were young.
“Besides, the Attorney General’s Chambers has decided to press charges.”
He slowly took off his jacket, probably because of the heat. I saw his strong, well-developed muscles tighten
and then relax before he said:
“Evans, the times are really different now. The power of the Brits is on the wane. Their days are numbered,
they won’t run any risk to do someone a favor. The Chinese are not up to it yet. So, there really isn’t much hope
with the AGC.”
I said in a soft voice:
“I can use money.”
He turned around; he was as handsome as ever:
“If you need money, I can lend you some. But …”
His looks still charmed me. I loved him no less than I loved Davie.
“Evans, you’d better not take this risk. And it’ll be better for you to leave the Force sooner rather than later. If
you stay, you’ll only find out that sooner or later things and people you know change, for better or for worse I
don’t know. But it’s sad to have to witness all this. I’m only forty-one. It’s too early for me to chuck it in,
emigrate, and live in retirement: I’m stuck. But you’re different. You’ll have an easier time if you go back home.”
Suddenly I saw Davie holding up my heart and slashing it with a knife.
“And why not? The world won’t stop moving. You’ve aged a lot these few years. I bet you if we had a long
distance race now, you’d lose.”
With that, I lost Davie, and I lost him.
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“Thanks.” I said. “I understand.”
I didn’t know why, but suddenly I wanted very much to have a hat, a good hat, to protect myself. Since I came
to Hong Kong, because of the heat, and because it was too easy, I’d forgotten Ireland’s harsh and difficult winters.
*
After Davie was put on trial, I handed in my application for early retirement. With a pension of over a million
Hong Kong dollars, I could start a corner shop in Dublin, or get a franchise to run a petrol station. In Hong Kong,
things moved at high speed. Less than a week after I handed in my application, none of my men bothered to buy
any cigarettes for me or bring me an ashtray. They even cancelled the newspaper subscription for my office.
Later on, I went to the psychiatric detention centre to visit Chan Lo Yuen. Even though a number of doctors
were unanimous in their diagnosis that Chan was not suffering from a mental disorder, he was still sent to the
psychiatric detention center, for reasons of greater safety. I went to see him, probably because I wanted to say
goodbye to him—although he wouldn’t have understood. He had had a crew cut, was scrawny, but seemed in
good spirits. The correctional officer said he never spoke, but just spent his time sitting alone in his room reading
the Encyclopaedia Britannica, and in the evenings he’d play the violin—“Vvery boring music, full of repetitions.
Is it called Bach?” He also said that Chan always carried in his pocket a photo of his family, including a shepherd
dog.
“Chan won’t talk to you,” the young officer explained kindly, as if it was his duty to save me from disappointment.
Chan was happy to see me, and a little awkward, like a son on meeting his father, and sat there respectfully. I
had nothing to say to him either, and just gave him a few CDs, a CD player with earphones, and a small amplifier,
like the set we had used when we took his statements that day.
“Try it.”
This time it was Handel. His music ran like a cool soothing hand over tortured souls. We didn’t speak, but we
grew closer in the music.
Suddenly I understood Beethoven in his deafness. Music is the language of the lonely.
Halfway through Handel’s Messiah, time was up and I had to go. We shook hands. Chan’s hand was still
warm, and it was a sincere handshake. I said to him:
“Take care. Who knows, things being what they are, chaotic and all, who knows if there won’t be a replay of
the fall of the Bastille! Or maybe they’ll let you out. But that will have to be many years after 1997. By then, the
world won’t know you, and you won’t know it either. That’s good, like a rebirth.”
He was amused, and laughed. Then I said:
“Be a good chap. Be good.”
When I came back from visiting Chan, I seemed to have sorted out all my affairs in Hong Kong, I didn’t know
why. Later on, Lam lent me two hundred thousand dollars, strictly for bailing Davie out.
I met Lam in the club and before I opened my mouth, he handed me the cheque:
“Take your time to pay me back. This is the first time and also the last.”
I had never have to worry about money in my life. This was the first time I had felt hard-up, and also the first
time I had felt the burden and pain of money. That evening Lam Kwai drank fiercely, cursing and swearing all the
time—“The mother fucker, the fat asshole.” Not until two in the morning when the club closed did he stagger off
to get his car. Outside the club, a sea breeze was blowing, the pleasure boats were rocking gently in the Causeway
Bay typhoon shelter, the neon lights were still on, dazzling as ever.
Suddenly he embraced me tightly and said:
“Evans, you’re old, and weak. I’ve always thought of you as tall and strong. How cruel!”
I pushed him away.
“You’re drunk. Go now.”
He laughed, staggered a few steps, and said:
“I’m off. We won’t see each other again. I shall remember you, because you’ve taught me so much. When I
grow old, I’ll be like you too. But I shall always remember you as young, brave, and strong, as I shall remember
myself.”
A patter of footsteps, and he disappeared somewhere in the carpark. Door opened, door closed. Headlights on,
the engine roared. He was off.
A long time afterwards I would remember how I felt that night.
*
When things went back to normal, fear turned into fun. Later on, Oi Yuk and I started this game of blood pool.
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We’d fill the tub with warm water, open a bottle of red wine, play a card game—the loser would pour a glass of
red wine into the water, turning it into blood—and we’d make love there. Oi Yuk was heavily pregnant now, she
looked like a blood spider. We also played Chief Inspector and Murderer, Judge and Counsellor. I’d put on Oi
Yuk’s pyjamas, she’d don my three-piece suit to play the murderer of the baby’s doll. Then winter came, and we
were rushed off our feet. People died in droves, I was busy rushing people to hospital, Oi Yuk was busy arranging
burial services for her clients, and when we were home, we’d be busy preparing for the arrival of the baby-cot,
toys, education fund for the baby.
The day that Oi Yuk went into labor, I met that gweilo—the Chief Inspector. He’d grown a beard, it was
streaked with white, and his clothes were a little shabby. He was smoking under the No Smoking sign.
I greeted him:
“Remember me? Remember that murder case—five in the family wiped out?”
People turned to look at us. I laughed. He said:
“Oh yes, I remember you.”
I lit up a cigarette too—to hell with the warning.
“How are you? Another guy bumped off?”
He just shook his head. I chattered on.
“My wife’s in hospital. Premature labor, bacterial infection. Doctor said the baby might be mentally retarded.”
He just said, “Oh,” and went on smoking.
An orderly came up to us—a little late, but here he was. He didn’t say a word, but just pointed at the sign:
“No Smoking. Penalty 500 dollars.”
I dragged the Inspector by the arm to the garden outside the hospital. As we were standing under the sun, he
suddenly asked:
“What’s to be done?”
“They won’t fine us. I know the chap.”
“No, I mean what will you do, if you have a mentally retarded baby.”
“It will be okay; it will still be a lovely baby.”
He lit another cigarette. I watched two sparrows on a tree twittering and chattering.
“My son … caught red-handed with drugs. He jumped bail, was arrested at the airport. More charges, no bail.
He tried to commit suicide.”
I was all attention.
“Is he dead?”
He shook his head.
I was disappointed, naturally, so I just said:
“Good. It’s good to be alive, better to be dead.”
He smiled grimly:
“It’s strange.”
I nipped off a rose from behind me, and with a flourishing of my arm, I presented it to him as if I was playing a
magician’s trick.
“Hey there, don’t look so glum. Your son was caught napping, he went on the run, tried to kill himself, but
there’s no stopping him, is there?”
He said, amazed:
“You’re such a smart crazy chap. What do you say I should do?” I replied:
“Nothing. What can you do? You don’t grow any roses, you don’t get any roses. What to do? Nothing. Just get
on, get on with it.”
It all came out muddled and confused, and the gweilo was confused and puzzled. Another orderly was walking
up to us from afar. I looked down; we were standing on the grass, beside the sign

No stepping on the grass. Penalty 500 dollars.
I pulled him by the arm and said:
“Let’s go. No point talking about it anymore.”
He didn’t say anything either, just 1ooked down, mumbled, “Goodbye,” and went off, his hands stuck deep
into his pockets. In the bright light of the winter sun, his big frame stood out prominently, but his body seemed
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lifeless, like a puppet.
Our baby does turn out to be mentally retarded. He doesn’\’t cry much. Oi Yuk and I are still overjoyed. At
night, we take turns to play with him, tease him, hold him, kiss him—life is wonderful. At night, I still drive the
ambulance up and down the streets, the blue light flashing, taking casualties to the way of recovery, or death. My
wife Oi Yuk is still gleeful when she learns that someone has died. She has designed a new outfit for the dead—a
coat trimmed with artificial fur or sheepskin. Our baby is growing bigger by the day, and is very happy. He has
rosy cheeks, it’s just that he can’t turn his head, and his eyes are constantly fixed on a person or object—a very
attentive baby, he’ll grow up to be a boy who gives life his full attention.
There is a huge fire in the city, there are huge political rows. There are people who emigrate, people who are
worried and confused. But Oi Yuk and I will live our life to the full. The owner of the house next door to us soon
has the house painted a cheerful pink, and the garden is planted with new rose bushes and jasmine, and a gardenia
tree. Another family has moved in, the man loves to cook while the woman works in the garden and repairs
electrical appliances. Come what may, we shall live on, and be full of hope, love, care, and concern.
For hope is never something just out there, or not there. It’s like what God did to light and air. Let there be
hope, and there is hope.
83.31 Season Of Daisies\fn{by Chen Chia-lee (1961- )} Nanking, Jiangsu Province, China (F) 11
Shifting into fourth gear, Pu-ling pushed the accelerator to the floor. The car, like a wounded animal, roared
hoarsely along the street. One by one the headlights approached and went by like shooting stars. Turning a corner
she was hit with a glare of white light. It was as if the car were separated from the ground and thrust into a black
universe, all sense of direction lost. The truck flashed its high beams, with no time to brake she automatically
swerved to the right, again everything was quiet. It was quite some time before she came to the realization that
she was still sitting safely in the driver’s seat. But in her heart she knew that she had not wanted to avoid the truck
at all.
Fallen-petal Path, long and winding, stretched out like a dream. Far away, situated halfway up the mountain
was Green Villa; there the path ended but not the dream.
After parking the car, she put her head down on the wheel till she felt her pounding heart grow calm, then she
got out of the car. There was a two-storied house built against the side of the mountain. Rows of decorative lights
wound along the red brick walk, glowing softly. Nobody cared how bright they were, they were not valued for the
amount of light they gave off. In front of each house was a yard with barely enough room to turn around in. For
years the walls had been covered with an entwinement of bougainvilleas which put forth red blossoms.
Bougainvilleas also climbed over the neighboring walls, intertwining other worlds. She always wondered what
other people’s world were like.
Standing in front of the door, Pu-ling touched the dusty big marble plaque that the maid Lin hadn’t wiped in
ages. In the past, all visitors spoke highly of this plaque saying it had style. Hearing this, she smiled and would
wait for what was always asked next,
“Oh, what characters are those?” The characters were carved in the small seal style. Under the words “Garden
of Everlasting Fragrance” were four lines of tiny characters which read:
A cereus blossoms for one night
Its cool fragrance lingers long
Late at night, wine nearly gone
The warmth of friends remains behind

Every time she would patiently do her utmost to explain with humility the meaning of the lines to the guests.
Shortly after they had moved to Green Villa, Po-yi was promoted to the head of surgery at the hospital. He
often invited his colleagues to the house. She was envied by the other doctors’ wives. They said since her husband
had become Chief at such a young age he would have a great future ahead of him; all he had to do was to develop
good connections and he could expect to become the director of the hospital. When she heard this she smiled and
her eyes became two small crescents, as she became even more a proper and considerate hostess.
Suddenly there was a crash inside followed by the loud cry of a child like an air-raid siren. She hurriedly took
out her key and opened the door. Hurrying across the yard and living room, she ran. straight to the kitchen. As
expected the kitchen was a mess, in utter disarray.
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“Madam, young master lost his temper again. He refused to take a bath this afternoon and now he won’t eat.”
There were grains of rice all over Lin’s face, and she was dripping with vegetable soup. Next to her, Chih-ch’i
cried loudly, his neck outstretched, his thin hands desperately beating his even thinner legs as if they were his
enemies. His face, covered with tears and snot, was all twisted up, saliva running down to his chin. His constantly
opened mouth was full of half-chewed rice which looked as though he had just vomited up.
“What should I do? Madam, I really—”
“Let him die of hunger!” Pu-ling flung out angrily, turning to walk away. As she reached the door, she turned
her head and said,
“Clear the table! I’ll feed him later. Tomorrow, do remember to clean the plaque outside.”
She strode up the stairs. Leaning on the door of her room, she grabbed at her chest, it was as if something was
tearing violently at her, testing her strength. She felt that if she loosened her hand, her heart and lungs would be
ripped out. This was not the first time. Generally, it was even more confusing and terrible, but she had never felt
so discouraged as she did tonight. No matter how bad the situation was, she had always had hope, feeling all her
troubles were heaven’s way of testing her will and faith. But she knew very well that every day she sank deeper
into a darker, more oppressive nightmare. She wished only that someday, in the future, the nightmare would pass
and she would awaken to find the world beautiful as before. For many years she lived with this small hope. At
first she was worried and confused, but it became clearer with the passing days until today when she completely
awakened … awake, her nightmare was worse than ever.
“Mrs. Tuan, why don’t you give up—the child—Ai, you know Po-yi and I are good friends, and I really did my
best. There’s almost no hope in curing cerebral palsy.”
That autumn, Dr. Ma’s “almost” forced her to struggle on the edge of life and death, but it was also a ray of
hope. Since then, she had been praying and hoping that medical science would improve with each passing day, to
give strength to that tiny hope. How could anyone know that the result of all the waiting would be nothing but
utter hopelessness. That afternoon Dr. Morey drenched all her hopes with cold water.
“The child has cerebral palsy, eighty percent of his motor nerves have been damaged, but the part of the brain
that governs mental functions is still OK. However, there’s a possibility that it too will degenerate—”
“We didn’t catch it early enough to give him a complete transfusion, now it’s too late for any possibility of
recovery. What? What about the newest medicine? All are useless, now, the only thing left is physical therapy to
prevent other functions from degenerating. That’s all we can do.”
Dr. Morey, an internationally known brain specialist, came to Taiwan to attend a medical conference. Pu-ling
went to see him with a slim hope, she thought that after all these years a cure should have been discovered. She
never expected the answer she got—no hope ever of a miracle, no hope.
She fell weakly onto the sofa, in front of her eyes she saw only Chih-chi’s wretched appearance. This was not a
brief nightmare, but one that would last an entire lifetime! A sixteen-year-old body shriveled in such a way as to
look like a boy of less than ten. He could not eat, nor drink, move or go to the bathroom on his own. As if
possessed by some evil spirit, the once lively boy degenerated before her eyes into a beastly monster. How was
she to raise him, how was she to accompany him through the long years ahead to that inevitable end.
Suddenly the telephone rang. She got up and forced herself to walk to the head of the bed to lift the receiver. It
was someone looking for Po-yi.
“Not at home—When will he be home? Well …” She suddenly felt speechless. When would he be back? How
could she answer? He hadn’t been home in several days! She made a few casual remarks and hung up the phone.
As she glanced at the clock beside the bed, she became alarmed. It was already past ten.
“Oh, no.” She said and hurried downstairs. Lin was cleaning up the table in the kitchen. She turned and walked
into Chih-chi’s bedroom. He sat there clean and neat, all alone. She prepared a bowl of cereal and carried it to
him.
“My dear, how come you’re refusing to eat again? Come, let Mama feed, you. This is your favorite cereal.”
She said, trying hard to be patient.
She pushed the wheelchair close to the table, and then sat down herself. Chih-ch’i turned his head showing the
whites of his eyes, his half-opened mouth twitching. Whenever he was in a bad mood, if he didn’t scream and cry
and beat his breast and stamp his feet, then he would quietly roll his eyes, hiding his black pupils, exposing two
empty white eye sockets just like a cooked fish. She hated to see his defeated look. It was useless to beat or scold
him, it only drove her to tears.
“Be a good boy! Eat now or it will get cold, try it. Mama put some milk in it.”
Holding the bowl, she coaxed him. There was no response. She tried to put a spoonful of cereal into his mouth.
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He actually swallowed it down. She felt relieved and continued feeding him. Then, without any warning, he spit a
mouthful of cereal in her face, then he vomited all over himself. In utter desperation she stood up, but before she
could burst out in anger he started to bawl. Wiping the thick, stinking liquid from her face, she felt like vomit. In a
fit of rage she slapped him, but that was like adding oil to a fire, he squealed piercingly like a pig about to be
slaughtered. He screwed up his already twisted face even more, his chin twitched as if disjointed, hanging askew
on his face. He rolled his dead-fish eyes further back. Pu-ling gnashed her teeth and pulled back her hand, which
she had raised again. Slamming the bowl down on the table she turned and walked away, bumping into Lin, who
came running in on hearing the noise.
“Let him die, let him die!”
She dashed back to her room, where she collapsed on to her knees and began beating her hand furiously
against the wall. This was the first time she had wished to let go, to lose her mind, even to die!
One o’clock that night as she lay in bed, she heard a car passing through the neighborhood and it slowly come
to a stop. She got up and peeked through the curtains, then dressed hurriedly and turned on the light. It was Po-yi.
She met him and, taking his suitcase, followed him into the house. The couple walked all the way in silence.
Looking at his tall, slightly stooped figure she couldn’t help but feel suddenly moved and as a result she
swallowed everything she had wished to tell him. While he was still taking off his coat and loosening his tie, she
filled the bathtub with water for him and said,
“About ten o’clock last night, the director called here. I didn’t know what time you’d be home, so I told him I
would have you call him back when you got home, but this will—”
“Doesn’t matter, I talked to him on the phone just a while ago.”
Picking up his clothes, he went into the bathroom and continued, “Later on I have a matter to discuss with
you.”
Listening to the running water, Pu-ling dimmed the hanging lamp and half-leaning against the bed she began to
feel perturbed. Her thoughts became confused.
After Chih-chi’s illness developed, Po-yi no longer liked to stay at home, especially in recent years since she
began devoting all her attention to Chih-chi. It was as if there were a mutual understanding that nothing remained
between husband and wife except the house. She couldn’t understand why he was busy night and day. Time
passed as naturally as turning the pages of a book, but she was always so uneasy, fearful that one day some
disaster would strike her.
She thought over and over again about what he had just said, his tone of voice and the expression on his face,
but she couldn’t figure it out. Because of this doubt she hated herself. But what could she believe. As for living
she already lacked the strength to do as much as she wished.
Shortly, Po-yi came out of the bathroom, sat down on the sofa and began speaking slowly,
“Director Chang just informed me that he would like to see me take over the vacant position of deputy director.
If no problems come up at next week’s meeting, it’ll be settled.”
“That’s great! Congratulations.” She was overjoyed at the unexpected news.
But he waved his hand without any expression.
“You don’t know that Dr. Wu, the head of pediatrics, has been fighting for that position for a long time. Since
Chih-chi became ill, he has been making things difficult for me in every way. If he doesn’t get the position this
time, will he be contented to leave me alone? Besides, it’s only a prestige position without any real power but a lot
of work to do. There’s nothing really good about it."
“But you must be deputy director before you can hope of becoming director.”
He just shook his head without a word. After a while he said,
“Well, let’s see if they insist, then I’ll take it.”
Following this, the tension once again began to fill the air. She didn’t understand why Po-yi talked less and less
nor why every time she wished to talk to him it was always about Chih-chi, but he hated to listen to that more
than anything. She paused for a moment then finally spoke,
“I went to see Dr. Morey this afternoon.”
He lit a cigarette. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Pu-ling lifted her head and looked at him and sighed,
not knowing what to say next. Unexpectedly, he crushed out his cigarette and in a loud voice said, “How was it? I
told you a long time ago there was no hope of recovery from cerebral palsy. Why must you torture yourself and
make yourself sick?”
There was silence. She was unable to say a word to defend herself. Quite bewildered, she sat up straight and
listened as he continued,
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“Will you believe me this time? I’m a doctor. Don’t you think I would know if there’s anything that can be
done for my son? Do you have to run and ask every doctor in Taiwan, till everyone of them knows that I, Po-yi,
have an idiot son?”
“He’s not an idiot.”
“In what way is he different from an idiot? You see how he looks. If anyone sees him, will any patient allow
me to treat them?” Finished speaking, he leaned back on the sofa and closed his eyes.
“It’s not his fault—it’s mine. It’s all my fault—if I hadn’t been so careless—”
“Stop it,” he cut in. “Listen to me. Send him to an institution. Don’t worry about how much it will cost. Otherwise, we’ll all go crazy sooner or later.”
Driven to distraction, she stared at him. He knew very well she was opposed to that. And each time it was
brought up, she always felt as if she were being pushed off the top of a mountain.
“No, you can’t send him there to live and die all alone.” She clutched the bed sheet, almost begging with him.
“Live and die alone?” He stood up angrily. “Do you mean to die with him?”
For a long while the couple stood looking at each other. “You, do you hate me or Chih-chi?” Then she
collapsed.
“I hate myself.” Dejected, he fell back into a chair and held his head against his knees. “I am incompetent!
Every day, on the operating table, I save people, but there’s nothing I can do for my own son! I can take the
ridicule from my colleagues, but … I can't go on any longer seeing how he lives, in a state worse than death.” As
he talked, he began crying like a child.
Pu-ling got up from the bed and sat down next to him. She suddenly discovered a little bald spot at the back of
his head and some of his hair had turned white. He was only forty-five years old! Once again, she hated herself so
much, she felt helpless because she didn’t know what to do for him. Bending over, she put both arms around his
waist and pressed her face to his back. The tears flowed from her eyes, and fell, seeping into his clothes. . .
*
Just after the spring rains ended in May, the sky suddenly became faintly uneasy and depressing. Pu-ling carried the miniature tree here and there, but she couldn’t make up her mind where to put it. When she finally found
a low table on which to place it she already had began to sweat. As she looked at it she was still not completely
satisfied with it. She was unable to decide when Lin walked over and asked,
“Madam, everything’s ready except the punch. Would you care to mix it yourself?”
“Prepare some lemon slices. I’ll mix the drinks later.” She answered, turning her head, and saw Lin’s face
shiny with sweat so she continued, “Turn on the air-conditioner in a little while.”
Lin said yes and walked away. Pu-ling went back to her moving and arranging. Suddenly she got an idea and
walked outside. Yesterday, she herself had cleaned the characters carefully carved on the marble plaque. Raising
her hand she brushed the marble and thought how much better it was to have engraving than inlay, because
engraving only got dusty if you didn’t clean it, but you had to worry about inlay coming loose and falling out.
A cereus blossoms for one night.
Its cool fragrance lingers long.
Late at night, wine nearly gone.
The warmth of friends remains behind.

What difference would it make if it fell out? She stared at the plaque, lost in thought, then sighing, she walked
back to the kitchen where everything was already prepared. There was a large crystal bowl on the table into which
she then measured and mixed a nice punch. She cut star-fruit, pineapple and other fruits into decorative patterns
and then added them to the punch. She also dumped in a can of cherries and stirred it for a while. There were all
kinds and colors of fruit, red, yellow, orange, white, floating in the amber liquid. They spun and danced following
the ladle as she stirred. She sipped a spoonful and added a little soda, only then did she smile with satisfaction.
She was good at mixing punch. She remembered when Dr. Cheng’s wife asked to have her recipe. But every
time Mrs. Cheng followed the recipe, it never turned out right. Mrs. Cheng loved to stand beside her and watch
her as if watching a magic show. Wide-eyed, Mrs. Cheng would admire her and praise her. This made her happy.
Po-yi, with a glass in his hand, would quietly look at her, his eyes full of gratefulness and satisfaction.
After a short while, the liquid swirling in the bowl slowly stopped moving. A bustling, noisy, many-sided
world was followed by quietness, some of the fruit slices sank to the bottom of the bowl, most just floated up and
down. She felt tears come to her eyes, hurriedly she put some ice cubes in and called for Lin to carefully take it
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away. She glanced at the clock, it was five sharp.
After washing her hands, she checked everywhere. As she passed Chih-chi’s room, she pushed open the door
and entered, nearly tripping over the toys littering the floor. A pink panther, a big bear together with pillows from
the bed were heaped in the doorway. She picked them up one by one and placed them on the bed where she sat
down on the edge. Chih-chi lay there on his side, his dry, thin, twisted body leaning against the wall. The suit he
was wearing had been a gift for his tenth birthday, it seemed a little big now. She stretched out her hand to smooth
his hair and saw that his collar seemed to be crooked. As she tried to straighten it, she suddenly discovered that it
was not his collar that was crooked but his neck. His head and neck and chest were not normal like other people’s.
One always got the impression that his body had been cut apart and put back together again and would never be
straight.
Pu-ling’s outstretched hand stiffened in midair as she looked at him there in front of her, his neat and clean
appearance belying his funny-looking, abnormal shape. She bit her lip, her heart was dealt another heavy blow—
how could a once lovely little boy become like this, how?
Chih-chi faced his mother, his eyeballs always out of control, and though she couldn’t tell where they rested,
they seemed to pierce straight through her to rest on some unknown place. Who could know what kind of world
filled his brain? His small face twitched constantly, there was seldom any other expression, except when he was
angry, then his face became even more distorted. The doctor said that his conscious mental functions were still
intact. Then he was still conscious but what did he think about all day long? Did he complain? Did he hate? Puling lifted his head, there was no expression on his face, no complaint, hatred, love or expectation, not even the
humility of having yielded to fate. Suddenly seized with terror she softly caressed his face with her hand. He
mumbled and twisted his body trying to avoid her. She took him into her arms, murmuring softly,
“My dear Chih-chi, be a good boy, if Mama can’t get you cured, then Mama will care for you the rest of your
life.” Then she choked with sobs. Chih-chi just struggled, wildly rolling his tongue. She suddenly thought of
something. She touched his belly; it was tight and swollen, she hastily pulled out the potty seat and let him relieve
himself. She removed the diaper that was already wet through and put on a new one. When everything was ready,
she put Chih-chi in the wheelchair. Then she squatted down beside him and, holding his shoulders said,
“Chih-chi won’t cry today, Mama loves you. Later, Dad’s going to have a party here. You be a good boy and
Dad will take you to eat something good.”
Before she had finished, Lin came in to say that Po-yi was home. Walking out, Pu-ling closed the door.
Outside, Po-yi was on the phone talking in a loud voice. Between the polite expressions and laughter she heard
him say,
“I’m grateful for your kindness.”
“We look forward to seeing you.”
He was exceptionally happy. To her, the atmosphere of the whole room seemed charged with vitality. His
reflection on the liquor cabinet looked much younger.
After he put down the receiver he turned and seeing her, said smilingly, “It wasn’t easy, but we finally
managed to invite Director Chang. You know he doesn’t like to socialize and his coming really is giving us a lot
of face.” He glanced up at her, she was wearing a ch’ip’ao with a diamond broach. He walked over to her, gazing
fixedly then smiling, he shook his head and said, “A string of pearls would go better with that ch’ip’ao, where’s
your string of pearls! That would look smarter with your dress.”
“OK, I’ll change in a minute.” She nodded and smiled, and while holding his hand, she softly said,
“Congratulations to my deputy director.”
A strange but familiar gentleness infused his face and filled his eyes. For a moment their eyes met and looked
ardently at each other, those old feelings returned in an upsurge of passion. They reached out and joined hands.
“Madam, should I feed young master?” asked Lin, walking in unexpectedly. Seeing them, she halted and said,
“Pardon me.”
Quickly, Po-yi loosened his hand. He strode to Chih-chi’s bedroom, opened the door and took a look inside,
then slammed the door shut.
“We agreed to send him to Mrs. Chien’s home, didn’t we?” he said furiously. “Why?”
“Don’t just stand there in the doorway, Lin, go get the napkins ready. We have to set the table soon,” she said
with a wink.
Lin understood and walked away. Then Pu-ling went on, “I went to Mrs. Chien’s house this morning but she
had a cold. Chih-chi catches cold so easily, so I didn’t send him there … anyway, he won’t be in the way …”
The last words were spoken haltingly as if she were afraid of being found out. As expected, Po-yi suddenly
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wrinkled his eyes, nose and mouth.
“To leave him in the house is like planting a time bomb … later when the guests come!”
“It’s all right, I’ve already washed him up. He’s been a good boy today, no trouble at all. Besides he’s not a
secret, we can’t lock him up his whole life.”
He tried to say something, but stopped himself, pausing momentarily, he angrily lifted his head.
“OK! I don’t want to argue with you. We haven’t had a party in years, and now, today, when everybody’s
coming, he … anyway, you’d better let him stay in his room!” Saying this, he grabbed his coat, and without
turning his head, walked upstairs.
Pu-ling stood as if nailed there, completely numbed. She looked furiously at the stairway and tried to think of
what Po-yi and she had said and done a few minutes ago. How, how could everything just disappear like that?
As the first car honked at the front door, the glimmering night had already flooded Green Villa. The soft
yellowish lights of each house reflected the twinkling stars. Decorative lights wound all the way along the Fallenpetal Path. The transparent glass bulbs on top of the black posts next to the trees lining the walkway; looked like
lanterns hanging from the branches, eyes flickering brightly in the night.
Tonight, the Garden of Everlasting Fragrance was brilliantly illuminated. The yard was opened wide. There
were soft drinks, fruits and appetizers on a table outside. In the living room, on a long table, a sumptuous buffet
was laid out. On another long table were glasses, several kinds of condiments and relishes. The punch bowl was
placed in the center of the table along with lemon slices cut as thin as flower petals and folded in two, looking as
if butterflies had alighted on the porcelain plate.
The guests came in one after another. Before seven o’clock all the guests had arrived. For a short while, the
room echoed with laughter, toasts and small talk as the guests greeted one another. Po-yi and his co-workers sat in
the living room, smoking. His face was a little flushed, though he had not yet had anything to drink. Before long,
every face was suffused with a red glow as the guests jostled about. Pu-ling chatted with the doctors’ wives in the
yard. Right at that moment, a car pulled up. Pu-ling moved forward to greet them. Two children, a boy and a girl,
both seemingly under ten, jumped out of the car. They were followed by a rather capable-looking, plump woman
who beckoned to the children as she gazed at Pu-ling, nodding smilingly. Before she could say anything, Po-yi,
having heard the noise, came out just in time to greet the man getting out of the car.
“Well, well, right on time, we’ve been expecting you!” Po-yi shook hands with the man and nodded to the
woman, then introduced them to Pu-ling, “This is Dr. Wu, Chief of Pediatrics and his wife, this is my wife.”
As hostess, Pu-ling quickly put on a smile and taking the woman by the arm, they followed the two men into
the house. Once inside the living room, greetings and civilities were again exchanged. Dr. Wu brought a message
from Director Chang saying he was delayed on business and would be late and they need not wait for him.
Hearing this, Pu-ling invited the guests to help themselves to the buffet. Holding their plates, standing and sitting,
the fashionably dressed men and women filled the living room and yard with a joyful bustle. She frequently made
her rounds among the guests with a large tray full of drinks and appetizers, asking them if they would care for
more, at times stopping here and there to chat.
“Mrs. Tuan, the food is delicious. Did you make it all yourself or did you have it catered from outside?” asked
Mrs. Lai as she ate a piece of jellied mutton. Mrs. Cheng, who was standing next to her, hurriedly swallowed the
food she was eating and said, “Of course, Mrs. Tuan cooked everything herself. Didn’t you know that Mrs. Tuan’s
cooking is better than that of any restaurant? Several years ago, when Dr. Tuan had just been promoted to the head
of the department, we came here to eat quite often. And every time we got home, my husband complained we
could never have a party because my cooking wasn’t good enough.”
Pu-ling responded with a smile and, carrying a tray of sponge cake, walked over to where Po-yi was entertaining several guests. Po-yi had spent the whole time talking and hadn’t touched the food on his plate. Dr. Ma saw
her walking over and, raising his voice, called out,
“You’re really busy tonight, come over here and take a rest. Dr. Tuan is lucky to have you for a wife.”
As he spoke he took a piece of sponge cake and put it on his plate, then changing his mind, he gave the cake to
Dr. Chi who was standing next to him. Dr. Chi was the youngest doctor there, he had just started working at the
hospital early that year. Hearing what Dr. Ma said he added right away, asking,
“Why haven’t we seen Dr. Tuan’s children yet?”
For a moment Pu-ling didn’t know what to say. The men had all suddenly become silent. Po-yi turned his head,
uneasily he took a piece of sponge cake and with his eyes lowered said, “I have only a boy. He’s not feeling well
this evening so he’s staying in his room.”
Smiling, Dr. Chi nodded his head, but he sensed there was clearly something wrong. At last, Dr. Ma raised his
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voice as if to pick up where he had left off, he praised the party and the food and only then did the atmosphere
change.
Taking the opportunity, Pu-ling sneaked off to the back and asked Lin to make sure everything was all right.
Then she walked to the bedroom door, opened it and peeked inside. Chih-chi was sitting crookedly in the
wheelchair holding the pink panther toy. The pink panther couldn’t be considered large, but beside his skinny
body it looked as though it could crush him. Chih-chi just toyed with the pink panther’s tail without paying any
attention to his mother. Pu-ling had neither the time nor the desire to go in. She frowned and went back to the
living room.
Dr. Wu’s two children chased one another around the living room, fighting over a shrimp ball and knocked
over a cup of tea. The girl, being younger, couldn’t catch her elder brother so she stamped her feet and cried. Mrs.
Wu hurriedly came to scold them. Pu-ling hurriedly gave her two shrimp balls to quiet her down. Dr. Wu heard
the noise and came over.
“I told you not to bring the children, but you wouldn’t listen to me. They are shameful!” He blamed his wife,
then he smiled at Pu-ling saying, “Children don’t know how to behave, causing trouble.”
Pu-ling smiled, responding that it didn’t matter. She took a paper napkin to wipe up the tea left on the table. Dr.
Wu motioned as if he wished to help, but coughing softly a couple of times, asked, “How’s your son? Has he
gotten any better?” Her heart sank and before she could reply, Dr. Wu continued, “I just heard Deputy Director
Tuan say that he didn’t feel well today. Is he all right? Do you want to bring him out so I can take a look. I’m not
as skilled as Po-yi, but I’m very good when it comes to children’s cases.”
Just then the little boy ran over and, putting his arms around his mother’s waist, began to twist about.
“You see, he’s already nine, and still such a pest. How old is your son this year, Mrs. Tuan?” asked Mrs. Wu.
“Sixteen," answered Pu-ling politely. She felt weak and wished to get away but Mrs. Wu went on,
“Sixteen already! You are lucky. How tall is he? Our son is tall like his father, and thin as a bamboo pole.”
Mrs. Wu laughed by herself. Pu-ling had to laugh too. At that moment, Director Chang arrived. Everyone put
down their plates and welcomed him.
“Congratulations!” Director Chang shook hands with Po-yi first, then greeted all the other guests. “Sorry, I’m
late! Please go back to what you were doing.”
Pu-ling smiled and gave him a glass of wine. Director Chang took the glass and said,
“Dr. Tuan. is a responsible, hardworking man. His outstanding skills have made him so famous that even
patients from other departments frequently request him as their doctor.”
As he finished, everybody laughed and followed with many flattering words. Dr. Wu walked in, holding a
glass.
“Is that right? Everybody knows Dr. Tuan works very hard. He comes to the hospital before eight to check on
patieuts and doesn’t leave till after midnight. He’s the best man for the position of Deputy Director. However …”
he cast a sidelong glance at Pu-ling and jested, “fortunately Mrs. Tuan is very patient!”
The room burst into an uproar of laughter. Pu-ling flushed and glanced at Po-yi. He was silent, an embarrassed
smile on his face. Dr. Wu was about to continue but luckily Director Chang cut in, “Come, come, let’s toast the
Deputy Director, let’s offer him our congratulations.”
Then those who had glasses in hand toasted him, those who had none hurriedly picked up any glass at hand
and followed suit. The glasses clinked and everyone drank together. The room was filled with noise and
excitement as people laughed and talked. At the height of the excitement, a cry was heard which startled everyone
just as if a sharp axe cut through the air. Pu-ling shivered and before she could react, Mrs. Wu had already rushed
to the bedroom dragging her son along behind her, yelling as she went. Pu-ling hurried to take a look, her heart
sank at once.
The two kids, seeing that no one paid any attention, had sneaked into the bedroom and, seeing Chih-chi, they
were terrified by his strange appearance. The little girl cried out then crouched down on the floor and cried
without stopping. As soon as Chih-chi heard the crying he too began to cry. Soon the cries of the children were
heard all over the house. Pu-ling held him in her arms but when he saw so many people gathered in the doorway
staring at him, he cried even more. Dr. Wu came in and carried the girl out of the room.
“Good girl, there’s nothing to be afraid of,” he said comforting the child.
Mrs. Wu dragged the boy out and spanked him several times. The boy twisted his mouth in an attempt to cry.
“You dare cry? Who told you to take your sister running all over the place? If you saw a ghost you’d deserve to
be scared to death.”
The words pierced Pu-ling’s heart like a knife. She pressed Chih-chi tightly to her bosom. He couldn’t move,
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his flowing tears and running nose soaked her chest.
Finally Dr. Ma came in to smooth things over. Director Chang had remained standing in the living room,
feeling it inappropriate to poke his nose in. Po-yi accompanied him, his face livid with rage. Chih-chi continued
crying.
“It’s OK now. Don’t cry, don’t cry. I think Chih-chi is hungry, why don’t you take him outside to have
something to eat,” said Dr. Ma, giving the hint for everyone to leave the room.
Dr. Ma was an old friend. From the beginning he was Chih-chi’s doctor. He walked over to Chih-chi, picked
him up and patted the back of his neck. When Chih-chi had stopped crying, he put him back in the wheelchair.
“It doesn’t matter now, take him outside for some fresh air and something to eat.” He said as he winked at Puling. He then went back to the living room.
Dr. Wu and his wife had put their two children out in the yard where they were cracking and eating walnuts as
if nothing had happened. Pu-ling and Lin wiped Chih-chi’s face and changed his clothes, then wheeled him
outside. The guests who already knew the facts found someone to talk to, pretending not to notice and those who
had known nothing couldn’t help being surprised but tried not to show it outwardly. Dr. Ma, attempting to lighten
the mood, raised his voice to talk about something unimportant. He seemed like the host of the party that night in
contrast to Po-yi who was unusually silent.
When Pu-ling pushed the wheelchair into the living room, Chih-chi felt uneasy again probably because of the
bright lights and the hubbub of voices. He struggled, moving his hands and feet helplessly in his wheelchair. Puling thought it best to just push him to the edge of the dinner table. Director Chang and some close associates
came over to say hello, some of the more warm-hearted women brought water and napkins trying to help. Pu-ling,
on the contrary, lost her self-possession and didn’t know what to do. She gave Po-yi a glance, he stood on the far
side of the room. Dr. Wu, with a hand on his waist, talked about something, he held his glass near his mouth
without drinking. He happened to look over and their eyes met. Pu-ling quickly lowered her eyes and turned away
At that moment it was as if he wanted her to know he was staring at her.
Chih-chi stretched out a hand and, mumbling, pointed at the bowl of punch. Pu-ling lowered her voice trying
to distract him. She took a plate of sandwiches hoping to feed him, just then Mrs. Lai came over.
“I’m sorry, Mrs. Tuan, but may I use your bedroom to change my clothes. I’m a little overweight and can’t
stand the heat. I dressed too warmly this evening. I’m really …”
Putting down the plate, she figured it wouldn’t take long so there was no need to bother Lin. She took Mrs. Lai
upstairs to change her clothes. Mrs. Lai also took the opportunity, sitting by the dresser, to brush her hair. While
they were talking, a loud crash was heard from downstairs, followed immediately by piercing cries. In a panic,
Pu-ling dashed downstairs, completely disregarding Mrs. Lai. It had only taken a moment for things to go bad.
Chih-chi and the two children cried at the top of their lungs. The little girl ran to her mother’s arms, the boy had
just been slapped by his father and was stamping his feet.
“It wasn’t me, it wasn’t me! Sister did it!!” he cried. Lin stood next to Chih-chi and was at a total loss about
what to do. The tablecloth was pulled half off the table, the punch bowl lay broken to pieces on the floor. Chih-chi
was soaked from head to toe with punch, pieces of fruit and ice cubes were all over his body and the floor. A big
chunk of ice had fallen down his collar and, being unable to get at it by himself, he cried and trembled, his face
puffed and purple.
For quite some time everybody stood there in a state of shock. Dr. Wu slapped the boy and scolded the girl, the
girl’s screeching was like a pair of scissors cutting Pu-ling’s nerves one by one. The boy’s protestations were like
a sharp pointed file rasping her face.
“Why slap me? It’s not my fault! Sister did it!”
“Shut up! Your sister went to get something to eat. Why did you pull her?”
“I … I told her not to go … That person … he’s so horrible … teacher says you can catch it …”
Pu-ling couldn’t take any more, her blood was boiling. She lost control and covering her ears, shouted:
“He’s not a monster, what he has is not contagious … it’s not contagious!”
Then all was silent and still, everyone quietly turned to watch helplessly as mother and son trembled and
sobbed—the heart-rending tones went on and on …
*
Chih-chi was finally put in an institution. Po-yi took him there himself. That day he was unusually wellbehaved, he just stared at his feet without making a sound, his shoulders shrugging constantly. Pu-ling and Lin
were busy getting things ready for him. He sat there stunned, his head hanging down, straining to breathe
carefully so as not to make a displeasing sound. When his father came in, he tried very hard to suck back the
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saliva drooling from his mouth and in doing so he choked and coughed until he couldn’t sit steadily. Even so he
was unable to do anything for himself except to keep silent. He could do nothing, not even beg.
Pu-ling embraced him and kissed him several times then she let go of him, ran upstairs and buried her face in
her pillow. She couldn’t bear to listen to his heart-broken cries—but not a sound was heard. Taking her hands
away from her face, she waited for the car to start. Then she dashed to the window pressing her nose to the glass.
She could see nothing except the maroon automobile with its tinted windows and Lin, who stood in the sunset
wiping her eyes with her sleeve.
Besides being alive, she didn’t know what other sin he could be guilty of committing. She wiped the moisture
from the window. In front of her, the scenery was the same as ever. The car was a small red spot rolling down the
Fallen-petal Path, growing smaller as it went. The window became more and more blurred.
Was this the end? Helplessly, she leaned against the window watching the setting sun dip slowly behind the
mountains.
Chih-chi was gone but nothing had ended. Po-yi still seemed armor-clad, wholly impassive. The days were
hard and cold. In the past, because of Chih-chi there had been ups and downs, now it was like a pond of stagnant
water; they didn’t even argue any more.
She had not the slightest idea of how to break the impasse. Twenty years of married life was so rich and full,
like reading a novel, turning one page after another until suddenly a blank page appeared, leaving one frustrated
and exasperated. And what’s more, she couldn’t put her finger on the problem.
Ten days later, the institution called to say Chih-chi had been refusing to eat anything. Po-yi exploded:
“No way! There’s no way he’s coming back! I’ve had enough, I tell you, if he comes back, I’ll leave.”
Pu-ling, lookiilg at the broken teacup on the floor, with mouth agape and tongue-tied. She never imagined
Chih-chi had affected him so terribly: the person in front of her was so explosive and unrestrained, inhumane to
the point of being cruel. Instinctively she retreated, shielding herself behind a chair. Po-yi pressed closer and,
pointing at himself, said, “Why do I work so hard every day? I’m exhausted after working at the hospital, and
what kind of life do I come home to? I don’t believe we can’t live without Chih-chi!"
She just shook her head fiercely, saying nothing. She simply couldn’t understand what had happened. They
ought to be like father and son, not enemies!
“What do you want me to do? He’s your son.” Weakly she sat down, at first she sobbed almost inaudibly, then
she fell prostrate on the sofa wailing, overwhelmed with grief. The tears locked her in another world, where she
felt relieved, at least for that moment, she didn’t have to see, to hear, or to think.
She seemed to be crying for the sake of crying. For so long her heart had been like a piece of dried wood or
dead ash; she couldn’t even have a good cry. Now, lying there, she wept until she became hoarse and could
scarcely draw a breath, until her crying sounded as if it were coming from someone else.
During this time, Po-yi had smashed another ashtray, and in the past he used to be the quiet sort who didn’t
even like to honk his horn when driving.
Pu-ling didn’t know how much time had passed when she felt the cushion sink, and two hesitant hands lifted
her up, then held her tightly with arms that seemed to wish to squeeze her into his heart.
“Don’t cry, Pu-ling, please stop crying.” Po-yi caressed her hair and spoke incoherently, “Do what you want,
bring Chih-chi home, do what you want, just no more …”
The next day, she went to see Chih-chi in his eighteen square foot room.
The director of the institution was there, his fat face was overly sincere in his distress. Next to the small bed by
the wall was the wheelchair, its white cover had already become a filthy yellow. Chih-chi was curled up there like
a dried shrimp. The buttons on his clothes were hanging loose, ready to fall off. His skin was a waxy yellow and
dirty. If it hadn’t been for the rapid rising and falling of his chest as he breathed, she would have thought he was
dead. All the toys brought from home had disappeared except for the pink panther—now missing its tail—which
had been thrown in the corner.
Closing her eyes, the only thing she could hear was her own breathing and Chih-chi’s.
Driving the car she stopped and started many times. When she couldn’t take it any longer, she pulled off by the
roadside and put her head down on the wheel to cry. She’d cry until a car coming from behind honked, then she
would force herself to start again. Sitting beside her, Chih-chi, who’d had a glass of milk before leaving, was
unusually quiet. Now his eyes were open, blankly taking in the road ahead. His face was flushed with a slight
fever and his whole body gave off a bad odor. He must hate her! She thought life should be splendid for someone
his age, even if writing a novel, this would be just the beginning. But in this case she had destroyed the story with
her own hands.
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“What will you do, what will you do later on?” mumbled Pu-ling.
But no one answered, there was only the steady hum of the air-conditioner.
She never hated the transparent glass as much as she did now. Every time she stopped for a red light, people in
the cars next to her stared at her, some even craned their necks trying to find something inside her car. The more
she cried, the more people looked at her.
As the traffic light turned green, she hurriedly stepped on the accelerator to escape the traffic jam and find a
quieter street to drive on. For a long time her mind was empty of all thoughts, she let the car run forward
mechanically as if she didn’t plan to stop. Then she discovered she was heading in the wrong direction; she saw a
road sign for Tamsui.
In fact, she had seen, through a gap in the mountains the white waves breaking far away but hadn’t given it a
second thought. Glancing at the road sign she had no desire to stop or change direction. She turned off the airconditioner and rolled the window down halfway. She smelled the salty, fishy odor of the sea and heard the waves
roaring like thousands of troops marching in.
She took a small gravel road which cut off from the highway down to where she stopped among some reeds.
She didn’t know what to do next. Sadly, she looked at the deserted beach and the boundless blue sea beyond.
Chih-chi looked in the same direction and was perhaps thinking the same thing …
The sky was clear, yet the sunshine was dull. The sea wind seemed to beckon more attentively than the waves.
As soon as she got out of the car, she was embraced by the wind. It immediately filled her clothes and her heart.
But the waves were stronger. When the first wave hit her, she staggered. As she was struck by a second and third,
she felt the icy-coldness pierce her flesh and bones, and the weight of the water dragging her down. When she
heard Chih-chi crying, the water was already up to her waist.
“Chih-chi, my son, do you want to die? Mama will go with you …”
Slowly she kneeled down, the water washed violently around her throat. On her back, Chih-chi opened his
mouth, but no sound came out or perhaps she couldn’t hear it. There was only the thundering tide enshrouding all,
like a call from the center of the earth which nobody could resist.
A giant wave rose and it seemed the whole world was crashing over her. In the whirling vacuum, she floated
weightless, burdenless—but where was Chih-chi? He had been on her back a moment ago—a thought flashed
through her mind bringing her back to herself and to a breathless terror.
After struggling for a while, she finally stood up, fortunately the water was not deep. At her feet she saw a pair
of hands and legs thrashing in the water. Frantically she plunged into the water and pulled Chih-chi up. She wiped
the water from his face: his protruding eyes stared at her in horror, his two pieces of dry-wood arms clung tightly
around her neck and spit up sea water, his body trembling as if he had received an electric shock.
For a long time they looked at each other. This was the first time since he had gotten sick that she was sure that
he was looking at her. In his pupils—which got smaller and smaller—she clearly saw the image of a woman with
disheveled hair. The image wavered, shook and shivered, then became a small dot and finally fell back into the
sea.
When they got home, Lin, looking as though she’d seen a ghost, almost let out a cry. She tried to ask what
happened as she hastily took over Chih-chi who was semi-conscious. Pu-ling sat down on the sofa which immediately became soaking wet. That night she just sat there saying nothing, watching Lin, who was totally beside
herself, as she came and went.
Po-yi burst in, stopped Lin, then turned and saw Pu-ling, stunned, he gasped. He walked over to squat at her
feet, reaching out to touch her ice-cold face. The water flowing down from the ends of her hair dripped into his
sleeves. Slowly he buried his face in her wet skirt,
“You can’t do this to me … without you, I have nothing …” he sobbed.
She began to feel the warmth of his tears penetrate her skirt, drop by drop, on to her legs.
*
The daisies blossomed early that year. She wasn;t sure when, but the first time she noticed them, the pot was
already thick and crowded with flowers.
Another scorching summer came and, as usual, Pu-ling suffered from insomnia. All summer long, day and
night, she walked around the house as if in a dream. When she wasn’t walking about, she just sat in the living
room looking at the pot of daisies—the only one—in the garden. The plant was dry and shrunken but completely
covered with flowers; it was startling to see.
In the past, she and Po-yi liked to grow flowers. They put pots of different kinds all along the wall. There were
flowers for every season. Even Chih-chi was affected by this hobby. He liked to dig in the flower pots with his toy
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trowel. That pot of daisies was his work. Towards the end of summer, he watched that pot of daisies every day. He
carried it around the house and the yard, and finally realized his hopes of seeing daisies blossom. It was his
happiest moment because that was the last time he was able to do anything.
Over the years, she gave away most of the flowers in the yard. That pot of daisies was the only one she kept,
even though she was never in the mood to take care of it. But it never died and year after year it grew bushier than
ever and when the season came it was thick with blossoms. Po-yi complained many times about the color, but
nobody wanted to remove it.
Lin quit her job and her son took her home. Pu-ling, in order to keep herself busy, insisted on not hiring
another maid. She had to clean and take care of the house and look after Chih-chi all, by herself. Chih-chi had
developed arthritis and couldn’t stand any cold air or his whole body would be wracked with painful cramps.
Therefore, throughout the summer, except in her own room, she never turned on the air-conditioner or even an
electric fan if Chih-chi was around. All day long she dripped with sweat and ended up so exhausted that she could
hardly move. At night she couldn’t sleep; she had taken too many tranquilizers so they no longer had any effect
upon her. Po-yi would always hold her hand unable to do anything for her except to stay awake and keep her
company all night.
She was in a trancelike state that she felt hard to describe. Looking outside at the sun growing hotter with each
passing day, she didn’t know why or wherefore her heart jumped and her ears buzzed. Sadness followed her like a
shadow. She didn’t tell Po-yi because she didn’t know what he would think; perhaps he would suggest that she see
a psychiatrist.
She only wished the evil season would pass more quickly but the long shadows were always there on the
curtains peeking through just like the Fallen-petal Path outside.
Then it happened, when summer was nearly over.
That day it was hotter than usual and Pu-ling was restless all day long. She was so hot she thought she’d catch
on fire, and just bending over to pick up a pencil she was covered with sweat. She moved the daisies indoors and,
although she knew the sun had nothing to do with the petals being yellow, she still didn’t have the heart to see the
mass of drooping blossoms look as if they were about to burst into flames.
It wasn’t until she gave Chih-chi a bath that night did she realize he had been strangely quiet that day. As she
dried him off she saw that he was silently watching the door. What was he waiting for? What was he afraid of?
Even the way he looked at her was different; he seemed to look straight into her heart making her feel very
uncomfortable. Po-yi was busy that night and wouldn’t be home. She stayed with Chih-chi and at nine o’clock she
carried him to bed. He put his arms around her neck, and wouldn’t let go. He wasn’t crying, only large drops of
tears rolled down his face. Somewhat hardheartedly, she put him to bed, turned out the light and walked back
upstairs. Then she discovered she hadn’t cried; she felt terrible and her skin was covered with goose bumps.
She turned on the air-conditioner and closed the curtains. Lying in bed she felt better and after thinking a while
she got up and turned on the hanging lamp and locked the door. Then she regretted her over-nervousness. Finally,
almost spitefully, she took two more sleeping pills and only then did she close her eyes.
She tossed and turned all night, half-asleep, she felt herself sinking toward a pit of burning lava. She screamed
and struggled desperately but to no avail, she was unable to wake up.
She wasn’t aware of how much time had passed. She heard a voice that seemed very near and then very far
away, a low muttering sound. As she gradually woke up the voice became clearer and more rapid. When she was
fully awake she sensed herself lying in a sweat and in complete darkness. The hanging lamp and the airconditioner were off.
When she sat up everything was spinning then she smelled something burning. But more alarming yet, she
heard Chih-chi’s hoarse cry and something knocking fiercely and desperately at her door.
In a matter of seconds, thousands of frightening images came at her. She struggled to her feet and dashed to
open the door. She was confronted with a shower of sparks and blazing flames. The thick smoke seemed to float
through the air with a life of its own. Then even more horrifying, she saw Chih-chi, he was crawling on the floor,
his forehead was bruised and bleeding.
She was so beside herself with fear she could hardly stand up. She gathered her senses, hysterically she picked
up Chih-chi and rushed downstairs. Her legs gave way and she fell. As she rolled down the stairs she felt as if she
were sinking then floating, that same weightless, burden-less feeling again.
When she opened her eyes, she saw a swollen face with blood-shot eyes. After quite a while, she recognized
Po-yi.
“Pu-ling, it’s me. How do you feel?”

892

“Is Chih-chi dead?” she said, using all her energy to force the sounds from her throat.
The swollen face jerked, the blood-shot eyes closed, tears began streaming out.
“Died in the fire?” dhe said painfully pronouncing each syllable. She couldn’t help moaning so the nurse gave
her a shot of pain killer. She realized she was still alive and lying in the hospital. She saw Dr. Mathere beside her
too.
“Take it easy. Fortunately Po-yi went home early. You were very lucky. Chih-chi … died … a cerebral concussion … no pain." Dr. Ma was unable to say anything more and turned his head away.
Po-yi lowered his head onto hii clenched fists and his tears ran down his wrists, dripping on the bed, forming
wet gray spots.
“Chih-chi … he crawled upstairs … knocked on the door … with his head,” she said clearly through her pain.
The two men lifted their heads at the same time, their doleful faces covered with disbelief.
She made an effort to recall Chih-chi, he was so weak, both his legs useless, his arms so weak he couldn’t even
hold a bowl. How had he managed to crawl upstairs?!
No one knew, no one would ever know!
She closed her eyes, she felt the weight of a thousand walls crushing down upon her body, beyond the wall
someone shook her violently.
“Pu-ling, Pu-ling, wake up.”
She opened her eyes again, she looked peacefully and tenderly at Po-yi.
“Go buy daisies for him, lots and lots of them, he liked daisies!”
He nodded.
She went on, “Remember, golden yellow daisies!”
Yes, golden yellow, just like the sun of this season.
171.55 Excerpt from Mao’s Last Dancer: A Memoir\fn{by Li Cunxin (1961- )} Li Commune, Xing Zhuang, nr.
Qingdao City, Shandong Province, China (M) 42
1
… I was my parents’ sixth son. I was born on 26 January 1961. By then my parents had been married for
fifteen years, and the Li family had grown to become a large extended family. Our nana, my father’s mother, lived
next door, and his fourth brother (we called him Fourth Uncle) lived next to her. Our third uncle’s family lived in
front of us, but he died of an unknown disease in his early thirties and left four young girls and a boy. My father,
whom we called Dia, and our fourth uncle became their de facto fathers.
It’s a Chinese custom that the mother stays in bed for a month after giving birth. Their babies are delivered at
home by a local midwife. To get out of bed and work before the month’s end was supposed to be bad for the
mother’s health, and it could do unthinkable harm in her later years. But I was born just twenty days before the
Chinese New Year, and this was the busiest time of the year for my mother, my niang. Because of my birth she
was far behind in her preparations for the feast. She had no daughter to help her. Our nana tried to help, but she
had bound feet. So my niang didn’t have the luxury of staying on her kang for that first month.
My life began with near tragedy for my parents. When I was just fifteen days old, my niang left me on our
kang and wrapped me in a cotton quilt before going to the kitchen to make her bread rolls for the Chinese New
Year. Mothers in China always wrapped their babies’ arms tightly against their bodies and laid them facing up, so
the baby’s head would grow to the normal shape. That day my niang had so many rolls to steam that the kang
where I was lying got boiling hot. I was probably suffocating in the tightly wrapped quilt. I struggled my right
arm loose, and the kang badly burned the middle of my arm.
When my niang first heard my screams, she thought I was crying for milk. She had none left in her breasts, so
at first she did not respond. By the time she came to check on me, the whole elbow area of my right arm was
severely burned and blistered.
The burn quickly became infected. Two days later, my entire right arm had swollen up and turned bright red.
My parents had no appropriate medication. They could not afford to take me to the hospital. The burned area
gradually became full of pus, and I developed a dangerously high fever. I screamed constantly day and night.
They finally had to borrow some money from our relatives and friends to take me to the hospital.
“Your son has a severe infection,” the doctor informed my parents. “He is too young to take any medication.
You should have come earlier. Your only alternative is to apply some herbal medicine. But I can’t guarantee this
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will work.”
“What will happen if it doesn’t work?” my niang asked, desperately afraid.
“He may lose his right arm. As soon as you see the infection spread, bring him in and we will have no choice
but to cut his arm off,” he replied.
My parents looked at their tiny son and couldn’t believe that he might grow up with only one arm. My niang’s
guilt was beyond description. My dia kept telling her that there would be a cure somewhere. They took the
doctor’s prescription and purchased the herbs from a local medicine shop. My niang followed the doctor’s
instructions and stewed the herbal ingredients in the wok. They applied the dark liquid to my arm. It didn’t help. It
made the infection worse, and the redness began to travel away from my arm.
My niang started to panic. She took me to see many healers who lived in our area and tried their different
secret family recipes, to no avail. Then my fourth aunt said to my niang,
“An old healer told my mother once that bai fang helps infections. Why don’t you try it?”
Bai fang was a meat tenderizer that looked like white rock salt. It was full of acid. At first my niang didn’t take
the suggestion seriously, but with all other options exhausted she decided to give it a try.
When she first applied the bai fang I screamed like a stuck pig. She couldn’t bear to see her son suffering such
pain and she seriously doubted whether a meat tenderizer would ever work, so after a few tries she stopped the
treatment. But my fourth aunt believed strongly it would work.
“Ni tai sin yuen la!” You are too soft-hearted, she said to my niang. She locked her door, crushed the bai fang
into a powder and rubbed massive amounts onto my raw, exposed muscles. She was literally rubbing salt into an
open wound. I screamed nonstop the whole day. Every hour she would wash my arm with warm water and
reapply masses of bai fang. Years later my niang confessed,
“I was outside your fourth aunt’s door and my heart bled each time you screamed. The sound of your cries was
like a thousand sharp knives cutting into my guilty heart! Several times I banged on your fourth aunt’s door,
trying to take you away. Thank the gods for your fourth aunt’s determination. She just ignored me.”
My fourth aunt wasn’t really sure whether this bai fang would work either. She nearly gave up many times that
day. But she knew this was the last chance they had to save my arm.
By the end of that day I had lost my voice completely from screaming. But my aunt’s determination saved my
arm. The infection slowly went away. A large scar remained, and in years to come, in moments of crisis, I would
always touch it. It would become my link to my niang and a reminder of her love.
*
Three years later, my niang gave birth to her seventh son, my youngest brother, Cungui, who we called by his
nickname Jing Tring. My parents knew they couldn’t provide enough food to feed the sons they now had, and as
far as I can remember there was never enough food. Meat, seafood and eggs were all on a strict quota system,
along with oil, soy sauce, sugar, salt, wheat and corn flour, rice and also coal. Every family was allocated a very
small quantity of these items each month, but often they were not available at all.
We ate a lot of dried yams. They were the easiest things to grow, so most of our land was used for yams. I was
often woken up at five o’clock in the morning by my niang to go to the yam fields with my big brothers before
they started school for the day. We each carried a shovel and a bamboo basket made by our dia, to dig for any
yams that might have been overlooked by the peasants during harvesting. We were cold and hungry but the hope
of those yams for breakfast always kept us going. Often the fields had already been turned over by others in
equally desperate circumstances, and we returned home with empty baskets.
During summer, every family’s front yard and roof were covered with slices of these yams drying in the sun.
They looked like snowflakes. Some people even laid them out on the street. But if rain came, you had to quickly
pick them all up, for if they got wet they soon went moldy. Once they were dried, the sliced yams would be stored
in a huge clay pot in my older brothers’ bedroom or in our dia’s attic.
Dried yams were our basic food for most of the year. We occasionally had flour and corn bread for a treat, but
those were my niang’s special reserves for relatives or important visitors. We had dried yams, steamed or boiled,
almost daily, week after week, month after month and year after year. Dried yams were the most hated food in my
family, but there were others in the commune that could not even afford dried yams. We were luckier than most.
We were luckier than the thirty million who starved to death. Dried yams saved our lives.
One year, I remember that our commune experimented with growing peanuts on a few small pieces of land, but
it was a disappointingly meager crop. After the peanut field had been harvested, a group of boys my age, about
five or six years old, followed some of the older boys with spades and bamboo baskets, trying to find peanuts in
the ground that, like the yams, might have been missed by others. None of us found many peanuts after hours of
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earth churning, but on the edge of the field one of the boys discovered a rat hole, a lucky find for starving boys!
He immediately started digging. We gathered around him as if he were a magnet: rats always stored food for
winter, so we were all excited and envious of the boy’s find. We knew not to kneel by the rat hole because local
superstition told us that if we did the rat tunnel would disappear. So the boy dug as fast as he could, with his ass in
the air. Several times he nearly lost the tunnel because the rats tried to block it. Then he found that it branched out
in different directions, and soon he discovered three stores: one of peeled peanuts, one of half-peeled and the third
of unpeeled peanuts. We never saw the rats; we thought they had a secret escape route.
That lucky boy gathered almost half a basketful of peanuts, but secretly I felt sad for the rats, losing their food
like that. They too might die of starvation that winter. What a cruel world, I thought, where we had to compete
with the rats for food.
*
Mealtimes in my family were always sad for my niang. There was often nothing for her to cook. We would
look at what little food there was on the wooden tray and, out of respect for our elders, always wait for our dia to
start. One day, when my niang served dinner, it was clear there was not enough food for everyone.
“I don’t feel hungry,” our dia said casually. “I had a rather big lunch today. You all go ahead.”
Each of us had our chopsticks in hand, ready to swarm on the food. But we hesitated. Our niang was next in
line. She quickly gave our dia an annoyed look and made zhi, zhi, zhi sounds with her tongue.
“Don’t you dare not eat! Your health is our entire family’s security. We will all only be drinking water if you
starve yourself to death!”
“I really mean it. I’m not hungry,” our dia protested innocently.
“Don’t annoy me, you liar!” our niang admonished, and she picked some food up with her chopsticks and put
it in our dia’s bowl. We started to eat only once he took the first bite. Our parents always ate their food slowly to
allow us more food. On many occasions our niang told us to leave the best food for our dia because he was our
main breadwinner. But our dia always made excuses and told us we should give the best food to our niang: if not
for her we would all have only “northwest wind” for dinner.
We rarely ate meat. Once a month we would wait in long lines at the market for the fattest piece of pork
available. Our niang would extract lard from it to use for cooking later, but everyone else wanted the fat pork too,
so we didn’t get it very often.
One afternoon, my niang heard that the meat shop in our commune was selling pork, but only for a few hours.
She borrowed one yuan from my fourth aunt and told me to run to the meat shop as fast as I could in case they ran
out, which they often did. It was a good half hour away. There were three long lines of people waiting by the time
I arrived. An hour later I handed the cashier my money and our ration card, and I was given a small piece of fatty
pork. I was so excited! I knew my niang would be happy with such a fatty piece.
She was ecstatic. She immediately cut the pork into small pieces and started to cook them to extract the lard. I
was her wind-box pusher. The delicious fragrance and the sound of sizzling pork made my tummy rumble. She
was in high spirits.
“What a good piece of pork! This amount of lard will last us a while,” she said, and handed me a bowl with a
small piece of pork crackling in it. “Don’t burn your tongue,” she warned.
The crackling melted in my mouth—nothing in the world could taste as good. My niang also cut up a cabbage
to cook.
“This will be a nice surprise for your dia!”
That night, when the cabbage dish was served, we could actually see the traces of precious oil floating in the
sauce! My second brother found a small piece of pork in the cabbage too, and put it into our dia’s bowl. Our dia
immediately passed it to our niang. Our niang passed it back to him.
“Don’t be silly!” she said. “I especially cooked this for you. You need it for your strength at work.”
My youngest brother was sitting next to our dia. Our dia turned to him and said,
“Jing Tring, let me see your teeth.”
Before our niang could say anything, he put that piece of pork into my brother’s mouth. There was silence, and
a long, sad sigh from our niang.
*
It was always like this. Often a small piece of meat in a vegetable dish would be passed from person to person
because it was so scarce. Seven pairs of hungry eyes would look at our parents, begging for more. But no begging
words were ever spoken because we all knew how difficult it was to get any food at all. There was simply nothing
more to cook. My parents didn’t know where the food for our next meal would be coming from.
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To survive, my niang worked every spare hour she had in the fields, as well as cooking and looking after her
boys. She cooked three meals a day, every day. We never dreamed of going to a restaurant. There was only one
restaurant in our area anyway, and it mainly served the government officials. Often my niang had to bury her
pride and borrow food from relatives or neighbors. She was an extremely resourceful cook and could make
delicious dishes from anything, except dried yams. I hoped never to see another piece of dried yam as long as I
lived. They looked whitish before cooking and turned pale gray afterwards. They had no taste and stuck in our
throats, so we normally had a bowl of hot water to help get them down, or if we were lucky we would get a bowl
of watery rice, wheat or corn congee. Congee is like thin porridge, with very few grains in it.
I loved watching my niang cook while I pushed the wind box. This was a special time for me. I could talk to
her alone then, and have a little bit of undivided attention. I was her favorite wind-box pusher, the fastest among
my brothers to make the fire. I was also the most patient. My joy and sadness fluctuated along with my niang’s.
She would be in such a happy mood when she had oil, seafood or especially if she had a piece of pork. I would
ask her many questions about the cooking, and I learned when to add certain spices and how to be a good cook.
Food wasn't our only problem of course. Even the water we used had to be boiled. We were not allowed to
drink unboiled water. We were told that unboiled water from the village wells could give us worms. My brothers
and I all had worms many times throughout our childhood. We would get knotted stomachs and bad pains, and our
parents would wake us up and give us some sweet medicine to chew. We called them “the vomitable worm
killers.” They came in the form of candies shaped like miniature pyramids. The first taste was bearable, with some
sweetness, but after five of them I wanted to vomit. And I was only halfway there: I had to eat ten of them!
My poor older brothers suffered even more, because the older you were the more worm killers you had to
chew. We took them at night while our stomachs were empty and the worms had nothing to eat except the
vomitable worm killers. After that, for the next few days, we had to be on a strict diet of warm food, warm water,
no sweet, salty or oily food, and no seafood. That meant only one thing—dried yams, meal after meal. Sometimes
the worms didn’t come out for days and we had to repeat the whole process. Most of the time the worms came out
still alive, usually many of them and all about a foot long. The older brothers hated their younger brothers for this
horrible ordeal because we, most likely, caused the annual drama by not washing our hands regularly. They had no
choice but to go through this process each year.
*
But despite our poverty, our parents always taught us to have dignity, honesty and pride. Never to steal or do
things that would harm others. Our good family name was most sacred and should be protected with all our might.
I tested this one day when I was playing at a friend’s house. I was about five. Sien Yu was the same age, and
his uncle, who lived in the city, had brought him a small toy car when he’d visited the day before. It was the first
time I had ever seen a toy car. I had never seen anything more beautiful in my life! Sien Yu let me play with it for
a while. I loved it so much. When he went inside to get a drink, I took it and ran home.
“Where did you get that?” my niang asked suspiciously.
“I … I found it on the street.”
She knew I was not telling the truth. No one in our area could afford to spend money on a toy.
“Who did you just play with?”
“Sien Yu,” I replied.
She took my hands firmly and pulled me back to Sien Yu’s house. She said to his mother,
“Sien Yu’s niang, is this your son’s toy car?” Sien Yu’s mother nodded.
“I’m sorry, I think my son has stolen your son’s toy car,” my niang said.
“Don’t get upset,” Sien Yu’s mother replied. “Your son is too young to understand.”
“I’m ashamed, I’m ashamed of what my son did!” said my niang, and apologized profusely.
She tried to make me do the same, but I felt too embarrassed and refused, and wished I had never seen that toy
car. I wished for a hole in which to hide. I wished for thick skin to cover my face. I felt the blood rushing to my
neck. I tried to escape from my niang’s firm grip. I wanted to run away and never come near Sien Yu’s house
again. I hated my niang for embarrassing me like this. She shouted. She wanted the entire world to know I had
stolen my friend’s toy car.
I screamed and kicked as she dragged me home. “I want a car! I want a car!” I yelled.
As soon as we went inside our house, with despair in her eyes, she pulled me to her chest, hugged me tightly in
her arms and sobbed. It was as though she had suffered as much humiliation as I had.
“I’m so sorry to do this to you,” she whispered tenderly. “I’m so sorry we are too poor to buy you a toy car.”
After a brief moment she continued.
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“I’m too stupid to have all of you in this cruel world! You don’t deserve this suffering!” I felt her tears
streaming onto my hair.
“We are too poor! The gods in heaven won’t answer our prayers, and even the devil below has abandoned us.
We are born with a hopeless fate,” she sighed.
“Stop saying that! Don’t say anything!” I begged her. I hated to see her so sad. She continued as though she
hadn’t heard me.
“How I wish I had the money to buy you a toy car! But we don’t even have enough money for food.”
“I’ll have enough food for you one day! I swear!” I said to myself.
She hugged me tighter as she sobbed. I didn’t know how long she hugged me, but I didn’t want her to stop.
That evening, at dinner, after she had told everyone what I had done, my dia started lecturing us.
“Although we have no money, no food, and can’t buy clothes, and although we live in a poor house, one thing
we do have is pride. Pride is the most precious thing in our lives. Throughout our forefathers’ struggles, the Li
family always had our pride and dignity. We have always had a good reputation. I want every one of you to
remember this: never lose your pride and dignity no matter how hard life is.”
2
Memories of my niang and my dia are always related to how hard they both worked. Our dia was often up
before five-thirty in the morning, which meant my niang had to be up even earlier to cook him breakfast. With all
the cooking, washing and sewing she had to do, she hardly had time or energy to pay each of us much attention.
We all fought over her love and affection, and she was constantly exhausted. She cooked every meal, made all our
clothes for every season and made all our quilts and blankets too.
She carried the laundry either to the stream about twenty minutes south of our house or to a dam about half an
hour away up on the Northern Hill. The stream often had little water in summer, and our big clay water pot would
be covered with ice in the winter. Yet she had no alternative for washing the dishes and clothes.
We always had to be extra careful that we didn’t run out of coal for cooking and heating in the middle of
winter. There was a great shortage of black coal throughout China, so we never had enough, not even half-burned
coal, to heat the water for my niang’s huge amounts of washing. Each family was apportioned a small quota of
black coal on strict rations, but we only used it to ignite the half-burned coal, which looked like little pieces of
gray sponge. This coal had already been burned once by factories or power stations, and if we saw some on the
side of the road or in the garbage we would pick it up and take it home.
Half-burned coal was very hard to light. It needed black coal to keep it burning. Using the wind box, my niang
first lit some dried grass, which was gathered and stacked during summer. Sometimes it could take up to fifteen
minutes to light the fire. On windy days, the smoke from my niang’s cooking would fill the house, and we would
all wake up in the morning coughing.
The small amount of black coal that was allocated to us we would try to keep for winter heating. The
temperature in Qingdao could go as low as minus fifteen degrees Celsius, and often the inside of our house felt
colder than the outside. We’d mix the black coal with some dirt to make it last longer. Even heating up some water
for the washing was a luxury for my niang.
But our patched clothes were always clean. She took immense pride in making her seven sons look well cared
for.
Every aspect of life was hard for my parents. We even had to sleep in the same bed. Jing Tring and I slept with
them until I was eleven. All four of us, head-to-toe. I hated my brother’s smelly feet right by my face, and he must
have hated me more since I was taller than he was. Sometimes he’d end up on my side of the kang with the quilt
all to himself, and I’d have to grab the quilt back.
But I loved sleeping with my parents. It felt so safe. I often wondered why my niang always looked for her
hairpins on my dia’s side in the mornings and imagined what they were up to while we were asleep. So often I
tried to pretend that I was asleep in order to find out their secrets, but I never managed to stay awake.
*
I rarely saw a smile from my niang, but when 1 did, my heart would blossom like a lotus flower. I would have
given anything to make her smile. Occasionally, in my naïve way, I tried to cheer her up with stories. When I was
only little, my second brother had done some jobs for someone in the village and he’d paid my brother with a
young goat. We put all our prayers into that goat, hoping that when she grew up she might produce some milk for
us which we could sell for cash. I loved that goat. I took her anywhere I could to feed her grass and I brought
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grass home for her every day. As I passed our main bedroom window one day, I overheard one of my niang’s
friends telling her,
“I heard there is a rare and special goat that will sneeze out a worm sometimes. This worm can cure some rare
diseases. The government in Beijing would pay a lot of money for it!” Not long after, as I was going to take the
goat to eat some grass before sunset, my niang said,
“Just look at this skinny goat! Do you think anyone in their right mind would give away a milk-producing
goat?”
I knew she was in despair over our shortage of food that day, and she was short-tempered. I tried to think of
something that would cheer her up and suddenly remembered her friend’s tale about the goat.
I put on my best innocent face.
“Niang, I saw our little goat sneeze out a worm the other day.” She looked alarmed, and asked me excitedly,
“What does the worm look like?”
“A whitish caterpillar about the size of my finger.” I stuck out my second finger.
“What happened to the worm?” she asked eagerly.
“The goat ate it very quickly,” I replied casually.
“Next time when she sneezes out the worm you must pull the goat away from it and try to capture it. This kind
of worm is worth a lot of money!” She became happier then, and seemed to dream.
“Maybe this is our savior goat,” she murmured to herself, and she would forget about her despair for a while.
But one day I told the same story once too often and she realized I had been making it up all along.
“Get lost! Don’t think you can fool me again!”
What a shame, I thought. Now I would have to think of a cleverer tale to cheer her up. And the goat?
She eventually died, from starvation, the following Winter.
*
My niang was also recognized as one of the best seamstresses in the village. Sewng was oneof the most
important pastimes for the ladies. My parents simply had no money to buy ready-made clothes, and my niang
didn’ have a sewng machine. So the older ladies would teach the younger ones, and they often gathered together
as a sewng group in our small, crowded house, even though they knew we were very poor, to share their secrets
drink tea and gossip. The women of the village loved to come and share their happiness or their problems With
my niang, and her sewng skill was admired by many. Her stitches looked as if they were made by a sewng
machine—ll and perfect. Once she was asked by a friend to redo some machine-sewn zippers because he
preferred my niang’s delicate stitchwork.
My niang’s warm personality was well liked and respected by people of all ages in the surrounding villages.
Like my dia, she always tried hard to help others. Besides that “lucky woman with seven sons,” she was also
known as “the live treasure.” Men occasionally stopped by our gate to have a chat with her: most women would
have been intimidated and embarrassed, talking to men other than their own husbands, but not our niang. For this,
Nana often fondly called her “that wild girl.”
But my niang was also an open-minded person, receptive to new ideas. Mao’s Cultural Revolution boasted that
one of the great achievements of the Red Guards had been the establishment of evening schools. These were
especially aimed at teaching the uneducated peasants Mao’s communist ideas. We were all given copies of Mao’s
Red Book.
I was six years old then, and I remember two enthusiastic young Red Guards coming to teach my niang to
read. She never learned to recognize individual words, but she could memorize entire paragraphs of Chairman
Mao’s sayings. She would practice while she was washing, cleaning, sewing and cooking: I often saw her lips
moving as she silently recited passages from her book. She was considered a model student.
One day, while my niang was trying to make a fire to cook dinner, two young Red Guard girls came into our
house to check on her reading progress. She was having a terrible day and couldn’t get the half-burned coal to
light. Smoke filled the whole room. My niang was a sensible, fair woman: she was polite and explained that she
didn’t have time to talk just then and asked them to come back another time. So the girls left and she pulled all the
unlit half-burned coals out and tried again. She asked me to push the wind box for her. But just as she was going
to start cooking, the two girls came back. They kept insisting on testing my niang on her understanding of Mao’s
Red Book. They had to report back to their group leader that evening they said.
I could see my niang’s anger growing. Eventually, she told me to get up off the floor and asked one of the girls
to push the wind box. She handed the second girl her wok flipper and asked her to take over the cooking. The two
girls just stood there and looked at each other, very confused. By now my niang was frustrated and at the end of
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her patience. She roared at them.
“I could learn Chairman Mao’s sayings every day, all day long, until 1 die, but who is going to do my cleaning,
washing and cooking? Who will bathe my sons, sew their clothes, provide my entire family with three meals a
day, every day of the year? Who will cook things out of thin air? Do you think Chairman Mao’s words will fill our
stomachs? If you can come back every day to help me do all of these things, I will learn whatever you want me to
learn—and more!”
The two girls left, red faced. That night my niang told my dia what she’d said to the two girls. He just smiled.
That was the end of my niang’s educational adventure, and the two girls never returned to our house again.
*
By the time I was eight, the hard work and poverty had begun to wear down even my niang, strong as she was.
She woke up one morning complaining of dizziness and a headache, and she didn’t eat any breakfast. My
youngest brother, Jing Tring, and I were home with her. She had planned to do a lot of washing that day but found
the water in our storage pot frozen hard. So she packed up a heavy clay washing basin full of clothes and, carrying
a wooden washing board under the other arm, she headed to the man-made dam on the steep Northern Hill.
I knew she didn’t feel well. I begged her not to go.
“I’ll fetch you some water so you can do your washing at home.”
“It will be slippery at the well with all the ice around it! Do you want to die in the well?” she replied
impatiently. “I have to finish these clothes, or your brothers will have to wear filthy clothes to school tomorrow.”
She walked out the door.
“If I don’t get back before your dia gets home, tell him to come and help me carry the clothes back.”
A couple of my friends came over to our house to play that morning. Then, around noon, a neighbor rushed to
our house, shouting,
“Hurry! Your niang has fainted halfway between the dam and your house!”
My dia was not yet home from work and often he had to finish his quota of lifting heavy materials for the
morning before he was allowed to take his lunch hour. Most of the time he wouldn’t come home for lunch, but
that morning he’d said he would try to get back because he knew our niang wasn’t well. I asked my friends to
look after Jing Tring, then rushed to my fourth uncle’s house to see if he was home. The door was locked. In a
panic I rushed to another neighbor’s house, but realized immediately that she would not be able to help: she had
tiny bound feet. It would take her all day to walk up the Northern Hill on the rough dirt road. I ran to a couple
more houses and found no one to help. Then I ran as fast as I could toward the dam. Tears streamed down my
face. I was afraid that I would be too small to be of any help.
I found my niang lying on the side of the road, her clay washing basin broken in pieces, the pile of washed
clothes scattered around in the dirt. She looked so pale. I threw my body on top of hers and shook her violently.
“Niang! Niang, wake up!” I shouted, panicking, fearing she was dead. When my face touched hers, I felt it
burning and she lay in my arms, motionless. A few minutes later she slowly opened her eyes and asked me, in a
weak whisper,
“Where is your dia?”
“He is not home yet!” I replied, frightened, but relieved she was still alive. She sighed.
“Where are your elder brothers?”
“They are not home from school yet.” She sighed again. It seemed hopeless.
“Help me up,” she said.
My earlier fears were correct: I was too small to be of much help. I held one of her hands to support her but it
was not enough and after a few slow wobbling steps, she crashed to the ground again. I felt useless. I wished that I
was big and strong enough to carry her on my back. I wept in desperation.
“I’m going to have a little rest here,” she said. “Go home and see if your dia and any of your brothers are
back.”
I flew home. No one was there. I rushed out of our house in all directions trying to find help. Eventually I saw
a middle-aged man riding his bike home.
“Da … Ye! Are you in a hurry?” I stuttered, the words like bullets out of a machine gun.
“Not particularly. Why?” he replied, puzzled.
“My niang fainted on the Northern Hill and can’t get home. Please help her. She is dying! Please! I beg you!”
I spoke so fast and stuttered so much that he had to ask me to repeat myself, but when I tried my stutter just got
worse. I wanted to show him my urgent heart inside my chest. Finally, out of desperation, I began to stamp my
feet. That helped the rhythm of my speech and he eventually understood.
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“Where is she?” he asked. I pointed toward the hill.
“Don’t worry, leave it to me.”
He hopped onto his bike and pedaled off as fast as he could, with me running behind. He reached my niang
before me and was already on the way down with her, motionless, propped on the back of his bike. I quickly went
back to gather all the clothes but found nothing to carry them with. What to do? I wrapped all the long pieces of
clothes around my neck, waist and arms, and carried the small pieces against my chest on the wooden washingboard. The muddy clothes were extremely heavy, and made me twice as big, but I was going downhill, and I
managed to get everything home.
By the time I arrived, my fourth aunt and some other women had already begun to put cold wet towels over my
niang’s forehead. One of the ladies told me to get some boiled water to make a ginger drink, to help with her high
fever. I took two thermal bottles and a coupon and headed for the hot-water depot. The village shared one hotwater boiler. I paid one fen for every water bottle filled, and the old shopkeeper stamped two little red squares on
our coupon.
*
That was the first time I ever saw my niang ill. She couldn’t get out of bed for nearly a week. The “barefoot
doctor” in our village gave her a dozen different kinds of medicine, and she had to take a handful three times a
day with warm water. We were always told to take medicine with warm water. The barefoot doctor was one of
Mao’s inventions, a product of the Cultural Revolution. They were supposed to live among the peasants, live like
peasants. Their precious shoes wouldn’t be useful in the muddy fields, so they were known as barefoot doctors.
By the early 1970s, facing a severe shortage of doctors and nurses in the countryside, Mao ordered clinics and
hospitals to train as many people as possible and send them to the countryside. He criticized the medical
profession for avoiding the communes and refusing to share the experience of the peasants’ lives. Many people
were rushed through a short training course. They read The Barefoot Doctor’s Manual and were declared qualified
doctors.
But despite the barefoot doctor’s medicine, my niang’s fever wouldn’t recede, and she kept having dizzy
spells. Her lips became covered with white blisters, she lost weight and her eyes sank deep under her brows. I
often placed my hands onto the frosted window and then onto my niang’s burning forehead to help cool her down.
That week, my dia had to cook, wash, clean and get my brothers ready for school. He didn’t have a minute to
himself. He rose very early to cook us breakfast and rushed home to see my niang and cook us lunch. Dinner was
always late since he had to finish his day’s quota before he could come home.
My dia’s cooking was basic and often flavorless, but nobody complained. We knew how serious my niang’s
illness was and how hard it was for my dia. I was so frightened that my niang might die.
“Look after your dia if I don’t make it,” she said. “Maybe I will die young, just like my mother.”
Everyone in the family, all the way down to five-year-old Jing Tring, was expected to pull his weight. My
niang was so worried that my dia might get sick from overworking: we would not survive if he got sick. He was
the breadwinner, the rock and spine of our family. But he never showed any signs of frustration or fatigue. He
spoke even fewer words than usual that week. He just worked and worked and worked.
We had no money to take my niang to the hospital, and the medicine from the barefoot doctor was cheap and
ineffective. So my dia chopped huge amounts of ginger and garlic into tiny pieces, boiled them in the wok with
some sugar borrowed from my fourth aunt, and gave it to my niang. She drank massive amounts of this steaminghot mixture and immediately covered herself from head to toe with layer upon layer of thick cotton quilts to make
herself sweat. Then Cunfar and I were sent to the big grain grinder about five minutes away in the eastern section
of our village to grind some wheat to make her some noodle soup as a treat.
The grain grinder was a round platform pieced together from several thick granite stones. On top was a huge
heavy stone ball with a hole in the middle and a strong bamboo stick through it. A person on each side would push
the stone ball around to crush the wheat.
My brother and I pushed the ball in a circle until the wheat was finely crushed, and when we returned with the
bowl of cracked wheat, my dia used a fine wire sieve, which he’d made himself, to separate the flour from the
cracked wheat shells. He mixed the flour with some water and rolled it into a thin pancake, then patiently folded it
into many layers. Then he cut the pancake into noodles with a big cleaver. He even used a few drops of my
niang’s precious oil—and two eggs! But my niang noticed immediately that the color of the soup was rather
strange and after the first taste she asked my dia,
“Have we run out of salt and soy sauce?”
At first my dia didn’t understand, then all of a sudden he realized he’d forgotten the most important
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ingredients. They burst into laughter. Even in sickness my niang had a sharp sense of humor, and a brilliant,
contagious laugh.
It was wonderful to hear my parents laugh again. Niang called Jing Tring and me over.
“Help me eat some of these noodles. Your dia has made too much.”
We all knew that she’d hardly eaten anything the entire week. We all knew she could have eaten twice as much
as our dia had made.
“Get out of here!” our dia said. “Your niang will never eat her noodles in peace while you’re here."
Our niang protested, but our dia gently pushed us out of the room and forced her to finish her soup.
Over the next few weeks, my niang gradually recovered, but we never found out what she’d had, though
exhaustion and starvation were the likely causes. Her health was never quite the same, and she suffered from
dizzy spells ever after. My dia wanted my niang to stop working in the fields, but in her usual strong way she
argued back.
“We can’t afford for me to stay home! Your wage is not enough for all of us to survive.”
“If we only have water to drink,” he said to her, “it would still be better than you working yourself to death.
Our family could never survive without you, either.”
But the reality was that our family couldn’t live on my dia’s wage alone. He eventually agreed to my niang
working in the fields only part-time, to ensure our survival.
*
Every day except Sundays, my dia would ride his old bike to work in the town of Laoshan. It was a good half
hour away. He paid someone in the flea market ten yuan for that beloved second-hand bike. It needed a lot of
fixing before he could ride it, but he was a resourceful handyman and could fix anything. It was so precious to
him that we were never allowed even to touch it. He had to carry all kinds of heavy materials—huge grain sacks,
big pieces of stone—as part of his job. He was the tallest and strongest among the crew of five, so he was called
upon to carry the heaviest materials. He was also the driver’s right-hand man: when the truck had to reverse he
would guide the driver, sitting along-side.
I was very proud of him. A truck was impressive—most transport was still done by horse and cart in the
communes. His job was also considered one of the better-paid jobs in the county and many people were envious
of him. He was paid thirty-five yuan per month, almost U.S. $4.20 then! I wished that I could be a truck driver
one day, but I knew at the bottom of my heart that my destiny lay in the fields as a laborer, like hundreds of
millions of others.
It was often well after seven in the evening before our dia came home in those days. He would be worn out,
and my niang often had to massage him at night to prepare him for the next day. As long as I could remember, he
never missed one single day’s work, even when he didn’t feel well.
Apart from my dia’s few brief days with a teacher, my parents never went to school when they were children,
so they could not read to us. But nighttime was still story time, and our dia would tell us his stories and fables,
always simple and basic, but we constantly begged him for them and we always listened eagerly.
My brothers also played their own version of I-spy. One of them would select a word from the newspapers
glued all over the walls and ceiling, and whoever spotted this word first would have a turn to select the next.
Sometimes we would not find the word for days. Later, once I’d learned to read a little, one of my words held the
record for the longest time it took to find. We always thought it was sad that our parents couldn’t join in because
they couldn’t read.
One year, a friend of our dia’s who worked in a Qingdao printing factory gave us some Deer cigarette labels.
They were green, and we used them as wallpaper for the ceiling. Our dia could not afford cigarettes. Instead he
smoked a wooden pipe and cheap tobacco, but he often joked to his friends that he had the luxury of enjoying
Deer cigarettes every day because of the labels on our ceiling.
*
My dia was always patient and emotionally controlled, sometimes stubborn, and always good-tempered. The
only time I remember him losing his temper with us was when my fourth brother’s teacher came to report to our
parents about his bad school marks that year.
Cunsang knew his teacher’s report wouldn’t be good. He gathered together my fifth brother, Cunfar, my
youngest brother, Jing Tring, and me and said to us,
“Let’s make chaos! I hate her, and she doesn’t like me either!”
We thought the teacher was a disruption to our nightly playtime anyway, so we needed little encouragement.
The teacher sat on one end of the kang and my niang on the other. Our dia poured them a cup of tea each. As soon
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as the teacher started to tell my parents of my brother’s poor school progress, my fourth brother gave us the
signal, and we began running from side to side on the kang and yelling at the tops of our voices.
Our dia gave us a dark look.
“Be quiet,” he said. “I’m sorry about our misbehaving children,” our niang apologized. “They are tired
tonight.” After a few quiet seconds, Cunsang whispered in our ears.
“She let out a loud fart the other day and pretended it wasn’t her! It was the worst smelling bomb!” We
laughed uncontrollably.
“Farter, farter, smelly farter!” we shrieked.
The teacher pretended she didn’t hear, but our parents were so embarrassed. As usual, our dia left all the
talking to our niang.
“You will be in trouble if you make any more noise!” she threat- ened. She turned to the teacher.
“I’m very sorry. I can’t wait to send these boys to school, so you can teach them proper manners, but they are
too young right now.”
“Not only yours,” the teacher replied. “All boys are wild. I don’t know how you’re coping with so many of
them.”
A few minutes later I knocked the teacher’s cup over and spilled some tea onto her clothes. We were like three
wild animals. We even broke one of the supporting mud bricks on the kang because we were jumping up and
down like monkeys. My parents kept warning us, and apologizing to the teacher.
Eventually the teacher had had enough humiliation.
“I have to go now. I have other families to visit tonight,” she said, giving us a disgusted look. By now we were
completely out of control and sensed victory. My parents continued apologizing to the angry teacher on her way
out and begged her to come back another day. As soon as the teacher was gone, my niang turned to my dia.
"Lock the door!” she screeched. “Kill these wicked boys! I can’t believe how bad they are!” Jing Tring started
to cry, so she removed him from the kang.
“The little one is too young to understand. It’s not his fault. Just kill the big ones! See if they dare do it again!”
My dia stormed into the room with a broomstick in his hand and closed the door. I had never seen him so
angry. He was tall by Chinese standards, and a scary sight! His face was frightening enough, let alone the flailing
broomstick, and he shouted as he swung it at us.
“See if you dare to behave like this again!” He hit us with that broomstick so hard that I wanted to dig a hole in
the ground and hide. My niang kept urging him on from the other side of the door.
“Hit them harder, hit them harder!” We kept screaming,
“Wouldn’t dare do it again! Wouldn’t dare do it again! We promise!” We screamed so loud that some of our
neighbors came and knocked on our door, begging for leniency, but my niang explained what had happened and
our neighbors finally left the matter to our parents. Our niang’s head popped in and out of the room like a yo-yo.
“Hit them harder! Teach them a lesson! See if they will ever dare to do it again!”
I thought it was strange that her head came in and out like that. We didn’t know then that she thought we
looked so comical she was laughing her head off outside, but she had to at least pretend she was angry with us and
was on our dia’s side. What a lesson that was: we never misbehaved like that again.
*
I can only remember my parents fighting once, and it turned our family upside down.
Our dia was invited to a relative’s wedding and after a drink or two of highly alcoholic rice wine, he would
open up and become a chatterbox. He stayed longer than usual that afternoon, which worried my niang. She was
afraid he would lose dignity from overdrinking. She sent us to collect him several times, and he kept assuring us
that he would be home soon. Finally, she sent her three youngest sons to get him.
He’d clearly had too much to drink by that time and was angry when he got home. He was embarrassed by her
sending us so many times and felt that he had lost face in front of his friends and neighbors. They argued quietly
at first, trying to keep it to themselves. But neither of them would back down, and it soon became a shouting
match.
I was so scared by their raging at the tops of their voices that I ran to our nana’s house next door. She followed
me back, hobbling quickly on her bound feet, and shouted at my dia, calling him by his nickname.
“Jin Zhi! Jin Zhi, what do you think you are doing? Stop that! You’ll bring shame to Li’s name.”
Our nana adored both her youngest son and daughter-in-law. My parents had enormous respect for her, and in
her presence they temporarily stopped their argument. But the bickering continued all week.
That week, even though the house was small and they had to sleep on the same bed, they refused even to look
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at each other. I could see both of them were miserable, but nobody knew what to do. My dia got up even earlier
than usual and left the house without breakfast on those days. The atmosphere was tense and all of us behaved
extremely well, with the older boys looking after the younger ones. Our kindhearted nana was concerned about
us. She came to help out. She tried to be the mediator, but to no avail.
“I can’t believe I have such a stubborn son and daughter-in-law!” she’d utter to herself. “It’s hopeless, it’s
hopeless!”
During the day, little things would trigger my niang’s tears, and her eyes became swollen from crying. Life was
hard enough for my niang, I thought, but this only added more sadness. I kept asking her what I could do for her,
but she would just look at me and shake her head.
“If only you could help,” she said.
Once she suddenly slumped down to the ground and sobbed, and I rushed to her and hugged her as tightly as I
could, and tried to wipe her tears away with my small dirty fingers. She gently brushed my hands away from her
face and sat me on her lap. She hugged me, and I felt her warmth seep through my whole body. For a while there
were no words spoken, just her sad sighs. I wished that our hug alone would give her enough comfort to get her
through the day.
“My fate was meant to be unlucky from the day I was born,” she said eventually. “I was born poor and will die
poorer. My life will be as short as my mother’s. Promise me that you’ll burn enough incense and money for me
when I’m in my grave.”
“Niang, stop! Please stop saying that!” I cried, and quickly put my little hand over her mouth.
I cried, not only with tears, but also with my heart. I was soaked with sadness. I didn’t want my niang to leave
me, ever. The thought of losing her made me feel utterly wretched. The only thing I wanted was her happiness. I
wished I had magical powers to grant her that happy life. But if my parents couldn’t solve their differences, what
could I do? I was just a little boy.
But I did think of something. Later that day, I waited at the entrance to our village for my dia’s return. I waited
until it was pitch black. He’d finished work late and was surprised to see me standing there by myself. Before he
could ask me why, I said to him,
“Niang is worried about you and she sent me here to wait for you.”
Of course this was not true, but I wanted him to know that she loved and cared for him. Without a word he
lifted me onto the back seat of his bike and pedaled home.
My niang was already waiting anxiously by the gate. She was relieved to see us both.
“Thank you for sending Jing Hao to meet me,” my dia said.
My niang was surprised. She looked at him, then at me, and suddenly understood what I had done. She lifted
me off the bike and hugged me so tight that I felt my bones crack. She burst into tears and laughter.
“You little smart devil! You little smart devil!” she kept saying. My dia was puzzled.
“What’s all this about?”
“I didn’t send him to meet you!” my niang said, laughing her contagious laugh. “Who cares about you? It’s all
his doing!”
“I thought it was strange that you didn’t send one of the older boys,” my dia said with a rare smile. “I’m
starving, what’s for dinner?”
“Northwest wind!” my niang joked.
My parents were speaking to each other again, the first time in over a week. The next morning Niang was
looking for her hairpins on my dia's side of the bed again.
3
By 1969, when I was about eight years old, the poverty around Laoshan and our commune had worsened. I
remember going with several of my friends to the beach one day, an hour’s journey away by foot, to find clams
and oysters or, if we were lucky, a dead fish that was washed up on the shore. We each carried our own bamboo
basket in our arms and a small spade over our shoulders. My parents always warned us never to go into the water
because of the rips.\fn{The riptides:H}
Many people were already there, also searching, by the time we arrived. After about half an hour, we’d found
nothing except empty seashells. The beach was so clean and bare it was as if even the sea creatures had
abandoned us.
Halfway home I suggested to my friends that we should make a slight detour and sneak into the nearby airport
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to try and find some half-burned coal. During the Second World War the Japanese had built this airport as one of
their main cargo facilities. Now there were only a few People’s Liberation Army guards and some old cargo
planes left. The Japanese used coal and half-burned coal as part of the filler under the runway, and the outer part
of the runway had already been dug away by desperate people. Since then the guards had tightened security.
I had only been there once before, with one of my older brothers. There was a line of big trees along the edge
of the airport and a small ditch for water drainage. The ditch was dry at that time of the year and we crept along it
for about fifteen minutes, bending our bodies down into the ditch so the guards couldn’t see us.
There was still evidence of half-burned coal there, about half a yard below the surface, and very hard to loosen.
But digging half-burned coal was like digging gold for us. We had no sense of time and we eventually had our
baskets full. Carrying heavy baskets with a bent body, though, proved too difficult for us eight-year-olds. About
halfway out, one of the boys slowly straightened up and was spotted by the military guards. They immediately
fired bullets into the air and started to chase us. We were scared witless. We dumped our baskets and spades, and
ran for our lives.
I rushed breathlessly home. It was half past one in the afternoon.
“There is some food in the wok for you,” my fifth brother, Cunfar, said. Niang had left some dried yams and
pickled turnips for me.
“Where is Niang?” I asked him as I ate my lunch.
“She went back to work in the fields,” he replied. Cunfar only had morning classes at school that day. There
weren’t enough classrooms for everyone to go for a full day.
“Where have you been?” he asked me. I told him what had happened at the airport. He frowned.
“You dropped your basket and spade there?”
“Yes, I had no choice! The soldiers would have killed us if they’d caught us!”
“No, they wouldn’t,” he replied.
“Yes, they would! They even fired bullets at us!”
“You have to go back and get your basket and spade. We cannot buy new ones—our parents have no money,”
he said.
“I’ll never go anywhere near that airport again!”
But he did eventually talk me into going back. At the edge of the ditch I refused to go any further and pointed
to where we’d dropped our baskets and spades. He went to look, but the guards had confiscated them. Only some
half-burned coals were left scattered around the ditch.
*
Our winters in those days were bitterly cold in Qingdao, but as well as having to cope with the lack of coal, we
also had to deal with lice. They lived with us in our cotton quilts, coats and pants. Unlike our summer clothes,
which our niang washed regularly, our quilted winter coats and pants couldn’t be washed because they were
painstakingly made with loose cotton-wool pieces that would have shriveled into balls in the water. The only
proper way to wash our winter clothes was to take them apart and restart the whole messy, tiring, time-consuming
process of making them all over again. Our niang would spread the cottonwool on our kang and the fibers would
fly everywhere, like white dust. She’d have white fibers all over her black hair and clothes. She’d look like a
white cotton ball herself. But once they were made, our winter clothes would last the entire season.
The only real way to combat lice was to keep clean. Every weekend our niang would heat up huge woks of
water for us and tip the water into an old wooden washing basin. Each of us had a piece of thin washing cloth, and
we’d soap our bodies and help to wash each other’s backs. If one family member had lice, the rest of the family
would too: they bred and multiplied so quickly.
It wasn’t just our family—lice were everywhere in China. Everyone scratched constantly. In the evenings after
we took off our clothes and got under the quilts, our niang always flipped our clothes inside out, trying to kill the
lice with her thumbnails. By the end of the evening her thumbnails would be covered in blood. She was such an
expert at killing those little bloodsuckers: she had the most incredible eyesight, despite the dim light.
We had a single twenty-watt bulb hanging down from the ceiling in each room (electricity had come to our
village the year before I was born). Generally, the commune would cut off power at eight every night. Then niang
would light a small kerosene lamp and patiently continue her work. But she could never get rid of the lice
completely because they lived inside the seams of the fabric. They only came out to suck our blood during the day
when we wore our clothes.
*
I have so many vivid childhood memories like these, but I do not ever remember going to a doctor or hospital
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as a child: not that I didn’t get sick, but we could never afford it. The only time I got close to a medical person
was waiting in line for a barefoot nurse to give us smallpox shots. We had to wait in long lines in our commune
square with our sleeves rolled up. The nurse used the same needle to inject everybody, and small pieces of
alcohol-soaked cotton-wool to clean the needle heads and skin. Mothers held screaming babies in their arms, but
children aged five or over were expected to be brave enough to go up the line by themselves. Crying wasn’t an
option, no matter how much it scared us or how much it hurt. When I cut myself I was told by my parents to
swipe my fingers on the windowsill to gather some dust to put on the cut and stop the bleeding. This was our
Band-Aid and antiseptic all in one.
Our niang’s remedy for severe coughs, however, involved a snakeskin collected in the fields during autumn
when snakes shed their skin. She would wrap the snakeskin around a piece of green onion and make me eat it in
front of her. All of it. The snakeskin was like tasteless plastic and it looked disgusting. It always made me want to
vomit, but it was the most effective treatment for sore throats and coughs we had.
One day my face and neck swelled up for several days because of infected glands. Niang took me to a
neighbor and he brought out a calligraphy set. He ground the black ink stick in an ink plate and mixed in some
water. He dipped in his paintbrush. I thought he was going to write a secret recipe to cure my infection, but
instead he asked me to close my eyes and he started to draw on my face. As he drew, he uttered some strange
words to the god of healing. I didn’t understand the words, but I enjoyed the cool sensation of the ink on my skin.
I felt as though someone other than my niang was pampering me for the first time in my life. Eventually my entire
face and neck were black. I looked scary, comical-like an evil Beijing Opera character.
I had to keep the ink on my face and neck for two whole days. I refused to go outside. My brothers just kept
laughing at me. Luckily I hadn’t started going to school yet, so I didn’t have to face teachers and classmates as
well. My swelling disappeared within two days, but still I wonder if the swelling would have gone away anyway,
without the embarrassing made-up face.
Another childhood ordeal for us was warts, which we called “monkeys.” An elderly man in our village, whom
we called the “Wuho man,” told my niang that the best way to eradicate monkeys was to wet them on the grain
grinder on the day of rain. The Wuho man was in his late seventies. He was a funny old man with a good sense of
humor. He had poor eyesight, rotten teeth and a long silver beard. He always had a palm-leaf fan in his hand and
smoked an ancient pipe. His walk was rather stylish, with his hands folded behind his back, and he coughed and
spat a lot. He told our niang that for this treatment to work we had to keep our mouths shut on the way to and
from the grinder. So, just after rain one day, my niang said to me,
“Take Jing Tring to the grinder and wet your monkeys with the water from it.”
“But you promised me that I could play with Sien Yu after the rain stopped!” I replied.
I didn’t want to go. I thought it would be a waste of time. And I hated always having to look after Jing Tring.
“You can’t go and play with Sien Yu unless you take Jing Tring to the grinder first,” she threatened.
I so eagerly wanted to play with my friend that reluctantly I agreed. Before we left for our five-minute walk to
the grain grinder, our niang reminded us,
“Remember, don’t talk to anyone! This treatment won’t work if you utter a single word on the way there and
back.”
I was very annoyed. I felt it would be an easy task for me not to speak, but it would be hard for Jing Tring. He
was still so little.
“I’ll kill you if you open your mouth, do you understand?” I said to him just before we stepped out our gate.
He just nodded. I took his hand and embarked on this special mission.
The first couple of minutes we managed to keep our mouths shut because we didn’t meet anyone. But once
we’d gone about halfway, we saw Sien Yu’s mother coming toward us.
“Ni hao, liu su. Ni hao, qi su,” she said politely, acknowledging us as sixth and seventh uncles. “Sien Yu is
waiting for you at home. Are you on your way there?” she asked.
“Ni hao, zhi xi fu.” I returned her acknowledgement, greeting her as my nephew’s wife. “I’ll be coming soon!”
I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t believe I was the stupid one, not Jing Tring. We had to go back and start our
journey all over again. Jing Tring was very unhappy and didn’t want to cooperate. He kept saying,
“I’m tired! I’m tired! I’m too tired to walk!”
“If you don’t go,” I threatened him, “your monkeys will spread all over your arms, your body, your face and
maybe even in your eyes!”
“I don’t want to go again! I can’t!” he said. I was desperate by this time. I didn’t want to miss out on playing
with Sien Yu.
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“Tell you what, I’ll take you with me to Sien Yu’s house if you finish this task with me.” Jing Tring always
wanted to do exactly what I did.
“You promise?” he asked excitedly.
“Yes, I promise,” I replied.
“You dare to spit on it?” he asked again. Annoyed, I spat on the ground and stamped my foot on it so that if the
promise wasn’t kept it would bring me unthinkable bad luck.
We went back home and started our journey again. Just as I thought things were going smoothly, we saw Sien
Yu coming toward us, excitedly shouting,
“What’s taking you so long? I was on my way to your house to get you.” Just as I put my finger to my mouth
to tell him to keep quiet, Jing Tring shouted happily,
“My sixth brother promised me that I can play with you after our secret mission!”
We had failed on our second try, and the old Wuho man had said that we were only allowed to try this journey
three times in a single day. It was just like Jing Tring to ruin everything, I thought.
This time my little brother adamantly refused to walk. Even my promise of taking him to SienYu’s house
didn’t work.
“I want to stay home, I want to stay home!” he screamed.
“You children, the only thing you know how to do well is eat!” our niang said to us when we arrived back
home for the second time. “Don’t tell me you can’t even keep your mouths shut for a few minutes.” This time, out
of desperation, I carried my little brother on my back.
“Shut your eyes. Close your mouth. If I hear a single sound from you, I will throw you into the well and you
can spend the rest of your life with the frogs!”
That scared him so much that he did as he was told. This time we completed our task, and a month later our
warts had completely disappeared.
*
Despite our hardships, however, there were occasional joys too in our childhood. The one time of the year that
we all looked forward to, the one time when we would be guaranteed wonderful food, was the Chinese New Year.
Our niang had to make and steam many bread rolls for the Chinese New Year, as gifts for our relatives. She
made them in the shape of fish and peaches, representing peace and prosperity, and gold bars representing wealth.
Making the bread was time-consuming. The bread rolls would split if the dough had not been kneaded perfectly.
She would be too embarrassed to take the split ones to our relatives, so we would keep those for ourselves. I
always wished for more split ones, but she was such a perfectionist there would be very few of those and she
rarely had sufficient flour to make enough bread for the gifts, let alone for us. During the holiday season we often
had corn bread, second best to wheat bread, and it was such a treat.
Before dark on New Year’s Eve, my dia and my fourth uncle would take me and my brothers to my ancestors’
graveyard. We took bottles of water, representing food and wine, and stacks of yellowish rice paper stamped with
the shape of old gold coins, which symbolized spending money. We took many bunches of incense, representing
gold bars, and carried paper lanterns. All the children had pocketsful of firecrackers. We spread the rice papers
and stuck the incense on top of each grave. After we lit the paper money and the incense, we would kneel in front
of each tomb and kowtow three times, calling out each ancestor’s name, following a strict order, starting with the
eldest of us and ending with the youngest.
“Dia, how can the dead people hear us if they are dead?” I asked.
“They know,” he replied with his usual brevity.
Just before we left the graveyard to go home for our special dinner, we asked each of our ancestors to follow us
home for the New Year’s holiday. Our dia and our fourth uncle poured the bottles of water in front of each grave.
On the way home we made sure our lanterns were brightly lit, so our ancestors’ spirits could see clearly the road
ahead. The children lit the firecrackers to wake the ancestors up.
“Xing gan wo men hui jia. Lu bu ping. Man man zou.”
Our dia and our uncle would ask our ancestors to walk slowly and not trip on the uneven road. They talked to
our ancestors as though they were still alive. My brothers and I thought this was funny, but we had to take this
occasion very seriously. Our ancestors’ spirits lived on, like gods in a better world, because they had been kind
people before they died. They had the power to help us, influence our well-being and our fate.
The meal that night was Mother’s favorite to cook, because this was the only time she had enough good
ingredients. She had saved all year long for this. Cold dishes came first: marinated jellyfish with soy sauce and a
touch of sesame oil; seaweed jelly with smashed up garlic and soy sauce; marinated salty peanuts and pig-trotter
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jelly. Then hot dishes: fried whole flounder, and we always pushed the head to our dia’s side of the plate. It was
the most precious part of the fish to have. But our dia didn’t touch it until our niang came to sit down, and then he
would push it to her side of the plate. Then there was a steaming egg dish with green chives and rice noodles.
There would have been at least ten eggs in it! It was so delicious that it just melted in my mouth. There were
several vegetable dishes too and they all had small pieces of meat in them. The aroma of all this delicious food,
mixed with the Chinese rice wine, the incense and the pipe smoke, was unforgettable. It was so distinctively the
Li family smell. And it only occurred once a year, on that special Chinese New Year’s Eve.
I always volunteered to help Mother push the wind box on those nights. I dearly wanted to stay on the kang to
feast on her delicious food with the rest of the family, but even more I wanted to be with my niang on this special
night. I didn’t want her to be cooking alone. She would bubble with happiness while she cooked.
“Da kai huo tao. Rang ta tiao wu.” Let the flame dance now, she would say. Or,
“Rang huo tao man xia !ai.” Slow down the fire, let it simmer.
Even pushing the wind box was fun. That night we would use black coal, not half-burned coal, and the flame
would flare immediately with each push and pull of the wind box. I often wondered if the god of fire, if there was
one, was happy that particular night. I wished he would be happy all the time.
Everything was special and magical that night. Each dish tasted better than the previous one served. Everyone
chatted enthusiastically, but the one who talked the most that night was our dia. Happiness filled up everyone’s
hearts. We would forget hardship. We felt privileged. There were always too many dishes to fit on the wooden tray
and many would end up on the kang. I wondered why we didn’t spread these delicious dishes throughout the year.
How much could we eat in one night?
The meal always ended with steaming pork-and-cabbage dumplings, all handmade by our niang. They looked
precious and smelled exquisite! I always saved plenty of room for them. They truly were a labor of love. Our
niang would put a one-fen coin into a dumpling, and whoever found it was destined to have luck throughout the
year. One year nobody found that fen, even though our niang swore she’d put it in. Did someone eat it without
even noticing? we asked. Nobody was surprised. We swallowed those dumplings as if we were wolves.
The very first bowl of dumplings to be served was lucky food, for the gods of the kitchen, of harvest,
prosperity, long life and happiness. The second bowl of dumplings was for our ancestors. Before our niang placed
each bowl of dumplings at the center of the table, with incense on either side, she would pour some broth onto the
ground in four directions.
“Gods, my kind gods,” she would murmur, “please eat our humble food. We are blessed by your generosity.”
The square table was always placed in the middle of the room, against the northern wall. Before Chairman
Mao and the Cultural Revolution we would have displayed a family tree and a picture of the god of fortune too,
on the wall just above the table. But this was an old tradition now, a threat to communist beliefs. Any family
doing this would be regarded as counterrevolutionary and there were heavy penalties, including jail.
Nobody was to touch those dumplings my niang left at the center of the table, but they always mysteriously
disappeared overnight.
“The gods and our ancestors have eaten them,” our niang would say.
I thought this was incredible, and believed her wholeheartedly.
After the meal we would go from house to house to pay our respects and wish everyone a happy and
prosperous New Year. Every gate in the village was wide open. Nobody was supposed to sleep. We would play
tricks on our friends if we caught any of them sleeping. Once we tied a firecracker to a friend’s ankles and when
he moved his legs in his sleep the firecracker went off and gave him a dreadful fright.
After midnight, firecrackers could be heard everywhere and would last throughout the night. Thousands of
small red-and-white pieces of firecracker paper splattered around the streets. Many of the firecrackers we made
ourselves. My favorite was the “double kicker.” It was as long as an adult’s finger, and once we lit it the first
explosion happened in our hand and it would shoot off for about ten or fifteen yards, when the second explosion
would go off.
On New Year’s Day we would sleep until midmorning. Everyone was exhausted, but nobody cared. The
holiday spirit lived on.
On alternate years, we went to one of our aunties’ houses on New Year’s Day. I loved my aunts, but my
youngest auntie’s house had more action, and the meals in her house would sometimes last for three or four hours.
She was a beautiful lady and a good cook, with three girls and a boy, and a husband who would sing and tell us
stories. He was one of the best furniture painters in Qingdao. Often he would tell us about the knowledge and
tradition behind painting a piece of wood.
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He was very funny. He loved drinking rice wine and once he’d had one small glass his voice would rise an
octave and he would begin to sing tunes from some of the old Beijing Operas. He also had many photos of
himself taken in different cities around China. I loved looking at them. It was unusual for a person to travel so
much in China then. Most people never left the city they were born in, but because of my uncle’s painting skills
he was invited to attend painting seminars throughout China.
I was fascinated by these beautiful photos, by the places he’d been to. We only had a few photos in our house,
and I asked my parents why.
“You will lose a layer of skin with each photo taken,” our dia replied, “and you only have so many layers of
skin to lose before you die.”
“Then why did my uncle have so many pictures taken? He is still alive and well,” I asked.
“Just wait,” our dia would say ominously.
Our niang always sighed upon hearing our dia’s explanation. She knew we were simply too poor to afford
them.
The second day of the New Year was the day we farewelled our ancestors. We would light lanterns and incense
and show our ancestors the way back to their graves. We would shower them with more symbolic food, drink and
money, and wish them a year of good fortune and peace.
On the third day of the New Year, married daughters would visit their families. Our niang would take two or
three sons with her, dressed up in our best clothes, and she would make a huge fuss about how we should behave.
She took two basketfuls of bread rolls for her father and eldest brother. This was an important day for her. It was
as though she had to show her family how well she’d done being married to the Li family.
We left our house before half past seven in the morning to catch the eight o’clock bus to the city. The rickety
old bus was always crowded with people squeezed tightly in. We often sat on each other’s laps for the one-hour
trip because the elderly always had first preference for seats, and the old bus clucked and chuckled along so
slowly that it seemed as if the wheels would fall off or the engine would stop any minute.
The bus door had to be pulled hard to open and shut it. At each stop, people pushed their way.on or off, but
many people couldn’t get on at all because there was no room and many missed their stops altogether. One time
we all had to walk because the bus really did break down halfway there. When the next bus arrived an hour later,
it was as full as the bus we’d just been on.
*
After our niang’s mother passed away, her father married a country girl the same age as our niang and moved
his family to Qingdao City. Better times had come for him. He was a carpenter. The city people could afford to
pay more than the country peasants for his carpentry work.
My grandfather’s place was on the top floor of a very old three-story concrete building that looked as though it
would crumble any time. The stairs were badly chipped, and it probably hadn’t been painted since the day it was
built. His apartment had two small rooms. My grandparents’ room was the slightly larger room, and our niang’s
stepbrother and stepsister slept in another room on a tiny double bed made by my grandfather. There was no
storage space. Clothes and other things had to go under their beds or hang from the ceiling or be kept under a
piece of plastic outside.
About twenty families on their floor shared one bathroom for men and one for women. Both bathrooms had
two toilets—concrete holes in the ground—and they always smelled dreadful, even from my grandparents’
apartment, and theirs was the farthest away! I couldn’t imagine how much worse the smell would be in summer.
We only visited during the Chinese New Year when the weather was cold. One of the toilet holes at least,
sometimes both, was blocked and occasionally all the overflowing shitty stuff even froze to the footsteps. I would
always find an excuse to disappear onto the streets when I was desperate for a wee.
But the toilet smell wasn’t the only smell we had to contend with at their place. My grandparents both chainsmoked pipes, and their two tiny rooms were constantly filled with smoke. Luckily we never stayed inside long.
In fact we always made sure we didn’t by making lots of noise while the adults were talking. Sometimes our
grandfather would tell our niang to control her “undisciplined brats.”
But we never really got into trouble. Mother was just as relieved as we were to leave that stinking, miserable
place.
Our second stop on that trip was at our niang’s eldest brother’s house, Big Uncle’s. He was three years younger
than she and they were very close. Big Uncle was the most educated man in our niang’s family. He was politically
astute, and the head of the propaganda department for the Building Materials Bureau in Qingdao. He had a son
and two daughters. Their living standard was much higher than ours: we considered their three-room apartment
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very luxurious.
Big Uncle loved card games and also enjoyed playing a word-guessing game between the adults. The loser had
to keep drinking rice wine, and the more they drank the more likely they were to lose. All the children would form
a circle, cheering the adult they wanted to succeed.
“I won! Drink! Drink!” Big Uncle would declare.
“Shui shuo ni ying le? Zailai, zailai!”
The opponent wouldn’t agree with Big Uncle’s declaration, and they would get into heated arguments. Often
they were shouting so loud the women had to ask them to quiet down. Afterwards I would ask Big Uncle what
story each word represented, and sometimes he would tell me a famous fable. He was an animated storyteller,
humorous and witty. I thought maybe that was why he was head of the propaganda department.
The fifteenth day of the New Year was always dreaded. It marked the end of the Chinese New Year and the
beginning of our harsh life once again. We were told this night was traditionally enjoyed by the emperor’s family
as the “Night of Lights.” Beijing and other big cities would display magical lights and set off many fireworks. But
the best we could do was to make torches from candlewax. We would walk around the house and shine the torches
into every corner to keep the evil spirits away.
Our fourth uncle always took huge pleasure in making the torches for us. We gathered wooden sticks and he
would wrap pieces of white cotton tightly around the tip and dip them into a big pot of melted candlewax.
Sometimes he even let us do some dipping if we behaved ourselves. I loved watching the wax harden on the tip of
the sticks, and even more I enjoyed running and twisting the torch around, making different shapes in the dark.
My favorite shape to make was a dragon, and I pretended my torch was a magical Kung Fu weapon as I twirled it
around.
Our parents always warned us to keep the torches away from the piles of dried grass or hay that were used to
ignite the coal and that every family stored in their front yard. Once I remember a neighbor’s house nearly caught
fire because a five-year-old boy hid in their haystack with a lit incense in his hand. The boy barely escaped from
the burning haystack alive.
Chinese New Year was our dia’s only holiday. Since the weather was normally very cold and the fields frozen
at that time of the year, there was not much work to do on our little piece of land. Our main outdoor activity
during these days was kite flying. I often sat myself apart from the other kite-flying boys. For them this was just
another game, but for me this time was special.
My kite wasn’t ordinary. It was my messenger to the gods, my secret communication channel.
Our dia was an expert kite maker. He made very simply shaped kites: a square, a six-pointed star and a
butterfly. He used an ancient Chinese cutting knife, the size of a Swiss Army knife, to thinly slice the bamboo
sticks. Then he’d tie the corners with thread and glue rice paper over the frame. To counter the weight we would
hang long strips of cloth on the tail. The kite string was pieced together from anything we could find.
I adored making kites with our dia. This was one of the few playful times I could have with him. He would
take us up to the fields on the Northern Hill and he’d sit next to me and tell me stories from his childhood. I never
wanted these special moments to end.
At this time of the year there was always thick snow in the fields. The freezing, howling wind felt like small
sharp knives cutting into my skin. The fields smelled, as always, of human manure. My dia would help my kite
into the sky, then stand up, ready to leave.
“Are you all right now? I’m going home. I’ve got work to do.”
“Dia, can you tell me a story before you go?”
“I’ve told you all the stories I have.”
“Please tell me ‘The Frog in the Well’ story again,” I begged. He sat next to me, put his arm around my
shoulder, and began:
There was a frog that lived in a small, deep well. He knew nothing but the world he lived in. His well and the sky he
could see above it were his entire universe.
One day he met a frog who lived in the world above.
“Why don't you come down and play with me? It’s fun down here,” the frog in the deep well asked.
“What’s down there?” the frog above asked.
“We have everything down here. You name it. The streams, the undercurrent, the stars, the occasional moon, and we
even get flying objects coming down from the sky sometimes,” the frog in the well answered.
The frog on the land sighed.
“My friend, you live in a confined world. You haven’t seen what’s out here in the bigger world.” The frog below
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was very annoyed.
“Don’t you tell me that you have a bigger world than ours! My world is big. We see and experience everything the
world has to offer,” the well frog said.
“No, my friend. You can only see the world above you through the size of the well. The world up here is enormous. I
wish I could show you how big it is,” the frog above replied. The frog in the well was angry now.
“I don’t believe you! You are telling me lies! I’m going to ask my dia.”
He told his dia about his conversation with the frog on the land.
“My son,” he said with a saddened heart, “your friend is right. I heard there is a much bigger world up there, with
many more stars than we can see from here.”
“Why didn’t you tell me about it earlier?” the little frog asked.
“What’s the use? Your destiny is down here in the well. There is no way you can get out of here,” the father frog
replied. The little frog said,
“I can, I can get out of here. Let me show you!”
He jumped and hopped, but the well was too deep and the land was too far above.
“No use, my son. I’ve tried all my life and so did your forefathers. Forget the world above. Be satisfied with what
you have, or it will cause you such misery in life.”
“I want to get out, I want to see the big world above!” the little frog cried determinedly.
“No, my son. Accept fate. Learn to live with what is given,” his dia replied.
So the poor little frog spent his life trying to escape the dark, cold well. But he couldn’t. The big world above
remained only a dream.

“Dia, are we in a well?” I asked. He thought for a while.
“Depends on how you look at it. If you look at where we are from heaven above, yes, we’re in a well. If you
look at us from below, we’re not in a well. Will you call where we are heaven? No, definitely not,” he replied.
I thought about that poor frog in the well many times. I felt sad and frustrated. We were all trapped in a well
too, and there was no way out.
So I would use my kite to send messages to the gods. I found refuge from the freezing wind in a ditch and I
carried a pocketful of small paper strips. I wet both ends of the paper with my tongue and looped it around the
string of the kite. The strong wind pushed my paper loop up toward the kite.
The wish I sent up with my first paper loop was for my niang’s happiness and long life. I told the gods that she
was the kindest, most hardworking niang, but she was so poor and deserved better. I challenged the gods and said
that if they really existed and were as powerful as people were telling me they were, then they should change my
niang’s situation and grant her a happy life.
Suddenly I would get angry with the gods for not being fair to my niang. Then I would become frightened, and
beg them for forgiveness. After that, I would send a second wish, for my dia’s good health.
But my last wish was my most important of all. I looped a third piece of paper around the kite string, and
wished to get out of the deep, dark well. I confessed to the gods all my inner feelings. I made my secret wish. I
daydreamed about all the beautiful things in life that were not mine. I begged them for more food for my family. I
begged the gods to get me out of the well so I could help my family. My imagination traveled far beyond the
faraway kite into my own special land.
My messages to the gods often got stuck at the knots in the string along the way. I had to shake and jerk the
string to get my messages past the knots. Sometimes I would have many messages stuck at different knots on the
kite string, and often I was the last one to leave the freezing-cold fields on the Northern Hill. But the cold always
gave in to my imagination. It was my imagination that kept my heart warm and my hopes alive.
4
My brothers and I were like all other boys, fighting at times and getting on each other’s nerves. But the bond
between us was strong: we were expected to love and care for each other, to be happy for each other’s
achievements. The older brothers were expected to look after the younger ones and the younger ones to respect
the older.
Our dia and his fourth brother grew up very close too, although my dia was nearly eight years younger. My
fourth uncle and aunt could not have children, so out of love and compassion my parents agreed to let them adopt
their third son. So, before he was two years old, my third brother, Cunmao, was given to my uncle and auntie a
couple of houses away, and we always thought we were cousins.
It wasn’t until years later, when he was a teenager, that he found out the truth. I was feeding our hens that day
with what little grain we could spare, when Cunmao stormed into our house.
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“Where is my seventh niang?” he shouted, which was what he called our niang.
“She is sewing on the kang,” I told him. He looked so strangely emotional that I quietly followed him, and
listened.
“Why did you give me away? Why not one of the others?” I heard Cunmao demand angrily.
“This was decided even before you were born,” our niang replied gently. “You were not singled out. I love you
just like my other sons.”
“I want to come back!” he said. There was silence.
“No, you can’t,” our niang said at last, her voice quivering.
“You’re my niang and I’m your third son. I want to come back!”
I could hear his shaking voice. He was close to tears. Our niang let out a long sigh.
“I beg you to forget that I’m your real mother! Do you think this is easy for me to see you around every day?
Go back and love your parents. Be good to them until they die. They love you like their real son. You’re luckier
than your brothers. At least you have enough food to eat. Just look at how poor we are!”
“I’d rather be starving with you than living apart from you!” Cunmao said.
“What has been done is done. Your parents would be destroyed if I took you back now! I’ll always love you as
one of my sons whether you’re living with us or not. But you must first love them and bear a son’s responsibilities
toward them. You may then love us too if you desire.”
There was silence again. After a brief moment she said,
“Come here.” And through the window I could see them hug each other, sobbing uncontrollably.
I ran away then, and hid in a cornfield. I couldn’t believe my third cousin was really one of my own brothers.
My heart felt wretched. My eyes filled with tears, and from that moment on I regarded Cunmao as one of my real
brothers. I stayed in that cornfield for the rest of the afternoon.
Cunmao’s pursuit of returning to his real family broke my parents’ hearts, as well as my uncle’s and aunt’s. But
in the end Cunmao respected my parents’ position, and he remained a faithful son to my uncle and aunt. I could
not imagine what emotional trauma he went through, though, especially as we lived so close.
My eldest brother, Cuncia, we called Big Brother. He was thirteen years older than I. I didn’t really know him
when I was growing up, because I was only four years old when, in August 1965, he left for Tibet. The central
government called for hundreds of thousands of young people to go to Tibet to help advance the government’s
political agenda: they wanted people like my brother to influence Tibetan culture in the dominant Mandarin way.
His journey to Tibet, riding buses, trains and horses, would have taken him more than a week.
In his absence, my second brother, Cunyuan, took on the responsibilities of the eldest son. But Cunyuan
wanted to be free and different. He too wanted to go to Tibet, but my parents refused. They needed his salary, and
they were desperate for a daughter-in-law to help our niang with the domestic duties. So they arranged his
marriage to a girl from our first auntie’s village. Our aunt told our parents that this girl was hardworking and
could cook, and would be a perfect match for Cunyuan. And now, under Chairman Mao, they could even meet
each other before their wedding day to “talk about love.”
But Cunyuan was in love with a classmate instead. Her father was a county official. When she found out about
the arranged marriage she immediately came to our house.
“Uncle, Aunt,” she said to my parents, “I’ve known Cunyuan for nearly four years now. I love him and he
loves me too! I beg you not to force him into marrying someone he doesn’t love.”
“Young girl,” my niang replied, “you’re too young to understand what love is or what is required. You don’t
understand him. He is not worthy of you. There is no future working in the commune.”
“Aunt, I do know what love is! I will follow him to the end of the earth. I’m willing to eat only grass for food
as long as I can be with him.”
“You don’t know our son’s temperament. You wouldn’t suit each other,” my dia replied.
“Please give us a chance! I know we’ll make each other happy.”
“You come from a different background to Cunyuan’s,” my dia added. “You won’t like our poor commune
life.”
“Yes, I will! I’ll get used to it. I promise you I’ll be a faithful wife and a good daughter-in-law!”
But my parents felt strongly that this girl came from a family that was too good for us. Cunyuan needed
someone who was sturdier, to rein him in.
“You’re a beautiful girl and you will find a nice husband in the city one day. That’s where you belong. We
hope you will understand our decision and leave our son alone,” my niang said. By this point the girl was in tears.
“Is there any chance for me to marry Cunyuan?” she asked weakly.
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“No. He is engaged to someone else,” my dia said.
The girl covered her face with a handkerchief and flew out of our house. I can recall it vividly: I’d felt my
heart throbbing. I’d wished my parents had given in.
I never saw that girl again.
Cunyuan had many emotional fights with my parents over this girl. He resented our parents for arranging his
marriage and his relationship with my parents suffered terribly.
I remember my fourth brother, Cunsang, could carry heavy grain sacks on his shoulder and could balance and
push a heavily loaded cart with ease. He wasn’t the cleverest among us, but our niang always had a tender spot for
him. She often blamed the accident he’d had as a baby, when the chairs crashed down on his head, for his poor
school results. I loved my fourth brother: he was kind, honest and loving. He always smiled, and he was the only
older brother of mine who didn’t mind me sitting beside him while he played his card games.
It was my fifth brother, Cunfar, who was the closest to me, however. We were two and a half years apart—and
we fought over everything. I was notorious in the family for loving food, and if any food was missing they would
always blame me first. Cunfar seized upon this and sometimes pilfered food and blamed me for it. But I loved
him. He was my protector against the bullies, my partner in games and my rival in races.
Cunfar always won our wrestling matches because he was stronger than I. No matter how hard I tried, I’d still
lose. But I was a faster runner. I’d make him mad by running away from him, calling him Cunfar instead of the
more respectable wuga, or Fifth Brother, which I was meant to use. He’d stop chasing me because he had asthma,
and by the time he caught his breath I would be miles away. Then I’d make him even angrier by copying his
coughs and his strange running style. He’d pick up stones to throw at me and swear to kill me ten times over if he
ever caught me.
“You’ll have a silver beard all the way to the floor by the time you catch me!” I’d call back.
Cunfar would often have severe coughs and asthma when we were growing up. My parents tried everything to
cure him. Once we had to find a young rooster and feed it a mixture of millet and cooked toad. Twenty-four hours
later my niang cooked the rooster and Cunfar had to eat everything, including the bones. I wanted to eat his
rooster so badly that I stole some from him. I don’t know whether it was the toad or the rooster that worked, but a
month later his asthma had gone.
*
So I grew up with my brothers, playing outside, under the sun, in the rain and even in the freezing winter—a
wild street boy. Summer was my favorite time because I could play and run in the village and the countryside with
nothing much on. Except in winter, I hardly ever wore any shoes for the first nine years of my life.
One day, late in the afternoon, the sun was setting and we were playing hide-and-seek. I was climbing on
people’s walls and roofs, trying to find a good place to hide. I climbed over our six-foot-high stone wall, over our
toilet, trying to get behind the three-foot clay pots where the pigs’ food was stored. One of the pots stored
fermented millet waste and the other contained wheat shells from the soy sauce factory. But this day my foot
slipped on the loose stones of the wall and I lost my balance. I fell headfirst, right into the pot of fermented millet
waste. It was thick, gooey stuff and I was only about seven or eight years old and only just about a foot taller than
the pot.
Our niang was busy cooking dinner, and my fourth brother was her wind-box pusher. By chance, Cunsang
looked out and noticed the shadow of a pair of feet struggling upside down on the toilet wall. He immediately
rushed to the pots and pulled me out.
“What are you doing? You could have found a better place to die than the millet waste pot!” he said.
I was gasping for air, covered with the thick, gooey millet waste, seconds away from losing my life.
But nothing would stop our outdoor activities. The streets, the riverbank, the dam and the hilly fields were our
playgrounds. We made our own spinning tops with carved wood and played games with marbles. Of course, we
often had to help our dia too, working the small piece of land that the commune allocated to us. Sometimes we
worked on it in the rain, trying to capture as much rainwater as possible. We used all the buckets and pots we had.
In winter though, we didn’t have to help our dia on the land, because it was always frozen hard, and the fields
were covered with snow.
I loved playing in the snow. We built snowmen and had snowball fights, chasing each other wildly around in
the thick, thick snow. Often we would fall on the uneven roads or fields. We would roam wild, for hours, in this
white world, in the vast open space of the fields, with the snow still falling around us. We would return home
covered with snow, sometimes with our clothes torn, our ears, noses, hands and feet bright red from the cold, and
our bodies steaming with sweat under our quilted cotton clothes. More washing and mending for our niang.
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One game I especially liked was “fighting on the one-legged horse.” We’d divide into two groups. Everybody
had to hop on one leg and try to knock their opponent off balance with the other bent knee. If you were knocked
down you were out. We usually played it on hills to make it more difficult.
Another game we played used an empty can or half of a used corncob as the “object.” Every player had a
bamboo stick. The middle player had to use his stick to push the object back into a hole, but any player could
strike the object and hit it away. Sometimes both the object and the bamboo sticks would be flying frantically at
each other and the game would become dangerous. We liked using an empty can as the object much more than the
corncob because of the noise the metal made, but we didn’t often have that luxury.
One Sunday, in the middle of a summer drought, my brothers and I had just finished helping our dia carry
buckets of water to the yam crops. The earth was dry and the ground was cracked. We were sweating and the hot
sun burned our skin, so our dia allowed us to go to the dam nearby to cool down. I was the fastest runner, and
when I got there some of the older boys of the village were already swimming and splashing in the middle of the
dam. The water level was low. The other boys were treading water, so it looked like they were standing and,
without thinking, I dived in. I had never learned to swim, and I panicked when I couldn’t touch the bottom. Every
time I tried to yell for help, I would swallow some water, my head going up and down, up and down. Luckily, one
of my cousins was with the group of older boys and he noticed me struggling and quickly swam to me and pulled
me out of the water. A minute later I would have drowned.
On another hot day that summer, a popsicle seller rode his bicycle into our village. This was a rare treat!
Several of my friends had money to buy popsicles, so I ran to my niang and asked her for three fen.
“I don’t have a single fen,” she replied.
I knew it was true. She never had any money. I ran to my grandmother’s house. Grandmother—our dia’s
mother—was eighty-four years old by then. We loved our nana. She often shared treats with us. She had no teeth
left, so she could only eat soft food and she often asked us to peel her apples or pears so she could scrape them
with a spoon, and she would let us eat the skin and the leftovers. Her eyesight was bad and she was hard of
hearing: many times she got us all mixed up, calling us the wrong name. Zhang guan li dai, we called it: putting
Zhang’s hat on Li. She often complained that things were not as good as in her era. She disliked the chaos and
change caused by Mao’s Cultural Revolution. She used to save her falling hair, twirl it into a little ball, and
exchange it for money or sometimes sewing needles. She just might have a few spare fen, I thought.
“Nana, would you like a popsicle?” I didn’t want to ask her for the three fen too bluntly.
“No, they are too cold for me. I haven’t had a popsicle for years,” she replied.
“Niang doesn’t have three fen for me to buy a popsicle,” I said. “My dia has the money. Can you lend me three
fen?” I asked, and quickly added, “All my friends have bought popsicles!”
“Nana searched around, but had no change, only a one-yuan note.
“I would be happy to take a yuan if you could spare it. I’ll pay you back later! I promise!”
She thought this was very funny, me having the audacity to borrow one whole yuan, and saying I could
possibly pay her I back.
“Ah, one yuan!” She laughed and laughed. I was sure that if she’d had any teeth she would have laughed them
off. But she ended up giving me the yuan anyway and I kept my promise. Of course I only used three fen, which I
repaid a few days later. I picked up as much scrap metal and gathered as much hair as I could and sold it to the
commune scrap-shop for a few fen a time. When I had saved ten fen, I would change them into a note and hide
them between different pages of my copy of Chairman Mao’s Red Book. After I’d paid Nana back, I surprised my
niang by producing the rest of my savings to buy some bean curd, which she loved. She questioned me at first—
she thought I had stolen the money from my dia.
*
During those summers, some of the nights were unbearably hot. We had no fans in our house, and the breezes
were too slight to blow away the swarming mosquitoes.
To keep us out of mischief during these hot summer nights, the adults always told us stories. The most popular
storyteller was the Wuho man, who had given my niang the cure for our warts. We loved him. He told good Kung
Fu stories and countless fascinating fables. When he died a few years later, I went to see his body lying in a
simple coffin. It seemed as though his body had shrunk. He had no children, so his coffin was donated by the
neighbors and his burial ceremony was simple. I missed him and his enticing stories—they had a profound effect
on my life.
One of my favorite activities on those summer days was catching dragonflies. They would rest on the water in
the dams and I would sit by the edge and wait for them, a bamboo broom at the ready. I would tiptoe up to them,
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sweep them with my broom into the water, and then lift them out. Then I would tie the females to a wooden stick
and circle the dragonfly aloft, so she would attract male dragonflies. I would pull down the mating pair, slowly, in
circles, and catch the male when it was within reach. I caught flies or worms to feed my dragonflies, and I would
let them go at night.
I also liked to catch crickets, but only male crickets, which we used in cricket fighting competitions. I loved
the sound the crickets made—it was just like music or singing. Night or day I would follow the crickets’ singing
until I caught one, but we had to take care because we often looked in dangerous areas where there might also be
snakes. The crickets were smart little creatures: they concealed their homes well, and would stop their singing
long before I got close. A lot of patience was needed.
I was kind to my crickets and tried to provide them with the best food and housing I could. I kept them in glass
bottles with rocks, dirt and even grass, along with their water and food, but often my brave cricket fighters would
become big and lazy on the good food I fed them. I would reward my top fighter with a female for company.
It is not surprising then, that one of my favorite fables the Wuho man used to tell us was about a cricket. We
would sit around the Wuho man in a huge circle, mostly with no clothes on because it was so hot, and he would
begin, one hand smoothing his silver beard, his ancient pipe in the other:
Once there was a Chinese emperor who loved cricket fighting. Each year the emperor required the governors in each
province to donate their best crickets. To win the emperor’s favor, each governor ordered his people to search for the
best crickets all over the land.
Under a mountain in a small village lived a poor family, with one ten-year-old son. They named him Brave Hero.
His father was a courageous hunter and his mother was kind. They loved their boy. He was the sunshine in their eyes.
One day the father came home from the mountains with his biggest catch, a beautiful cricket. He named the cricket
Brave Hero, after his boy. The father was relieved—he would have been fined heavily if he hadn’t found a cricket
within twenty-four hours.
The young boy was beside himself with this cricket. He begged his father to allow him to look at it. At first his
father said no, but the boy kept begging and he eventually relented.
Just as the boy opened the bamboo tube in which the cricket was kept, the cricket jumped out and hopped away.
Their rooster nearby ate the cricket up. The boy’s father was in such a rage over the loss of the cricket that he ordered
his son to find another cricket or else never return.
The poor boy went into the mountains. They found him next day lying on a big rock, almost dead. The father cried
his heart out. As he picked up his son’s limp body, a small and ugly cricket jumped on the boy’s pale face. The father
brushed the cricket off and carried the boy home.
The parents wept over their dying boy. They placed him in a coffin in the middle of their living room waiting for the
last breath to leave him. As they prayed in front of the coffin, they heard the faint sound of a cricket. It was the same
ugly cricket that the father had brushed away from the boy’s face before. The father was very annoyed and threw it
outside.
Moments later the governor came to collect the cricket and the father told him that he had none. Just as the angry
governor was ordering his guards to burn down the house, they heard a cricket singing from the house. Its sound was
strong and loud. They followed the sound to the bamboo tube and found the same little cricket inside.
The governor thought the hunter was playing a joke with him when he saw this ugly little cricket and he threw the
cricket toward the rooster. Just as the rooster was about to eat the cricket, the cricket jumped onto the rooster’s crown
and after a brief struggle the rooster dropped dead.
The governor was very impressed. He asked the hunter if he had a name for the cricket. The hunter told him that he
called it Brave Hero.
Brave Hero quickly became the number one fighter in the kingdom. He never lost a fight. He even beat the
emperor’s fighting roosters. The emperor treasured him.
Back in the mountain village, the boy was still breathing. As long as their son breathed the couple would keep him
lying in their living room. As the cricket-fighting season drew to a close, the emperor ordered the governor to reward
the original finder of the cricket with some gold and silver because the cricket had given him such pleasure.
But the parents’ sorrow was too deep. Material things could not bring their son back.
One day, Brave Hero mysteriously disappeared from his royal cage in the palace. On that same day the boy became
alive again.
The little cricket was Brave Hero’s spirit. He had turned himself into the cricket to save his family.

I loved this tale. I loved the boys bravery and I wished that I too could turn myself into a cricket and save my
family from poverty. What a shame Chairman Mao didn’t like cricket fights.
*
Our childhood in the Li Commune could never be just games and fables of course.
It was around this time that the Cultural Revolution reached its most chaotic period, from about the middle of
1966. Jing Tring and I were too young to participate—six, seven, eight years old. But my three eldest brothers did.
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They would go out in the evenings and return late at night. They would tell me horror stories about the young Red
Guards, how they burned and destroyed anything that had a Western flavor: books, paintings, artwork—anything.
They tore down temples and shrines: Mao wanted communism to have no competition from other religions.
Communism was to be our only faith. The young Guards would travel to other regions and investigate possible
counterrevolutionary suspects. They only had to mention Chairman Mao’s name and the Red Guards would not
have to pay for a thing.
For a brief period, those young Guards nearly bankrupted China, and the country teetered on the edge of civil
war as different factions of the military supported different government leaders. But back in the New Village, we
knew little of that wider picture.
My parents tried their hardest to persuade my brothers to stay home on those evenings. They even threatened
to lock them out if they returned too late. But in reality there was nothing they could do—there was an
unstoppable political heat wave sweeping through China. Emotions ran high and wild, especially among young
people and especially in the major cities.
Then, one day, the well-respected bead of our village was accused of being a counterrevolutionary. My
brothers and I watched as a group of counterrevolutionaries were paraded through our village, with heavy
blackboards around their necks and tall, pointed white paper hats on their heads. Their crimes were written in
chalk on the boards around their necks and their names were written on their hats. They had to stand on a
temporary platform in the center of the commune square and confess their crimes to the massive crowd. We went
along to watch.
The officials and Red Guards handed out propaganda papers. The noise from the crowd was horrendous. One
man kept shouting propaganda slogans with a hand-held speaker. People were shouting and jeering. During their
confessions the accused had to lower their heads to avoid the objects that were thrown at them. If anyone looked
up, he would be regarded as arrogant or too stubborn to change and too deeply influenced by capitalist filth. They
could do nothing right: if they spoke softly they were smacked and accused of hiding something, and if they
spoke loudly they were kicked and accused of having an “evil landlord-like attitude.”
Their confessions were often disrupted by the man with the handheld speaker, who shouted revolutionary
slogans such as “Knock down and kill the capitalists!” or “Never allow Chiang Kaishek and the landlords to
return!” or “Never forget the cruel life of the old China and always remember the sweet life of the new China!”
And of course rgere were die endless “Long live Chairman Mao! Long, long live Chairman Mao!” slogans.
The revolutionaries constantly pulled the counterrevolutionaries’ heads back up to humiliate them even more.
Often their hats would come off—almost all of them had shaved their heads to avoid their hair being ripped out.
My parents told us that the head of our village was a good man. I was confused. I couldn’t understand what
crime he could have committed. A few days later, however, the communist revolutionary leader led a big crowd to
the head villager’s house. Only then did I realize that he’d been missing from the group of accused during the
parade and rally. The door of his house was locked when we got there and the leader banged on it, screaming,
“Open the door, open the door! Otherwise your crime will be increased tenfold!”
Eventually the door opened. His wife stood there, begging mercy for her husband. She told the communist
leader that her husband was so sick he couldn’t even get off the bed. The leader didn’t believe her. He demanded
to see him, but when he did he became convinced that the head villager was indeed very sick. A few years later, I
remember seeing our head villager sitting by his gate on a little chair. He looked pale and motionless. He’d lost all
his hair. Even his eyebrows were gone.
I felt desperately sorry for him, but by that time I was one of Mao’s young Guards too, and I felt guilty for
even thinking that way. I witnessed many rallies and parades during the Cultural Revolution. The Red Guards said
they were killing the class enemies, which included the landlords, factory owners, successful businessmen,
Kuomintang Party members and army officers, intellectuals and anyone who might pose a threat to the communist
government.
But there was one particular rally that still, to this day, makes my heart bleed. It was a huge rally. My friends
and I went along as usual. We heard the communist leader read out the sentences for about fifteen landlords,
factory owners and counterrevolutionaries.
Then they were loaded onto a truck. We could see their pointed white hats, with their names written on them in
black ink and with a huge red cross struck through each name. They were taken to a nearby field. Despite the
adults’ warnings, my friends and I followed as fast as we could. By the time we got there, an excited crowd had
formed a semicircle around the accused. There were so many people that nobody noticed us peeking through the
cracks between the crowd’s legs.

915

I saw the men standing against a mud wall. Someone started counting. Two of the men crumbled onto their
knees. One started to scream,
“I’m innocent, I’m innocent! I didn’t do anything wrong! Please let me live!” Another screamed,
“I have young children! They’ll starve to death without me! Have mercy for my family!”
Then I heard someone shouting,
“Yi, er, san!” One, two, three—
Guns fired. The sound ripped through my heart. I saw blood splatter everywhere. The bodies fell down. I
screamed, and ran home as fast as I could.
I wished I had listened to the adults. I wished I’d never witnessed this. It haunted me in many of my dreams.
5
Chairman Mao’s regime not only changed the way we lived; it also changed the way we died. Even the
treatment of the dead changed under Mao’s rule. Everything changed under Mao.
One day when I was still about eight, I wanted to impress my niang by cooking lunch for the family myself,
when she was late coming back from working in the fields. So I placed some of the leftover food on a bamboo
steamer and tried to be creative by adding a couple of my niang’s precious eggs in a seafood sauce. The fire was
hard to make that day, and the room soon filled with smoke.
To see if the food was properly cooked, I lifted the big, heavy wok cover. I was so short that I had to stand on a
little stool, and the wok cover was engulfed in steam. As I lifted the cover the stool fell from under my feet. Steam
from the wok gushed out at my face. I crashed forward onto the scalding edge of the wok, burning my skin, and
my niang’s six precious newly purchased plates were knocked to the floor, smashed.
I was terrified! I knew it had taken my parents all year to save enough money to buy those plates. And now,
there they were, in a thousand pieces on the floor at my feet.
I ran to Nana’s house next door. If we were ever in trouble, we’d go to Nana’s. My parents would never yell at
us in front of her. Was I ever in trouble now!
“What’s wrong?” she asked when she saw my frightened face.
“I’ve broken Niang’s new plates!” I sobbed.
“How many did you break?” she asked.
“Six.”
“How many?!” she shouted.
I wasn’t sure if she hadn’t quite heard me or if she couldn’t believe I had broken all six. My niang had proudly
shown the plates to Nana only the day before. I repeated the number louder, and stuck out my thumb and my little
finger on my right hand to indicate the number six.
“Oh! Wo de tian na!” My god! she exclaimed, with an expression of disbelief. “How did you manage to break
that. many?”
I quickly told her what had happened. Niang would be so upset when she found out.
“Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it. You can have lunch with me.” Nana looked at me reassuringly. “You broke
those plates by trying to help your niang. You’re a good boy. You shouldn’t be punished for this.” Then she
murmured to herself,
“What a world we’re living in now. A mother of seven has to work in the fields! I’ve never heard of such a
thing!”
She had already cooked her lunch and was placing some food on her wooden tray as she spoke. When I saw
the amount of food on the tray, I knew she only had enough for herself.
“You go ahead and finish the food,” she said. “I’ll wait to eat with your niang later.”
I hesitated. Nana’s food was provided by my parents and my uncles and aunties. Her food was always better
than ours.
“Your niang will be home any minute if you don’t hurry. I wouldn’t be around when she gets back if I were
you!” she said.
I gobbled up her delicious bread roll and ran out.
When I returned home late that afternoon I found my niang very upset. I heard her sigh to my dia,
“Our niang was trying to help cook our lunch. She accidentally slipped off the stool and broke all our six new
plates! She is getting on in age.”
“Is she all right?” Dia asked, concerned.
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“Yes, miraculously she didn’t hurt herself at all,” my niang replied.
I was eternally thankful to my nana for saving my skin. I quietly slipped into her house that evening and
whispered in her ear,
“Thank you, Nana!”
“What?!” she shouted.
I was so afraid others might find out the truth if I said it any louder, so I just gave her a big kiss on her bony
cheek and went back home.
*
My nana’s health became progressively worse for the next half year. My fourth brother, Cunsang, who always
had a special bond with her, began to sleep in the same bed to watch over her. But still she worsened—she
couldn’t walk, she became unable to eat, lost her bowel control and gradually slipped away from us. She died
about a year after I broke the plates.
As was the local custom, her body was laid in a coffin, in her living room, for three days. The smell of incense
filled our houses.
“Why does Nana’s body have to stay here for three days?” I asked my third brother, Cunmao.
“In case she comes alive again.”
“How can a dead person come back to life?" He told me a story then, which he’d heard from a friend:
“A couple were looked after in their old age by their only son and daughter-in-law,” he began. “They were not
well cared for. Most of the time they were given leftovers to eat.”
“Shouldn’t they have been kind to their mother and father?” I interrupted.
“Not all people are kind to their elderly as we are in our family,” he continued. “One day, a distant relative of
the old couple took pity on them and quietly slipped two hard-boiled eggs into their hands. They were so excited
that they quickly peeled the shells off and just as they were going to eat them they heard their daughter-in-law
coming toward their room. The wife told her husband to hurry up and eat his egg. Fearing their daughter-in-law
would accuse them of stealing the eggs, the old man quickly put the egg in his mouth and swallowed it whole.”
“Why didn’t he chew it?” I asked Cunmao.
“He didn’t have any teeth left,” he replied. He knew by that stage I was gripped by his story.
“Let’s stop here,” he said. “It may be too scary for you.”
“Please, please! I promise I won’t get scared!” I begged.
“Only if you promise me that you won’t tell our parents I’ve told you this story if you can’t sleep at night
because of it!” he said.
“I promise, I promise with all my heart!” I pounded my fist on my chest.
“You swear?” he asked.
I spat on the ground and stamped on it with my foot.
“All right,” he continued. “The old man choked on the egg and instantly stopped breathing.”
“Was he dead?” I gasped.
“Of course he was dead!” Cunmao replied. “So they bought him a cheap coffin and had a cheap burial. In the
meantime, the old lady didn’t want to remain in this world without her husband and begged her son to bury her as
well.”
“Did they bury her?” I asked.
“No! It’s illegal to bury a live person,” he replied. I could tell the best part of the story was still to come.
“The old lady’s only treasure was a pearl necklace her husband had given her, and she wrapped it around his
neck. She begged his soul to find a peaceful resting place and then come back to get her.
“The old man’s son didn’t wait for the three-day period. He buried his father on the first night after his death.
The word spread wide about the buried treasure around the old man’s neck. At midnight, a robber dug up the
grave and opened the coffin. He could see the pearls reflected in the moonlight. The robber made sure the old man
was truly dead before he took the necklace by punching hard on the old man’s chest three times. Just as he
reached for the necklace”—Cunmao stopped.
“Guess what happened?”
“The old man’s son showed up?” I guessed.
“Ha-ha!” Cunmao laughed heartily. “Are you sure you won’t be scared?”
“I already promised you, hurry up!” I urged him.
“The old man suddenly opened his eyes wide and said in a loud voice, ‘What do you think you’re doing, young
man?’ The robber, as if he had seen a ghost, jumped out of the grave and bolted away witless.”
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I sat there petrified to the spot. This was the last outcome I’d expected. Cunmao opened his eyes big and wide,
just like the old man’s.
“Why did he become alive again?” I asked, terrified, gasping for air.
“I knew you wouldn’t get it!” Cunmao scoffed. “The egg got stuck in the old man’s throat and when the robber
punched him, the egg was knocked loose so he got his breath back. And that’s why we have to leave Nana’s body
here for three days in case she comes alive again too.”
“Then why didn’t anyone punch our nana three times?”
“Do you think our elders would do it in front of us? Okay, go and play now.”
I still had a lot of questions I wanted to ask, but I could see Cunmao had had enough of me. When I asked my
second brother, Cunyuan, about the reason for our nana’s three-day staying, he told me it was just to allow
relatives who lived far away to see her before she was buried. But I thought Cunmao’s story was much more
satisfying.
I was stricken with grief at Nana’s death. At the beginning I didn’t mind seeing her pale, motionless face in the
coffin, but as time wore on, her face turned strange and very scary. I had nightmares for several nights.
Nana didn’t want to be buried near my grandfather because his first wife was also buried there and she didn’t
want any fights. She said the first wife always had priority. But she did say to my parents, a few days before her
death,
“If there is one thing I want you to do for me when I’m dead, it is to bury me properly.”
She firmly believed that her spirit would live on in a different world. So my dia and uncles asked a good
carpenter to make a special coffin, carved with birds, flowers, trees and water. Our youngest aunt’s husband
painted it, the one who was the furniture painter and had lots of photographs.
It wasn’t easy to obtain permission for Nana’s traditional burial, however, since this was now considered an
old, unhealthy tradition. The government had just started forcing people to cremate the dead. Our elders had to do
a lot of lobbying, at different levels of the commune leadership, but none of the leaders wanted to take
responsibility. Nobody officially gave us permission to bury our nana. But nobody said we couldn’t either, so she
was buried as she had wished.
“This shows how important it is to be honest and kind,” my dia said to us. “If it wasn't for the Li family’s
reputation, we couldn’t do this.”
Nana’s burial was to be the last one allowed in our village. The village leaders let us select the edge of a ditch
for Nana’s burial site. It was a water escape channel from the fields. Any place with water was a lucky place. It
lay north of our house, halfway up the Northern Hill.
Before she died, Na-na had personally chosen her funeral clothes, shoes and other essential burial items. She’d
made her own clothes and shoes so she’d feel comfortable in the other world. After she died, she was washed with
a warm cloth to represent “cleansing her of the filth of this world” so she’d have a clean start in the new world.
Nana’s own daughters then dressed her in her burial clothes, a dark greenish-blue cotton jacket, and black shoes
with flowers stitched on the soles. The man with the best writing in the village was fetched to write Nana’s name
on a large piece of white paper, the same shape as the stone nameplate on the graves. Once a person died, his or
her spirit would linger, looking for the place where they belonged. This temporary nameplate would show her that
this was her place. If we didn’t have Nana’s nameplate put up quickly, her soul might wander away and become
lost forever. The man with the good writing also wrote Na-na’s name and her date of birth and death on a piece of
white silk, large enough to drape over the coffin. At least one person would stay by the coffin at all times during
those three days, to “keep the beloved company.” Any person related to Nana or our family had to cry loudly as
soon as they walked into the room, regardless of their age. The person who was “keeping the beloved company”
had to cry as well and as they cried they would call out the visitor’s name so Nana would know who was paying
her their respects.
On the first night after Nana’s death, we used sorghum stems and blue rice paper to make some figures of a
cow and a horse, and several child-size figures. A painter would then paint some faces onto these, not human
faces, but half-human faces.. The models represented food and servants for Nana to use in her new world. Nana
was so poor in our world, I thought to myself, and yet she is meant to die so rich. In reality, when she died, her
only possession was a chest of drawers.
As soon as the sun went down on the first day after her death, the entire family formed a procession. Everyone
cried loudly all the way to a temporary miniature temple, about ten minutes away from our house. The Red
Guards had destroyed all the real temples, so my dia and uncles had to make this one themselves. It was only
about a yard or so high—it looked like a toy temple to me, but here the local god would determine if our nana
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was worthy of a happy life. If there were a god and he were fair, he would definitely look after my nana. She was
the best nana in the world. I couldn’t imagine anyone kinder.
This procession was repeated again on the second night after sunset, and very early on the third day, the funeral
day, just before sunrise. Skilled diggers then went to the burial site to prepare for the coffin.
The funeral itself was expensive. Some families would spend up to a third of their savings on it. Our family
hired many people, even though it cost us dearly: coffin carriers, dancers on stilts, musicians, blanket-and-quilt
carriers, even people to carry mirrors, combs, cups, food, drinks and, most important, a lot of fake paper money.
On the day of the funeral, the procession began from Nana’s house, with my eldest uncle carrying a big clay
pot on his head. At one point he had to drop the pot on the ground. The pot broke into pieces, the signal for
everyone to begin crying, one of the only occasions when crying in public was acceptable. Only men were
permitted to go to the burial site. The women were left to cry in the house and cook the feast.
The Li funeral entourage was very impressive. Many distant relatives appeared, some we didn’t even know
existed! The procession moved very slowly behind the coffin, all the way to the grave site. It seemed to take
forever. I had never heard or seen my dia cry before, and haven't since, but there was more crying to come at the
grave site. We had to kneel in front of Nana’s coffin and kowtow three rimes before she was lowered into her
grave. I remember seeing the little window-like holes in the grave to hold her mirror, her cups and other
possessions.
The closing of the grave was the worst moment, though. My heart throbbed. I tried so hard to drive away that
last frightening image of her dead face lying in the coffin.
My fourth brother was the worst affected. Cunsang cried for days. He slept on Nana’s old bed for many months
afterwards.
We had to wear something white for a whole year after Nana’s death. Our parents wore white shirts, but for us
children the only things our niang could afford were white strips of cloth, which were sewn onto our shoes. We
often went to visit Nana’s graveyard with our dia and fourth uncle, so she wouldn’t be lonely in her new world.
Each time, we brought her lots of symbolic money, gold and food. I loved going back to her grave to wish her a
happy life, but it always saddened me too.
*
Within a month of Nana’s death my niang suddenly fell ill with vomiting and a high fever. Despite seeing a
few local healers, her sickness persisted and on the second night she had a strange dream:
Nana accused her and my dia of not looking after her. She complained that her house was shabby and that the
roof leaked. My niang tried to reason with her.
“We looked after you to our best ability while you were alive and gave you a lot of money for your new world.
What else can we do?”
“Who told you I’m dead?” my nana snapped, and turned her back on my niang. The next morning my niang
told one of her sewing friends about her strange dream.
“Maybe she needs help,” her friend whispered in her ear. “Why don’t you do a test to see if I am right?”
“I’ll do a test, but why do you have to whisper?”
“There are too many loose spirits! If they overhear our conversation they might play tricks on you!”
After her friend left, my niang took out a pair of chopsticks and a raw egg and placed the chopsticks pointing
north on her kang. She lit twoF sticks of incense, closed her eyes and called out,
“Niang, mother of Li Tingfang, if it was you who showed your spirit last night and if you are in need, please
show your spirit again now.”
Then she placed the egg between the chopsticks with the pointed end down. The superstition held that if it was
Nana’s spirit calling for help, the egg should stand up on the pointed end all by itself.
My niang opened her eyes and was stunned. The egg was still standing up! Even for a deeply superstitious
person like my niang, it seemed a little scary. For a few moments she didn’t know what to do, until the egg fell
and started to roll toward her. She grabbed it in her hand, as though it were Nana’s spirit, and immediately
kowtowed three times in the direction of Nana’s burial place.
“Niang! We will come to see you soon and bring you food and money! Please forgive us for our sins!” she
murmured.
When my second brother arrived home from school that day she asked him to take two of his younger brothers
to check on Nana’s grave straightaway. Three of us raced each other to the burial site and found a large round hole
there, dug by an animal. We were not aware of our niang’s dream then, so we simply filled the hole with the loose
dirt and told Niang what we’d found. As soon as our dia came home from work, she said to him urgently,
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“Go to our niang’s grave with some food and money, and make sure the hole is properly secured and patched
up.”
My dia was about to ask what this was all about, but my niang stopped him.
“Just go now and I will explain later!”
At first my dia was reluctant to go because all of us were waiting for dinner, but after he saw how serious and
determined she was, he went back to the grave, carrying a lantern, a shovel, a bottle of water and some incense
and paper money.
Later that night our niang finally told us of her dream and her experiment with the egg. All of us children
laughed and thought she was just being superstitious, but our dia was more thoughtful.
“One cannot fully believe it and yet one shouldn’t disbelieve it.”
That’s what Confucius would have said, I thought. But even so, our niang’s fever receded the very next day.
My parents discussed this incident often. So did our niang’s group of friends, whose superstitious beliefs gave
them hope beyond the harsh reality of daily life. But one question that bothered my parents for many days after
this incident was why Nana didn’t send her message about her leaking grave to my dia instead. Perhaps, my
parents considered, Nana wouldn’t have thought he would take this dream too seriously, or perhaps she thought he
would have been too tired to even dream. But most important, they believed that Nana wouldn’t have had the
heart to strike down the main breadwinner of our family with sickness, her youngest and most favorite son.
The death of Nana was the first time in my life that I had lost someone I loved dearly. Every time I entered or
passed her house, tears would stream down my face. I kept hearing her sweet voice. I dreamed about her often. I
missed her for many, many years.
6
The year my nana died was the year I was supposed to start school. The compulsory age was eight, but there
was no room for my group that year, so I didn’t start until later.
It was February 1970. I had just turned nine. For my first day at school, my niang dressed me up in my best
clothes, a new black cotton, quilted winter jacket and hand-me-down cotton pants with patches on the knees and
the bottom, and a hat for winter of cotton and synthetic fur. She also made me a simple schoolbag from dark blue
cloth. My dia bought me two notebooks, one with pages full of squares for practicing Chinese characters, and
another one for math. He made me a wooden pencil box containing one pencil, a small knife and a round rubber
eraser. Of course, one of the most important requirements was Mao’s Little Red Book.
“This is a special day for the Li family!” my niang jokingly declared at breakfast.
“Why?” our dia asked.
“The Li family has one more scholar today.” She tilted her chin at me. “I hope you’ll study hard. We’re not
sending you to school to play. I hope you’ll learn more than your dia and your brothers have learned from school.’
“Mmm,” our dia said. “It wouldn’t be too hard to do better than your dia.”
“Listen to your teachers, follow their instructions, be a good student. Don’t lose face for the Li family. Make us
proud,” said my niang.
I felt apprehensive throughout breakfast. School meant the end of my carefree days. It meant that I had to wear
clothes and shoes and conform to rules. School would teach me how to read and write, but deep down, like my
dia and my brothers; I wondered what use an education would be to a peasant boy who was destined to work in
the fields. How would school help my family’s food shortages? I didn’t need an education to be a good peasant.
The school we were supposed to go to was about a mile from our village, but there wasn't a spare classroom
there at first, so our village donated an abandoned, run-down house as a temporary classroom. I knew this house.
It was always vacant. I was told that a childless couple had lived there, and had mysteriously disappeared when
they went to another province to visit their relatives. Our commune officials made repeated inquiries to the police
but all investigations had failed. Rumors spread that the couple were spies and had secretly escaped to Taiwan. We
used to throw stones at the house, and the older boys told us it was haunted. I always wanted to peek through the
window and see what was inside, but I chickened out each time. And now this mysterious house was going to be
our temporary school.
So, on this first day, a small group of us, around twelve neighborhood friends, walked to our school, excitedly
chatting about the house and guessing what would be inside. Halfway there, we met some older students.
“Here come the new scholars!” one teased.
“Aren’t they in for a treat?” another remarked, and they all laughed at us.
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Forty-five new kids from four villages were enrolled that year. When we arrived at our school, all forty-five of
us gathered outside. One teacher introduced the man beside her as our sports teacher and introduced herself as our
Chinese and math teacher. Her name was Song Ciayang.
“Students, this is an important day for you all, a new beginning in your lives! I hope you will treasure this
opportunity Chairman Mao gives you. I hope you will study hard, and not let our great leader down. But before
we can start our lessons we must clean this place and set up your workbenches.”
To my disappointment, the contents of the old house had already been cleared out, so we never did discover
what had been inside. Nearly the entire house was made of mud bricks, with German-style roof tiles. There were
two small wood-framed windows, but the thin rice paper pasted onto them had long ago been broken by our stone
throwing. The ceiling was low and the room was depressingly dark and damp. It smelled of ancient dust, mildew
and animal shit. It was revolting.
We spent that entire first morning cleaning the floor, scrubbing the walls, and pasting new rice papers onto the
window frames. Teacher Song brought pictures of Chairman Mao and Vice Chairman Lin Piao, and we pasted
them onto the middle of the front wall. Under these we hung a makeshift blackboard. There were no chairs or
desks so we were asked to bring our own foldable stools, which our fathers had made for us. We also had to make
workbenches from used wooden boards which were full of splinters.
We didn’t learn anything that first morning. We were divided into several small groups, and Teacher Song
selected two captains. The girl captain was taller than nearly all of us who lived in our area. The boy captain, Yang
Ping, lived in the east part of our village. He was considered privileged because his grandfather had been in Mao’s
Red Army and had died in the civil war. I never played with him because of the strong territorial pride within our
village. And besides, my eldest brother had once been kicked by Yang Ping’s father from behind during a fight,
and even though Yang Ping’s grandmother had apologized profusely and had shown kindness toward my brother,
I was determined not to make friends with Yang Ping. And anyway, by the time we had selected our own spot and
placed our stools next to whomever we wanted to sit with, our first day of school was over.
*
Next morning we started at eight o’clock. Teacher Song called out our names one by one from her roll book
and we all obediently answered,
“Ze!” Then she picked out the boys and mixed us in with the girls, which I thought was cruel, because I had
chosen a spot at the back with two of my best friends. Now I was sandwiched between two girls I didn’t even
know. Teacher Song handed out our textbooks.
“Students. Welcome to your first official lesson.” She paused.
“Do you know who this person is?” She pointed to Mao’s picture on the wall.
“Chairman Mao, Chairman Mao!” we all shouted excitedly.
“Yes, our beloved Chairman Mao. Before we start our first class each day, we will bow to Chairman Mao in all
sincerity. We should wish him a long long life, because we wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for him. He is our savior,
our sun, our moon. Without him we’d still be in a dark world of suffering. We will also wish his successor, our
second most important leader, our Vice Chairman Lin Piao, good health, forever good health. Now, let’s all get up
and bow to Chairman Mao with your heart full of love and appreciation!” We all stood up, took our hats off,
bowed to Mao’s picture and shouted,
“Long, long live Chairman Mao! Vice Chairman Lin, good health, forever good health!”
“Before you sit down,” Teacher Song continued, “we need to perform one more school rule: I’ll say, ‘Good
morning, students,’ to you and you will say, ‘Good morning, Teacher,’ in reply. Now, let’s have a practice. Good
morning, students!”
“Good morning, Teacher!” we replied in unison.
“Good! Now sit down.” She smiled.
“Raise your hand if you have Chairman Mao’s Red Book.” Most of us raised our hands.
“Those who don’t have one, please ask your parents to buy you one from town. I want you to have them
tomorrow. This is very important. We should follow Vice Chairman Lin’s example and never go anywhere
without Chairman Mao’s Red Book. The Red Book will give us guidance in our lives. Without it we will be lost
souls.”
We placed our Red Books on the left-hand side of our workbenches, as instructed.
“I’ll be your teacher for both Chinese and math,” Teacher Song continued. “You will learn how to read and
write. Raise your hand if you can already read or write.”
I looked around. Very few students raised their hands: mostly girls, and I was relieved. I, for one, couldn’t
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recognize a single word in my textbook.
“Good, we have a few smart kids here. Now, please open the first page of your textbook,” Teacher Song
instructed.
A big colored picture of Chairman Mao stared out at me, occupying half the page, with shooting stars
surrounding his face, as though Mao’s round head was the sun. The bottom half of the page had words on it,
which just looked like a field of messy grass to me. Whoever invented them must have been a peasant, I thought.
“Can anyone read the words on this page?” the teacher asked. The same girls raised their hands again.
“What does the first line mean?” Teacher Song asked the girl sitting to my right.
“Long, long live Chairman Mao!” replied the girl in a proud voice.
“Good, very good!” Teacher Song paused. She glanced over the class.
“Yes, we want to wish Chainnan Mao a long long life, because our great leader saved us. I’m sure your parents
have told you many stories about the cruel life they lived under Chiang Kaishek’s Kuomintang regime. They were
cold, dark days indeed. That government only cared for the rich. Children like you couldn’t even dream of sitting
here, but Chainnan Mao made it possible for everyone in China to have this privilege. Today, I’ll teach you how to
write ‘Long, long live Chairman Mao, I love Chairman Mao, you love Chairman Mao, we all love Chairman
Mao.’ I’ll now write them on the blackboard. Pay special attention to the sequence of the strokes.”
She turned to the blackboard and wrote several lines with furious pace.
I was stunned. I didn’t get the sequence of strokes at all! I turned to look at one of my friends. He just drew a
circle around his neck with his right hand and pulled upwards, his eyes rolling and tongue hanging out, as though
he were being hanged.
“Okay, now I want you to repeat each phrase after me.” The teacher pointed to the first line of words with her
yard-long stick.
“Long, long live Chairman Mao,” she read.
“Long, long live Chairman Mao!” we repeated.
“I love Chairman Mao!” she read.
“I love Chairman Mao!” we replied.
We repeated the phrases again and again until we had memorized them for life. The next hour, Teacher Song
explained in detail how to write each stroke of the words and the sequence we had to use. I picked up my pencil
and realized that I didn’t even know how to hold it. I looked to my right and copied the girl next to me, but I
pressed too hard and broke the tip. I quickly took out my dia’s knife, but as I tried to sharpen the tip, it broke
again.
“Here, you can use mine,” the girl next to me said.
“No. Thank you,” I said, embarrassed. “I’m all right.”
“I have three. You can use it for this class and return it to me later,” she said in a soft voice.
Three? She must have come from an official’s family to have so many pencils!
“What’s the matter?” Teacher Song suddenly appeared in front of us.
“He broke his pencil,” my deskmate answered.
“Oh dear, and you haven’t written a single stroke yet,” she said.
My face swelled up like a red balloon. I reluctantly took the girl’s pencil. Under Teacher Song’s gaze I
carefully placed the tip on the paper and to my horror the strokes popped out of my uncontrollable pencil like
popcorn, ugly and messy, in all directions. They looked nothing like what was written on the blackboard.
“I can’t do it,” I conceded hopelessly.
“Let me help you,” Teacher Song said patiently. She placed her hand over mine and we finished “Long, long
live Chairman Mao” together.
“Good. Now you know how, repeat these words five more times and you’ll be fine,” she said, and went to help
some others.
I quickly looked at my friend behind me. He shook his head in disgust at the words he was supposed to write,
and made funny faces. Another friend in front of me kept grunting and kicking his workbench. Others gave him
dirty looks. It was as though he was a trapped tiger, but my friends’ reactions made me feel better. At least they
felt the same as me.
It might have been cold outside, but all through class that day I felt agitated and hot, beside myself with
frustration. It felt like I was sitting on thousands of needles. My whole body itched. I wasn’t sure if it was
paranoia or lice. All of the students scratched, even our teacher scratched herself occasionally. Itchiness became a
permanent feature of our class for the first few years of my schooling. That day I itched so much I couldn’t sit
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still, and before I knew it a huge splinter from the bench stuck right into my thumbnail. Nobody could pull it out
and blood gushed everywhere. I cried all the way home with my bloodied hand. My fourth uncle was there, home
from his nightshift, and he managed to pull only half of the splinter out with a pair of pliers. The other half was
left in there until the nail fell off a few weeks later. My niang smacked a thick layer of dust on the wound and,
with throbbing pain, I was sent back to school.
The class was only halfway through the third hour of Chinese when I returned. The rest of the day went by
excruciatingly slowly, and we only had a ten-minute break between each hour. Teacher Song’s sweet voice went
in one ear and out the other. The lessons were far beyond my comprehension. My thoughts were instead out on the
streets and in the fields. I felt trapped and bewildered. I couldn’t wait for each ten-minute break to arrive.
*
During the final hour of our lessons that day, as I continued to try and write with my bloodied finger, I heard a
bird chirping outside. My heart immediately flew out and joined it.
I was always fascinated with birds when I was a child. I would watch them and daydream. I admired their
gracefulness and envied their freedom. I wished for wings so I too could fly out of this harsh life. I wished to
speak their language, to ask them what it felt like, flying so high. I wondered which god to ask or indeed if there
was such a god who had the power to transform humans into animals.
But then I also thought of the constant danger of being shot down by humans or eaten by larger animals. And
the birds never seemed to have enough food to eat either, because they were constantly nibbling human feces.
Without food, life as a bird might not be much better than life as a human. And if I became a bird, I would not see
my family again. This would surely break my niang’s heart.
Sometimes I thought I might be able to help them more as a bird, flying high in the air and spotting food for
my family. I sat at my desk that day and remembered a tale my dia once told me:
Once upon a time, a hunter shot down a bird, his arrow injuring one of its wings. The hunter could speak the bird’s
language and when the bird begged him not to kill her, to her surprise, the hunter said, in her own language,
“I don’t want to kill you, but I have no other food to eat.”
The bird promised him that she would return his leniency by finding food for him once she could fly again. The bird
had only one condition: the hunter had to share any findings with her. The hunter agreed.
True to her word, the bird passed on information to the hunter.
“There is a dead squirrel up the mountain by the big rock.”
The hunter was ecstatic. He followed the bird’s guidance and found the squirrel. He happily shared it with the bird.
The bird went on to provide the hunter with other food, and their sharing arrangement continued.
But gradually the hunter became greedy and stopped sharing with the bird.
The bird wanted revenge. One day the bird told him about a dead mountain goat. The hunter followed the bird’s
instructions and rushed to the location. From the distance he could see a white object lying on the ground, surrounded
by a small group of people. He was worried that those people who had arrived before him would take the goat. He
rushed toward the goat.
“That’s mine, that’s mine! I killed him!”
But the white object was not a goat. It was a man wearing a white shirt. The hunter was charged with the man’s
murder and was sentenced to death by a hundred cuts. The hunter told his story about the bird, and appealed to a higher
court. The higher court judge didn’t believe that this hunter could speak the bird’s language, so on the day of his
execution, the judge asked the hunter,
“What are those two birds saying up in the tree?” The hunter replied,
“The birds are angry about their missing children and said, ‘Judge, judge. There is no animosity between us. Why
did you hide our babies?’”
The judge found the hunter innocent and released him, for the judge had secretly removed the young birds from the
nest, to test the hunter’s innocence.

I liked this tale and its moral: that it’s important to keep one’s promises. I also liked the fact that the little bird
had outwitted the powerful hunter.
That day at school I continued to daydream about my birds while others practiced their writing. I scribbled
mindlessly on my practice pad, my thoughts interrupted only by Teacher Song’s voice.
“All right, that’s enough for today. I want you to practice what you’ve learned at home. It is called
‘homework.’ Tomorrow, I expect you to remember what we’ve done today. Do you understand?”
“Yes!” we replied. “Good. Now I’m going to teach you a song. You would have heard it before. It is called I
Love Peking Tiananmen.”
We’d heard this song many times over our village’s loudspeakers. So Teacher Song led and we sang:

923

I love Peking Tiananmen,
The sun rises above Tiananmen.
Our great leader Chairman Mao,
Lead and guide us forward.

The singing became my favorite part of our day.
On the way home we exchanged our feelings about that first day of school.
“What a boring day!” one of my friends said.
“Boring? It’s horrible!” said another.
“I hate sitting next to girls.”
“What about the bird?” I asked.
“What bird?”
“Didn’t you hear it? On the windowsill during the last hour,” I said.
“I was struggling so much trying to write ‘Long, long live Chairman Mao,’ why would I hear a bird?” another
friend replied.
We stopped at a sandy bank by the little stream south of our village and were surprised to discover that Yang
Ping’s group of friends had beaten us there and were playing “horse fight” already. This was one of our favorite
games, and I soon joined in with my friends. One person would sit on another’s shoulders, and opposing groups
would try hard to unseat their opponents. Both Yang Ping and I were physically similar and were the “anchor
horses” at the bottom. That day we were the last two standing on each team. We fought one another tooth and nail
until we dragged each other down in a draw, totally exhausted, muddy and with our clothes torn.
Yang Ping and I immediately struck up a good friendship after that, and our after-school gatherings became
frequent. My niang cursed me for my irresponsible behavior, though, because my clothes were always either torn
or dirty or both. One afternoon, after our usual “horse fight,” Yang Ping and I went on wrestling, tripping and
pushing each other to the ground. Yang Ping went down hard on one of his arms and broke it. I felt so bad and
afraid that his family might make my family pay his hospital costs, so I kept the accident a secret. When my
parents did find out, from one of my other friends, they were livid.
“Why didn’t you tell us?” my niang demanded.
“I was afraid his parents would ask us to pay for his medical bills.” She sighed.
“What a silly boy you are! Yes, we are poor! But we can’t lose our dignity over this, even if it means we have
to borrow money from our relatives.” But when my parents offered them our assistance, Yang Ping’s family
politely refused.
*
The only real pet I ever had was a bird that I caught myself during that first week of school. In the springtime
of each year, groups of beautiful birds would arrive at the small stream south of our house. Sometimes my niang
would do her washing there, and my friends and I would splash or skip stones over the surface of the water.
On this particular day, I’d taken an old pot with a lot of holes in the bottom and a piece of my kite string. I tied
the string onto a wooden stick, placed the pot on the sandbank by the stream and supported it with the stick on a
forty-five-degree angle. I left a few dead worms under the pot and hid in a ditch about twenty yards away, holding
the other end of the string.
Some birds flew near my pot a few minutes later. One hopped under and began to eat the worms. I pulled the
string excitedly, trapping the bird inside. I could not believe how beautiful this bird was. I was convinced it was
female because its feathers were too colorful for a male. I named her Beautiful River Treasure.
My second brother, Cunyuan, made me a simple wire cage for her. I didn’t want to leave my Beautiful River
Treasure. I was obsessed with her. I collected worms for her on the way home from school. I showed her off to my
friends. I even promised them a baby bird each, if I could catch a male bird and get her to mate. I thought she was
the most beautiful bird in the world. One day she might teach me her language, I thought, or she might learn ours.
I imagined her flying above me and landing on my shoulder whenever she wanted to, spotting food, just like the
bird in my dia’s story. I told everyone that she was such a happy bird, because she chattered and sang all day and
all night.
She drove my whole family crazy, though.
“She isn’t singing, she is crying, ‘Let me out, let me out!’” Cunfar said, acting as though he was the poor bird.
“Don’t be silly, she loves me. I’m her savior. Look at all the food she gets.”
But in reality she ate very little. After school one day that week, I rushed home with some worms in my hands
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and found my Beautiful River Treasure dead in her cage. I sobbed my heart out. I blamed every member of my
family for her death. I thought they’d killed her because of her singing. I had lost my first and only pet. My heart
was broken. Deep inside I knew I was responsible for her death. Instead of helping her, I had taken her freedom
away, and I hated myself for it.
I made a beautiful box as her coffin and took her back to the bank of the stream where I had caught her. I
buried her under a large tree where there was good Feng Shui. I knelt in front of her little tomb and apologized for
my stupidity and told her that she was the only pet I’d ever owned and loved. I never tried to catch another bird to
keep as a pet again.
*
We spent our first two weeks of school in that stinking temporary classroom until a room became available at
the proper school. This consisted of single-story brick-and-stone classrooms joined to each other just like
commune housing. I knew the local school well because sometimes I had secretly climbed over the walls and
played there with some of my friends on Sundays.
But today was different. At eight that morning, the head of the school welcomed us, and we were led by
Teacher Song to our official classroom. It was a square room with two rice-papered windows on the outside wall,
and a window and a door on the inside. There was slightly more natural light here than in the temporary
classroom, and the ceiling was high and the air fresh. Pictures of Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin were glued on
the back wall. On the front wall were large pictures of Chairman Mao and Vice Chainnan Lin Piao, smiling
warmly to us from above the blackboard. The blackboard was already filled with the words we were to learn that
day. Under the blackboard was a foot-high concrete platform, and we had desks and small benches to sit on. This
was luxurious compared to the temporary classroom!
My fourth and fIfth brothers were also at the school, and this gave me comfort. It was my fourth brother’s sixth
and final year before he moved to the middle school, and my fifth brother was in his third year.
After the first two weeks of school, I still had no idea what I’d learned or why I should study. Listening to
Teacher Song babbling on just made me sleepy, especially if we had afternoon classes, which went from two until
six. The only thing that kept me awake was the thought of playing with my friends during those ten-minute
breaks.
After our second class one day, we were told to go out onto the school ground to have our first fifteen-minute
physical education class, with all two hundred and fifty students. The sports teacher stood in front of everyone
with a loudspeaker in hand and shouted out the eight exercise routines accompanied by recorded music. They
were simple arm and leg stretching exercises that took no more than five minutes. The new students were placed
in the last line, and we simply followed the older students in front of us.
I found my fourth brother, Cunsang, as soon as we’d finished.
“How is it going?” he asked.
“It’s boring! I hate it!” I replied.
“Join the tribe. Why did you think I wanted you to make chaos when my teacher came to our house that time?”
He was reminding me of the time we received the broomstick beating from our dia.
“How can you understand the writing? It all looks like grass to me,” I said. He burst into laughter.
“That’s what I thought the first few weeks. It will get better, I promise.” I didn’t believe him.
“What’s the use of learning words I anyway?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” he replied honestly. 1 followed him to my fifth brother’s classroom on the opposite side of the
school ground and found Cunfar in the middle of a pile of bodies, wrestling each other onto the ground.
“How was your first lesson, scholar?” he teased breathlessly, as he dusted off the dirt.
“All agony, no fun,” I replied.
“The math is even more fun!” Cunsang gave a wicked smile.
“Can’t be worse than Chinese,” I said.
“Just wait!” he replied, as the bell rang for the next class.
I had prepared myself for the worst in our math class, but to my surprise the numbers were more bearable than
the grasslike Chinese writing. But even so, numbers represented nothing to me, and I still preferred to dream of
running wild outside and playing games with my friends.
The journey to and from school was much more interesting than the study itself. Besides stopping at the sandy
bank to wrestle and play horse fights, we occasionally detoured to a local butcher shop that only killed pigs. The
heart-piercing screams of the pigs were horrible. We would watch as our own pigs, with their legs tied, were
carried away to be killed for meat. The pigs always seemed to know what was about to happen to them: they
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would refuse to eat, even if given better food. I would hear their desperate screams and would press my hands
hard against my ears and run away to hide rather than witness this unbearable scene. The thought of our own
happy pigs being sliced up by the butcher always made my stomach churn.
*
I wasn’t the best student in my year, but I did earn enough votes among my classmates to become one of the
first Little Red Scarf Guards in our class. We wore a triangular red scarf around our necks, and for this honor we
had to qualify in Mao’s “Three Goods”: good study, good work and good health.
I didn’t learn much academic stuff at all during my time at school, except the many propaganda phrases and
songs, and many of those I didn’t even understand. I learned how to write simplified versions of the Chinese
characters and some basic math equations, but I really only lived for the two weekly sports classes. I was good at
the sporting stuff. We had rope hopping, and track-and-field which was mainly running, and by the second half of
our second year Teacher Song had selected Yang Ping as the captain of our class and me as the vice captain.
By this time I was ten years old and the campaign to “Learn Lei Feng” had started in all the local schools. Our
textbooks were full of Lei Feng’s inspiring stories. He was a humble soldier who did many kind deeds. He helped
the disadvantaged and especially the elderly, not for personal glory but because he wanted to be a faithful and
humble soldier of Mao’s. Lei Feng’s diary showed how devoted he was to Mao’s ideals. Extracts from his diary
were published and included in our textbooks. Everyone of all ages in China was encouraged to learn from him.
Everyone wanted to be a “Living Lei Feng.” We learned a song that encouraged us to “pick up the screw by the
roadside and give it to the police,” to contribute to our great country in any way, from the smallest contribution,
such as the little screw, to the great sacrifices of one’s life, like Lei Feng himself.
One day a student from our school found a coin on the road and gave it to his teacher. He was instantly praised
by the head-master as a model student. His action was what Lei Feng would have done. From then on, much
money was found by students by the roadside and the headmaster’s money jar quickly filled up, until one day a
parent complained that his child had taken all their savings and given them to her teacher;
For a brief period some students stopped attending school or were late for classes because they said they were
helping the elderly and the needy just like Lei Feng. But they were just being lazy, and the teachers soon found
out. A moral, a “tonic story,” for these students was told in our classes:
One day, Lei Feng was late for his military activity because he was carrying home an elderly lady with bound feet.
The head of his army unit criticized him without knowing the real reason behind his tardiness. Lei Feng apologized and
wrote in his diary that he should be able to do kind things for the needy as well as carrying out the normal required
activities.

After this, the school demanded that all kind deeds should be conducted outside school hours. I, like many of
my classmates, wanted to be a hero like Lei Feng. The things he did deeply moved me. His spirit of “forgetting
himself to help others” was my living motto. Some classmates and I often went to veterans’ homes to help them
sweep their yards or carry water from the wells. We even picked up horse droppings from the street and took them
to the fields as fertilizer. We needed to do at least one kind deed each day and write it down in our diaries. I
thought maybe someone would read my diary after I’d died and realize I’d done even more kind things than Lei
Feng. Then I would be a hero too! But I was only ten years old. I didn’t think of it as another propaganda
campaign to secure our loyalty to Mao and his communist state.
During those school years of mine, the central government released Mao’s newest propaganda campaigns one
after another. Our regular classes were constantly disrupted and we were ordered to study Mao’s latest magical
words by heart. Often our school organized rallies when we would march around the villages playing drums,
cymbals and other instruments, carrying gigantic pictures of Chairman Mao and waving red flags. Everyone
carried Mao’s Red Book, and we marched with pride and honor. I felt so happy to be one of Mao’s Little Red
Scarf Guards. Once I was chosen to lead the shouting of the political slogans. When we passed our village, I
glanced around and saw my niang and my fourth aunt standing in the middle of the crowd. I shouted at the top of
my voice then.
“Long, long live Chairman Mao!”
Other leaders shouted at the same time. Different sections of our class followed different leaders. It was
completely chaotic, but we all wanted our mothers to see and hear us.
“Niang, did you hear me?!” I asked her when I came home that day.
“How could I hear you? It was like a zoo out there!” she replied.
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One day at school, during lunchtime, some shocking news about Mao’s chosen successor came through our
village’s loudspeakers. Vice Chairman Lin Piao’s plane had been shot down over Mongolia. It was October 1971.
Lin Biao had been trying to flee to the Soviet Union when his evil motives were discovered. There was
speculation that the plane he was on contained many top-secret documents. The most nerve-racking speculation
was that there were factions of the military loyal to Lin Piao who could be attempting a coup to topple Mao’s
government.
As young boys we were told how close Lin Piao was to Chairman Mao, how devoted and trustworthy he was
to Mao’s political cause. After all, he had written the foreword in Mao’s Red Book. Lin Piao was said to have
always had the Red Book in his hand.
When we returned to our school that afternoon, all scheduled classes were suspended. We were summoned to
the school ground. Two speakers were set up by the headmaster’s office. With microphone in hand, the
headmaster read out a document from the central government.
Lin Piao had been planning a major coup for a number of years, and Chairman Mao had narrowly escaped
several assassination attempts. How fortunate it was that our great leader was safe and that we would still be able
to enjoy our sun, our rain and our daily oxygen! We must study harder to strengthen our resolve so we, the next
generation of communist young guards, could carry the communist red flag forward.
After this speech, he ordered us back to our classes to study Mao’s Red Book for the rest of the afternoon. I,
like all my classmates, was truly scared that if Lin Piao had succeeded, we would all live in the dark ages once
more. This only made me more determined to be a good young guard of Chairman Mao’s. At dinner that night, all
of my brothers talked excitedly about Lin Piao’s demise. But our parents’ reactions were different.
“Who cares about Lin Piao!” our .niang said. “All I’m concerned about is food on the table.”
“Your niang is right,” our dia chipped in. “Who has time to worry about the government? What we need is
enough food so we can survive.”
Our parents were not alone in taking little notice of Liri Piao’s fate. But at school in the following days we had
many discussion sessions about the Lin Piao incident. When there was no more information from the central
government, the school eventually resumed its normal schedule.
*
During my second year at school, we learned how to write “We love Chairman Mao” and “Kill, crush Liu
Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping and the class enemies.”
I still wondered how useful all this talk about Liu Shaoqi, the Chinese president, and his right-hand man, Deng
Xiaoping, was meant to be. Sometimes we’d write these things in chalk on the walls of people’s houses. Over
time, with people scribbling over each other’s writing, all the words became muddled. Some of the older boys
often wrote rude remarks about people they didn’t like, and common family names such as Zhang, Li, Wang and
Zhou often got mixed up in the scribble. One day, an education official from the Qingdao government passed
through our village and noticed some of the writing:
“Kill, crush, Mao, Zhou and Lai,” it read.
The official charged into the village office and demanded a thorough investigation. Many people were
questioned by the police. And for the first time I could remember, mass hysteria began in our commune. The next
day, in the middle of our math class, our headmaster and two policemen came in and asked all the students who
lived in the New Village to stand up. We didn’t know what was happening. The headmaster told us to follow him
to his office. The door was shut behind us and we were divided into two groups. The police questioned us, one by
one, for a whole morning.
To my great surprise, the topic was about the writing on our village wall. I thought it was going to be about
something much more important! Did you write on the wall? What did you write? Did you see anyone else write
on that wall? Have you seen any strangers in your village lately? Do you know anyone who may dislike Chairman
Mao or Premier Zhou?
I was so puzzled. I couldn’t imagine anyone not loving our great leaders, and anyway, anyone who was a
counterrevolutionary would surely have been shot already.
Without any success, the officials eventually let the matter go. But the police appeared in our village quite
frequently after that, and none of the children ever dared write anything on the walls again.
It wasn't long after this, on the way home from school, that I found something that was to become my secret
treasure. It was a book. Only about forty pages, lying on the street near the garbage dump. I picked it up with the
intention of taking it home so our family could use it as toilet paper, but somehow I started to read the first page
and couldn’t stop. It was a foreign story translated into Chinese. I couldn’t understand all the words but I could
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make out that the story was about a rich steel baron, in some place called Chicago, who fell in love with a young
girl. I’d just got to the bit where he used his money to build a new theater when the pages ran out.
How I wished I’d had the rest of the book! It was such delicious reading! Love stories were hard to find. I
would have given anything to read the whole thing. But the Red Guards destroyed any books that contained even
a hint of romance or Western flavor. You would be jailed if such books were found in your house.
I kept those forty pages for a long time, locking them like a treasure in my personal drawer, never realizing the
danger I’d put my family in. I read it many times. I pored over the words. I wondered how the people in the story
could have such freedom. It sounded too good to be true. But even after hearing years of fearful propaganda about
America and the West, the book was enough to plant a seed of curiosity in my heart. I asked some of my brothers
if any of them had read such a book and hoped that one of them could tell me the rest of the story. But none of
them did. My fifth brother even accused me of making it all up, but still I was not going to divulge my sacred
find.
To satisfy our need for stories, some friends and I turned to the opera and ballet storybooks which our older
siblings were given at school. We would act out different characters, and especially loved the scenes with guns,
swords or fighting. Acting out the dying scene was always a delight! Everyone wanted the hero’s role but we had
to share that over different days. We play-acted like this even before we started school in the mornings. We
couldn’t read many of the words in the books, so we based the plot on fables we’d been told or we made up
stories and dialogue as we went along.
More stimulus for our hungry imaginations came from the touring movies. Once or, if we were lucky, twice a
year, a small group of people from the Qingdao Propaganda Bureau would come to our village to entertain us with
a movie about things like Mao’s Red Army triumphing against the Japanese army, or Chiang Kaishek’s
Kuomintang regime, or the struggle against the class enemies, or touching stories about Mao’s revolutionary
heroes. There were also popular opera and ballet movies such as The Red Lantern and a ballet called The Red
Detachment of Women, but the first half hour of every showing always screened documentaries about Mao’s
faithful followers—unbelievable but inspiring stories for us youngsters to absorb.
The day before the movie was to be shown, our village had to put up a temporary wooden frame to hang the
movie screen from. We set our little stools or bamboo mats in front of it as soon as the frame was up, to secure our
places and, to prevent anyone from stealing our belongings, at least two of my older brothers would sleep there
overnight. Arguments often flared up about whose place was whose, but as soon as a date was set and the names
of the movies were known, we would discuss nothing but the coming event.
I could hardly contain my excitement! I was such an emotional mess at the movies. Everything would make
me sob. My emotions would linger for many days afterwards as I went endlessly over the details of each movie in
my mind. My devotion to Mao and his ideology was greatly intensified. I wanted to be a revolutionary hero!
Another child of Mao!
But I loved the Peking Opera singers as well, their singing, dancing, fighting and acrobatic skills. They were as
close to a Kung Fu movie as we would ever get. The Kung Fu masters were the heroes of my imagination, but the
Kung Fu books and movies were banned in China then. We had only the folktales told by some of the elderly
people in our village to keep that passion alive.
I liked the stories and the fighting in the Chinese ballet movies too, but I really thought the people looked
funny standing on their toes, and they didn’t speak any words, so opera always won over ballet when it came to
choosing a play for us to act out. Secretly I held a dream—one day I would be able to sing and do the Kung Fu
steps that the opera singers did.But I knew deep in my heart that this dream would never come true. It was the
commune fields for me.
7
I was nearly eleven years old when, one day at school, while we were busy as usual memorizing some of
Chairman Mao’s sayings, the headmaster came into our freezing classroom with four dignified-looking people, all
wearing Mao’s jackets and coats with synthetic fur collars.
I immediately thought of the incident about the writing on the wall. Not again. What’s wrong this time?
But to my surprise, the headmaster introduced them as Madame Mao’s representatives from Peking. They were
here to select talented students to study ballet and to serve in Chairman Mao’s revolution. He asked us all to stand
up and sing We Love Chairman Mao:
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The east is red, the sun is rising.
China’s Mao Tsetung is born.
Here to give us happiness.
Hu Ju hai ya.
Our lucky star who saved us all.

As we sang, the four representatives came down the aisles and selected a girl with big eyes, straight teeth and a
pretty face. They passed me without taking any notice, but just as they were walking out of our classroom,
Teacher Song hesitated. She tapped the last gentleman from Peking on the shoulder and pointed at me.
“What about that one?” she said. The gentleman from Peking glanced in my direction.
“Okay, he can come too,” he said in an offhand manner, in perfect Mandarin dialect.
The girl with the big eyes and I followed Madame Mao’s people into the headmaster’s office. It was the only
room with a coal-burning heater, a handmade contraption cobbled together from a bucket, with pipes attached in
all directions like spider legs. Despite this luxury, though, the room was still extremely cold.
There were other children already in the room when we arrived—ten children had been chosen altogether, and
we all wore our thick-quilted homemade coats and pants and looked like little round snowballs as we stood
together in the freezing room.
“Take all your clothes off except your underwear! Step forward one by one! We are going to measure your
body and test your flexibility,” a man with glasses ordered.
Everyone stood there nervously. Nobody moved.
“What’s your problem? Didn’t you hear? Take your clothes off!” our headmaster barked.
“I’m sorry,” one of the boys answered timidly, “but I don’t have any underwear.”
To my surprise, I was the only child who had underwear, hand-me-downs from several older brothers, multilayered and patchworked with mending by my niang.
All ten of us during that audition had to share my one set of underwear.
The officials measured our proportions: our upper body and our legs, our neck length, even our toes. I watched
a few of the students being tested before me, and they cried out and winced. One of the officials came over to me
and bent both of my legs outward. Another official held my shoulders to stabilize me and a third pushed his knee
against my lower back, at the same time pulling both of my knees backward with great force to test the turnout of
my hip joints. It was so painful it felt like everything would break at once. I wanted to scream as well, but for
some reason I didn’t. I had a stubborn thought: I didn’t want to lose my dignity, I didn’t want to lose my pride.
And I clenched my teeth.
By the time they’d finished testing everyone, only one boy and one girl were selected to go to the next level. I
was that boy.
I was excited but frightened. I didn’t know what was going to happen. The officials mentioned ballet, but all I
knew about ballet was what I’d seen in the movie The Red Detachment of Women. I had no idea what ballet was
all about.
The audition was a hot discussion topic both at school and in our village over the next few days. At first my
parents didn’t pay much attention. There was no way in the world anyone in our family could have any artistic
talent. Several of my brothers and my classmates teased me.
“Show us a ballet step! Show us a ballet step!”
But they knew I had no idea. For me, the most exciting aspect of it all was not the ballet but the possibility of
going to peking to be near our beloved Chairman Mao; the possibility, however unlikely, of getting out of my
deep well.
I went to the commune office a few weeks later to go through the .next level of audition. This time they sent
notices to parents beforehand, asking candidates to come dressed with underwear.
This audition was much harder. The girl with the big eyes from my class didn’t pass this round: she screamed
when they bent her body backward and was disqualified for inadequate flexibility of her back. Then it was my
turn. One teacher lifted one of my legs upward, two others held my other leg steady and straight. They kept asking
me if it hurt. Of course it hurt: it was excruciating! But I was determined to be chosen, so I kept. smiling and
replied, “No, it doesn’t hurt,” as they lifted my leg higher and higher.
Be strong! Be strong! You can bear the pain! I kept telling myself. I did bear the pain, but the hardest thing was
pretending to walk normally afterwards. They had torn both my hamstrings.
After the audition at commune level we went through to county, city and provincial levels. Each time there
were more children who auditioned and each time more were eliminated. During the physical examination at the
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county level, the scar on my arm from the burn I received as a baby nearly disqualified me. One of the teachers
from Peking noticed it and referred me to a medical examiner.
“How did you get this scar?” the doctor asked.
I didn’t want anyone to think of my niang as irresponsible, so I told him I’d cut my arm on a piece of broken
glass and that the cut had got infected.
“Do you have any funny sensations, like itching on rainy days?”
“No, never.” I looked straight into the doctor’s eyes. I prayed he wouldn’t eliminate me. I prayed for my
niang’s sake. She would be so sad, feel so guilty, if I was disqualified because of this scar. She didn’t need to
suffer any more.
After the examination, as I was putting my clothes back on, I overheard the doctor talking to a tall teacher from
the Peking Dance Academy. The teacher’s name was Chen Lueng. He was the same gentleman from Peking that
Teacher Song had tapped on the shoulder that day at my school.
“That boy’s scar will definitely get larger as he grows,” the doctor said.
My heart sank. My only chance of getting out of my deep well was gone. I would be disqualified. I made up
my mind never to tell my niang it was the scar that did it. The scar was from an accident. My niang was the best
mother with the most loving heart. No one should take that reputation away.
When the physical tests were completed, we were tested for other abilities: our response to music, our
understanding of Chairman Mao’s ideology. They also checked our family background three generations back.
Chairman Mao’s communist theory about the so-called “three classes of people” was crucial when selecting us.
All three classes had to be represented—peasants, workers and soldiers. Children whose families were associated
with wealth and education anywhere in the past three generations were classified as class enemies and were
disqualified. Madame Mao wanted to train us to be faithful young guards, so our backgrounds had to be pure, safe
and reliable.
The final hurdle in the selection process was for the officials to meet my family. They wanted to meet
everyone: parents, brothers and grandparents, to check out their physical proportions. I was nervous that they
might have a problem with my niang because she was short, but her larger-than-life personality, and my dia’s
good figure, saved the day.
*
Days passed, weeks passed. No news from Peking. The hope in my heart gradually dimmed with each passing
day. I felt disappointed, then devastated. I became quiet. I shrank into my own cocoon. I kept looking at my scar,
convinced it was the sole reason that I’d missed out. I wanted to cut my arm off to rid myself of the scar. But still,
I didn’t blame my niang. It wasn’t her fault. It was just my unfortunate fate.
Everyone in my family had also given up hope by now. I could tell they felt sorry for me, because they all went
out of their way to be nice. This only left me feeling sadder.
Then one day, just as my dia was going back to work after lunch, a group of village, commune, county and city
officials suddenly came into our small courtyard, for our door was always open. They had broad smiles on their
faces. My parents offered them some tea. Some sat down on our crowded kang, others just stood around.
Eventually one of the officials asked my niang,
“Which of your sons is Li Cunxin?”
My niang pointed at me. The city official turned back to my niang.
“Your lucky son has been chosen for Madame Mao’s Peking Dance Academy.”
I was stunned. We were all stunned. A whole month had gone by! How could this be? My mother was
speechless, but her face smiled like a full-bloomed flower.
“Thank you! Thank you!” was all she could say.
My dia poured more tea for the officials, and then more, and then still more. His face was filled with pride.
When all the officials had left our house, all my dia said was,
“I’d better get to work. I’ll see you tonight.” But he looked at me in a strange way, as though he was seeing
something new.
After everyone had gone, my niang and I were left to ourselves. She looked at me for a long time, lost for
words for the first time in her life. Finally she said,
“My lucky boy, I’m so happy for you. This is the happiest day of my life!”
“I don’t want to leave you,” I said. She looked at me with a slight frown.
“Do you want to stay here and eat dried yams for the rest of your life? My dear son, this is your lucky chance
to escape from this cruel world. Go, go and do something special with your life! Become someone other than a
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peasant boy. Don’t look back! What is here? A leaking roof, your brothers’ smelly feet and an empty stomach?”
“Stop it!” I said.
I put my hand over her mouth. Happy tears welled in her eyes. She pulled me close and hugged me tight. I
heard the loud beat of her heart, as though any minute it would jump out with joy. She hugged me for a long time.
I was too afraid to move. I wanted us to stay like that forever. My entire body melted under her warmth.
“What about you?” I eventually asked. “Can you come to Peking with me?”
“Do you want me to come and wipe your bottom, silly boy?” she replied with a chuckle. “You are the lucky
one. Don’t you think your brothers would love to have a chance like this? No, I can’t go with you, but my love
will. I will always love you, with all my heart. I know you have your secret dreams. Follow them. Make them
come true. Now, go and play with your friends.” She gave me a gentle push, but just asl was disappearing into the
streets, she called out.
“Don’t forget to come back and help me push the wind box!”
*
A few days after this, we received a letter notifying me that I had been awarded a full scholarship and that I
was to leave for Peking in four weeks, just after the Chinese New Year. For the reopening of Madame Mao’s new
Peking Dance Academy, fifteen students had been selected from Shandong Province. Fifteen from over seventy
million people. Twenty-five students from Shanghai, three students from Peking and one student from Inner
Mongolia were also selected. It was February 1972 and I had just turned eleven.
The whole Village came to congratulate my parents. There would be one less mouth to feed and now at least
their sixth son had some hope of escaping from the poor living conditions and of making a decent life for himself.
Several of my niang’s lady friends gathered on our kang one day, shortly after this, to sew, gossip and drink tea
as usual. One of the ladies said to me when I walked into the room,
“Jing Hao, take off your shoes, let me see your feet.” I was puzzled, and hesitated to take off my smelly shoes.
“Ah ya, come on, don’t be shy,” my niang urged me. “You can’t be a dancer if you’re shy!”
I reluctantly took off my shoes. The lady took my feet in her hands, like a doctor examining a seriously sick
patient. Suddenly she shouted with excitement,
“Look at this, I was right! Look, just look at his three long toes! I knew his feet would be different. This is the
reason he was chosen! These three long toes will help him to stand steadily on his pointed shoes.”
All the ladies, including my niang, nodded their heads and praised her wisdom. As I was putting my shoes back
on, another lady added, in a more serious tone,
“I heard it is very painful to stand on your toes. You must have a high pain threshold.”
“Yes,” a third lady said. “I heard dancers often get bloody toes from standing in their pointed shoes all day
long. It must be like binding your feet and standing on top of them!”
I couldn't imagine my toes growing together and walking on my heels like Nana used to. I began to worry.
Eventually I had to tell myself not to think about it until I had at least tried on the pointed shoes. Then I’d know.
News of my selection spread quickly throughout our commune. Our usually quiet village sprang to life. People
began to talk about me.
“A smart kid.”
“That boy was born with a lucky look.”
I was embarrassed by all of these comments. I especially felt uncomfortable with my niang’s friends’ constant
examinations. Besides my three long toes, they were convinced that my double-folded eyelids, which made my
eyes appear larger, were a factor too. It was true that many of my friends in the village had eyes that looked
smaller than mine, but now people would stop me in front of my friends and examine my eyelids. One of my
niang’s friends even believed that the teachers of the Peking Dance Academy had specific roles in mind for a
dancer with a scar on his arm.
Our Chinese New Year was extra special that year. My eldest brother was home from Tibet. Everyone gave me
firecrackers as gifts. It was a joyous time.
A few days before New Year’s Eve, however, one of my “double kicker” firecrackers went wrong and
exploded in my hand. It nearly tore off my whole thumbnail, and blood gushed out from under it. My parents
immediately worried that this could jeopardize my chances of going to Peking, so as an extra precaution they took
me to the hospital to get my first tetanus shot, an expensive luxury. If it wasn’t for Peking, nobody would have
bothered.
“Put some dust on it,” my niang would have said.
*
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My last dinner at home. Nine of us sit around the food tray. My niang has cooked a delicious meal. She’s made
an egg dish with bits of dried shrimp, and Chinese cabbage with a few pieces of pork. We also have a cold dishmarinated jellyfish—aand she has used her precious flour to make some mantos. My dia and my older brothers
drink rice wine while everyone talks enthusiastically about my bright future.
I am quiet. I can’t eat much, despite the good food. My stomach is too full with anxiety and dread. I am too
afraid to look into my niang’s eyes because if I do I know my tears will flood out.
As soon as dinner is finished I announce that I am going to my friends’ houses to say good-bye.
“Why don’t you do it tomorrow?” my fifth brother, Cunfar, says.
“I won’t have enough time tomorrow,” I lie.
“Stay! We can play your favorite card game,” Cunfar persists.
“Why didn’t you show Jing Hao this kind of passion before?”my fourth brother, Cunsang, says, which makes
everyone laugh.
“Speedy return if you want to go tonight,” my niang says. “You should get some good sleep in your own
familiar bed. Who knows if you can stomach the luxurious life in Peking.”
I quickly slip off the kang and go outside.
“Who couldn’t stomach a luxurious life!” I hear my second brother say as I hurry into the darkness.
I have no intention of going to my friends’ houses. I just want to be alone. I walk through the usually scary,
dark narrow lanes between the houses and I pass my friends’ places but don’t go in. You should be happy, I keep
telling myself. And I am, deep inside, happy about this God-given opportunity, but I am overwhelmed by the
sadness in my heart as well. I don’t want to leave my niang, my dia, my brothers and my friends. Already I feel so
alone. I can’t imagine how alone I will feel in Peking. I look up at the stars, and even they are few and distant
tonight.
Eventually I wander home. All my older brothers have gone out. My parents have already spread the quilts on
the bed and are waiting for me.
“How are your friends?” my niang asks.
“Fine,” I reply. I look at her eyes for the first time that night. They are moist.
“Sixth Brother, can I sleep on your side tonight?” my little brother, Jing Tring, asks.
“Yes,” I reply.
For the first time I am happy about that. I wish I could put him and the rest of my family in my pocket and take
them to Peking with me.
Tonight, as Jing Tring is sleeping, I look at his content and peaceful face. Suddenly I feel a rush of brotherly
affection for him. I wish I’d been kinder to him. I wish I’d taken time to enjoy his company more.
My niang has made me a black corduroy jacket to take to Peking, but I know my youngest brother loves that
jacket. I know my parents don’t have enough money to make him one too, so in the middle of the night, I pretend
to get up for a wee, and quietly take my new jacket out of my bag and tuck it inside one of the papier-mache
clothes boxes—Jing Tring will find it there after I’m gone.
*
The morning finally arrives. I’ve had a restless night and I wake with the first sound of the rooster's call. My
dia rose earlier, to pack my belongings in two string bags. They are net bags, loosely woven, so you can see
clearly what is inside. Many of my relatives, friends and neighbors have given me presents: souvenirs or some
local specialty food such as dried shrimp. The shrimp has a strong “dead fish” sort of smell and it makes the bags
stink.
Some of my classmates and friends have chipped in to pay for us to have our photos taken together. They also
give me a beautiful diary with many pictures of Chairman Mao in it. The photo means a lot to me because my
parents can’t afford to waste money on such a luxury. We have very few photos, and only one family photo—a
black-and-white one of my niang and all her seven boys. There is also my niang’s handmade quilt, a thin futonlike mattress, two small hand towels, a metal washing basin, a metal mug, some clothes, apples, pears, and a
Qingdao specialty called “sorghum sweet,” a soft candy made from the grain. My niang has also packed some
dried snakeskin. No one has noticed that I have taken out the new corduroy jacket. After he finishes packing my
bags, my dia quietly hands me five yuan.
“I wish I could give you more, but this is all we have. Be good. Don’t let the Li name down.”
He leaves for work, saying he’ll try to make it back for lunch so he can see me one more time before I leave.
My niang is busy making dumplings this morning, as a special treat to send me on my way. I want to stay with
her for every remaining minute, but I can’t. I know if we look at each other we will not be able to control our
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tears. So I walk around the village, bidding farewell to my friends. I ask several of my niang’s friends to come to
our house after lunch to keep her company. I don’t want her to be sad and on her own. I go to my nana’s grave and
to our ancestors’ burial place and kowtow.
I want to smell the earth, the air, to remember the surroundings and take everything in. This village has been
my life for my whole eleven years. Even the things I hate about it are suddenly not so bad. My heart feels as
though it is hanging in midair. I return home for lunch.
My niang has made many dumplings for my last lunch and although they are my favorite, I can’t eat even one.
A hot ball of emotion is plugged in my throat. All six of my brothers are at the table. Everyone pushes their bowl
of dumplings in front of me, but still I eat nothing. I want to say something special to each of my brothers, but few
words are spoken. Time seems to run so fast and before we know it, it is time for me to go. Now I have to say
good-bye to my niang and my brothers.
My brothers take my bags outside. My dia did not make it back for lunch. I look at my niang for the first time
today and we both burst into tears. We can say nothing. We just hold each other. Then some of her friends come
into our house, as I had asked them to, and I go quickly into the street.
My oldest brother, Cuncia, is to come with me as far as Qingdao City, and as a special honor our village has
provided us with their only tractor to take us there. The admission letter from the Peking Dance Academy said that
all fifteen students chosen from Shandong Province are required to meet at a dormitory where we will spend the
next eighteen hours before we embark on our train journey to Peking. As the tractor pulls away from our house,
three of my brothers run after us in the dust, crying and shouting good-bye. I can no longer hide my emotions; I
sob and sob, all the way to the city.
The tractor journey takes us over an hour. The ride is bumpy, but.l don’t really notice.
*
Finally we reach our gathering place, a kind of dormitory divided into six rooms. Everything smells moldy and
dusty, and the rooms are dark with only small windows. It feels foreign and unwelcoming. Nothing feels right. I
am shy. I already miss my parents and brothers.
The time at the dormitory allows us to meet the other students. Four are from the countryside and others are
from the city. There is something different about the city students. They seem more worldly than us country kids.
There is also a man wearing a military uniform. He is called “the political head.” And there’s one of the teachers
who auditioned us. They have come to Qingdao to collect us and will accompany us on our train trip to Peking.
We are briefed by the political head about certain rules and expectations the academy has for us. I have trouble
understanding some of the terminology because they all speak in the Mandarin dialect.
By the time night comes, I still have not eaten since breakfast, so my brother peels me an apple. It’s the first
time I’ve ever had a whole apple to myself. I feel so lucky and so special. We settle down for the night. My only
real comfort is my big brother, sleeping on a small bed next to mine.
Early next morning, we take a bus to the train station, an old building crammed with hundreds of people. I
have never been to a train station before. I’ve only seen trains from a distance. Our train is a steam train, puffing
out volumes of smoke and making an enormous noise. Our teachers push their way through the crowds and onto
the train, and we pass our luggage through the windows because everyone is fighting their way on at the same
time.
I leave my brother standing on the platform and find my seat on the train. Then, five minutes before departure,
the loudspeakers announce that all family members and friends are to leave the platform. This is my last chance to
say good-bye to my brother. He extends his hand through the window. As I grasp it I feel him give me something.
It is a two-yuan note, his cigarette money. He will have to go without his beloved cigarettes for the next few
months. I know how precious his cigarettes are to him. But he quickly runs into the crowd before I can say
anything.
I hold the money in my hand, tears streaming down my face, and watch Cuncia disappear into the crowd.
*
I listen to the sound of the train. With a sudden jolt, a massive puff of steam swallows our carriage and
Qingdao Station slowly slips away. With the click-clack sound of each passing section of the track I know I am
moving farther and farther away from my parents. My heart races along with the gathering speed of the train. I
don’t know how I am going to survive the next twelve months before seeing my niang again. I long to sleep next
to my parents. Even my brother’s smelly feet don’t seem too bad now.
We have reserved seats on the train, but being Chairman Mao’s good children, we give our seats to some
elderly people who can only afford to buy standing-room tickets. Five people are squeezed on a bench for three.
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The overhead rack is overflowing with luggage. A couple of times the train makes a sudden jolt and some bags
crash down onto unfortunate passengers below.
At first, the trees and fields flashing by are familiar sights, but then the landscape changes and the trees, crops,
even the smell of the air, become different and unfamiliar. Even though it is winter, the windows are open to allow
the fresh air in.
At almost the halfway point in the journey, the train stops at Jinan, the capital of Shandong Province. Here the
station is grander than Qingdao’s, and well lit. Our teachers tell us that we can go and stretch our legs. There are
peasants selling smoked chicken, steamed bread, roasted peanuts, sunflower seeds and sweets. Most of the
students from the city buy something, but the country students like me just watch.
Later, back on the train, the political head and the teacher lead us to the dining car. Not many people are
allowed in this car. In fact, only government officials are allowed, but we are Madame Mao’s students, so we are
invited to go along.
We occupy nearly half the car. There are two cold dishes on each table, a plate of pickled peanuts and some
thinly sliced marinated beef. The beef is tough but delicious—this is heavenly food! We quickly demolish the cold
dishes and then three steaming hot courses arrive: a whole fish, stir-fried pork with green chives and a mixed
vegetable dish. We each have a bowl of rice too. The rich and delicious smells take my breath away. Every dish is
shining with oil! Even the sauce for the vegetable dish is full of flavor. I have never seen so much meat in my
whole life! We devour the food like hungry tigers. I wish for more, but I am too embarrassed to ask.
I hardly sleep for the entire twenty-four hours of the train journey. Just before we pull into Peking Station, our
teachers warn us that it will be very crowded. Stay very close, or we will get lost.
I am stunned when I see the sea of people at the station. There is no way our teachers could have prepared us
for such a scene. Instead of hundreds of people, I see hundreds of thousands, all pushing and shoving in a huge
open space. The ceiling is so high and bright, almost blinding me with its many fluorescent lights. It is so grand.
Even the passageways are chock-a-block with people, sleeping on the floor while they wait for their next train.
The sound is deafening—hundreds of thousands of people all talking at the same time.
The smell too is indescribably strange—virtually everyone carries some kind of hometown delicacy: I have my
apples, pears, sorghum sweets, snakeskin and dried shrimps, but who knows what others are carrying. The smell
makes me want to escape this place as quickly as I can, but my bags are too heavy and I can only move slowly. I
try so hard to keep up with my group. I enter a tunnel, but when I come out the other end, the familiar faces of my
fellow students are nowhere in sight. My two bags are pushed and pulled by the crowd, and several times I nearly
lose my balance. I look around. I don’t know which direction to take. I am exhausted and desperate, so I move to
the side, out of the way of the fast-moving people. I sit down against a wall, lost.
I am frightened. I want to go home to my niang. I start to sob. A soldier comes up to me and asks me why I am
alone. I tell him I have become separated from my group and don’t know which way to go. He kindly takes one of
my bags and leads me to the exit. I am so grateful to him, this Lei Feng-like soldier, and as I step out of the
crowded train station I am relieved to see one of our teachers from the Peking Dance Academy.
It is Chen Lueng, the tall teacher who auditioned us, and he is with a couple more teachers from the academy
who are at the station to greet us. A bus is waiting, too, and I am the last person to climb on. The students from
Shanghai had arrived an hour before and are already impatiently waiting on the bus.
I hear one of the teachers tell the driver to close the door. I want to be helpful, so I start to pull the door closed,
but the driver has pushed the control button and the door closes automatically in front of me. It takes me by total
surprise. The buses at home don’t have doors like this.
I stumble back and fall. Everyone laughs. I have made a fool of myself within the first few minutes of being in
Peking. I feel desperately alone. At this moment I realize I have entered a completely new world.
Throughout the eleven years of my childhood in Qingdao, I’d always lived with the harsh reality of not having
enough food to fill our stomachs, of seeing my parents struggle, of witnessing people dying of starvation, of
constantly being trapped in that same hopeless, vicious cycle as my forefathers. I had been determined to get out
of that deep, dark well. I cannot remember how many times I’d wanted to let go of my life and relieve some of my
parents’ financial burden. I would have sacrificed my own life to help my family, but would it have made much
difference? Whom did my life belong to anyway?
But somewhere deep in my heart there is a buried seed, a seed of hope. It isn’t even a light. I can’t see any light
to guide me out of this cruel and unfair world. But that seed of hope has always existed, and it implants itself in
my mind. Its power is strong. It makes me feel that one day everything will be all right. It is my escape, and my
secret dream.
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Peking is my chance. I am scared to leave my parents, yet I know this will be my only chance of helping them.
I am afraid of what is waiting for me, yet I know I have to take that first step forward. I can’t let my parents down.
I can’t let my brothers down. I am carrying their dreams as well as my own.
My niang said never look back.
I pick myself up off the floor of the bus, and walk down the aisle toward my seat. …
188.117 & 158e.128 1. Excerpt from Ingratitude 2. Excerpt from La Mémoire de l’eau: Roman\fn{by Ying Chen
(1961- )} Shanghai, China (F) 16
1
They throw my body onto a rolling cot in the middle of a windowless white room. Their movements are
brusque. They treat me like a criminal. When Mother’s not around, they don’t hide their disgust.
They tend to respect the dead more than the living. By becoming less human, and especially less fragile, from
one day to the next the dead are considered more intelligent, more talented, more virtuous, and therefore worthier.
But it’s different in my case. My death is a disgrace beyond measure because I condemned myself to it, I carried
out my own sentence. They’re angry with me for not loving them enough, for fleeing their cherished domain.
They will not chisel my name on a stone as they do for the others. On the contrary, they are eager to wipe me off
the face of the earth. But there are plenty of other bodies to burn. On the way to the void, just like anywhere else,
you have to get in line, remember that patience is a virtue, wait with a smile.
While I wait, a spider expands its territory on the ceiling and people come to see me. Along with the scent of
incense heartfelt sobs and strange stammering voices rise:
“Still so young.”
“And so pretty too.”
“But what ideas … they say she left a strange letter, did you know that?”
“Her poor mother.”
It seems, then, that they went so far as to dig through the trash at the Happiness Café, and that Mother may
have been lucky enough to read my letter. But isn’t all this childish? The fact is, a letter won’t have any more of
an effect on her. The shell of her brain doesn’t open to admit guilt. My death alone is enough to prove that she’s
innocent and I’m more of an ingrate than ever. I crossed a line forbidden to the young. Mother doesn’t want to
know about death, just as she didn’t want to know about the men I liked. To die young is to violate the divine law.
It’s more immoral than showing your legs.
“Stay with us a little longer, please,” Grandmother says to me. “We can’t stand for you to bury your soul’s
torments in this endless silence. You have to speak. Criticize your poor mother if you like, criticize everyone,
insult me all you want. But speak! Lay your grief on our heads. You’ll have an easier journey that way, and for us
it’s the only consolation …”
Then she rests a hand on Mother’s shoulder. By some miracle, Mother doesn’t move, she tolerates this enemy
hand.
“I would have preferred to go in her place,” murmurs Grandmother, “to go before her.”
Mother stops crying. She considers this for a few moments, then nods in agreement. I see her lips moving.
Though I can hardly hear, I can guess her words: yes, Mother-in-law, you are rarely right, but on this point I agree
with you … you should have gone before her.
I take a deep breath and hold it to give myself weight. I dive down. I want to get closer to Mother. I too would
like to place a hand on her inaccessible shoulder. But the smoke keeps pushing me back. On the border between
life and death, this smoke stands between us like a guard at his post. The smell of the incense suffocates me, its
smoke blinds me. I realize what I have done. I am an exile now. It is impossible for me to return, even for an
instant, with the honest intention of touching Mother’s shoulder one last time. Already she is far, far away,
imprisoned in this bare room, leaning over my body and trying to recognize it, a body she never recognized
before.
*
I think my solution was a good one after all. I had to betray her, with her voice like a siren and her forehead of
iron. Our relationship had no spark. We were like an old couple for whom everything had become limp,
predictable, rotten. We needed an abrupt separation, a vigorous uprooting to rediscover each other, even if only to
abandon each other forever.
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Everything happens as anticipated. She cries over my soiled body. My face is the color of dust. She now has to
face up to this hard truth: she can’t calculate and arrange everything to suit herself, and things don’t always turn
out for the best, in spite of her or thanks to her. I’m out of reach for her now. She has lost me. Everyone knows
about her loss. From now on, when the conversation turns to children she’ll shut her mouth. She won’t put on the
airs of an expert, saying:
“Upbringing is very important, you know.”
She’ll no longer have the pleasure of flaunting her experience as a mother, the rules she has established over
the years and applied rigorously to correct my perverse nature. No one will even speak of children in her
presence. People will pity her. From now on they will tell themselves that this mother’s methods may be suspect.
They won’t listen to her anymore. And all this because of me. I shattered her glory, all by myself! I declared her
competency, her strength, null and void. I forced her to resign from her position as a mother. I annihilated her.
I will have surprised her with what 1 have done. She probably still remembers how fearful and withdrawn I
was in her presence. She’ll question the notion that I lacked intelligence and character, since she herself would
never dare do such a thing. Ordinary people don’t do away with themselves. They cling to life, to any life. Even if
they sometimes grow tired of others and especially of themselves, they don’t admit it. They hide behind rigid
smiles. Their bursts of laughter ring false. They stay alive. They don’t dare utter so much as a mournful word.
They avoid doing anything outrageous. They’re afraid of the consequences, of being considered abnormal and
becoming very ugly as they die. They remain hopeful, even if they can clearly see that today is never better than
yesterday and that there is nothing good to expect from tomorrow. Mother will tell herself she was dealing with a
unique individual. She’ll blame herself for not understanding me, despite all these years of housing, feeding,
washing, scolding, and dressing me, of turning me this way and that. I am a child—for I will forever be her child
—who is not like the others. A girl who seemed ordinary on the surface but who deep down was brave, who was
way ahead of her. She’ll have the impression of having missed the last bus in the twilight of her life. Reading my
recovered letter, she’ll understand—too late—that this bus waited for her, silently, all these regrettable years, in
the hope of taking her to a garden of promise. Now that bus has left without her, fulfilling its destiny in what may
have been a voluntary accident. Next she will repent of her whims and her tyranny. Her insides will clench as she
contemplates the empty path before her. Since she doesn’t have the courage to die, she will continue to drag her
feet, alone, exhausted and without hope.
*
I should have acted sooner on this plan, which I’d nourished for so long, nourished from the moment I knew I
was condemned to have a mother and a father. Life would have been easier without them. When I went to school,
I envied the orphans, free to play as much as they wanted and repeat as many grades as they could. I wrote
broadsides against the father of our feudalism. Down with Kong-Zi, I wrote, or our civilization will sink in the
mud of its origins, our generation will be lost at the hands of our parents, and I shall die at my mother’s feet! The
teacher was proud of me. I wasn’t afraid of throwing myself out the window or of having my head crushed by a
bus.
“To be or not to be” didn’t seem like an intelligent question to me. I didn’t find many intelligent things in
books. Otherwise, I would have had more respect for Father, who wrote books. For once, Mother agreed with me.
She thought I was wasting my time reading their yellowed pages: Kong-Zi may have been wrong about
everything else, but when he said that ignorance was a virtue for women, he wasn’t far from the truth. I would
smile when she said this. A smile she said could harden the tenderest of hearts. A smile that seemed to say: Yes, I
knaw, Mother, only ignorance can deepen our sleep and inner peace and thus enhance our feminine charms.
And that wasn’t the only thing I mocked. I didn’t want to go anywhere near psychologists, who considered
everyone sick. I thought they were sick themselves, sicker than Father, a professor twenty-four hours a day. Those
people had a very particular view of things. They looked at a person and saw only the brain. And the brain is a
lump of moist flesh, a lump of flesh no more beautiful than other lumps of flesh, nor any cleaner. I was a little
afraid of falling into their hands, of having my brain functions checked out if the suicide attempt failed. If it
succeeded, my greatest fear concerned my friends. Their pity and confusion would be hard for my soul to bear.
But did my soul deserve greater consideration than my body? When Chairman Mao said that Dr. Bethune had
sacrificed his life for the Chinese people and that his death was therefore heavier to bear than mountains, he was
talking about his soul, of course. Yet Grandmother claimed that souls were all lighter than bodies.
Now, floating over this dizzying smoke of incense, I see that Grandmother was right, even if people don’t want
to believe it. They cling to life the way feathers cling to a bird, without realizing how little they weigh. They hate
those who’d rather set sail, abandon a life they don’t own, jump into the void, which at least has the advantage of
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being endless. They accuse them of cowardice to prove their own bravery. They take the liberty of judging the
dead. As a result, the dead are seen differently from one era to the next: heavy or light, heroic or cowardly,
valuable or useless, virtuous or immoral. Death has become just like anything else, something to which they
assign a price that varies with their mood.
*
I was burning with the desire to see mother suffer at the sight of my corpse. Suffer to the point of vomiting up
her own blood. An inconsolable pain. Life would be slipping through her fingers and her descendants would be
escaping her. As my body began to rot in the warmth of the days, her genes would stop circulating in my veins,
would get lost at the bottom of the uniform earth. She would no longer have a child. Her only daughter would be
flying far away from her, as a mortal gust of wind rips past a tree, shaking it mercilessly.
For best results I needed patience. It would be important to leave her a very gentle letter, saying that I truly
loved her, that she was my only true love, and that I was going to die for her. This wasn’t easy. Mother was so
perceptive. I had to try my damnedest to win her trust. My love for her was what she wanted most in life, and at
the same time, the last thing in the world she believed in. So I had to be careful. It would take imagination. I had
to dream up a fictional mother, adopt a reasonable tone, apply a touch of restrained tenderness here and there. I
would choose my words and phrases carefully. They should be neither too sweet nor too bitter. A few tears would
be useful to bring out the scent of the paper. But they had to be chilled before serving …
*
The Happiness Café seemed very welcoming. There were grains of rice stuck to the tables and chicken bones
scattered beneath the chairs. I sat near the window. The proprietress bounded toward me, her face opened up like a
cabbage.
“I came here,” I confessed, “because I didn’t know where to go.”
“That’s just fine,” she said. “It’s fine not to know where to go. You always get somewhere anyway. To a good
place, I mean.”
She looked at me attentively for a moment or two. She wanted to know if my parents were in good health, if I
had someone in my life, and so on.
“I have an important letter to write.” Annoyed and apologetic, she headed for the other tables.
“Don’t worry, I’m not going to bother you. I mean, I don’t bother intellectuals.”
I took out a sheet of paper. I diligently traced the word Mother on it. But I immediately had to put down the
pen. The word had gotten soaked in a reddish twilight that made me nauseous. I looked out the window. The
pedestrians parading past were blocking my view. They came to this festive street, smartly dressed, to give
themselves the illusion of living a cosmopolitan life. Taxis passed frequently, proudly overtaking the bicyclists
and unable to restrain themselves from honking in triumph. These crisp, high-pitched sounds reminded me of
Mother’s voice.
*
Mother, who had an excellent memory, had forgotten my birthday again. The pain I had caused her in coming
into the world didn’t help her to remember the date. Her belly bore a dark line in the shape of a snake. Sometimes,
in the public baths, we eyed each other in silence. I asked no questions and she pretended not to notice my
embarrassment. I came out of there! Out of that soft, dirty belly, swollen with fat. Better to be born from a stone
or an anonymous plant. But the dark line on this stranger’s belly cried out to me:
You can’t get away from me, I’m the one who formed you, your body and your spirit, with my flesh and my
blood—you’re mine, all mine!
According to Grandmother, I was late in coming. I had fought as best I could against Mother’s bowels, which
were pushing me imperiously down a slippery slope that would lead me to the brink of the void, to this borrowed
life, to my fate as the child of this woman. Yes, Mother’s arms awaited me as her body hastened to expel me. She
cursed my stubbornness for ten hours or more before they opened her up.
*
Still, Mother always said it was a thousand times harder to watch me grow than to give birth to me. Because as
I grew I resembled her less and less. Nor did I resemble my father, for that matter. Everyone said I had my father’s
forehead and my mother’s cheeks. But so long as my face had not taken form, we couldn’t be sure.
Temperamentally I was almost their opposite. For example, I could never utter Mother’s favorite saying without
blushing down to my throat:
“I’m doing this for your own good.”
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Wasn't wanting to look out for the welfare of others an attempt at rape and pillage? Nor could I reason like my
father with fors and therefores, consequentlyys and notwithstandings without going mad. All this was hard for
Mother to take. While I stared at her belly through the splash of the shower, she examined my body with the
demanding and lucid eyes of a stranger. I sometimes had the impression that she wanted to swallow me whole,
remake me in her body and give birth to me all over again, with a physique, a personality, arid a mind more to her
liking.
I sought in vain to please her. I tried to be good. I did the housework, ate lightly, and devoted eight hours a
week to learning to sew. I rarely went out. I closed my eyes to men and my ears to their affairs. I gently joined the
chattering of my aunts and the neighborhood women. I said okay to everything with an unfailing smile. I was
practically faultless. A perfect daughter. A daughter worthy of her mother.
But you can’t really please a mother after you hurt her by coming into the world. You can’t repair that oh so
violent wound to the body which later becomes a wound to the heart. Mother repaid all my efforts by calling me a
little hypocrite. She believed, and rightly so, that deep down I was exasperated by women’s work, that I loved to
eat, was sensitive to men and critical by nature. She considered me pitiful, disappointed as she was by all these
lowly traits. Sometimes, after scolding me during a meal, before leaving the table, all of a sudden she would
mumble:
“It’s not worth it.” And I would ask her:
“What’s not worth it, Mother?”
She wouldn’t reply. I imagined she regretted having wanted a child. She especially regretted that I, and not
another, had emerged from her body. But in the name of the family’s honor, she felt obliged to keep an eye on me
anyway, to avoid scandal as much as posible and ensure me a good future, which is to say a proper marriage,
perhaps like hers to my father.
*
I, however, did not forget my birthday. Given the choice, I would have preferred to die in the private warmth of
the maternal body. To die before any consciousness developed. To transform myself into streams of blood that
would survive in the black earth. Mother may have shared that wish when things were going badly between us. At
the very thought that, on the day I was born, Mother, still lying in her bloody bed, had clasped me in her arms
with a creator’s pride, a giver’s grace, and an owner’s caution, I couldn’t help but believe that the day of my birth
was already the day of my defeat. No one had asked my opinion before casting me out into the world. So I hoped
they would at least allow me to choose the time of my departure.
That’s why I never celebrated my birthday—it was my way of forgetting as best I could the subtle humiliation
that had been forced upon me, of not reopening the wound I carried in my head from the beginning, just as
Mother carried the scar on her belly. Sometimes, at my worst, I would cry to myself:
“I don’t owe you anything, Mother! You’ve always wanted me to be just like you, you live in my body without
any invitation, and you decide so much of my fate! You’re such a tyrant!”
My doctor kept asking me about the state of my parents’ health, as if my own life depended on them! I was
finally beginning to understand that my life didn’t fully belong to me, and I hated my parents for it, especially
Mother. Why give a life knowing almost from the start how it was going to end? 1 couldn’t stand it. I had lived as
my mother’s child. I had to die differently. I would end my days my way. When I was no longer anything, I would
be me.
Mother suspected my dark thoughts. She wore herself out correcting this ingratitude by punishing me, by
preventing me from sleeping at night and by forcing me to write little critiques of myself. She believed,
nonetheless, that while mountains could move, human beings never changed. She knew how to judge people as
young as three years old. According to Mother, I had been passive as a child, which is to say I had been obedient
and fearful of her, a state that made her both happy and unhappy. She was suspicious of my love for her. Without
my knowing why, her presence in the house stifled me as much as a stormy sky or a sad song. Often, I stopped
playing when she appeared, frozen in place, wishing I could run away. I told my cousins that Mother was strict,
but they didn’t agree. That meant I had preconceptions about Mother. According to her, a child who loves his
parents would never have an opinion about them. Yet I could never manage to love my parents without judgment
and without qualifications. Since they were no better-looking and no smarter than other people’s parents, I didn’t
flatter them. I didn’t want to lie. I simply hoped to hide behind my obedience.
I was ungrateful toward them because I was ungrateful for the life they had given me. Maybe I could love
them a little if I thought of them simply as friends I’d encountered along life’s way who had had nothing to do
with my birth and survival. Alas, they’d throw themselves in the river if they heard such insolence. Wasn’t the
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simple fact of being born and staying alive already great cause for joy? What more could you want? I always gave
you the essentials, Mother said.
*
But I mustn’t write to her with this disarming frankness which, upon my death, would be the best consolation
to her. What could she do when the sky itself decided to punish this wicked girl who rebelled against the order of
things? The loss of a daughter like me wouldn’t shake her status as a mother. She would remain my mother. She
would continue to enjoy the advantages of a mother: scolding me, pitying me, teaching me lessons that begin:
“You should have …”
She would continue to do all this as much as she wanted, without having to put up with my sulking anymore.
But I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. I had to calm down. The trick was to inspire not her hatred but her
sorrow. Hatred passes, whereas sorrow remams …
*
The proprietress of the Happiness Café had the nerve to call me an intellectual. Under other circumstances, I
would have been furious. But that day I didn’t make a fuss. Even though I was still alive, my reflexes were
already dulled, my nerves were so relaxed that I felt neither angry nor sad. Besides, it was true that I probably
looked like my father, sitting at the table with my paper and pen.
*
Father spent almost all his time at his desk. He dove into books just as he had in the past. Except that, while his
body was constantly moving, the pages rarely turned. A gust of wind came in the window and sent his papers
flying. His glasses slipped down his nose. He had to arrange the papers, readjust his glasses with his left hand, and
hold a pen in his right, a pen which, for hours at a time, left no mark on the paper. He had to struggle against so
many things. Against his glasses, his pen, and his papers. Against the wind and fatigue. Against the illogical
images, perhaps, that paraded through his head. Against my exaggeratedly muffled steps and Mother’s shouting.
With his air of seriousness, his back straight, his neck bent forward, and his right hand on his forehead, he was the
scholar incarnate.
Ever since the day he was hit by a truck and came home with the consent of his doctors, who believed he had
survived the accident miraculously intact, Father no longer wrote his polemical essays. His readers still
remembered the elegance of his style, some nostalgically, others with malice. They recalled the conviction of his
arguments, and most of all that manner all his own of explaining everything with -isms. In the beginning, Father
still went regularly to the university. But since he seemed to be forgetting his material, the administration offered
him an early retirement.
Mother was happy about this turn of events. It’s too dangerous to mess with politics in this country, she
declared, we don’t live in America, you have to take your own particular circumstances into account. For some
time now, since they had started talking about opening up to foreigners, Mother had tried to fit the new situation
to her old beliefs: happily, her country and her people were different from others; nonetheless, in order to stand up
to the new influences and to remain ourselves more than ever, it was necessary to fortify our minds and strengthen
our immune system.
“Your father was such an alert man,” she would add. “Who knows whether this accident wasn’t an attempted
murder! You have to keep your eye on these kids, they’re crazy today, they think they can look down on everyone,
their teachers, their parents, their ancestors. But believe me, the day they kill their past, they’ll cry for their
future!”
As a result, every night on her way to the bathroom, Mother took a slight detour to check that the door to the
apartment was bolted. Under the pressure of her fingers, the lock let out a scream that made the whole family
jump.
Mother didn’t confess all her thoughts. She despised Father’s work for other reasons. On Sunday mornings,
she raised her voice as she ordered me to accompany her to the market:
“You come with me, your father’s too busy!”
She didn’t dare say anything more out of deference toward intellectual work. Nonetheless, she would wait on
the threshold a few moments. Only after nothing that the tomb-like silence persisted in Father’s study would she
slam the door behind her. Perhaps Mother saw his retirement as a chance to reconquer her man and defeat all his
books and papers.
*
I went to see Father in his study. I brought him a cup of tea. He was in the habit of drinking tea toward the end
of the day. In my heart I had a feeling as soft as the setting sun, a filial piety that I wanted to express to him for the
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last time. Yet I had lived in fear of bothering him, of distracting him with my trifles, of tearing him away from
thoughts that were liable to affect the forward or backward march of the planet. His work was indispensable to the
welfare of the human race, or at least to the fame of our family. So I walked on tiptoe, without a sound, ashamed
of my existence and trying to make myself as small as possible. I felt guilty for having to interrupt the evolution
of the world even just a bit, in my own home, with a ridiculous cup of tea. But at the moment I planned to gently
set the cup on the desk, my hands rebelled: they shook so strongly that drops of boiling water leapt to my wrist. I
dropped the cup on a sheet of paper, and a damp circle formed on it. I blushed. But I didn’t say I was sorry.
As usual, he turned to me, surprised. He looked at me as if he didn’t know me. Then he turned away. He still
had his pen in his hand. I knew he wouldn’t touch his tea until he was alone again. But I didn’t want to leave. I
had a lot to say to him. I hesitated, not knowing where to begin. I thought it was a little bit because of him that
Mother and I got along like fire and water. Had he been less of a university professor, had he been as concerned
about what was on our dinner table as about what was happening in Vietnam or Yugoslavia, had he gone to the
market more often than to the museum, had he deigned to be a little more attentive to Mother and what she was
doing in the house—indeed, how many times a week did she clean the floor? Wasn’t the dust that accumulated in
our home as important as the ruins of a distant civilization?—Mother wouldn’t have been so dependent on my
presence and on my virtue. If only Father could have shared with me some of the enormous responsibility for
making this woman happy, this woman who had done so much for him and for me, I could have breathed easier
and perhaps lived longer. Alas, Father was made of oil and, like oil, kept separate from water, pushing fire to
madness. In some sense, it was he who had made an enemy for me. It wasn’t fair to take revenge only on Mother.
But what else could I do? Father was an intellectual, and thus imperturbable. My suicide interested him less than
the assassination of an American president. You can only hit those in the range of fire.
Everything was in order then. Everything was the same today as it was yesterday. Father would never come to
the market with Mother and me on Sunday morning. He would never say a word to me when I’d bring him his tea
and the vacant look in his eyes as he gazed at me would never be filled. Since the accident, in fact, this vacancy
seemed to expand more and more like an open sore that covers the entire body. In the past, his vehemence in
debate and his success in his field had been my great consolation. Since I understood nothing about what he did, I
had admired him for his facility with language and his abstract mind. If, at home, he wasn’t a model husband or a
tender father, at least he had been a good player with words in the outside world. Everything in his office, the
books, papers, pens, all these things that boggled my mind, were just toys for him. He could speak of a book with
his eyes closed. But upon addressing his colleagues, he knew how to open them just enough to allow a glimmer of
intelligence to peer through, to show his sparkling teeth while heightening his tone, to knowingly roll his tongue
in order to bring out his standard accent, to modulate his voice to moving effect, to agitate his hands with
restraint, to wait a second or two over a fine expression … Seeing him speak, I used to think of a well-made doll,
both lucid and devoted. He had been the game itself. I preferred Father the speaker to Father the reader or thinker.
Alas, he no longer wrote and rarely spoke. I still found critiques of his old articles from time to time.
Sometimes they loved him and sometimes they hated him. Since the accident, his students and readers had
stopped coming to visit. But Father still spent his days in his study, still drank his afternoon tea, the paleness of
his papers reflected in his hair.
*
I left him without a word, without a farewell. Without touching his hand, that oh so indifferent hand, already
foreign to me.
30
*
But how could I hold anything against him? After the accident, Father was capable neither of work nor of
affection. He was half dead. Or at least he had become … weak. His weakness softened Mother. A good person
should have pity, she would say.
This moral Mother had taught me nearly doused the flame of my judgment. At which point I developed a
horror of the weak, of people like my father whose weakness had become a weapon, a green light for every
cruelty, an excuse for their cowardice. I kept away from them as from sleeping snakes, against which any act of
self-defense would be immoral.
*
It was clear that Mother no longer had any pity for me—perhaps the only sentiment she had ever been capable
of. The only valid sentiment. The proof of a good heart. I knew the taste of her heart. She had spoken several
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times of driving a knife into her chest, of removing her bleeding heart and showing me how sick it was over me.
Can’t you see, she would say, that my heart is pickled in salt?
The salt was my silence, a source of suffering for Mother. Sometimes she would force me to sit next to her and
talk. Yet she wouldn’t say anything. She wouldn’t look at me. She would sit up straight in her chair. Mother’s
back must never bend. She would knit while awaiting my words. She always had something to knit. We would
listen to the clicking of the needles, our nerves tensed. The more time passed, the more desperate I became. I
rummaged through my mind in vain. I didn’t dare tell her funny stories (they might be immoral), or sad ones (they
might make her even more serious). Mother had decided never to laugh in front of me. Any carefree gesture on
her part risked compromising her power. Authority is the guarantee of a good education, she would say.
Once I caught her chatting and laughing with a woman from the neighborhood. It was a sunny afternoon. She
was on her bedroom balcony. Her entire body was radiant; an orange light crowned her head. I couldn’t believe
my eyes. The mother I had so often dreamed of was here, at long last, that dazzling and divine woman. I imagined
myself in her arms, my forehead nestled between her breasts, my nose filled with the rich odor of her skin—
Mother smelled like the local river. She noticed me standing there and walked toward me. She emerged from the
light but now she had clouded over. I stood on the threshold, still confused and happy.
“Mother …” I stammered.
I must have looked stupid, because she immediately hid her smile, erasing any sign of life from her face, and
began to ask me about my homework. I was very jealous of the neighbor.
Thus, her heart was being preserved in my salty silence. A good heart was essential to her mission of educating
me. She was determined in her task, because it was her domain, her way of participating in creation and making
her mark on the world.
Now I missed Mother’s pity. In the past, I liked getting sick more than anything. When I was sick she would
lean over my bed to talk to me. This worried me; I was afraid her back would break. She would place a cool hand
on my forehead to take my temperature and a trace of a smile would affix itself to her lips. The same smile,
probably, as on the day I was born. A serious, committed, and satisfied smile. I would hold back my tears,
scarcely breathing, for fear that my breath would chase away her smile. How I regretted my robust health.
But for some time now Mother had no longer classified me among the weak, because I had grown up and
become … a young person. Mother didn’t like young people. By “they’re young,” she meant, “they’re stupid” or
“they’re dangerous.” She had much to forgive youth, and she didn’t do it easily. This didn’t stop her from
regretting her own youth.
“Ah,” she would sigh, “if I could just start over!”
That’s why she didn’t accept that others should live too much: they want to change everything, youth isn’t
enough for them, they want everything, everything! They want more than we had, more than their parents, who
had so little, who want so little …
This made me feel ashamed of my youth. To please Mother, I had to grow old. I wanted to be her age, the
enviable age of fifty. At fifty, according to Kong-Zi, one becomes perfect. One stands straight, one is no longer
confused, and one understands one’s destiny. And the more I thought about it, the older I became. The question of
death haunted me. I saw it as the only possibility of deliverance, of avoiding fate before encountering it, before
the age of fifty. Sometimes I would stroll in a park at night and try to reflect on life from the perspective of an old
lady. Life was like moonlight on a pond. It scared me. I realized that you should never reflect on life or you won’t
be able to do anything, whether it’s eating a chicken leg, going out with men, or putting up with your mother. On
the contrary, to survive you had to be content with your youth, be daring enough to plunge into the pond where
the moon waited, where light reigned. Alas, I was incapable of such a thing. I stayed at the water’s edge, in the
darkness. Time rushed toward me, wisdom ate at my nerves, the shadow of Mother covered my body. I didn’t
move. During what she called my ascetic lapses; I couldn’t hear Mother giving me orders. I must have had a blank
look that irritated her.
“You’re like your father!” she would say, clenching her teeth.
This phrase burst over my skull like thunder. I resembled my father! I’d have a bald head and dry skin like him
when I was his age. And a mind as insensitive as his. Already the Sunday morning market bored me stiff. Mother
bored me too. Life was passing me by. It went on its merry way, indifferent to my presence, taking with it those
who joined in and abandoning those who stood on the side of the road. I saw myself alone with my father, trailing
behind in life, surrounded by dusty papers. I saw myself dead in the midst of life.
*
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So Grandmother and Mother, two women who have despised each other for so many years on my account, will
cry together over my tomb. I want Mother to shed her tears, many tears, just as she shed her blood the day I was
born. That’s the price a mother must pay. As for Grandmother, she paid dearly for her own child. Tears, she says,
are a source of life. She has cried too many for my father. She doesn’t have many left.
Yet at the sight of my body, tears come despite her and flow with frightening abandon. Grandmother lowers
her head, as if to expose her thinning hair and its transparent whiteness. In the past, long, long ago, I used to
watch her comb her hair. Every morning she’d dip her comb in an oily solution. Then she would comb and comb
her locks, which fell abundantly to her waist, until they were as shiny as black silk. Finally, slowly, she would roll
this delicate mass into a great ball, which she afftxed to the back of her head. She always combed her hair
standing up, in front of the redwood table near the window. Her mirror, rusted by time, would catch the sun.
“I can’t see myself clearly,” she would murmur.
But she would smile, happy, about what I didn’t know. At these moments, I understood why everyone said that
Grandmother was a beautiful woman, and why Mother despised her.
“When your hair is too long,” Mother would say, “your intelligence is short.”
“But Father’s hair is shorter than yours,” I would note. “Is he smarter?”
“Well, he’s an exception,” she’d respond crisply.
Finally, one day, Grandmother had her hair cut. To become smarter, it seems. But for other reasons too. As her
hair changed color and looked like the dawn more than the noonday sun, she had to sit down to comb it. And she
needed me to bring her this or that. Later, she started asking me to tend to it. Her hair was still very soft, it flowed
in my hands, slippery as water. Grandmother was never satisfied with what I did.
“Gently,” she would complain, “don’t forget that hair has a spirit!”
But the day came when the spirit vanished. It was a beautiful spring morning. The sun had the same languid
softness as twenty years earlier. Grandmother finally noticed that her face resembled her old mirror. And she
abandoned the daily ritual she had bestowed on her hair for so many years. From then on she advised me to wear
my hair long.
“The biggest mistake your father ever made,” she began when Mother wasn’t around, “was to marry a woman
with unpresentable hair. They say the quality of the hair is a reflection of the quality of the person. Fortunately
you look more like your father.”
Grandmother spoke these words with the tone of those who believe they belong to a better race and feel their
superiority trampled by the rabble—a tone that would prompt Mother to lose control and cry with rage.
As for me, regarding the quality of hair, I have nothing to say to Grandmother; I will have nothing to tell her
even when her spirit joins me one of these days. Because I will always remember her hair, which used to flow
through my fingers, like a liquid that’s still warm but already destined for the earth.
*
Summer continues to corrupt Autumn with a strange heat. People are still wearing short-sleeved shirts. Fans
are flapping nervously. A smell of urine emanates from my body. They finally promise to burn me as soon as
possible. But now Mother and Grandmother are engaged in a pitched battle over what clothes I should be wearing
when I’m cast into the fire. Grandmother insists that I should be dressed in a traditional winter coat, so that I
won’t be cold when I arrive and the ancestors’ spirits will be hospitable. Mother thinks this is ridiculous, an idea
that could only dishonor her as the mother of the deceased. She insists that, even dead, I should be made
presentable, as befits a proper family. Thus, my nearly decomposed body will be sent into the fire without
makeup, in a modest dress. The simmering hatred between these two women erupts, its bursts of fury fling me
against the walls, into the spiderwebs.
“When she was alive,” Grandmother attacks, “the little one never had decent clothing. Now that she’s leaving
us, try to let her go in grace.”
“How can she leave us peacefully,” sneers Mother, “when she comes from a family that has a rule for
everything?”
Grandmother doesn’t seem to want to back down this time.
“That’s right, we know the rules that killed my granddaughter.”
“Watch it—she’s my daughter and this is my business.”
Mother's features harden. I see, to my great disappointment, that my death is not helping to change her. She
argues with even more gusto. Her own life goes on without me. She’s not the type to be crushed by the whims of
fate. Instead of dragging her down, misfortune stimulates and fortifies her. At night, she doesn’t sleep. She
dreams. The suicide hypothesis seems unfounded to her, and particularly damaging to her reputation and mine.
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She has the extraordinary ability to keep only ideas that are flattering to her in her head and to expel the slightest
unpleasant doubt. She knows how to ignore what she wants to ignore. And she is convinced that the truth can only
be what is best for her. She has the character of the invincible.
And in the calm of night, her thoughts drift in another direction. She seeks a link between my death and my
father’s accident. She wonders if it wasn’t the same vehicle that struck us both. She even tries to explain the
motives for these accidents. She thinks to the sound of my father’s snoring. Every one of her nerves is awake. She
is suffering no longer. She is forgetting me. Hardly has my body begun to stink than I am forgotten. …
2
1
Ma grand-mère Lie-Fei avait cinq ans lorsque le dernier empereur fut chassé de son trône.
C’était l’année 1912. Lie-Fei avait déjà reçu ses premières leçons de chinois. Son initiateur était un vieux
bonhomme à la tête chauve. Il avait passé toute sa vie à participer et à échouer aux concours annuels organisés par
l’État pour le choix des mandarins, et il étudiait sans relâche encore dans sa vieillesse les œuvres des ancêtres.
Grand-mère apprit qu’à l’époque où l’on avait inventé les caractères chinois, les femmes étaient dangereuses.
Ainsi, l’orthographe indiquait qu’une femme qui faisait quelque chose était dangereuse, qu’une femme qui
s’occupait de plus d’une affaire paraissait détestable, qu’une femme morte devenait un démon, et qu’une femme
n’était bonne que lorsqu’elle avait un fils. En plus des leçons d’orthographe, il y avait celles de morale. Le
professeur lui avait enseigné quatre mots dans cet ordre: le roi, le supérieur, le père, le fils. Et il avait cru
nécessaire de hausser la voix pour auirer l’attention de sa petite élève sur le fait qu’il y avait une hiérarchic: le fils
devait obéir au père, le père au supérieur et le supérieur au roi. Lie-Fei demandait alors à qui elle devait obéir, elle
qui était exclue de cet ordre.
—Tu obéiras à tous ces quatre, répondit le professeur.
—Ah bon! S’écria-t-elle de joie, je n’ai plus à écouter ma mère.
—Si, répliqua avec empressement le vieux, tu écouteras ta mère quand ton père ne sera pas là.
Un jour, mon arrière-grand-mère fit appeler sa fille dans sa chambre. En entrant, Lie-Fei baissa la tête comme
il le fallait. Elle aperçut d’abord deux pieds aussi petits que des pains chinois, dans de jolies chaussures comme
d’habitude. Quand, accroupie seule au coin de sa grande chambre, elle pensait à sa mère, elle voyait ces deux
pieds minuscules. Elle se demandait comment une mère si grave, puissante même, pouvait avoir les pieds aussi
petits que ça. Ils lui inspiraient une sorte de compassion, une envie de pleurer. Chaque fois qu’elle voyait sa mère,
le désir d’aller toucher ses pieds la torturait. Mais elle n’osait pas. Tout, chez sa mère, le frôlement de sa longue
robe qui voilait ses pieds, la manière dont elle hochait la tête, la musique à la fois tendre et distante de sa voix, le
lui interdisait.
Or, cette fois, il se passa quelque chose de different. Assise dans son fauteuil, la mère fit approcher sa fille, lui
arrangea soigneusement les cheveux de ses longs ongles, puis la pressa contre son cœur. Surprise par cette
tendresse inhabituelle, la petite fille s’agenouilla et appuya sa tête contre les genoux de sa mère. Un peu plus tard,
la mère lui prit les mains et les dirigea vers ses propres pieds. Lie-Fei put enfin caresser ces petits pieds dont
l’image la hantait depuis longtemps. Étourdie par le bonheur soudain, ou surprise qu’il lui ait été donné si
facilement, elle se reprocha de ne pas avoir vraiment éprouvé ce qu’elle s’attendait d’éprouver au contact des
pieds de sa mère. En effet, elle n’avait senti que l’os dur comme le bois, et déformé à l’intérieur des très belles
chaussures colorées.
—Tu les trouves belles? demanda la mère.
—Oui … balbutia la fille.
Alors la mère la souleva par les bras, lui arrangea encore un peu les cheveux, et dit d’une voix faible:
«Vajouer!»
Lie-Fei avait une maman nourricière. Elle s’appelait Ai-Fu, un nom qui voulait dire «amour et fortune». En fait
elle ne connut jamais la fortune, peut-être parce que son cœur contenait trop d’amour. Ses pieds étaient d’une
longueur ordinaire. Un soir, lorsqu’elle vint sortir la petite fille de la baignoire, maman Al-Fu lui sécha les pieds
plus longuement que d’habitude et engagea une conversation dont Lie-Fei se souviendrait toujours:
—Tout à l’heure, au lit, on va t’enserrer les pieds! annonça maman Ai-Fu d’un air tout excité.
—Pourquoi?
—Mais pour les rendre beaux!
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—Beaux comme quoi?
—As-tu vu les pieds de ta mère?
—Ils ne sont pas beaux.
—Hum! Alors, tes pieds, ils seront beaux comme des lotus.
—Qu’est-ce que c’est, des lotus?
—Ce sont des fleurs.
Une fois au lit, Lie-Fei ferma les yeux pour imaginer ce qui se passerait le jour où ses pieds deviendraient des
fleurs. Accompagné de mon arrière-grand-mère, un homme entra dans sa chambre. Il s’inclina poliment devant le
lit, sortit de sa poche un gros rouleau de bande en coton blanc et se mit à l’enrouler sur le pied de la petite fille.
Celle-ci ne voyait pas les yeux de l’opérateur. La bande se resserra de plus en plus. Elle se mit à crier et à pleurer
de désespoir, suppliant maman Ai-Fu de la sauver, cherchant des yeux sa mère qui était sortie de la pièce elle ne
savait quand.
Maman Ai-Fu pleurait die aussi. C’était la première fois qu’elle assistait à un tel spectacle. Et il s’agissait de sa
«chére petite»! Comme tout le monde, elle adorait les pieds rapetissés. Elle avait honte de ses pieds «drôlement
longs». Elle en voulait à ses parents, trop modestes pour avoir pu lui payer un luxe de ce genre. Dans la rue, on ne
saluait que les femmes aux pieds rapetissés. Pour elle comme pour les autres, c’était un signe de noblesse, de
richesse, de beauté, de pureté, de tout ce qui pourrait apporter le bonheur à une femme. Et à partir de ce soir-là,
elle aurait pour de tels pieds non seulement une admiration mêlée d’une certaine envie, mais aussi un respect
presque religieux, comme celui qu’on a pour les grandes choses qui exigent des sacrifices.
Lie-Fei ne savait pas quand ni comment l’opération avait pris fin. Elle s’était réveillée plusieurs fois cette nuitlà, avec la vague impression que sa mère et maman Ai-Fu s’étaient assises au bord de son lit. Elle n’avait pas la
force de bouger. Le lendemain, elle refusa de manger et contracta une fièvre qui dura trios jours. Pendant cette
période, sa mère, trop anxieuse, avait perdu connaissance une fois. Pour s’occuper d’elles, maman Ai-Fu avait dû
courir entre la chambre de la mère et celie de la petite fille, avec ses pieds drôlement longs. Lie-Fei rêvait
constamment qu’elle marchait sur du sable brûlant qui s’écoulait, de sorte qu’elle ne savait vraiment pas où mettre
les pieds. Et ses pieds s’envolaient et retombaient légérement comme deux fleurs blanches.
Le quatrième jour, elle se sentit mieux et mangea beaucoup de biscuits. Elle souriait même à sa mère, à maman
Ai-Fu, à ses tantes qui venaient la voir, à tout ce monde qui l’entourait.
—Quelle jolie fille, s’exclama-t-on.
—Et quels pieds!
Elle apprendrait plus tard qu’elle n’avait pas plus souffert de l’opération que les autres petites filles, parce que
c’était un grand spécialiste qui s’en était chargé moyennant une grosse somme.
2
Il fallait que grand-mère Li-Fei reste au lit cent jours afin que les éléments de ses pieds—chair, veines et os—
cessent de se rebeller. Puis, elle aurait à prendre des mesures (toujours avec les bandes de coton) moins pénibles,
plutôt agréables selon l’expérience de sa mère, pour obtenir un résultat parfait. Ainsi elle aurait à trente ans les
pieds aussi étroits et courts qu’à cinq ans.
À cette époque, mon arrière-grand-père avait un poste à Beijing. Son épouse s’inquiétait depuis longtemps de
la situation politique. Le jour où l’armée révolutionnaire prit le contrôle de Beijing et que l’Empereur fut assigné à
domicile, elle eut des nausées qui durèrent des heures. Lie-Fei avait six mois quand son père partit pour Beijing. Il
avait pris la précaution de ne pas emmener toute la famille, car Beijing avait déjà connu de graves ennuis.
Cependant la fille connaissait bien son père dont une photo se trouvait dans le salon. Il portait un immense
chapeau sur lequel était brodé un dragon d’or. On disait que le chapeau du roi était trois fois plus grand. Elle y
croyait, puisque, pensait-elle, les chaussures de sa mère pouvaient être si petites.
C’est pourquoi elle éprouva un peu de déception quand, cinquante jours après son opération, elle vit apparaître
son père sans costume rouge ni chapeau haut. «Mon père a perdu son chapeau?» demanda-t-elle. Et tout le monde
rit, car «perdre son chapeau» était une expression qui se disait de quelqu’un quittant volontairement ou non son
poste.
En effet, le retour de mon arrière-grand-père n’était plus aussi glorieux qu’autrefois. Les révolutionnaires
occupaient toutes les villes, et l’on évitait les royalistes comme de la peste. La fille comprendrait plus tard
pourquoi et comment son père avait pu échapper aux arrestations qui se poursuivaient alors partout dans le pays.
C’est que Beijing avait depuis quelques années tenté de négocier secrètement avec les forces révolutionnaires. Il y
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avait à l’époque plusieurs armées révolutionnaires auxquelles Beijing avait délégué des envoyés, dont mon
arrière-grand-père. Au cours de ces missions, il était parvenu à se lier d’amitié avec quelques responsables de
l’armée ennemie. C’était donc avec l’aide de ces amis qu’il avait pu s’enfuir de Beijing.
En route, il avait relevé sa natte en spirale audessus de la tête. Sous le dernier empire, tous les hommes
portaient une longue natte dans le dos, selon une coutume de cette minorité du nord à laquelle appartenait
l’Empereur. Les révolutionnaires portaient les cheveux courts et prétendaient couper toute tête d’homme portant
la natte. Les royalistes qui, de leur côté, luttaient encore, ouvertement ou clandestinement, laissaient entendre
qu’on devait couper les têtes aux cheveux courts. Il y avait, à l’époque, presque autant d’hommes à nattes que
d’hommes aux cheveux courts. Tout le monde vivait dans une inquiétude effrayante. La solution que mon arrièregrand-père avait alors trouvée était vraiment extraordinaire. Elle était le fruit d’une philosophie de la moyenne.
Mon arrière-grand-père aimait tout cc qui était moyen: richesse moyenne, intelligence moyenne, loyauté
moyenne, beauté moyenne, taille moyenne … Même pour le riz, il préférait celui de longueur moyenne. «Il faut
se mettre au milieu de ce monde, dirait-il plus tard à Lie-Fei. C’est la position la plus stable, donc la meilleure.»
Et sa fille avait eu le bonheur de jouir, elle aussi, des lumières de cette sagesse.
Le lendemain du retour de son mari, mon arrière-grand-mère sembla atteinte d’une terrible douleur à la tête.
Maman Ai-Fu dit qu’elle avait vu Madame essuyer des larmes. Le soir, après son bain, la petite fille attendit dans
son lit sa mère qui devait venir soigner ses pieds. Elle ne vint pas, et Lie-Fei dut passer la nuit sans bandes autour
des pieds. Cette nuit-là, elle rêva à nouveau de ses pieds flottant doucement comme deux fleurs. Les jours
suivants, elle ne vit pas sa mère. Et soudain, elle se mit à s’inquieter de l’état de ses pieds. Que deviendraient ses
pieds privés de traitement? Déjà ses tantes lui avaient offert une dizaine de paires de chaussures colorées, aussi
belles et mignonnes que celles de sa mère. Ces chaussures étaient là, dans le tiroir d’une armoire, lui rappelant la
discipline à suivre, l’idéal à atteindre. Ainsi, lorsque quelques jours plus tard maman Ai-Fu vint lui accorder la
liberté de descendre du lit sans attendre jusqu’au centième jour, elle sanglota sans savoir pourquoi, avec le
sentiment vague qu’il se passait quelque chose de grave dans sa vie.
L’angoisse qu’elle éprouvait était partagée par toute la famille. Maman Ai-Fu prenait davantage soin d’elle. Le
soir, en la sortant de la baignoire, elle lui prenait les pieds et les mettait contre sa poitrine. Il lui arrivait parfois de
fredonner quelque chansonnette mélancolique. Les rayons de la lune traversaient les fenêtres et vibraient sur les
seins de maman Ai-Fu. La petite voyait danser dans les yeux de celle-ci les ombres confuses qu’elle reverrait
encore plusieurs fois dans sa vie. Pendant la journée, sa mère sortait de moins en moins de sa chambre. Au
moment du diner, la petite fille remarquait que sa mere détournait la tête quand elle la voyait s’approcher
péniblement de la table sur ses pieds roses et nus. Le moment le plus pénible, c’était pendant la visite des tantes.
Lie-Fei avat quelques cousines de son âge. Depuis un certain temps, celles-ci ne sortaient plus de leur maison où
elles subissaient le traitement des pieds. Les tantes emmenaient seulement leurs fils en visite. Quand Lie-Fei
jouait à cache-cache avec eux, elle essayait de courir, mais finissait par tomber et rampait derrière les pieds de
plus en plus longs de ses cousins. Les tantes ne lui offraient plus de chaussures colorées. On ne parlait plus de ses
pieds comme auparavant. On avait l’air de ne plus s’y intéresser. Et pourtant, la petite file avail l’impression
qu’on faisait plus que jamais attention à ses pieds. La conversation entre elle et ses tantes ou entre ses parents et
les tantes était souvent interrompue par les regards furtifs qui se posaient sur le bout de ses pieds et qui
provoquaient cette impression de chaleur qu’elle garderait jusqu’au crépuscule de sa vie comme un arrière-goût
de l’opération.
Son père était alors le seul qui la rassurait. Alors que tout le monde évitait tout sujet concernant les pieds, et
même l’emploi de proverbes contenant le mot «pied», le père commettait de temps à autre des indiscrétions qui
faisaient rougir la maîtresse de la maison et qui obligeaient les tantes à parler plus fort avec leurs fils. Par
exemple, il pouvait faire, au milieu de la conversation, quelques remarques minutieuses sur les pieds de sa fille:
«Ma petite, tu devrais mettre des chaussettes pour que tes beaux pieds ne prennent pas froid» Ou encore: «Nous
ne t’avons pas épargné les bandes aux pieds pour te voir ramper ainsi tout le temps. Tâche donc de te servir de tes
pieds» Il y avait dans sa voix grave une tendresse mêlée de fierté. En fait, mon arrière-grand-père ne reprochait
pas du tout à son épouse l’opération qu’elle avait entreprise pour leur fille. Au contraire, il en était content, tout
aussi content peut-être que d’être arrive à temps à la maison pour mettre un terme à l’opération de sorte que sa
fille aurait les pieds parfaitement «moyens».
Des années passèrent. Un jour, lorsque le printemps arriva, le père proposa à sa fille d’aller se promener dans
le parc. Il avait toujours sa natte relevée en spirale au-dessus de la tête. Les pieds de la fillette croissaient très peu
à cause de l’opération, mais ils croissaient quand même, ce qui attirait les regards des passants, et surtout des
passantes aux pieds rapetissés. L’une d’elles, en les croisant, laissa échapper un gémissement. Bien entendu, les
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chaussures colorées ne lui allaient pas bien: elles étaient taillées pour des pieds qui avaient suivi le traitement
jusqu’au bout, et les chaussures normales qu’on trouve au marché étaient sans doute un peu trop grandes pour
elle. La petite portait donc les chaussures que maman Ai-Fu avait faites de ses propres mains. En dépit de tous les
efforts de maman Ai-Fu, ces chaussures laissaient entrevoir des os qui saillaient et qui arrondissaient les pieds.
Ainsi, le père et la fille marchaient côte àcôte dans le parc, enveloppés de la lumière épaisse et poussiéreuse du
printemps. Les regards des promeneurs glissaient de leurs épaules à leurs pieds. Arrivée au bord du lac, elle
demanda:
—Queues sont ces fleurs qui flottent sur l’eau, père?
—Ce sont les fleurs de lotus.
Elle fixa un moment ces fleurs, éprouvant une émotion secrète et confuse. Pendant le reste de la promenade,
elle se tranquillisa.
—À quoi penses-tu, ma fille?
—À rien, père.
Ils revinrent encore plusieurs fois dans ce parc pour voir les fleurs qui frémissaient aux moindres mouvements
de l’eau.
Lorsqu’elle eut dix huit ans, on maria Lie-Fei à un commercant de souliers dont la mère avait les pieds
rapetissés. C’était l’an 1925. Jiang Jieschi avait rompu avec les communistes après en avoir fusillé une centaine
dans les villes. Les journaux racontaient abondamment les luttes atroces entre révolutionnaires et royalistes. Il y
avait de temps en temps quelques nouvelles de l’arrestation de tel ou tel royaliste, mais on n’y faisait plus
attention. On voyait de plus en plus rarement d’hommes portant la natte. Le dernier empire était presque oublié.
Mon arrière-grand-père décida enfin de couper ses cheveux à l’occasion du manage de sa fille. Mes arrièregrands-parents semblaient contents de ce mariage, bien que leur beau-fils fût deux fois plus âgé que leur fille
unique.
Le commercant de souliers s’appelait Wei-Po. Il était très fasciné par les pieds de la jeune fille. Un jour,
comme il allait visiter une boutique de souliers non loin du parc, une voiture à Jaune s’arréta tout près de lui. La
voiture à Jaune était très commune en Chine à l’époque. Elle avait deux roues. Pour la faire rouler, le conducteur
devait la tirer en courant très énergiquement. Les gens qui faisaient ce métier avaient souvent un teint extrê mement jaune, d’où le nom de la voiture. Wei-Po avait vu sortir lentement deux pieds sur lesquels il n’avait pu
s’empêcher de jeter un second coup d’œil. Il avait trouvé la jeune fille assez jolie. Et il avait failli éclater de rire
en voyant la natte relevée au-dessus de la tête du père. Il avait suivi des yeux ces deux créatures qui, s’arrêtant un
instant devant la porte du parc pour prendre leurs billets, disparurent bientôt dans une lueur verte. Wei-Po s’était
essuyé les yeux, se demandant ce qui l’avait amené ici. La semaine suivante, il n’avait pas cessé d’imaginer la
paire de souliers qui ferait ressortir le charme étrange des pieds qu’il avait vus. Après des démarches que Lie-Fei
ne comprendrait jamais, le commerçant de souliers réussit à faire la connaissance du père, puis à obtenir
l’autorisation de fournir des souliers spéciaux à la jeune fille. Trois mois plus tard, le manage fut conclu.
Jusque-là Wei-Po n’avait toujours pas eu l’honneur d’être recu par sa future belle-mère, bien qu’il eùt rendu
plusieurs visites à la famille de sa fiancée. Et il ne pouvait voir cette dernière que de loin lorsqu’elle allait se
promener dans le parc avec son père. Elle, par contre, cachée derrière les rideaux, avait vu plusieurs fois son
admirateur quand il venait voir son père. Elle croyait bien que sa mère en faisait autant. Quelques semaines avant
la cérémonie nuptiale, la mère avait le pas plus leste, la voix plus douce. La jeune fille n’avait jamais vu sa mère
aussi rayonnante. Pourtant, quand elle lui demandait son avis sur son fiancé, sa mère redevenait grave et
s’empressait de dire: «Je n’en sais rien, ma petite. Mais fie-toi à ton père.»
En fait, elle n’avait pas le choix. Depuis plusieurs années, Lie-Fei pensait qu’elle deviendrait la femme d’un de
ses cousins. C’étaient les seuls garçons avec lesquels elle pouvait parler et jouer. Elle avait six cousins, et elle
préférait celui qui la faisait rire tout le temps. Sa mère semblait être d’accord avec elle. Elle avait remarqué que sa
mère avait une tendresse particulière pour ce cousin. Peut-être la mère de ce dernier l’avait-elle deviné, car elle
cessa à un moment donné d’emmener son fils. Ou peut-être était-ce le fils lui-même qui refusait de venir? Elle
n’en savait rien. Elle attendait pourtant, sans espoir. Elle passait des heures à contempler ses pieds, des pieds
différents de ceux de sa mère et de ses tantes, différents aussi de ceux de maman Ai-Fu. Elle finit par décider de
ne plus se présenter devant ses tantes et les autres dames qui venaient causer avec sa mère. Elle renonçait ainsi,
par honte de ses pieds et par amour-propre, aux rencontres les plus importantes pour les jeunes filles de son milieu
qui avaient les pieds rapetissés, car c’était souvent au cours de ce genre de causeries entre dames que les mariages
s’arrangeaient.
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Mon arrière-grand-père avait dû se satisfaire de ce manage plus que personne d’autre de la famille. Entre
autres mérites qu’il pouvait attribuer à son gendre, il y avait le fit qu’il était d’une famille libre de tout lien avec le
dernier empire, en plus d’être très riche et d’être né d’une mère aux pieds rapetissés. Il s’était rendu compte que sa
carrière antérieure était bien trop compromettante pour que sa fille puisse trouver un mari de son rang. La famille
vivait d’ailleurs depuis longtemps de ses rentes, qui avaient beaucoup diminué à cause de la dévaluation de la
monnaie. Il n’était donc plus en mesure d’offrir à sa fille une dot convenable aux yeux des anciennes familles. À
son retour de Beijing, peut-étre même avant, il croyait que le destin de sa fille était déjà tracé, et qu’il avait été
bien inspiré d’interrompre le processus de réduction de ses pieds.
Lie-Fei trouvait néanmoins son père un peu triste. La dernière fois qu’ils se promenèrent côte à côte dans le
parc, elle sentit que son père avait les jambes molles. Ils restèrent longtemps debout devant le grand lac où
flottaient des feuilles de lotus. Le vent d’automne y remuait une boue jaune et y charriait de temps à autre des
cornets ou des boules de papier. Le père se tourna une seconde vers sa fille; jamais de toute sa vie elle n’oublierait
les yeux de son père à ce moment-là: c’étaient des abîmes.
Ayant appris la nouvelle du manage, maman Ai-Fu eut de la difficulté à se lever à l’heure habituelle le
lendemain matin. Mais elle ne tarda pas à sourire de tout son cœur. Elle cherchait à faire croire à tout le monde
que monsieur le commerçant était élégant et très aimable, ce qu’on ne pouvait nier. Elle concluait que le jeune
monsieur avait sûrement accompli quelques bonnes actions dans sa vie pour pouvoir enfin atteindre au comble du
bonheur, qui était, selon elle, d’épouser sa «petite fille».
Mon arrière-grand-mère avait vainement essayé de laisser maman Ai-Fu suivre sa «petite fille» Lie-Fei dans sa
nouvelle famille. La future belle-mère, Sheng, n’était pas d’accord, prétendant qu’il y avait assez de domestiques
chez elle pour s’occuper du nouveau couple. Elle considérait sans doute la proposition de mon arrière-grand-mère
comme une expression de méfiance ou de dédain à l’égard de sa famille. La mère de Wei-Po n’aimait pas
fréquenter ce genre de families qui étaient trop fières. Elle s’interrogeait même sur la précipitation avec laquelle
ce manage avait été arrange.
La date de la cérémonie fut choisie par une voyante. Elle avait minutieusement étudié les dates et les heures de
naissance des futurs mariés. À chaque naissance correspondait une position particulière du Soleil, de la Lune et
des autres étoiles qui, scion la voyante, représentait les particularités du nouveau-né. Choisir la date et le moment
précis d’un mariage, d’un voyage ou d’une action importante, c’était choisir une position des étoiles en harmonie
avec celle de la naissance. S’il s’agissait d’un mariage, il était important que la date choisie convienne astrologiquement aux particularités de l’un et l’autre des futurs mariés. Dans le cas de grand-mère Lie-Fei, la voyante dit
que cette jeune fille aurait un «destin trop fort» qui affaiblirait ses proches. Mais il n’y aurait pas de problème si
l’on choisissait bien le moment avant d’entreprendre les démarches importantes de la vie. Et bien sûr, personne
d’autre ne pouvait connaitre les étoiles mieux qu’elle. Elle conclut que ce serait un couple parfait, à condition que
l’on respectât strictement la date et l’heure choisies pour le mariage: la cérémonie devrait avoir lieu le 28
septembre 1925, à midi juste.
3
Lorsque Lie-Fei se réveilla en ce matin du 28 septembre, elle entendit une rumeur dans la maison. Des pas
lourds allaient et venaient devant sa porte, parmi lesquels elle put distinguer ceux de maman Ai-Fu. Des voix
inconnues chuchotaient. Quelque chose tomba sur le plancher et causa un tumulte. Ce jour-là, le soleil ne se leva
pas à l’heure habituelle. Il faisait sombre. On avait allumé la lampe. Une lueur faible entrait sous la porte et
formait près du lit une silhouette de cadavre. Lie-Fei jeta un coup d’œil sur l’horloge. Il était huit heures. Il lui
restait quatre heures pour se préparer avant la cérémonie. Quatre heures! Quatre heures pour passer d’un monde à
l’autre. Quatre heures pour s’acheminer vers l’inconnu en se créant un passé. Le pendule de l’horloge se balançait
avec une régularité crispante. Lie-Fei était trop lasse pour se lever. Son cœur se gonflait comme tou jours lors des
grands événements. Sesjoues étaient enflammées. Personne ne venait l’appeler, comme si on l’avait oubliée. Peutêtre avait-on changé l’heure ou la date? se demandait-elle. Peut-être n’était-ce pas un bon moment que ce midi du
28 septembre?
Enfin, vers dix heures, maman Ai-Fu vint frapper à la porte. En entrant, elle fut surprise que «sa petite» fût
encore au lit. Celle-ci remarqua l’extrême pâleur de maman Ai-Fu à l’instant où elle alluma la lumière. «Dépêchetoi! ordonna maman Ai-Fu. Tu vas bientôt apprendre à être moins paresseuse!» Il y avait dans son ton une vraie
fureur à laquelle la jeune fille n’était pas du tout habituée. Elle quitta lentement son lit et alla s’enfermer dans les
toilettes. Elle y resta longtemps, jusq’à ce que maman Ai-Fu vînt la chercher. Elle sortit des toilettes, les yeux tout
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rouges, et refusa son petit déjeuner. Maman Ai-Fu entreprit alors de la vêtir d’une robe de soie préparée depuis
des mois. Elle était rose et tissée de phénix pourpres et dorés. Puis maman Ai-Fu se mit à coiffer ses longs
cheveux, à en former un lourd chignon qu’elle fixa sur son occiput. Désormais Lie-Fei aurait la même coiffure
que sa mère et maman Ai-Fu. Elle se regarda dans le miroir et hésita un moment à croire que c’était son visage et
non pas celui de sa mère. «Comme tu ressembles à Madame!» s’exclama maman Ai-Fu.
Il était onze heures et demie. La cérémonie aurait lieu dans le salon de Wei-Po, devant le portrait de son défunt
père. Les voitures attendaient. Les pas s’arrêtèrent un long moment devant la porte, puis s’éloignèrent. Les larmes
coulaient sur les joues de la jeune fille sans qu’elle sût pourquoi. Maman Ai-Fu essayait en vain de mettre, sur ces
joues enflammées, de la poudre qui fondait aussitôt en boue rose et qui goûtait le sel. Elle s’accusa
impitoyablement d’avoir grondé «sa petite» dans un moment pareil. Les mains toutes moites, elle continuait
obstinément à mettre de la poudre et de la couleur sur le jeune visage qui ressemblait ainsi à un portrait à l’huile
fraîchement peint. Lie-Fei ne se reconnaissait plus elle-même, si bien qu’elle fut presque indifférente lorsque
maman Ai-Fu sortit une paire de chaussures bien colorées et les lui mit aux pieds. Elle sentait tout au plus une
certaine mollesse chaude dans les pieds et dans ses chaussures. Au seuil de la porte, elle eut l’impression de
s’envoler comme un pétale de lotus à la fin de la saison. Elle entendit l’horloge sonner douze coups derrière elle.
Entourée et suivie de nombreuses ombres, elle monta dans une voiture. Maman Ai-Fu vint l’y rejoindre.
C’était la première fois qu’elle se déplaçait dans une voiture à quatre roues. L’odeur de l’essence lui donnait la
nausée. «C’est monsieur le commerçant qui a loué ces voitures», dit maman Ai-Fu en surveillant l’expression de
«sa petite». Après un moment de silence, elle ajouta: «C’est un veritable monsieur!» La jeune fille n’entendait
rien. Dans ses oreilles résonnaient encore les coups de l’horloge de sa chambre.
En sortant de la voiture, elle vit plusieurs voitures s’arrêter derrière la sienne et en sortir des inconnus qui
l’avaient sans doute suivie de sa maison jusqu’ici.
—Qui sont-ils? demanda-t-elle d’un ton sec.
—Les oncles et les tantes de monsieur le commerçant. Il y a aussi tes tantes et oncles … Mais ne regarde pas!
Elle regardait pourtant mais sans apercevoir ses tantes. Peut-être ne les avait-elle pas reconnues parce qu’elle
ne les avait pas vues depuis longtemps. Maman Ai-Fu lui serra brusquement la main. Wei-Po vint à sa rencontre à
grands pas. Vêtu d’un costume de style Zong-Shan, nom du premier président provisoire de la République
chinoise élu en décembre 1911, il avait l’air plutôt rayonnant. Arrivé devant elle, il s’inclina et dit: «Excusez-moi
de n’avoir pu vous accompagner, mais il me semble que notre mère ait eu un besoin absolu de me retenir à la
maison ce matin.» À ces mots la jeune fille sourit. Jusqu’ici elle n’avait vu cet homme qu’a travers les rideaux de
sa fenêtre, et elle l’avait trouvé presque élégant. Cette fois il était si près qu’elle put voir les rides de son front et
sentir l’odeur de son cigare. Il n’était pas aussi beau que ses cousins, pensa-t-elle, mais il avait l’odeur de son
père.
On se dirigea alors vers la maison de style nouveau et plat. Il n’y avait aucun fronton audessus du toit. Lie-Fei
fut saisie d’une angoisse grandissante. Elle demanda à maman Ai-Fu, qui l’accompagnait toujours, où étaient ses
parents. «Monsieur est arrivé ici avant nous», répondit-elle tout simplement. En effet, en entrant dans le salon, elle
vit son père assis en face d’une dame âgée. Il se leva. La dame hésita un instant, puis se leva à son tour. C’était
donc la mère de Wei-Po. Toujours conduite par maman Ai-Fu, la jeune fille fit quelque pas, les yeux fixés sur son
père. «C’est ta belle-mère Sheng», dit-il tout bas, comme s’il avait quelque chose dans la gorge. La fille se tourna
vers Sheng et s’agenouilla doucement. Celle-ci la laissait faire sans même la regarder. D’une voix douce et
distante elle dit: «Les autres pourraient nous attendre dans la sale à manger». Le père de Lie-Fei se tourna alors
vers maman Ai-Fu: «Si vous voulez, vous pouvez retourner à la maison.» Les pas s’éloignaient. Comme si elle
venait de l’apercevoir à ses pieds, Sheng s’empressa alors de relever sa belle-fille.
—Oh! vous avez une très jolie fille, dit-elle au père de Lie-Fei. A-t-elle rencontré mon fils?
—Pas encore, madame, répondit le père très rapidement.
—Comment ça! Et Sheng se tourna vers son fils: Mon enfant, viens ici. Tiens, voici ta femme.
La cérémonie commença tout de suite. Il ne restait que quatre personnes dans le salon, mais Lie-Fei vit de
nombreuses têtes bouger derrière les fenêtres. Sur la table du fond de la salle, on avait dispose avec un soin
presque artistique des fruits et des pains blancs. Les bâtons d’encens étaient allumés. Le parfum s’elevait jusqu’au
mur où était accroché un portrait sombre. Elle comprit que c’était son beau-père qui assistait à la cérémonie. Les
nouveaux marués avaient dû s’agenouiller tour à tour devant le portrait du défunt, devant les parents, et enfin, l’un
en face de l’autre. Lie-Fei avait mal aux genoux. Elle sentait encore le regard sombre du portrait posé sur elle. En
se levant, elle surprit le regard humide et chaud de son mari. Elle se dit qu’un jour ce regard deviendrait aussi
sombre que celui du portrait.
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La cérémonie terminée, Sheng tendit le bras à son fils. Celui-ci hésita un instant, puis le prit. Arrivée à la sale à
manger, Sheng dit à une domestique avec emportement: «Va dans la cuisine et dis-leur de ne pas réchauffer les
plats une troisième fois. Qu’ils les servent tout de suite, même s’ils sont d’une qualité moins bonne. Je m’excuse
auprès de nos invites.» Au milieu de la rumeur qui s’élevait alors, Lie-Fei vit son mari faire un mouvement de
contrariété sur sa chaise et se calmer aussitôt.
Le banquet était modérément gai. On faisait des compliments au nouveau couple. On était invité pour cela.
Mon arrière-grand-père buvait beaucoup et faisait «Gan-pei» avec tout le monde. Sa fille se rendit compte cejourlà qu’il avait le dos un peu courbé.
—Pourquoi ma mère ne vient-elle pas? demanda-t-elle d’une voix étranglée.
—Elle ne se sent pas très bien, répondit le père.
—C’est toujours en pareille occasion qu’elle ne se sent pas bien.
—Elle a travaillé toute la nuit et ce matin elle … ne se sentait pas bien.
—Mais qu’est-ce qu’elle a fait?
—Tu ferais mieux de te taire, ma fille … Ta mère n’était pas contente de tes chaussures.
Lie-Fei baissa la tête et ne la releva plus pendant le reste du banquet. Elle sentait une étrange chaleur dans ses
pieds. Et dans ses oreilles résonnaient de nouveau les coups de l’horloge de sa chambre.
Elle ne reverrait plus sa mère. Son père venait quelquefois la voir, mais il était toujours seul. Les domestiques
de Wei-Po lui dirent que le jour de son manage sa mère avait craché du sang. Elle apprit la mort de sa mère après
son premier accouchement. Personne ne l’avait renseignée sur le moment précis de cette mort. Elle soupçonnait
alors que sa mère était morte au moment même de la naissance de son premier fils. Depuis, elle éprouvait une
envie de vomir en vue de ce premier fils, qui avait une peau étrangement rouge.
Au cours du printemps 1932, le bruit courut que le dernier empereur Puyi était devenu traître à son pays, parce
qu’il était remonté sur le trône de la Mandchourie, alors occupée par les Japonais. Bientôt le père ne se montra
plus chez sa fille, devenue alors mère de trois enfants. Son gendre Wei-Po alla plusieurs fois le chercher à la
maison, mais celle-ci était déjà occupée par un commandant de l’armée nationaliste. Ce dernier n’était dans cette
ville que depuis quelques semaines et il avait trouvé cette maison grâce aux renseignements fournis par un
individu dans la rue. Wei-Po ne douta pas des paroles du commandant, car c’était ainsi que les guerriers
s’installaient dans les maisons abandonnées. Le commandant disait qu’il avait examiné la maison et qu’il n’y
restait rien de valable, même pas un papier.
La disparition mystérieuse de mon arrière-grand-père avait troublé Sheng, la belle-mère de Lie-Fei, à un point
tel qu’elle en avait perdu le sommeil. Elle fit appeler une voyante qui savait dire l’avenir par la physionomie.
Avant d’entrer dans la maison, la voyante aperçut Lie-Fei qui, revenue du parc avec son mari, descendait de sa
voiture. La voyante parut surprise et baissa discrètement les yeux. Elle dit à Sheng qu’elle avait senti un air
bizarre dans cette maison. Un air de Bo-Xiang, un air qui apporterait le malheur. Sheng demanda si on pourrait
faire disparaître cet «air ennemi». La voyante réfléchit un instant, et dit que peut-être non, peut-être trop tard, car
elle croyait que cet air avait déjà pris une forme.
—Une forme que je peux voir moi aussi? Sheng était très curieuse.
—Oui, répondit la voyante. Observez vous-même les pieds de votre belle-fille, examinez-en surtout les os, et
vous comprendrez la volonté du destin.
Une heure plus tard, la voyante sortit de la maison comme si elle s’enfuyait. Dès lors, Sheng évita autant que
possible de rencontrer sa belle-fille dans la maison. Elle refusait d’aller dans la sale à manger et prenait ses repas
seule dans sa chambre. En même temps, pour le bien de la famille, elle recommanda fortement à sa belle-fille de
ne plus mettre les pieds dans la cuisine. Celle-ci comprenait parfaitement le motif de cette recom mandation: la
cuisine étant un endroit sacré, il fallait en éloigner tous les éléments malsains. Depuis, elle aussi sortait rarement
de sa chambre et se contentait de se cacher jour et nuit les pieds sous les couvertures.
Après la fête du printemps, mon grand-père Wei-Po déclara qu’il avait acheté une usine de souliers à Shanghai
et qu’il allait partir tout de suite avec sa femme. Les deux fils aînés resteraient auprès de leur grand-mère Sheng.
Mon père était alors le cadet de la famille et il suivrait ses parents. Tout cela semblait avoir été envisagé depuis
longtemps. Tout le monde accepta cette décision sans aucune objection. Les deux femmes de la famille se mirent
à faire les préparatifs. Pour la première fois, elles se sentaient liées par une complicité muette, celle découlant du
besoin de se débarrasser l’une de l’autre. Aujourd’hui, mon père ne peut évoquer cet événement sans manifester
une admiration évidente pour son père. En 1932, les guerriers japonais formèrent un gouvernement colonial dans
la Mandchourie et s’apprêtaient à envahir le sud du pays. Le peuple se souvenait alors des royalistes avec une
colère qu’attisait un nationalisme exacerbé. La disparition de son beau-père avait sûrement effrayé mon grand-
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père et l’avait poussé à se sauver dans la concession française à Shanghai. Cette démarche procédait sans doute du
même esprit que celui de son beau-père qui avait entretenu des relations avec les révolutionnaires et s’était enfui
de Beijing, la natte relevée au-dessus de la tête. Wei-Po s’était-il souvenu de cela, ou bien cette sagesse était-elle
innée chez lui? Car son père à lui, issu d’une famille ancienne, avait ouvert un petit commerce alors que le mot
«commerce» était encore assez péjoratif dans le milieu mondain de l’époque. Était-ce pour cette qualité que mon
arrière-grandpère l’avait choisi comme gendre, et pour la même raison que Wei-Po avait décidé d’épouser une
jeune fille aux pieds à demi formés? De toute façon je décèle, dans la decision que mon grand père avait prise de
s’exiler, une incapacité à conserver l’équilibre entre deux femmes qu’il aimait profondément. Et c’est en «brisant»
cet équilibre qu’il réussit à réaliser la philosophie de la «moyenne» et à trouver la paix. Par là il différait
fondamentalement de son beau-père, et l’avait peut-étre surpassé.
Un matin de février 1933, mes grands-parents montèrent dans le bateau. Mon père sautillait derrière eux. LieFei avait le pas lourd: elle attendait son quatrième enfant. «J’espère que tu auras une petite sœur,» dit-elle à son
flis. La date prévue de son accouchement approchait, mais elle n’avait pas voulu retarder le départ. «Cette ville-là
était trop vieille, m’expliquerait-elle plus tard. Il y avait dans l’air de notre pays d’origine un goût de cadavre. Ma
famille aussi était en train de s’anéantir. Je l’avais lu dans les yeux de mon père le jour où nous nous étions
promenés dans le parc pour la dernière fois. Je pensais alors à éloigner le plus possible de cette terre mon nouvel
enfant pour l’empêcher de pourrir avec nous.» C’est pourquoi, lorsque le bateau s’éloigna du quai, Lie- Fei tourna
le dos à la rive où s’arrêtait la voiture de sa belle-mère Sheng et où couraient désespérément ses deux fils aînés:
Ging et Lou.
Le bateau s’en allait dans un canal qui reliait le nord et le sud du pays. Il était donc probable que depuis des
siècles les empereurs de Beijing avaient bu la même eau que les habitants du sud. Lie-Fei devenait de plus en plus
pâle en découvrant que le goût de son pays natal ne l’avait pas quittée tout au long du voyage. Et elle savait que
ce goût provenait de l’eau du canal. Elle voyait dans cette eau mêlée de boue jaune le lac de sa ville dans lequel
pourrissaient les feuilles de lotus à la fin de l’automne. Le bateau passa à travers les immenses terres monotones.
Le vent du nord apportait par intervalles des grondements de canon. Wei-Po restait des journées entières sur le
pont, les yeux fixés sur l’horizon. Il rentrait dans la cabine à l’heure du diner, en toussant, le visage imprégné des
reflets du crépuscule.
Le bateau accosta un soir dans un petit port obscur. Une foule envahit bruyamment le bateau et le fit chanceler.
Mon père, qui s’ennuyait depuis le début du voyage, fut enfin excité. Il courut parmi de nombreuses jambes,
monta et descendit l’escalier, et se fit de nouveaux amis. Quand le bateau repartit, il n’était pas dans sa cabine.
Son père sortit deux fois pour le chercher mais ne le trouva pas. Sa mère devint alors nerveuse et éprouva une
douleur aiguë dans le ventre. Elle courut sur le pont. Son mari n’aurait jamais cru qu’elle fût capable de courir
ainsi, à cause de ses pieds.
«Qu’on arréte le bateau! S’écria-t-elle en sortant de la cabine. Notre fils est resté dans le port!» Quelques
voyageurs supposèrent que l’enfant jouait probablement sur le pont supérieur, mais la mère ne voulait rien
entendre. Elle affirmait que son fils était encore dans le port et criait d’une voix déchirée vers le trou noir que le
bateau venait de quitter. Il y avait dans son expression quelque chose qui fit tressaillir son mari. Le gamin sortit
enfin d’on ne savait où et rejoignit ses parents. Alors la mère se calma et des larmes froides commencèrent à
couler sur ses joues empourprées. Cette nuit-là elle eut terriblement mal au ventre. La douleur s’atténua vers le
lever du jour, lorsque le bateau pénétra dans le port encore sombre de Shanghai. Elle comprit que son enfant,
peut-être sa flue, avait pourri dans son ventre et coulait hors de son corps avec la puanteur de son pays natal. Elle
s’endormit profondément et rêva à la scene où sa mère crachait du sang lejour de son mariage. …
1962

40.81 The Snuff Bottle\fn{by Hong Ying aka Chen Hong-ying (1962- )} Chungking, Sichuan Province, China (F) 8
The afternoon Fuzzy fainted, the sun was white hot. Every breath he sucked in felt like a puff of fire from a
charcoal furnace. As his body began to sway, he held on to the telegraph pole for support, but it was too smooth;
as everything in front of his eyes went black, he fell to the ground. After a few minutes, maybe less, he was aware
of someone bending down and picking him up. He felt his feet knock against what seemed to be a door frame, and
then he was laid flat. Someone pried open his tightly clenched mouth and poured in a bitter liquid. After that his
mind went blurry and he drifted to sleep.
The door banged shut. Fuzzy stirred. His limbs were weak and floppy, his throat was parched. He opened his
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eyes: on a windowsill was a stack of yellowing, thread-bound books like broken bricks. A pungent smell of
medicinal herbs permeated the room.
Fuzzy knew immediately that he was in the old hermit’s house down the flagstone slope. The old man knew
how to take pulses and diagnose illnesses. Most of the people in the area went to him when they were ill. When
they were well they never gave him a second thought, but he never turned anyone away, the stupid old fool.
Fuzzy put one foot on the floor, then slipped on his sandals. The room was dark. Pieces of wallpaper, grubby
and torn, were coming away from the wall. The few sticks of furniture—a bookcase, table, and bed—were old and
the varnish had worn away except in the cracks, but everything was clean and neat. Fuzzy had a good look
around. Next to the bookcase were several large shelves fixed to the wall. At the very bottom were bundles of
medicinal herbs. The second shelf was covered with large and small bottles, some empty, some full of what
looked like seeds.
His hand alighted on a two-inch high, mud-colored bottle. Fuzzy polished it against his shirt, leaving black
dust marks on his clothes, but at the same time exposing the shiny, rich smoothness of the bottle. He poked his
finger into the neck of the bottle. It was such a tiny hole only his little finger would fit. The stopper, which had
dropped down onto the bundles of herbs, was like a small marble, crystalline and translucent. The more he looked,
the more he liked it. He pushed the stopper in, hemmed and hawed, and then put the bottle into his trouser pocket.
On tiptoe he gently pushed the door open. The kitchen was on the other side with two long benches against the
wall where the old man did his consulting. There was no one in the street. The sun still hung up in the sky like a
ferocious face. Hitching up his trousers, Fuzzy set off in the direction of his home keeping close to the walls under
the eaves.
Fuzzy had been counting on his fingers the days until his big brother came home from the boat: he knew the
school term would begin about the same time. That day he had forgotten how many days he had counted, but his
brother appeared anyway. Hui was there too, helping him sort out his sailcloth bag with his toothbrush, hand
towel, clothes, and other things. Scattered in among these were some peanuts and red dates. Hui had had her
braids cut short. They just reached her shoulders. She was very lively. Her brows, eyes, and lips were so fine they
looked as if they were drawn.
In his heart, Fuzzy called her sister-in-law. After seeing Hui off, his brother told their mother not to do any
more baby-sitting or laundry for other people.
“But with only your father’s pension and your wages, how are we supposed to make ends meet?”
Mother was washing the dishes as she spoke.
“You would need money if you were going to get married. I can manage OK. There’s life in me yet.”
His brother opened his mouth to speak, but thought better of it. It would be a while before he could get
married. Hui’s father didn’t approve of the romance between his daughter and her classmate. Stuck up old git,
lounging around all day drinking tea. He was no better than their father working in the engine room on board ship,
but he thought his daughter pretty enough to marry above herself, too good to be a female worker all her life.
The usual meeting place was by the nursery school wall. There was a clump of bushes by the curve in the wall.
In amongst the thickets of weeds was a profusion of smelly white flowers. Fuzzy was late. He squatted down at
the foot of the wall. The nursery school was opposite the middle school separated by a pond, littered with rotting
cabbage leaves and carrot tops.
Three shadows scuttled past, the tall one in front was Liu Yun. Fuzzy stood up quickly and told him that his
brother was back from work but that he was being closely watched and had been unable to get away.
To his surprise Liu Yun did not shout at him. He was clutching a pile of books which he tossed down to the
edge of the pond. The book at the top of the pile bore a picture of a big bearded foreigner. Fuzzy had been
coveting this for a long time. But he concealed his eagerness: Liu Yun didn’t like books, he just liked to steal
them. And he liked girls too.
Liu Yun was three years older than Fuzzy. He had not finished middle school but he was already hanging
around on the street all day, smoking, drinking, and singing dirty songs. He was behind all the local pranks, but he
looked just like any innocent, pale-faced schoolboy. In addition, he had become quite a fighter and liked to side
with the underdog. He had made quite a name for himself on the streets.
Suddenly , the cicadas began to whir as if they had just realized that people were there. Fuzzy went to swat a
long-legged mosquito that had landed on his arm. He missed. Liu Yun dragged him over to the street lamp. Fuzzy
saw that Liu Yun had curled his hair into two waves, his shirt was clean and neat, not like Fuzzy and his friends
who went about bare-chested when it was hot. It wasn’t Liu Yun himself who broke in through the library
window; he was always some distance away, giving orders.
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“Who’s visiting your house?” Liu Yun asked.
“My sister-in-law,” Fuzzy replied.
“What nerve! They’re not even married! Aren’t you a sweet-tongued devil! Any more tasty tidbits where she
came from?”
Liu Yun’s tone was playful, but the look on his face was serious. He had had a string of girlfriends, barely
finishing with one before he went on to the next. Fuzzy was worried. He wanted to run, but his hand reached into
his trouser pocket for the bottle. He fingered it. He looked at Liu Yun, gritted his teeth, and handed it over.
Liu Yun took it half-heartedly in his hand. At first glance, under the dull yellow street lamp, the bottle was
nothing special.
“Shine your light on it. Look there, two fish!” said Fuzzy.
Liu Yun didn’t need the flashlight, he had already seen them. The bottle gleamed exquisitely. He gave it a good
look.
“I’ll take it.”
“Only if you promise not to go after my sister-in-law.”
Fuzzy's words were muffled, but his meaning was clear enough: leave Hui alone!
Liu Yun was the local heartthrob and all the girls were after him. He could have whoever he chose.
“What do you mean? OK, I’ll stay away from her!”
Liu Yun switched on the flashlight. The beam shone on the bottle.
“Those can’t be fish. It’s a couple screwing. They’ve got old-fashioned haircuts, and there are trees, mountains,
and a river.” Liu Yun shrieked:
“They’re all naked!”
He showed Fuzzy. Fuzzy was shy, and Liu Yun shouting at him made him even more embarrassed to look. Liu
Yun pointed to the scatter of books at the edge of the pond.
“All yours, sunshine.”
During the holidays, Fuzzy’s brother did odd jobs on a building site during the day. His evenings were spent
flirting with Hui. No matter how bad Fuzzy wanted to get out, he had to pretend to be good. His mother, under
orders from his brother to rest, busied herself with the cooking and housework. With more time on her hands, it
was as if she had grown an extra pairs of eyes. She went about supervising Fuzzy’s homework, what time he went
to bed and got up, his meals and trips to the toilet. He was like a caged monkey.
That day Fuzzy had been sent out to buy soy sauce. As he emerged from the shop he caught sight of the old
hermit heading up towards the crossroads. His clothes were even scruffier than usual and he kept looking from
side to side, obviously worrying about something. A woman who was buying vegetables grabbed hold of her fat
lollipop-sucking daughter and intercepted the old man. She told her daughter to stick out her tongue for the old
man to examine.
He waved them aside and kept on walking.
The woman jumped up and hurled a mouthful of abuse at the old man over the vegetable stall. Her language
was colorful.
“So, go to the hospital. Go on!” the old man retorted coolly, and staggered off up the steps.
The woman shut her mouth in astonishment. People on the street were taken aback: the old man never had a
good word to say about hospitals and was always such a softie. What was going on?
Fuzzy’s face went pale then red. He hadn’t stolen it exactly, the little bottle, and besides, the old man had so
many. It wasn’t because of that. Nevertheless, he slipped into a doorway and waited until the old man had gone
past.
“Look at me, son.”
His mother put a bowl of fried bean sprouts on the table. There was not a drop of oil in the bowl. She wiped
her hands on her apron.
“What have you been up to?”
“Nothing.” His voice was feeble.
“You’re lying. How dare you lie to me!” Mother was onto him.
Fuzzy buried his face in his book. Mother grabbed the soy sauce.
“Just wait till your brother gets home. He’ll have a few things to say.”
“What things?”
Fuzzy wasn’t scared of his mother, but he was terrified of his big brother, just as he had been scared of his dad.
When his dad was out of work he used to take his big brother and him fishing in the stream or pond. When his dad
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was in a good mood he used to laugh and joke. His big brother was just like him, strong, dark, and lively. Fuzzy
was fine and delicate. Even though he ran around in the sun all day he never got brown, just pink. He felt like a
wimp because of it.
“The police were here earlier. Cases of cigarettes are missing from the cigarette factory again. Some workers
on the night shift saw the culprits, a bunch of half-grown kids apparently.”
Mother was mixing the dressing for the cold noodles.
“If they own up, they’ll be let off lightly, otherwise they’ll end up in the coop like chickens!”
Fuzzy breathed out slowly. He put the book down and beamed. He went over to his mother and fanned her
gently. He swore that he hadn’t had anything to do with it. He was all charm and sweetness. His mother couldn’t
make heads or tails of it. But Fuzzy knew who was behind it: it must be Liu Yun.
After dinner, everyone in the neighborhood brought their chairs, mats, and bamboo beds outside to cool down.
They would wait until the temperature had dropped before going back into the house to sleep. A neighbor called
over to his mother:
“They caught the hooligans who stole the cigarettes.”
“Have they?”
The neighbor had a long, thin neck. He was wearing a pair of wooden-soled slippers. He nodded.
“They took whatever they could lay their hands on, not just the cigarettes. They’ve got them, though.”
Fuzzy, who was sprinkling cool water onto the bamboo couch, glanced at his mother. As he lowered his eyes
he seemed to say:
“See, it wasn’t me!”
She smiled.
Liu Yun had got his just desserts. Fuzzy was sad about the bottle. The clouds and countryside on the bottle
moved in front of his eyes. He regretted giving it away. Water from the basin splashed over his feet.
His brother came in followed by Hui. Fuzzy poured them each a cup of cool water. Someone called his name.
He looked out the window. His heart missed a beat. Liu Yun was standing by the side of the street. He wasn’t
behind the cigarette job after all.
Liu Yun marched in uninvited, saying he wanted to borrow a book from Fuzzy. Liu Yun never read books.
Fuzzy said he would grab it. Hui offered him a seat. Fuzzy’s brother was in the kitchen filling a basin with water
to wash his face. Hui asked Liu Yun what kind of books he liked.
Liu Yun said he liked reading stories. His face was deadly earnest. Hui beamed a brilliant smile. Fuzzy thought
he detected a change in her voice. Liu Yun looked very mature, much older than seventeen. Fuzzy grabbed two
books and stood outside pointedly:
“Here are your books.”
Liu Yun said goodbye to Hui politely. Fuzzy’s brother came back into the room carrying the basin. He brushed
shoulders with Liu Yun as he went past.
Liu Yun walked on ahead quickly. Fuzzy followed closely behind. When they got to the edge of the pond,
Fuzzy had still not spoken when Liu Yun swung round and gave Fuzzy a shove. He fell backwards, sitting down
in a puddle. Water seeped in, soaking his vest and underpants. The books he was carrying fell into the mud. Liu
Yun said:
“You’re sneaky and cold. I only came over to borrow some fucking books.”
“You lying bastard!”
Fuzzy surged up and butted Liu Yun with his head. He caught him off guard. He staggered, almost falling into
the pond.
“Give me back my bottle!” Fuzzy shouted.
“Your what?” Liu Yun, who had recovered his balance, exploded. “You can’t give someone something then ask
for it back!” He laid into Fuzzy. “And don’t you ever speak like that again to someone bigger than you, or you’ll
be drinking out of that sewer.”
Liu Yun had held back. He had been lenient with his fists. Fuzzy hated him all the more.
When his mother saw his bloody face she panicked, worried that the neighbor had seen him. She reached out
and pulled Fuzzy into the house, shutting the door tightly behind him.
Fuzzy didn’t say that it was only a nose bleed. He just kept moaning. From the other side of the table his
brother asked:
“Who did this to you?”
Fuzzy didn’t flinch, as if he hadn’t heard his brother’s question.
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His mother stuffed cotton wads into his nostrils and wiped the blood from his face, then told him to look up.
“It’s a sin, my boy. What on earth did you do to get messed up in this?”
Fuzzy couldn’t bear to see his mother cry.
Fuzzy ached all over and he stank of sewage, but his mother and brother couldn’t see the real cause of his pain.
His mother opened the chest of drawers to find some clean clothes. Then it occurred to her:
“Wasn’t it Liu Yun who had come looking for Fuzzy this evening?”
Fuzzy neither shook nor nodded his head. It was enough that Mother had said it. His brother would be after Liu
Yun for sure. He wouldn’t forgive him.
His mother cleaned Fuzzy up and rubbed alcohol and gentian violet into his bruises. He lay on his mother’s
folding bamboo chair while she fanned him gently.
The stars, large and small, were like flying insects darting in and out of view, as if playing hide and seek with
the clouds. The wind had cooled. The streets were deserted and peaceful. Fuzzy and his mother went back into the
house.
“Where’s your brother?” His mother peered out into the moonlight.
Fuzzy sat up on the bed ready to go off and look for his brother. His mother held him back.
That night Fuzzy had a nightmare. He woke up shouting. It was already morning. He couldn’t remember what
time his brother had come home the night before or what had happened. There was no one at home. Mother had
probably gone to the market to buy the vegetables fresh in from the suburbs, and his brother had gone to work.
Fuzzy scooped a ladle of water out of the pot, drank two mouthfuls, then spat the rest out. He noticed a half
sheet of paper on the windowsill weighted down with a broken brick.
He picked it up. The writing was clumsy and crooked. It was Liu Yun’s. It was all settled, he had written, and
he wouldn’t be coming over to Fuzzy’s house again provided that Fuzzy didn’t come after him for the bottle.
Fuzzy had not expected this. This wasn’t at all like the proud Liu Yun he knew. His brother must have given
him a good beating.
Strange, Fuzzy muttered. The ache in his limbs had disappeared. He rolled the paper up into a ball and threw it
out the window. Deep down he forgave Liu Yun. He should be even prouder than Liu Yun.
He gulped down a bowl of rice porridge, hesitated, then walked out of the house. He wouldn’t have an
opportunity to get away once his mother was home.
Where should he go to play? With no particular destination in mind, he jumped up and down a few times at the
crossroads then ran off down the hill.
Passengers who had just disembarked from the ferry walked in small clusters up the old abandoned cable car
tracks. They were a long way off and not clearly visible. Fuzzy stood facing the backwater. The gently sloping
beach was bigger than the school playing field. There were no strange stones or submerged reefs, the water was
calm and warm, and the sand soft and fine. Every few days the body of a drowned man or woman floated down
into the backwater where it would linger whirling around. Fuzzy didn’t care. Anyway, water is water.
He dog-paddled for a while then turned over on his back, his fourteen-year-old frame supported by the murky
river water. The sun had not yet reached its full ferocity. Some young boys about the same age as he were having
a water fight. There were not many swimmers this early in the morning. From now on he would make sure he
always came down at this time. He narrowed his eyes. The cloudless sky dipped down to within an arm’s length
of his face. It was heavy and he couldn’t push it away. His ears picked up the rhythm of the waves lapping against
the bank. If Dad hadn’t gone back in four years earlier to save the others from the fire, he could have jumped off
the boat into the river and swum across in one breath.
Fuzzy made his way over to the bank. He parked himself on the spongy, soft beach, his face nestling into the
sand. The cool river water lapped around him. He was like a fish.
A hand grabbed hold of the back of his neck and squeezed lightly. Fuzzy screamed.
The hand let go. Fuzzy turned over and looked up. It was the old hermit. Fuzzy trembled.
All the way back to the old man’s house, Fuzzy did his best to get away, but the old man held on to him tightly.
His beard was gray, but he was still very strong.
The old man lifted the lid on his teacup and blew the tea leaves to one side.
“Give me back my bottle.”
Fuzzy shook his head as if he hadn’t understood what the old man was saying. It was like being summoned to
the teacher’s office. His arms hung straight down by his sides and his head was bowed. He was used to being kept
behind by the teacher.
“You’re too young to be liar!” the old man went on, saying that he had been looking for Fuzzy for several
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days. He’d taken Fuzzy in after he had fainted and looked after him, and in return for his trouble all Fuzzy could
do was steal from him.
“That’s not true. I didn’t steal it!” Fuzzy curled his lip and leaned back, perching his bottom on the edge of the
table. He pointed at the bottles sitting on the shelf. “They’re only medicine bottles anyway!”
“Those are. But the one you stole is different.”
“It’s not at my place,” Fuzzy blurted out. He wanted to carry on but his tongue twisted into a knot: “You …
stupid old git.”
The old man stood up and paced up and down the room. He picked up the teacup and put it to his lips, then all
of a sudden smashed it on the ground. Tea and shards of porcelain shot across the floor.
Fuzzy watched the old man, his mouth agape. Now that the old man had let out his anger, he seemed calmer.
Imagine a city moat and a cloudless sky, the capital city stretching out beneath the intense blue firmament, the
Forbidden City resplendent like an enchanted palace. Once upon a time, there was a foreigner with a fine nose
who possessed a very special trinket. To restore his breathing, he would pour a drop of magic potion from the
trinket, inhale gently and sneeze. The potion could cure all manners of ailments. The foreigner adored opera. He
fell in love with an opera singer who played women’s roles. He became a regular opera goer and an amateur
performer. The broken-hearted hero longed for love, his tears flowed like rain as the melancholy refrains rang out.
Vainly he searched for a beautiful soul among the blossom sprays. The fairy maidens performed the dance of Chu.
The Wu River overflowed with regret. When the foreigner came to leave, he gave the trinket to the singer.
The opera singer made himself ill, pining for him day and night. He saw a host of doctors but none could cure
him. Then a young doctor who had come to the capital to visit relatives prescribed a concoction of herbs that
saved the singer’s life.
The doctor took the place of the foreigner. Time went by imperceptibly to the start of the Republic. The
warlords went into battle. The doctor had to return to the south where his wife and elderly mother awaited him.
“Endless wanderings over mountains and rivers,|farewells come easily but meetings are hard.” This poem by
Li Hou-zhu is written on the inside of the bottle. The calligraphy is the work of the great Master Ma, as the
signature and seal testify, to complement the intrinsic pattern of the clouds, the rolling landscape, and the
embracing couple, a union of heaven and earth! A pair of eyes that many a mortal would be eager to die for.
The old man went on. After the singer and doctor separated, the fighting intensified. Their letters never arrived,
and after a year without news, the singer disappeared. Some people said that he committed suicide or was killed in
the war.
Fuzzy was completely baffled.
“Hurry up and give me back the bottle you stole!”
The old man snapped out of his reverie and fixed his eyes on Fuzzy.
“Ill-gotten precious things are unlucky. You’re too young to understand these things.”
The old man rambled on incoherently: the bottle is a most exquisite light honey color. Your imagination could
roam forever around the lines of the natural grain. The person who traced those lines was exceptional indeed. It’s
a rare work of art handed down from generation to generation. The hollow at the base of the bottle complements
the undulating line and movement of the two bodies. Not to mention that it was a work of art labored over for
many years, commissioned by the foreigner for a fortune, on a precious piece of jade.
Fuzzy heard the last sentence loud and clear. What was he saying? That the pretty medicine bottle was a
precious stone? Give me a break! The old man was wacko. All he had was that pile of yellowing broken brick
books. He’s pulling my leg!
“Please bring it back,” the old man was almost pleading.
“I didn’t take it.” Fuzzy decided to deny everything.
The old man broke into a long laugh. It was a couple of minutes before he regained his composure.
Fuzzy was petrified. The old man patted his shoulder solicitously.
“You go home and think it over. Take your time. When you’ve thought it through, come back and tell me.”
Hui had not come round for ages but Fuzzy’s brother didn’t seem bothered. He had never mentioned the
evening when he had stood up for Fuzzy. It must have been ugly. Liu Yun was a head shorter than Fuzzy’s brother
and must have taken quite a beating. Even though Liu Yun was a mean puncher and kicker, he wasn’t a seasoned
gang fighter like his brother. Otherwise why would Liu Yun have kept his promise? In fact, there had been no sign
of him for some time.
Fuzzy needed to consult the calendar. Only one more week before his brother had to return to the boat.
“Are you still going to the building site?” he asked his brother.
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“No. Do you want to go fishing?”
Fuzzy nodded.
“Shall we tell Hui?” He felt stupid. Why did he have to ask?
“No. She’s busy.”
Fuzzy hadn’t expected this answer. His brother didn’t seem eager to talk about Hui, or at least that’s how it
seemed to Fuzzy. If there was a problem with Hui, it was that Hui’s father didn’t approve of them getting married
—the same old story. What could they do about it?
Fuzzy was worried. The two brothers set off, one behind the other, fishing rods in hand, bait, little bugs, and
earthworms in a small plastic bag. The hot spell had passed and the temperature was much cooler. Flecks of
sunlight pushed through the branches of the trees, searing the patches of ground where they landed. The shaded
areas were cool and dark. Neither spoke as they followed the stone path up the hill. The rear mountain reservoir
offered a good vantage point. As you fished you could watch hundreds of boats in full sail going by. Pictures of
the days they spent with their father reappeared before his eyes. Fuzzy felt happy and began to hum a tune; the
words were unintelligible.
Suddenly he stopped in his tracks: on a slope under some trees sat the old man cross-legged, nonchalantly yet
purposefully there, in close-fitting cotton trousers. His hair was completely white and neatly combed and shining
as if smoothed with honey locust oil. Fuzzy could not help walking over to the old man.
“Oh Fuzzy!” his brother called gently, yet forcefully. He seemed angry.
Fuzzy turned around and walked silently to his brother’s side.
“What’s your interest in him? He’s got a bad reputation,” his brother scolded.
“He’s a healer,” Fuzzy explained.
“He’s under surveillance, an evil element from the old society.”
Fuzzy picked up his fishing rod and whipped the tree. The leaves shook and began to drop one by one.
After they had climbed the hill, they came to a wide, steep road. In one direction lay the cigarette factory, in the
other the textile factory. They crossed the road to the textile factory and took a small path through the fields. His
brother told him that there was a whole basket of stories about the old man. Fuzzy was curious and pestered his
brother to tell him.
His brother didn’t really know. He remembered the grown-ups talking about the old man when he was little,
but the stories were not considered suitable for children’s ears.
“He was from the lower Yangtze region. Before Liberation, sometime around 1949, his wife left him, apparently taking the children with her. She couldn’t stand him. He was taken very ill. After he recovered, he told
everyone that he could cure the sick and people believed him. It’s best to keep your distance from people like him,
the further away the better.”
His brother warned him not to get involved.
But I am involved, Fuzzy thought. The old hermit had given medical advice to so many people. He never
turned anyone away, even when he was woken up in the night. All those big mouths and lazybones on the street
preferred the convenience of seeing him to lining up in the hospital and shelling out for medicine. And he didn’t
even demand a thank you.
Fuzzy cursed the lot of them. He dodged the night soil collectors, holding his nose against the stench of shit.
The pond was controlled by the production brigade. There were new rules: twenty cents per fisherman. That
was forty cents for Fuzzy and his brother. It was only five cents to see the film, The Guerrillas on Hong Lake.
With forty cents you could see it eight times. Mother couldn’t bear to part with so much money. Fuzzy had been
to the movies with his father. His brother paid and they were admitted into the bamboo enclosure around the pool.
There were quite a few people fishing, a bunch of nondescript kids sitting and squatting beside the pool whiling
away the hours. Two little girls sitting under the locust tree with their picture books were particularly conspicuous.
Fuzzy filled a plastic bag with water and put it in a stone hollow. He sat down next to his brother. The places
where you could watch the boats sail by were all occupied. His father seemed more distant now. Disappointed,
Fuzzy stretched out his legs and dangled them over the edge of the pool.
When they set off down the hill several hours later, Fuzzy carried the plastic bag cradled in the frame of the
fishing net. In the bag were three silver carp just bigger than the palm of his hand, swishing around in the water,
their mouths gaping and closing as they gasped for breath.
“Those peasants from the production brigade must have taken all the big fish,” Fuzzy muttered, then swore out
loud.
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His brother handed him the two fishing rods.
“I’ve got to go check on something. You go ahead.”
Fuzzy saw that they were not far from home. They were almost at the crossroads.
His brother disappeared around a corner of two wooden walls. Fuzzy was happy. The fishing had been as
exhilarating as ever. At least it had revived his brother’s spirits. He was off to look for Hui at last.
His mother scaled and gutted the three fish, put them in a bowl, sprinkled them with salt, ginger, and garlic,
and drizzled on a few drops of oil. She stood the bowl in the pan to steam. Fuzzy twisted his mouth.
“Oil is rationed, and it’s expensive.” His mother rolled her eyes. “Oh, here’s Hui.” His mother’s voice
softened.
“My brother’s gone to look for you. You two must have just missed each other.”
“Why would he go looking for me?”
Hui’s shoulders twitched and she began to cry. Fuzzy and his mother were dumbstruck. His mother gave Hui a
damp cloth. When she’d stopped crying she wiped her face. She said that our brother had been avoiding her for
two weeks and when they’d spoken he’d been very distant. Mother said that wasn’t the case and that she was the
only one he thought of. But Hui was not faking.
Fuzzy was angry. He didn’t know whether to sit or stand. He wanted to say something to comfort Hui but was
afraid he’d say the wrong thing. He simply strode out of the house. Fuzzy wandered aimlessly along the street.
The shadows at the foot of the walls were dark, the houses run-down. In the street, women, their shirts crumpled,
were calling their children home for supper. There was the smell of oil and peppers, and sounds of coughing
spluttered through the narrow windows. He hated all this. A poster on the wall had been washed away by the rain,
leaving only a corner. Fuzzy tore it off gently and threw it onto the ground.
That’s it. He would go and find Liu Yun to see if the bottle was real jade. In truth, Fuzzy could not tell real jade
from imitation. Not any wiser, he found himself halfway down the flagstone slope.
The door to Liu Yun’s house was locked. Fuzzy asked the neighbor to tell Liu Yun he had stopped by.
The neighbor promised to pass on the message. She looked Fuzzy up and down and glowered. Fuzzy glared
back at the skinny woman. A duck puffed out its chest and nuzzled her toes. She kicked it. The duck squawked
and flew off. She gave it an angry stare and swore. Fuzzy had never heard such explicit yet sophisticated language. He was awe-stricken. He lowered his head and walked off, the words going round and round in his mind.
The following afternoon, Liu Yun burst into Fuzzy’s house, his face beaming. Although Hui wasn’t there,
Fuzzy had kept the piece of paper bearing Liu Yun’s promise. But seeing Liu Yun agitated him. He hadn’t been
very smart giving that bastard an excuse to come to their house.
His brother came in and they greeted each other with a martial arts salute. He and Liu Yun seemed to have
patched up their differences and there was no sign of a grudge. Within a couple of minutes they were calling each
other brother. Fuzzy’s fears had been groundless.
After leaving the house, they found a quiet spot. Fuzzy asked if he could have a look at the bottle.
“I haven’t got it on me,” Liu Yun replied. There was a new bright- ness and sparkle in his eyes. He seemed a
different person.
Fuzzy felt the hairs stand up on the back of his neck as if the old hermit were shadowing him in pursuit of a
debt.
“I stole the bottle from the old man and now he wants it back. He says it’s a snuffbottle.”
Fuzzy didn’t dare tell Liu Yun that it was made of precious stone.
“Are you finished?”
Liu Yun was ready to go.
“The old man wants it back!”
Fuzzy could see that Liu Yun was uncomfortable and his voice began to rumble.
“You tired of living?” said Liu Yun in a half-mocking tone.
Was it that serious? Would Liu Lun kill him if he asked for the bottle back? Fuzzy sensed something vicious in
Liu Yun’s words. Otherwise he wouldn’t be so scared. His mother had collected pig bristles from a workshop and
had brought them back to the house for sorting, black with black and white with white. Fuzzy gave his mother a
hand, but he was too quick and often mixed them up. Everyone around him seemed strange.
The day before his brother was due to return to the boat, Liu Yun and he were caught red-handed at Liu Yun’s
house by public security officers. It was cut and dried; they were handcuffed and led away. Everyone said that it
was Hui’s father who had reported them. Fuzzy ran with a neighbor all the way to the road. As the police car
pulled away, Fuzzy heard his brother shouting:
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“Hey Fuzz, take care of Mom!”
Fuzzy had barely taken stock of what had happened, when everyone, adults and children alike, began shouting
at him. They seemed to be repeating what his brother had said and laughing loudly. Someone said that Liu Yun
had confessed to having been seduced.
It rained lightly during the night. All the houses were quiet.
Fuzzy climbed out of the window and made his way to Liu Yun's room. The snuff bottle was in the secret place
in the brick wall where Liu Yun hid things. Only Fuzzy knew where to look. He tucked the snuff bottle inside his
shirt. Liu Yun was not a bad guy, at least in his mind, but whenever Fuzzy thought of him, he felt uncomfortable.
He had walked quite a way along the road when, unable to resist any longer, he took out the bottle and looked at it
under the street lamp.
“Don’t look at it!” an elderly voice echoed behind his back and a hand grabbed the bottle. “There’s already
been one seduction, and you go looking for another. There’s already been one mistake and yet you want to go off
and make another?”
The old man let out a long sigh.
Fuzzy jumped in front of the old man and grabbed for the bottle. He could clearly see the white beard and long
white hair. The old man’s grip wasn't tight enough and the bottle slipped away into the bushes as he fell to the
ground. Fuzzy ignored the old man and dived into the bushes to retrieve the bottle.
On the day of the trial, it was cold even in padded clothes. Mother kept close to Fuzzy. She was in a daze.
Everytime her son took one step away from her side, she called out hysterically:
“Fuzzy, Fuzzy!”
The announcement was posted on the wall facing east at the crossroads. It said that his brother was the prime
culprit and that he had committed a grave, despicable crime, which had resulted in an attempted suicide. The
People could not deal with him leniently, and therefore, in accordance with the judgment of the court, the death
sentence had been passed. In front of his brother’s name was the word “Sodomite,” and over his name was a large
red cross. As Liu Yun was younger, he was considered an accessory to the crime and was sentenced to a labor
reform camp in the Far West.
Fuzzy and his mother sat motionless holding the tweezers. Some of the pig bristles smelt of urine and rotten
fish. Fuzzy stared at the small heap of pig bristles on the table. He thought that one of the tufts looked like his
brother’s hair. The image of his brother with a shaved head was unfamiliar, particularly surrounded by all those
people. A single bullet pierced his brother’s chest. He swayed a little then stood still. The second bullet hit him in
the head. He fell to the ground. The way he stood there was unlike the others being executed, but Fuzzy couldn’t
say exactly how.
When a story is passed around, it changes shape. The neighbor thought it was odd that Fuzzy didn’t cry. His
mother held her palm in mid-air never letting it come to rest on Fuzzy’s narrow, thin face. Not only did Fuzzy not
cry, he began to laugh.
*
Time passed like water through sand. Fuzzy ran into Hui only once in the street. She was no longer the sort to
try and kill herself by drinking pesticide. She’d married a worker from another province. She had put on weight
and seemed unfamiliar. When she called out to Fuzzy, he stopped in his tracks and didn’t budge. She talked on
and on, her breath was pungent with garlic. Then she noticed one of her friends and left Fuzzy standing there
alone. She started up a conversation with the friend. Further down the street her voice was still audible.
Fuzzy donned a red armband. He was the first in his school to adopt the revolutionary cause and join the Red
Guards. He kept it from his mother. He didn’t want to go home, so he banded together with his classmates and
they caught the train to Peking to see the Great Leader. He pushed and shoved for his life, and finally managed to
squeeze his way onto the train. His friends were thrown back into the sea of people on the platform.
People were everywhere, in the corridors, on the luggage racks and window-sills, underneath the seats and
even in the toilets. In the middle of the night, Fuzzy curled up and went to sleep.
He walked and walked. Eventually, he reached the old man’s house. The old man was lying in bed already half
paralyzed. Why should he care about this man? The dunce’s hat in his hands required a head. Who? Fuzzy threw a
stone at the window, glass splintered and flew everywhere. All he heard was the sound of the glass breaking, but
no one came out. He pretended he didn’t know Hui's parents. He was simply watching others smashing the house
of counter-revolutionaries who had slipped through the net. Hui’s father was beaten to a pulp. Fuzzy sat on the
windowsill throughout. He didn’t lift a finger. He just gave the orders.
They were running short of dunce’s hats. They would have to make a new batch. Perhaps they could use the
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slogan posters.
Fuzzy tossed and turned, then woke up. The train trundled on, kacha, kacha. It felt as if it were running over
his body. The dream and reality converged in a mush. He pushed the person sleeping against him away, and
stretched out his aching legs.
Having rearranged himself, he reached into his purse for the little piece of jade. Excitement coursed through
his body. He felt very lucky to be experiencing such a thrilling revolution. The train was speeding across a starless
plain. In the expansive darkness, only the dim lights of the carriage glowed. They outlined the contours of other
pale faces, just like Fuzzy’s: a grass-green uniform, a burning red heart, and a gently swaying body.
72.81 Green Sleeves\fn{by Zhong Xiaoyang (1962- )} Guangdong Province, China (F) 9
Chen Cuixiu (Green Sleeves) walked out gracefully. She was wearing a leaf-green knee-length dress with a
broadly pleated skirt, a short-sleeved blouse with embroidered hems, and a row of round buttons down the front.
With one voice Mr. and Mrs. Chen introduced her to Wo Gengyun. She nodded slightly, greeted him with a smile,
and sat down to one side.
Gengyun looked her over carefully out of the corner of his eye and liked what he saw. As, in the course of further idle conversation, he came to know that she taught elementary school and was not without a certain level of
culture, he grew even more enthusiastic about her. Gengyun listened respectfully without speaking while Auntie
Yao enumerated all of Cuixiu’s good points for him; at the same time he watched Cuixiu shake her head slightly
so that the short hair that had fallen over the side of her face was whisked back behind her neck to reveal a dimple
the shape of a crescent moon on her ripe round cheek. Her skin was extremely fair and, set off by the leaf-green
dress, gave one altogether the impression of pure white jade inlaid on an emerald background. A silk thread
dangled lightly over one arm from the embroidered hem of her sleeve like a thread of green jade seeping out of a
white jade pendant—a fulsome intimation of springtime in a snowscape.
Gengyun continued to discuss various things with Mr. Chen. He had wanted to talk further with Cuixiu to get
to know her better but was hard put to find anything appropriate to talk about. He would feel too embarrassed to
enquire about her age, and he already knew about her work; it seemed as though there was really nothing to ask
her. Cuixiu, seeming to sense this, soon moved her chair around to face him and asked:
“Do you come to Shanghai often, Mr. Wo?”
“At least two times a year, I suppose.” Gengyun answered.
“That’s wonderful.” As Cuixiu smiled, the dimple on her right cheek blossomed forth. “From now on, Mr. Wo,
you should come to our house more often; that will give you another place to visit in Shanghai.” She went on to
ask: “Are you here on business, Mr. Wo, or visiting relatives?”
“I’m visiting relatives, my elder brother lives in —— district.”
“I heard Auntie Yao say you’re in the import-export business; what sort of import-export is that?”
Gengyun replied, “I’m in chemical supplies …”
After they’d gotten started back and forth, the two of them went on talking most agreeably. Cuixiu was quite a
fine conversationalist; she had a clear, crisp voice that made the whole room ring as if to the notes of an oriole’s
song. Several times while they were talking she felt her arm itch, and, looking down, she discovered it was that
green silk thread dangling loose.
“It itches so,” she muttered and tried to tear it off, but it wouldn’t break and she only succeeded in pulling her
sleeve over to one side. It would have been too impolite to bite it off in front of everyone, so she had no choice
but to get up and look for the scissors. She could not find them right away, and as she bustled about, a blur of
bright greens and lustrous whites, opening and closing all the drawers in that little house, Gengyun felt somewhat
mesmerized. Cuixiu mumbled as she searched:
“Where’d they go to?”
At this juncture Cuixiu’s younger brother, twenty-two years of age, came home from work, greeted Gengyun,
and then Cuixiu asked him if he had taken the scissors. He fetched the scissors from another room and cut the
offending thread off for her. She smiled at Gengyun and explained:
“We used to have quite a few pairs of scissors, but all of them but one were carelessly misplaced by my
younger brother.”
At that moment a bright light from the window showered down over her shoulder and illuminated her lovely
face. Gengyun was so captivated that he stayed to dinner. As he was leaving, Auntie Yao urged him to make a
final decision quickly if he was interested in Cuixiu.
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*
Gengyun was a native of Shanghai. He went to Hong Kong in his early years and tried his hand at many things
before making a success of it in his current business. He originally had a wife who bore him two sons, but she had
taken ill and died. He was now nearing fifty, his sons had grown up and married, and his youngest son helped him
out with the business. When he considered his situation, having no one at his side, he knew his later years would
be pretty lonely; thus he announced publicly that he was going to look for a second wife. Considering his family’s
financial state, there was no reason for him to worry about finding a wife in Hong Kong, but the women there
who were after his money were all young working girls who worried that he was not old enough and that he might
still live for a long time to come; besides, he wasn’t interested in that sort of young woman anyway. Of those
women who were a little older and a little more bearable, most of them didn’t care for him; the ones that did like
him, he felt, were too old and ugly; so his attempts to take a second wife continued without success.
At that time it was common practice for bachelors who found themselves in difficult straits in Hong Kong to
return home, marry themselves a wife, and then apply to bring her out. Gengyun thought it over to himself and
decided it would be a good idea to marry a young lady from Shanghai who would suit his temperament. Thus he
joined in the popular trend to go home and find a wife. All of his friends and relatives came fawning around him
when they learned why he was back. Auntie Yao was a member of his lineage; she set her sights on the Chen
family and arranged everything for Gengyun. Gengyun just went along to try his luck, knowing that it would be
very difficult to accomplish anything, and never expected that he would actually like the girl. Cuixiu was around
thirty years old, just right for him, her parents were both educated people, and her own speech and deportment
were natural, graceful, and in every way attractive.
Mr. and Mrs. Chen were retired and living at home so that Gengyun was given a warm reception every time he
came to visit. As it was summertime and Cuixiu didn’t have to work, sometimes she was home but sometimes she
had gone out; they were not able to meet very often. One day when Gengyun was visiting the Chen home, Mrs.
Chen handed him a cup of tea and said:
“While you’re in Shanghai, Mr. Wo, you don’t have anyone to accompany you. Cuixiu doesn’t have to teach
now, someday she could show you around.”
Gengyun was a native of Shanghai and didn’t need anyone to “show him around;” Mrs. Chen’s real intention
was obviously to bring them together. Gengyun understood the suggestion and began to ask Cuixiu out.
For the most part they went to the Bund to stroll on the Baidu Bridge. It was quite a long way from Cuixiu’s
house, so they took the bus. There are so many people in Shanghai, everywhere they went there was a great crush,
and they could not walk side by side on the street. Cuixiu walked very fast, but, due to his age, Gengyun was
rather slow and could never keep up with her. He could only glimpse her sleeves and the back of her dress appearing and disappearing amid the crowds. He also felt that Cuixiu’s attitude toward him was growing more indifferent than it had been at first. He understood quite well the psychology of such a young woman: once she had
latched onto someone whose situation was as good as his, she would not easily let him go; but having him
confidently in tow as she did now, she was acting cold and reserved. Nevertheless, he wanted very much to marry
Cuixiu.
That day the sky was gray and the wind was blowing; they had dinner and went for a walk on Baidu Bridge.
The wind blew even more fiercely on the bridge, and the hair and clothing of the couples walking by flapped
loudly and unrestrainedly in the wind as though they were hurrying to keep an appointment. Cuixiu asked
Gengyun a great deal about the customs and conventions of Hong Kong society, and when she heard something
amusing off and on she laughed crisply; her dimples were more apparent and her sparkling laughter seemed to
waft over to form part of the bustling night scene by the Suzhou River. They stood by the railing, Cuixiu propped
herself up with her elbows leaning on the railing and her hands holding back her short hair that was blowing
wildly into her face and looked out over the billowing water.
She suddenly glanced over at him, held onto the railing with two hands, pushed against it, and kicked her heels
up behind her in the air; her breasts were thrust forward so prominently that Gengyun just stood there gaping in
astonishment. In that instant his heart jumped completely into his throat, and at the same time she reined herself in
against the railing. Her behavior was rather more than he could bear. Cuixiu slipped quickly down from the
railing, looked at him with a mischievous smile, and turned to gaze at the enchantingly melancholy night scene:
yellow and green lights spread out along the bank, the green ones were peppennint-green and melted coldly into
the water as if dissolving in one's mouth.
“Kachew!”
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She felt a rush of goose flesh rippling up her spine as she sneezed loudly; then she quickly removed the
handkerchief from her sleeve, dabbed her nose, and stuffed it back in her sleeve. At that moment Gengyun was
just thinking to himself that he had already remained in Shanghai a week more than planned, that many important
affairs were waiting for his attention in Hong Kong, and that he could not delay any longer. He had originally
intended to send Auntie Yao around to the Chen’s to propose marriage, but after some consideration he decided it
would be more sincere if he asked Cuixiu himself. The way Cuixiu moved a moment ago, the more he looked at
her the more enchanting he found her, and the more he could not let her get away; he took advantage of her
momentary stillness to come right out and ask:
“Cuixiu, let’s get married, how about it?”
A strong gust of wind came up just then; Cuixiu hurriedly grabbed at her hair; the handkerchief in her sleeve,
probably not having been tucked in properly, dropped out as she moved and was born fluttering upon the wind
down toward the river. The two of them both grabbed at it at the same time, trying to catch the last bit of it, but
they were too late and could only stand there staring helplessly as it drifted slowly down into the water.
After this momentary interruption, the two of them seemed too embarrassed to resume their original
discussion; after a few moments Gengyun continued:
“You go home and think it over. Give me your answer in a couple of days.”
Cuixiu brushed the blowing hair off of her lips, glanced up at him, lowered her eyes, and said:
“There’s no need for that. I accept your proposal.”
Gengyun smiled slightly as he nodded his head, then walked back beside her. She expected his reaction to be
one of great enthusiasm, but it was surprisingly devoid of passion. When people grow old they become apathetic
about everything. She turned and looked down at her handkerchief; on the surface of the black water, it looked
like a white sea gull with a broken wing.
*
The following spring Gengyun carne back to Shanghai to arrange the wedding. Since he had few friends and
relatives left in Shanghai and did not associate with most of them any more, it wasn’t a very elaborate affair. After
the wedding he took Cuixiu to Suzhou and Hangzhou for their honeymoon.
Suzhou is a small town, but since most travelers only stay there for a brief period like dragonflies skimming
over the water without alighting, one doesn’t feel it too crowded. The day they arrived a chilly spring rain was falling softly, quietly, and continuously, so they had to buy themselves a big black umbrella. Suzhou city in the rain
was at once elegant, refined, and beautiful in its simplicity. Many people carrying umbrellas were splashing up
and down the big streets and the little lanes in their high-topped wet boots; the boats were tied up along the banks
of the canals with their oars pulled up, the boatmen’s songs silent for the moment. Gengyun and Cuixiu were
walking under a single umbrella, the first time they had walked so close together; looking at Gengyun’s hand
holding the umbrella, wrinkled and covered all over with brown spots, Cuixiu felt a strange sensation of marital
affection.
In the morning they hired a car and visited a whole series of famous spots—the Hospitality Gardens, the
Garden of Contentment, the Western Garden, and the Lion Park—all in one round. They had lunch at the Pine and
Crane. Because it was raining so heavily, the ground was covered with mud, and everything was cold and damp;
both of them were quite uncomfortable and felt their interest waning slightly. Their driver accompanied them and
told them when the Qianlong Emperor visited southern China he bestowed the name of “finest under Heaven” to
one of the dishes at this very Pine and Crane restaurant, but it was nothing more inspiring than guoba—rice
burned crisp on the bottom of the pot. After lunch their driver took them to the famous Caizhi Zhai candy shop
nearby. Cuixiu jumped for joy as she pushed her way into the crowd of customers. Gengyun was so happy that he
bought her a large bag full of candies.
In the afternoon they went to the Garden of Ingenuous Government. Relaxing in the Broad View Pavilion they
gazed out on a veritable panorama of green piled upon green as the clouds brushed the tops of the distant trees and
the rain washed the willows by the embankment. Cuixiu unwrapped a piece of candy, sucked it for a while, and
asked Gengyun:
“I hear it’s very difficult to get an exit permit right now.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll find a way,” replied Gengyun.
Cuixiu smiled and thought his words quite agreeable. Gengyun watched her cheeks billow out as she smiled
and her dimples purse up so roundly that they looked like another pair of lips sipping wine. He couldn’t help
blurting out:
“I’ve always thought it very strange that a young woman like you would not have a man by now.”
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“By now? Don’t I have one now?”
Gengyun laughed out loud. Cuixiu picked a bit of candy from between her teeth and said:
“I had a boyfriend, but we separated two years ago.”
“Oh,” he said and continued, “You probably knew each other a long time.”
“Uhn. But later on … I didn’t feel like marrying him.”
He nodded, reached his hand out, and took a piece of candy. She quickly scrutinized him. His looks could still
be considered young, and, most significantly, he was not bald; it did not turn one’s stomach to look at him, and
that was enough. She was already thirty and had no right to be choosy. Besides, his qualifications were pretty
good, he was quite honest and sincere and a fellow townsman to boot. The more she thought of his good qualities,
the more confused she became. Teardrops trickled down her cheeks, and she hid her face behind a pillar as she
took a handkerchief out of her sleeve and dabbed her eyes. Fortunately, Gengyun had not noticed a thing.
Gengyun and Cuixiu’s feelings for each other increased quite a bit during their trip to Suzhou and Hangzhou.
Afterward whenever Gengyun came to Shanghai at three-month intervals he no longer stayed in his older
brother’s cramped quarters, but took a hotel room and received Cuixiu to live there with him for a few days.
After Gengyun arranged things in various places for a little over a year, Cuixiu received permission to move to
Hong Kong. She moved into Gengyun’s place in a Western-style house on Waterloo Road. This building had three
floors and they lived on the top one. The interior of the apartment was designed by a famous Hong Kong architect. The living room was done primarily in a light burgundy fitted out with a cream-colored sofa in the middle
and a small bar in one corner. Just off of the entrance to the master bedroom was a small room of unfinished
wood; Cuixiu opened the door, peered in, and asked:
“What’s this for?”
“That’s a Finnish sauna; I spend ten minutes in there every night before I go to bed,”answered Gengyun.
Cuixiu shrugged her shoulders and went into the bedroom. She examined everything one by one: soft, thick
gray-green carpet, white curtains with green bamboo patterns, white wallpaper with light green designs, graygreen bedspread—even the lamp hanging from the ceiling was green, ink-green like an empty Coca-Cola bottle.
Gengyun said:
“I redecorated this room myself, it used to be chocolate brown.”
“Autumn turned into spring,” Cuixiu said smiling. Gengyun smiled too. She went on:
“Such a big place, how do you keep it clean?”
“We have maids who work by the hour in Hong Kong; one comes in every day for a couple of hours to clean
up the place and wash the clothes. All we have to do is cook our meals.”
“Oh.” Cuixiu walked around to the dressing table, sat down in front of the mirror, looked at her image in the
mirror, and then looked at Gengyun’s. The images in the mirror composed a complete portrait of their life
together.
*
The Cuixiu in the mirror changed very rapidly. Her hair had a permanent wave, her eyebrows were plucked into long thin lines that flared up at an odd angle; her eyes were outlined with eye liner, her lips were painted bright
red, and the nails of her fingers and toes were polished in the same hue. She could wear three-inch high-heeled
shoes and walk as steady as an ox. It was only on suitable occasions, however, that she would make herself up so
stunningly; most of the time she maintained her usual delicate refinement. She knew the value of refinement.
Gengyun soon had the confidence to take his wife to various and sundry kinds of social gatherings; everyone
always said that he had made an exceptional choice.
It’s always better to go to school than to teach oneself, and Cuixiu could be said to have graduated after
following the other wives’ curriculum. She was perfectly clear now about such things as which restaurants had the
first-class cooks, which theaters had the most comfortable seats, which cosmetics were imitations of famous
brands, and which movie starlet had just given birth to a baby girl and at exactly how many ounces.
Whenever Gengyun came home after work, there to greet him was the loud noise of either the tape recorder or
the television; there were no cordial words of human kindness; it was as if his home was only a tape recorder or a
television set that he just walked right into. After a while Cuixiu frequently commented on other people to him—
people they had social relations with and people they had nothing to do with—she critically examined and passed
judgment on all manner of gossipy anecdotes and scandalous rumors, and her conclusions were always phrased in
terms of banal and all-encompassing moral platitudes.
Gengyun grimly concluded that she had already been hopelessly corrupted into a vulgar urban housewife. He
had originally imagined her laughter to be the chirping of orioles; now it was more like an electric current; it
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withered everything it touched. He continued to be tolerant toward her, however; he could hardly avoid taking her
with him when he went out into society.
Their disagreements were about household expenses. For Cuixiu it was the more the better, but for Gengyun
every little bit was too much. On top of this, Cuixiu always wanted him to send some money to her family, but he
did not want to. If Gengyun had a little extra money he wanted to invest it in stocks and bonds. Cuixiu did not
understand at first, but after hearing him on the phone several times a day talking about buying in, selling off,
going up today, falling off tomorrow, and so on, she realized he was talking about stocks. On the other end of the
line was his stockbroker, Huang; she had seen him a couple of times at Gengyun’s birthday parties. He must not
have made very much money for Gengyun, because recently he had changed to a man named Lu. From then on
the telephone calls grew longer and were punctuated with a good deal more laughter; they must get on much
better. Many an evening Gengyun sat beside her talking animatedly away while she curled up in bed watching a
martial arts TV series. When he finished talking, he went into the Finnish sauna, came out, took a bath, and went
to sleep. She just went on lying there, enjoying her best-loved idols on the television.
*
She met that Mr. Lu at Gengyun’s fifty-third birthday party. It was early autumn and she wore a specially made
floor-length red velvet qipao\fn{A note reads: A long, close-fitting woman’s dress with high neck and slit skirt, sometimes referred
to as a cheongsam.} encrusted with silver sequins and a silver-gray mink stole. The banquet was held in the VIP
room of a big restaurant. Gengyun’s two sons were welcoming the guests at the door for a short while when a
young man in a light blue suit came in; he seemed to be well acquainted with the eldest son, shook his hand, and
chatted for some time. Cuixiu had never seen him before, but, seeing that he was quite handsome, she couldn’t
help taking a careful look at him. A short time later Gengyun led her over and introduced him:
“This is Lu Zhichong.” Turning, he said, “This is my wife.”
Cuixiu jokingly remarked, “Your God of Wealth.”
Gengyun smiled at Zhichong. “You see, even my wife has long wanted to meet such a famous personage.”
“Sit down anywhere, Mr. Lu, don’t stand on ceremony.” Having said that, Cuixiu took a look at him: a little
over thirty, she consoled herself with the thought. A little more realistically, he looked to be no more than twentyseven or twenty-eight.
She moved off to talk to her other guests but felt rather unsettled, glancing over at him out of the corner of her
eye and then back again to her guests. She was aware when he was looking at her, and her gestures and poses
became particularly alluring; all the while she chatted and smiled in the most naturally sociable manner.
Lu Zhichong watched her mingling with that room full of guests, the sequins on her qipao sparkling brightly,
with the high slits up the side revealing her long, round legs; they must be very white, too bad they were at that
moment enveloped in dark brown pantyhose that robbed them of their luster. That night Cuixiu had coiled her
long hair up in a chignon held down with a diamond tiara that shone with flaming brilliance. The high chignon
revealed her long round neck, but Zhichong thought she should be wearing a bare-shouldered dress; her full,
round milk-white shoulders covered with that mink stole made one feel an excitement compounded of fire and
ice. When the dinner was over and the guest seated beside Cuixiu had moved away to chat with someone else,
Zhichong seized the opportunity to slip over and sit there. Cuixiu knew that he was moving closer to her and felt
slightly flustered, as if his every step was treading on her heartstrings.
“Mrs. Wo, you’re from Shanghai?” asked Zhichong.
“Yes.” Cuixiu smiled.
“How long have you been in Hong Kong?”
“A little over two years.”
“Gotten used to it, I suppose?”
“More or less.”
“Do you like it?”
Cuixiu was momentarily at a loss, didn’t know how to answer, then shook her head and smiled resignedly.
Zhichong chatted with her about other things. He spoke Mandarin in order to accommodate her; his Mandarin was
not very good, but he spoke quite naturally. All the time he deliberately stared straight at her; his eyes seemed to
be able to penetrate and understand everything and also to attract and absorb everything. He also stirred up
Cuixiu’s enthusiasm and she became very talkative. Zhichong suddenly leaned his head over and said:
“Say, why do you put a handkerchief up your sleeve? That’s gone out of fashion now.”
“I’m used to it.” Cuixiu said smiling and went on, “It’s perfumed, smell it.”
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She pulled the handkerchief out and waved it under his nose. Zhichong was not prepared for such a display,
and his whole body lurched backward. Then Cuixiu pulled herself back, laughed, and looked askance at him. He
would never have imagined her to be so uninhibited, not the least bit frightened; fortunately, she was already a
married woman or else he really wouldn’t dare trifle with her. At that point, her friend returned and Zhichong had
to get up and move away.
When Cuixiu and Zhichong shook hands and said good-bye as she was seeing off her guests, he gave her hand
a good squeeze, and the sweat of his palm seeped onto hers.
*
One morning when Cuixiu had just finished washing her face and had not yet combed her hair, the doorbell
rang. She thought that Gengyun had probably forgotten something and sent someone around for it. Opening the
door, she was surprised to see Zhichong standing there, smiling broadly. Cuixiu took a step back and said with a
smile of surprise:
“It’s you? What’re you doing here? Come in and sit down.”
Zhichong stepped through the door onto the thick carpet and asked apprehensively, “Do I have to take my
shoes off?”
“It’s best if you do,” Cuixiu said with a smile as she kicked a pair of slippers over to him.
He bent over to put them on and joked, “When I take my shoes off all the cockroaches in the room will be
done for; you won’t have to buy any more insecticide.”
Cuixiu thought it over a bit before she understood; then she laughed out loud, “It’ll suit that miser just fine.”
She combed her hair as she talked, pulling on it in long, straight handfuls.
“Have you had breakfast?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Can I make you a cup of coffee?”
“OK.” Zhichong slumped down onto the sofa after he answered her. He was wearing a sort of hunting outfit
that fit his tall and well-proportioned body perfectly and gave him a dashing look whether standing or sitting.
Cuixiu went into the kitchen and started clattering around to make the coffee. Zhichong spoke up over the noise of
the cups and saucers:
“Mr. Wo’s not home?”
Cuixiu's voice came from the kitchen, “Did you just now notice?” She paused a moment and then shouted,
“Don’t you have to go to work today?”
“I’m taking the day off.”
“You must have plenty of free time, to drop in here at my house.”
“I came to see you; what’s wrong with that?”
The two of them teased back and forth, hot and heavy, without tiring. Zhichong walked over toward the
window; the breeze had the chill bite of autumn to it; as he passed the window he stepped up silently and drew the
curtains back slightly. The house was directly facing a busy overpass, so close that one felt smaIl by a head
standing in front of the window. He shouted out in his usual manner:
“Your house is right in front of an overpass; isn’t it noisy?”
He really didn’t expect Cuixiu to answer him. When he turned around, she was standing there suddenly very
close to him, carefully balancing a tray on top of which were two cups of coffee. Zhichong had intended to look
into the kitchen, but at this point his line of sight was completely cut off by Cuixiu. Cuixiu smiled winsomely and
said:
“I’m used to it, just like you’re used to shouting.” She held the tray up a little higher. “It’s instant. I didn’t perk
any.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Zhichong said, but then he sat down and continued, “why didn’t you perk it?”
“It takes too long and I was in a hurry to drink it.” She stirred her coffee with a teaspoon.
“In a hurry to come out here?” Zhichong teased her mischievously.
Cuixiu gave him a look, picked up her dripping teaspoon, and tapped a couple of times on the back of his hand,
leaving a small drop of coffee. He raised his hand to his lips, licked off the coffee, and smacked his lips as though
it was delicious, all the time staring suggestively into her eyes. Her heart beat rapidly and she hurriedly lowered
her head to sip her coffee, but she carelessly spilled a little on her robe; Zhichong took out a handkerchief and
wiped it off for her, brushing her breast in the process. She got up as if she had felt nothing and said:
“I’ll go in and change clothes.”
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She changed into a sleeveless black and white dress. Zhichong teased that she looked like a zebra, and, seeing
that she had not put a handkerchief under her arm, he held his out to her and said, “Wouldn’t you like to hold this
under your arm?” As he said it he tucked his handkerchief under her arm pit and began tickling her at the same
time. He tickled her so badly that she fell laughing into his embrace; she laughed so hard that saliva splashed out
from between her lips and she writhed around in his anns like a water snake. He took advantage of the situation to
fondle her ample breasts, fondling them with great ardor and enjoyment while all the time continuing to tickle her.
Cuixiu struggled a moment and, while still in his embrace, finally fell to the floor. Laughing until she was quite
out of breath, she just lay there on the floor squinting up at him.
Just as he was about to kneel down to embrace her, the doorbell rang. Cuixiu looked at her watch, cried out “Ai
ya!” and pulled herself up by hanging onto him, saying, “The maid’s here!” Then she straightened out her dress,
smoothed back her hair, and went over to open the door.
The maid came in, nodded to her, and went quickly to her work. Cuixiu stared over at him and pursed her lips
into a surreptitious smile. Zhichong sat there with his feet up, his ardor totally blunted, and thought to himself that
his planning had certainly been on the weak side to have overlooked this possibility. The maid having arrived,
naturally the two of them could not do anything further; full of frustration and disappointment, Zhichong made a
few more perfunctory remarks and then took his leave.
*
Having learned his lesson, from then on Zhichong always came over after the maid had gone, but he hadn’t
many days off, and, Gengyun being at home at night, his moments together with Cuixiu were severely limited.
As usual he phoned Gengyun in the evenings. Sometimes Cuixiu would answer the phone and Zhichong would
speak up in his most foreign-sounding manner:
“Hi! Honey! Drag that old miser over to the phone.”
Cuixiu would laugh out loud and go call Gengyun. That whole night she would not be able to watch her TV
serials in peace for thinking of him, thinking of him on the other end of the line. One night she heard Gengyun say
into the receiver:
“You can certainly come over for dinner, this Sunday, how about it?”
Cuixiu waited for him to hang up and then asked, “What happened?” Gengyun answered, “Lu Zhichong made
three hundred thousand dollars for me so I’ve invited him to dinner on Sunday to thank him. You can make a few
special dishes, can’t you?”
Cuixiu pouted and said, “What a cheapskate, three hundred thousand and you don’t even take him out to a
restaurant,” but in her heart she was quite excited.
Zhichong had told Gengyun six o’clock, but he arrived at four and put on a pair of slippers in his customary
manner. Cuixiu wore a long-sleeved Southeast Asian-style sarong on which the straw-yellow and yellowish green
colors blended together to form a luxuriant forest tableau. She was sitting at the dinner table picking the roots off
of bean sprouts. Zhichong sat down beside her, watching her work, and asked,
“Where’s the old man?”
“Taking a nap.” She just kept on working without even glancing over at him. Although her eyes were lowered,
her lashes still fluttered slightly upward.
The dinner table being inside and far from the windows, the sunlight not able to reach it, and the lights not
turned on, the air was filled with evening colors much earlier than outside. Cuixiu’s hair hung down one side,
slicing off part of her face. Zhichong did not pay any attention to that; he was concentrating his gaze on her ample
backside as she bent over her work: the long, yellowish green sleeves hung down loosely, revealing two plump
round arms. A truly vibrant woman!
The two of them were silent. Zhichong could not quite stand it; nervously he rapidly stamped his left foot, the
slipper hung loosely off his toes and finally fell to the ground with a “plop.” He put out his foot to scoop it on, but
the more he scooped at it the farther off it slipped; at last he had to bend over to get it. Cuixiu was not wearing
nylons but had put on slippers as a matter of course. Her legs were extremely white even in the dark under the
table and had round calves and round ankles; Zhichong put his hand around her ankle and said smiling:
“Tch, tch, such a round ankle; if my hand wasn’t so large, I probably wouldn’t be able to get around it!”
With her other free foot, slipper and all, she kicked him hard right in the face. He scrambled up quickly,
furiously wiping off his face, and said angrily, “What the hell are you doing?” Then he marched off to the kitchen
to wash his face. Cuixiu said:
“You be careful; the old man’s slept about an hour; he’s about to wake up; if he caught you, you’d be in for it.”
“You’re afraid of him?”
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“Who said?”
He came out of the kitchen, but Cuixiu was coming in with the finished bean sprouts. He blocked her way
momentarily but then allowed her to slip into the room. He understood perfectly the feelings and actions of young
women who were married to older businessmen—they were all of them penned up and seething with resentment.
Cuixiu came out, and Zhichong tried once again to push up close to her, but she pulled in her shoulder, turned
about, slipped off to one side, crossed her hands in front of her body, and stood there gracefully, smiling and
looking at him enchantingly. He couldn’t help feeling attracted to her; growing quite tender, he said:
“A woman like you being married to that old man is certainly a terrible shame.”
Cuixiu shrugged her shoulders and said, “I don’t think so. At least the benefits I’ve gained are countless, but
it’s easy to add up what I’ve lost.”
Zhichong leaned close to her ear and said with a tone of great significance:
“One of the things you’ve lost might be your entire self.”
She stared at him, visibly shaken by his words; he also trembled slightly as he faced her. He had really gone
too far in saying that; if by chance she believed him and wanted to go with him, that would be a mess.
Cuixiu forced a smile and said, “It’s really too bad when I think about it. The old man used to go to Japan and
Taiwan quite often on business, but now he leaves it all to his youngest son; otherwise you could come around at
night.”
Zhichong did not dare say anything to further excite her and just sat down on the sofa farthest away from her.
He certainly didn’t have any intention of sleeping with her. After one night together in bed, women too easily get
the mistaken impression that you have established a marital relationship; then you can never get rid of them.
What’s more, he had no intention whatever of staying with her for very long. Now she was several years older
than he was, but in a couple of years she’d be several times older than he would be. He reined in his feelings and
just sat there flipping through some picture magazines until Gengyun woke up.
Zhichong’s sense of timing was exceptionally good, and his self-control was quite strong; he came as he was
called but left as soon as he was asked to; if Gengyun were to suspect anything, his suspicion would have to come
from Cuixiu.
After Zhichong left, her whole body was filled with a provocative and unbridled seductiveness which she
could not restrain for some time; even Gengyun sensed her leftover warmth, but she herself was completely unaware of it. She hated Gengyun for being too stupid to see what was happening after such a long time. She would
prefer that he find out, make a big scene, and divorce her so she could go and marry Zhichong. She believed their
love to be faithful and unchangeable.
In bed that night, Cuixiu weighed Zhichong’s words over and over in her mind, and the more she weighed
them, the heavier they became, pressing down on her so hard she couldn’t breath and she began to weep
profusely; Gengyun, sound asleep beside her, went on snoring without hearing a thing. She turned over in bed and
began to cry even louder; she cried a little too hard, actually choking on her tears. Finally Gengyun emitted a very
weak “Huh?” Cuixiu opened her eyes wide and stared at him. In marrying him she was greatly wronged; she felt
an overwhelming sense of injustice. She pushed him a little and he opened his eyes slightly and mumbled, “What
is it?” Cuixiu just wept silently.
Gengyun saw her tears glistening, more or less woke up, and pretty well guessed what was going on. He felt
that the atmosphere between Cuixiu and Zhichong had been rather peculiar at the dinner table. When a man and a
woman have a particular relationship, even the atmosphere around them is of a different nature, and they cannot
deceive other people nearby because those other people also breathe in the same atmosphere. He ambiguously
rolled over the other way. He did not want to face it, did not want to face it at all. He only wished that he could
wake up in the morning and it would all be over.
There was nothing Cuixiu could do about it. She sat up and threw on her robe, thought to herself, and began to
cry again, one great sob after another without stopping. She dragged a leather suitcase out from under the bed,
hurriedly tossed a few clothes into it, dressed in the dark, picked up the suitcase, opened the door, and left.
Zhichong had given her his address; she could go look for him.
Gengyun woke up and realized that there was no one in bed beside him; he stared blankly at the lamp hanging
from the ceiling; it looked like an eye with the bulb for an eyeball staring right back at him. He recalled those
glistening tears and the expression behind the tears he’d dimly seen the night before; at first he could not fathom
what had happened; it seemed as if he was stuck back in that moment, but slowly he began to understand. At
dinner last night he had drunk some wine, became extremely tired, and had a number of dreams; he could not
imagine that this morning she would be gone without giving him any time at all.
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He pulled back the covers, got out of bed, went in to wash up, fixed some breakfast in a state of distraction,
and could not help thinking of Cuixiu’s kindness. He should have known this would happen, but how did she want
him to treat her? The way she treated him was merely a matter of handling all of his daily necessities with careful
consideration; and as a husband he gave her some extra money to spend; even though she was sometimes too
extravagant and he hated to give it to her, in the end he always gave in. He gave her everything! Women today are
never satisfied. Despondently he finished his breakfast and, as was his daily custom, took his morning paper into
the toilet for half an hour.
He dozed off on the bus, his seemingly boneless neck drooping softly down into his paper, his glasses bobbing
up and down on the bridge of his nose with every bump and jostle of the bus, slipping lower and lower until they
almost fell off. A considerate fellow passenger caught his glasses and called out, “Old man.” He woke with a start,
hurriedly took back his glasses, said thank you, but did not go on with his paper; he simply put on his glasses and
looked all around him with a feeling of limitless misery. He ate dinner alone in a restaurant and did not want to go
home after, so he went to a seven-thirty movie. When he came out a light rain had started to fall.
He had a home, and in the end he had to go back. When he arrived home it was almost ten o’clock. As he went
in he saw the light from the kitchen shining warmly, and he heard a clatter of bowls and dishes from that
direction. Cuixiu came out looking relaxed and self-possessed with her hair tied back in a pony tail. She didn’t
even look directly at him but went straight into the living room, took up last night’s ash tray to wash it, and said,
“You didn’t even call to say you weren’t coming home for dinner. I waited all night and only just now finished
eating.”
When she walked past Gengyun, she stopped suddenly, looked at his pant legs, and said:
“So, it’s raining out?”
Gengyun nodded, “Yea, a very light rain.”
At that point Cuixiu finally looked at him and said, “Take them off and I’ll soak them for you.” Then she went
into the kitchen to wash the ash tray.
Gengyun followed her in, saying, “It’s not necessary, it’s late, the maid’ll be here tomorrow, and besides
they’re not too wet anyway.”
“No, I don’t trust that maid. She ruined our sofa covers by washing them, and besides they’ll be cleaner if I
soak them first.”
Gengyun had to do as she said. He remembered the first time he met her how she had searched furiously for a
pair of scissors to cut a piece of thread off her sleeve. She was the kind of person who if she noticed anything out
of place had to put it back just right before she could let it be.
He was too tired for his Finnish sauna and went directly to his bath.
Cuixiu took up the pants he’d left on the bed and set them to soak; when she came back he was still splashing
away in the bath so she got into bed first. Last night was certainly absurd. She had climbed up seven flights of
stairs in the dark and finally found the door to Zhichong’s apartment; inside the little narrow room his entire
family of eight people all got out of bed to see who was at the door. Zhichong looked very angry as he brusquely
installed her in his younger sister’s room and secretly scolded her for being so rashly indiscreet and not calling to
warn him first so they could talk things over. Suddenly she understood everything clearly. His family was so poor
and he had so many family obligations, she could not possibly wrong him and ruin herself. Thus she came home
early that morning.
Gengyun finished bathing and came out smelling of soap and fresh steamy water. He lay down carefully by her
side. Neither of them said a word. After a few minutes he finally whispered slowly:
“In a little while after I retire I can stay home with you every day.”
She didn’t say a word. He turned on his side and looked at her; she was staring blankly at the ceiling; because
she was not smiling, her dimple had disappeared and her face seemed strangely devoid of enchantment. Gengyun’s hand, which was outside the blanket, started to itch; looking down, he noticed that it was a thread from
Cuixiu’s mint-green nightgown. He picked it up, twisted it a bit, and said softly, “It’s frayed.” He said it so very
softly, almost like a hint. Cuixiu took a pair of scissors out of a drawer in the headboard and cut it off.
Everything was quiet again. Cuixiu turned over with her back to him, then, suddenly remembering something,
she said:
“Mrs. Liu phoned tonight to talk about Mrs. Fan’s son; you remember him? The one we ran into last week at
Fragrance Gardens, very skinny fellow with gold-rimmed glasses; remember he said he was getting married? The
invitations have already been sent out. Now he says he’s changed his mind and doesn’t want to marry the girl.
Says he’s fallen for a rich man’s daughter who seems to be engaged already too, but she’s actually willing to break
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it off for the sake of Mrs. Fan’s son. The two of them want to marry, and Mrs. Fan is ready to explode. If it were
me, I’d blow up too. Young people today have no sense of shame carrying on any way they feel like. Really!
Anything can happen in this sort of a world.”
She finished speaking in a single breath and then switched off the lamp with a loud “click.”
74.48 Sunshine Between The Lips\fn{by Chen Ran (1962- )} Peking, China (F) 7
1: Another Rule
I am a young woman whose job is very mechanical, as mechanical as the hands of timepieces, always making
circular motions with the same radius and in the same direction; as mechanical as a fatigued truck traveling
invariably down a fixed route. Usually when I am reading the study materials delivered by my work unit, especially articles about the new trends in struggles, I can never remember whether Iraq annexed Kuwait or the other
way around or if the Scud stopped the Patriot or vice versa, even if I read the same news item ten times. But I am
able to commit to memory all the typos in the articles. For instance, in the lower-right corner at the end of a line, I
will easily spot an apostrophe that should be a comma, and so forth. That’s what comes of being a proofreader.
This simple work keeps my chaotic mind from making many mistakes, I am glad to say, since I am a
daydreamer who finds it hard to play by the rules. Let’s say, for example, that the faint-hearted son of a coldblooded murderer accidentally kills someone. When the death sentence falls upon the frightened son, the father,
who has always been able to escape the net of justice, mysteriously takes his son’s place at the execution ground.
This act must be regarded as a mockery of the law, but I will be moved by the loving sacrifice of a brutish father
who kills without compunction, until my face is bathed in tears; I will even hold him in some regard.
When I see an accomplished surgeon refuse to treat a class enemy’s wife who is in great pain and in need of
help, I am disgusted. My problematic views and a tendency toward aberrant thinking are enough to deprive me of
the chance to become a doctor or lawyer.
They say that to be a writer, you must follow even more rules. I know only too well that my deviant thinking
and convoluted logic keep me at odds with those rules. Fortunately, I am aware of these flaws and have never
expected or hoped to become much of anything.
Yet there may be another possibility. You might happen to share my way of thinking, which means you could
interpret my unorthodoxy as a rule in its own right. Anything is possible.
2: Fear of Hypodermics
Dentists always fire Miss Dai Er’s imagination. The fantasy begins when she approaches the dentist’s office
and hears the whir of the drill. As she enters, the sound courses through every nerve in her body. At the same time,
in the space taken in by her gaze, countless teeth dance and fly around her like snowflakes. Whirling and
spinning, they send forth the delicate fragrance of falling pear blossoms.
At this moment, Miss Dai Er is fantasizing as she sits in dental chair 103, assigned to Dr. Kong Sen, in Hospital 103. Dai Er, twenty-two, possesses a nearly pathological tenderness, charm, and melancholy. A painfully
impacted wisdom tooth has brought her here. She looks around carefully: there is a spittoon and a cup on the left
armrest; above it are a gadget on an adjustable arm and a small electric fan; directly overhead is a large lamp, like
a golden sunflower whose petals move around the patient’s mouth; alongside the right armrest is a swivel chair
with wheels, on which the young dentist is currently sitting.
He is a reticent young man, tall but stocky and sedate, with focused yet limpid eyes. (Miss Dai Er will never
forget his eyes. In the future, she will spot him amid a sea of people by his eyes alone.) His nose and mouth are
obscured by a snow-white gauze mask, and it is this hidden part that bestows upon him a space open to imagination and a mysterious, fathomless aura.
Once you lean back in the chair and the lamp lights up the area around your lips, you clench your fists nervously and lay them in your lap. The young dentist presses up close to your face from the right. You open your mouth
wide and let him work on your teeth with probes, forceps, and scalpel. His large, strong fingers move ceaselessly
in the cramped space of your mouth. Because of the narrowness of the oral cavity, there is tremendous cohesive
force as he pulls your tooth. He exerts all his strength, and you exert all yours. If you are a young woman like
Miss Dai Er and have a vivid imagination, it will be easy to associate this with another activity.
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Dr. Kong Sen leans over to a patient in the chair beside Dai Er to give the gray-haired woman a shot of
Novocain in her upper jaw. Then he turns back to Miss Dai Er. He asks:
“Any physical problems?” His voice is low and deep, as if sealed in an underground tunnel.
“No,” she says.
“Heart trouble?”
“High blood pressure?”
“No.”
“OK, let’s begin.” His comments are terse and precise. She gains a dialectical fascination from such an eitheror dialogue.
He turns to get the Novocain. To Dai Er, the ailments he has mentioned pertain to old folks, not to her. But
knowing that the questions are routine, she smiles her gratitude to him.
He has fetched the syringe filled with Novocain, the needle pointing upward. He lightly pushes the injector,
and tiny droplets spurt from the tip of the needle. The spray fans out in an exaggerated arc; white mist, curling
upward, drifts out of the room and into the corridor, then slowly descends the staircase. It glides over twenty-eight
stairs, passing through more than a decade, and on toward the internal medicine ward. There Miss Dai Er was
barely seven and a half years old. Dai Er, front teeth missing and two terrified eyes staring out at a white world,
was a weak, sickly child. She had just come out of a fever-induced coma caused by meningitis.
“Do you recognize Mommy?” A young woman about the same age as the present Miss Dai Er sat beside her
seven-and-a- half-year-old daughter, expecting a response as if awaiting a fateful verdict.
“Do you recognize Mommy? Where is Mommy?” the young woman repeated.
Dai Er struggled to open her eyes, which seemed dried out and enlarged by the debilitating illness; she
searched the confines of the room. The walls were white; a hovering sound was white; a smile at the upturned corners of the mouth behind the sound was white. Over there stood a large man holding a hypodermic syringe in his
right hand; the needle was pointing upward, like a bleak wilderness, awaiting the passage of humans. Long and
hollow, it would enter her buttock. He may have been smiling at his young patient, but his expression was
changed into cold indifference by the gauze mask.
“Can you recognize Mommy? You see, Mommy is smiling at you!”
Dai Er remained motionless as her eyes followed the movements of the needle. Concentrating all the strength
in her little body in her eyes, she was trying to ward off the approaching instrument.
“Mommy is right here, don’t you recognize me?” The young woman was losing her composure.
The needle kept coming, with its cold glint and tiny shriek.
“Mommy, I don’t want a shot.” Dai Er sat up suddenly and draped her arms around her mother’s neck.
“Mommy, I don’t want a shot,” Dai Er cried loudly.
The young woman burst out crying, her sobs punctuated by laughter:
“My baby’s alive again. She’s not a mindless vegetable, she’s alive again …”
The white uniform and the needle had moved up next to little Dai Er.
“Put her down, and leave us alone, please. It’s time for her injection,” the mouth above the white uniform said.
The huge hypodermic in his hand was cold and hard, like a pistol.
To Dai Er’s chagrin, the young woman put her down, shedding tears of happiness, and left the room.
She knew that her mother, too, was afraid of the man. Her leaving was testimony to this. She could not protect
Dai Er. Now Dai Er was alone. She stopped crying, for she knew she had to face the cold needle by herself.
“Lie on your stomach, and pull down your pants.”
It was useless to resist. Even Mommy obeyed him. She rolled over obediently and pulled down her pants.
For two whole months, the seven-and-a-half-year-old Dai Er experienced the world through the unvarying
command of “Lie on your stomach, and pull down your pants.” She learned that no one else could take that
resonating needle for her. Everyone had his own needle to face.
The long needle entered her buttock and stabbed at her heart. She grew up with that needle.
The dental office resounds with the provocative screeches of teeth being drilled and scraped. They grate on
Miss Dai Er’s nerves and make her shudder.
The stocky, young dentist approaches her, holding a hypodermic syrmge.
“No!” Miss Dai Er’s scream disturbs the rigid operating protocols of the dental office.
3: A Fortuitous Encounter
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That I actually met him was certainly the will of heaven. It happened five years ago. One day at dusk when the
feeble face of evening had already faded, night’s curtain fell in a rush, allowing no explanation. At that time, my
persistent nostalgia invariably led me from a stage pieced together by historical fragments to a theater displaying
the passage of time. On that day, I walked alone into a grand theater decorated with a mix of luxurious splendor
and religious decline. It was at the entrance where I ran into him; to be precise, at first I was captivated by the
eyes of a handsome, bright young man, and then I recognized him by his voice.
“Is it really you?”
I collected myself and looked at him, able to identify the focused yet limpid eyes. The space beneath the eyes,
however, appeared only in my imagination; except that in my imagination, the chin had been broad, with sharp
edges and corners, whereas the one before me was steep yet smooth. The Grecian nose was just as I had imagined,
belonging to the right person.
“Yes, it’s me. I know you … part of you, anyway.”
To be acquainted with a handsome man in this way—how could I help but smile?
He was smiling, too. He stroked his chin with his right hand, and the large palm slid along with a lively
whistle. Neither of us mentioned the event we had experienced together.
“Are you … alone?” He asked.
“Yes.”
“If you don’t mind, I happen to have two tickets.”
“I’ve got one.” I showed him the ticket in my hand.
“But mine are in the front row.”
“Um … aren’t you going to wait for her any longer?”
“Who?”
“Um …” I turned and looked around.
He took my arm gently before I turned back around.
“I’m waiting for a girl just like you.”
I smiled and shook my head but followed him nevertheless. The heavy curtains opened, the lights dimmed, and
all was quiet. I’ve always thought that the biggest difference between an office and a theater is that an office is a
stage and that even if you don’t like to perform, you must play a role regardless of how unimportant it is. There is
no escape. Even though your office is tranquil as still water and only one or two people—actors—are around you,
you are still unable to indulge in your inner world: your facial expression will betray you. The office is a stage, an
outer life, an unclosed space.
In a cinema or a theater, however, once the lights are turned off and the darkness spreads around you, you are
swallowed up by a vast emptiness. Although in the darkness, countless heads are hidden and the air is filled with
whispers like a tired night wind quietly perched in a vast forest, you gain a peaceful space where your heart is
able to wander freely. You watch a miniature world and telescoped time on the stage; your pearl-like tears flow,
you giggle, you can’t help yourself, you let yourself go.
That day’s play was about love, and the actors performed with wild intoxication. A man poured out his heart to
a woman as beautifully as if he were lying, and a woman lied to another woman as beautifully as if she were telling the truth. I was totally immersed in the story and the passion on stage. When the curtains closed and the lights
came on, I was dragged back to the theater from somewhere within my heart by the noise of movement around
me, and once again I saw his focused yet limpid eyes.
I said thanks. He also said thanks. We walked out together. We made our slow way through the excited crowd,
his arm shielding my back to protect me from being jostled. From time to time, his arm was pushed up against my
back or waist by the crowd, and to me it felt like a gentle, comforting caress. When we reached the exit, he helped
me with my coat. This act, subtle and natural, made my coat warmer and more velvety.
To get from the theater to the bus stop, we needed to pass down a narrow lane with buildings on both sides. I
had already thought about the hidden dangers in the cramped space on the way to the theater, but since it had not
yet been entirely dark, the imagined, danger had been no more than a fleeting concern. Now the darkness was
thick as ink as we left the theater, and the moon, like an eroded boulder, showed only a tiny sliver. Completely
caught up in the dangers of the long, narrow, dark passage, I asked him to stand at this end of the lane and wait
until I ran to the other end and said good-bye to him.
He laughed.
“Why so complicated? I’ll go with you.”
“No.”
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“I don’t mind. Really.”
“There’s no need. I … really no need …”
“But why?”
“I’m just afraid … suddenly somebody might—”
“Oh! Including me?”
“Um …”
“You really are a little girl. You need me, but you’re also afraid of me. OK, you go first, then shout, and I’ll
come over and see you home.”
I accepted happily.
I ran the whole way without taking a single breath, as if it were a hundred-meter dash. His eyes and silhouette
remained behind me, exactly where I’d left them. As soon as I reached the other end, I shouted, “I made it.”And
from the other end, his footsteps sounded.
When we were together again, he earnestly guaranteed my safety. I felt I could trust him. This trust originated
from a shared memory, which I cannot reveal here.
As we walked, reluctantly we recalled that event. I told him how impressed I had been by his eyes and by his
voice—the low, gentle voice of a cello filtering out from behind closed doors and windows. Unexpectedly, every
detail of the event, including my manner and behavior, remained fresh in his memory.
“I knew then that you’d never return,” he said.
Walking slowly along the deserted night street, we talked about things far and near, including the romantic play
we had just seen. I said I didn’t agree with one of the leading man’s lines. The “rib theory” is ridiculous, I said.
However intimate the original Adam and Eve or their future replacements might have been, they each had their
own heads, their own thoughts, and their own spirits. Women were independent.
He agreed.
“Maybe that’s why I have no religious beliefs,” I said. Five years ago, I talked about love as earnestly as I did
about death.
We parted a short distance from my house.
He stroked my hair gently and said, “You talk like an adult.” He emphasized the word like, implying that I was
really only a little girl.
“There’s no contradiction.” I ignored his implication.
“Contradictions are beautiful. You’re a contradictory girl.”
His silver-gray raincoat softly flapped against my body, and I felt a sort of moist tenderness. He leaned toward
me slightly, but that’s as far as it went.
The moon was full, and the pale yellow streetlamps shimmered at the tips of our shadows. Feeling his breath
caressing my cheek, I lowered my head, not knowing what to do. I freed myself from the embrace of his flapping
raincoat and said:
“Don’t.”
“Don’t be nervous. I just want to hear your story.”
I looked into his face; I felt safe and relaxed.
4: The Reappearing Shadow
Miss Dai Er is sitting in the dental chair of Dr. Kong Sen, her head tilted slightly backward, her left leg
stretched out straight, her right knee bent inward and tucked under her left calf. Her hands lie stiffly on her flat abdomen. A slight tremble causes her shapely breasts to jiggle like a pair of startled little heads. The young dentist is
gazing absorbedly at the nervous body of the young woman, who seems solitary and helpless under the strong
light of the lamp.
Watching the approaching Dr. Kong Sen, who is holding a full hypodermic, Miss Dai Er is in a great panic.
She opens her mouth wide, and the brutal syringe, which is about to stab her upper jaw, makes her pale and sends
her out of control.
“No! No!” she screams.
The young dentist puts down the syringe and says indifferently, seemingly devoid of sympathy, “If you don’t
feel comfortable, we don’t have to do it now.”
Dai Er’s face is cold; the corners of her mouth and the tip of her nose twitch uncontrollably, making it
impossible for her to open her eyes. Her mind is a blank; her body, enfolded in leaden clouds, is spinning upward
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and upward …
*
One dense, heavy cloud followed another, as though the sky were covered by the dark-gray wings of a multitude of birds. The air was damp. The huge birds, hovering in the universe like fine steeds, swooned earthward.
Their feathers were shot down one by one by peals of thunder and thudding raindrops, and the dark grayness fell
at a leisurely pace to stick on the window. On that rainy day in that damp and gloomy room, what the seven-anda-half-year-old little Dai Er saw was as tangled as matted hair. In the dim light, little Dai Er was shocked to see a
huge hypodermic, growing in the body of a man, pointing right at her face. The scene has remained in a secret
place of her memory; on all rainy days, a dark mass of birds always swoons …
*
There is a commotion in the dentist’s office. Beyond the window, it sounds like rain, and a dark-green mildewy smell rises into the sky. She feels her chair being tipped backward by someone, forcing her head down.
“It’s all right. Nothing serious. Just a case of nerves.” She hears the young Dr. Kong Sen’s voice.
Following the brief commotion, she senses that the blurred white shadows around her have dispersed and that
the office has resumed its normal order.
Miss Dai Er feels the pressure of the young dentist’s fingers on her cheek, and her twitching facial muscles
gradually relax. It is raining outside, the watery threads flowing softly down the windowpanes, as if stroking her
cheek. With a white towel, the young dentist is wiping away the cold sweat on her face. Vaguely, she sees a patch
of white like a junk sailing into view from the far edge of the sky. The junk now hangs at the window, peering
inside and questioning the dim light. She breathes hard, feeling her lungs being tinted a dirty yellow, bit by bit, by
the fouled air in the room. She gazes at the white junk as a thousand thoughts swirl through her mind. Making an
effort with her arms and both eyes, she strains to grasp the fleeting white. Miss Dai Er opens her eyes and takes a
deep breath, recovering gradually.
“Feeling better?” asks the dentist.
Dai Er sits up with difficulty.
“I … I’m fine.”
The young dentist smiles. (Dai Er can only imagine his smile since all his expressions are hidden by the gauze
mask.) “Did you faint because of the needle?” he asks.
“No. Not exactly. The hypodermic … makes me think of something else.”
“This is not a good day for you. Why don’t you come back in a couple of days, when you feel better?”
Ashamed and remorseful, Miss Dai Er steps down from the dentist’s chair on rubbery legs. She knows she will
never come back here. She looks at the young dentist, who has touched her cheek and whose limpid eyes have
already been carved in her mind; the feeling of profound loss is so dominant that she doesn’t even say good-bye to
this young dentist who has fired her imagination and made her want to stay longer with him. She leaves amid the
gloom of disappointment.
5: Love In Winter
Winter is a serene old man walking calmly out of an ardent summer, out of the bigoted, romantic, and dangerous air of the tropics, then gradually quieting down. I like summer, but my love sprouts in a winter setting. Of
course, this may be seen as the nature I have bestowed upon this love.
Before I ran into him again, my winter had been long and desolate; the icy north wind whizzing past my
window was like a shadowless, invisible man panting as he runs. A bald-pated, commodious sky greeted my
window. I sat facing the window in my warm room with a book of some sort in my hands and the sunshine more
trustworthy than any of my imagined lovers. Creeping languidly all over my body, the sunshine alone stayed to
embrace me during the chilled months and years, soothingly melting the pent-up sorrow and despair in my heart
and restoring a sense of composure.
During this winter, my trust in him gradually increased until it was second only to my trust in the sunshine.
After he burst into my life, I felt as if I were living in a world of unreality. My body was but a stationary launching pad for thoughts. Most of the time, I was unable to keep my gushing thoughts from wandering all over the
place like a cloud, like a mist. I frequently pinched my cheeks in the hope that the real sense of touching would
somehow make me more real.
We started dating regularly. I believed I liked and trusted this man. He steadfastly avoided mentioning the
incident at our first meeting, when my loss of control had impressed us both so deeply.

972

We went out every night. During those years, my sole amusement had been walking. So we walked along
Jianguomen Avenue for hours, taking in the sights, a refreshing breeze kissing our faces and colored lights
glittering all around. This man, born in the year of the male horse (he always added the male gender to the animal
representing his birth year), had the tall, powerful physique of a stallion. I hung on to his left arm as we walked
leisurely. Actually, only he was walking, propelling both of us forward. Like the earth itself, he bore my all.
Finally one day, he asked me:
“Why didn’t you come back after you left that day?”
I knew he meant our first meeting.
“If I hadn’t bumped into you at the theater, I’m afraid you might have disappeared forever. I hate to even think
about it—I might have lost a whole world.”
I was suddenly quite moved. There in the middle of the brightly lit street, we kissed. My heart emptied, my
limbs turned weak. For a timid young girl tasting a man for the first time, this act was indeed soul shattering. I
found myself longing desperately for his body; the strange fear hidden within me gradually dispersed.
He drew me into the shadow of some roadside trees. And there in the leafy mosaic of moonlight, we kissed and
fondled each other for a long time. Making an effort to contain his excitement, he unbuttoned a young woman’s
blouse for the first time in his life, as nervous as a boy who has just learned how to unbutton his clothes being told
by his teacher to take his shirt off. Also for the first time, he roamed a woman’s body with his eyes. We held each
other tightly; a young man and a young woman new to the clouds and rains of sex were sent into ecstasy. I felt
drained, nothing but a hollow container. The top of my head felt cold and numb, my body became a vast wasteland; a sort of void, the likes of which I had never experienced before, spread unhindered, as if the surrounding
area were full of stony peaks and swimming fish.
I do not intend to describe our love here because I simply don’t, know whether or not it can be called love.
Today, five years later, I’m still unable to judge accurately my feelings at that time, since I have never known all
the implications of love.
I remember how, when I was burning to take his body into mine, I stopped suddenly, clung to his waist without
moving, and sobbed softly, tears glistening in my eyes. I said:
“I don’t want to see it, don’t want to—”
“What’s the matter?”
“I just don’t want to see it.”
“What’s wrong? Why?”
I could answer only with low sobs and tears like pearls. He stopped and caressed my face. The repression
concealed in my body for years was like a fish bone lodged in my throat. At last, I plucked up the courage to
remove whatever it was from the bottom of my heart and hand it timidly to this man. In a low voice, I implored
him to share my burden, for only he could shoulder my fears.
I gave myself over to the protection of his arms and his profession. I had never felt so relaxed because I had
never lost control in anyone’s arms before. One by one, my sobs transported me to a joyful realm I’d never known
existed. But I had never felt so burdened either: I had to face the blurred past of my childhood again in order to
share it with him.
6: A Clinical Conversation
Finally, Miss Dai Er called the young dentist one rainy afternoon. She said she had to see him.
The rain had stopped by the time they strolled through the hospital district, with its verdant trees and rainsoaked leaves. The sun was out, and the sky appeared a fresh, tender pink that dripped down onto the steamy
lawn. Old people talked to themselves as they sat idly on park benches, nodding off from time to time. The young
Dr. Kong Sen smelled of disinfectant, which made Miss Dai Er feel like a patient.
“So, you’ve come …” he said. “Are your gums inflamed again?”
At first, Miss Dai Er held her tongue, but then she started talking about something totally unrelated. She talked
on and on, delighted to be able to unburden herself of her past.
Miss Dai Er said that in her childhood she had a friend, an architect, a gaunt, weary, middle-aged man who was
her only friend. He lived next door to her. At that time, children’s toys consisted of sand, cobblestones, and water.
Things like building blocks and simple rubber, non-electric toys were luxuries. Day in and day out, little Dai Er
was immersed in the joy of playing in the sand. She dug countless small holes around herself and put a blown-up
paper ball into each of the holes (she called the balls mines), then crisscrossed two or three twigs over the holes,
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covered them with paper, and buried the whole thing with sand. When that was done, Dai Er stood there
surveying the area like a general devising strategies in a command tent, while arrayed around her were hidden
accomplishments. Closing her eyes, she spun around several times, then walked out of the minefield in the grip of
excitement. This was a game she had learned and adapted from the movie Mine Warfare, and she was absorbed in
it for a long time.
The grown-up Miss Dai Er recalled her childhood game, whether at the office or out among the crowds, and
only now realized how her present life resembled that game.
Little Dai Er spent a great deal of time with her architect friend, a reticent man who grew lively only when he
played symbolic games (the term symbolic was a modifier the grown-up Dai Er bestowed upon the word game).
He taught little Dai Er some games she’d never dreamed of; for example, he taught her how to build high towers
by mixing crushed stones with mud. He built them high enough for the child Dai Er to think them truly lofty.
They were always in danger of collapsing with a loud crash: a strong wind could blow them down. And as they
stood there, lofty and tottering, the architect would lead Dai Er in squeals of delight.
They also played faucet. At the southwest corner of the yard was a long trough with three faucets. The architect often turned them all on at the same time, releasing three powerful streams of water, which nearly drove him
wild. He would howl excitedly; the sounds reverberating through the deserted yard sounded especially horrible,
both thrilling and frightening little Dai Er.
He was an excellent architect, whose certificates of merit covered a wall in his home. But his wife was never
proud of that. In Dai Er’s memory, these neighbors, her only neighbors, quarreled constantly. When little Dai Er
asked her parents why that was, they became evasive, avoiding the important and dwelling on the trivial; or they
equivocated, saying that Uncle was busy with his work in architecture and didn’t have time to take care of the
family and so Auntie was unhappy with him. Children wouldn’t understand and shouldn’t ask so many questions.
Dai Er was never satisfied with this answer. She constantly sought an opportunity to ask her architect friend—
until one rainy day, when the event that Dai Er would remember all her life happened. After telling her mother
tearfully that the architect had exposed himself in front of her, they were not friends anymore.
Now that she is grown up, little by little Miss Dai Er has come to understand the connection between his
frenzied need to work and play and the loss of his manhood—a compensation for failure.
Finally one day, a white ambulance, its siren blaring, took the architect away from the yard where little Dai Er
played her games. They said he was taken to the asylum in the northern part of the city. They also said that after
pacing up and down a gloomy, remote, and shaded pathway for a long time, he did to a young female passerby
what he had done to little Dai Er on that rainy day.
When Dai Er was in elementary school, she experienced a fire. At first, people were driven out of their homes
by a strong, scorching odor and the acrid, choking smell of smoke; then they saw the architect’s windows being
lapped by coundess bright-red dog tongues. Bit by bit, those hissing dog tongues merged into a wall of hot flames.
On that afternoon, after being suspended from his duties, the architect had locked himself in his room, where he
set a fire amid the suffocating smell of gasoline that brought an end to his vexations, regrets, and powerless
desires. The billowing smoke and crackling flames enveloped the quiet yard, the twisting alley, and Miss Dai Er’s
serpentine childhood, which was lost in the hidden recesses of that alley.
*
The young dentist laid a hand heavily on Miss Dai Er’s shoulder, as though to keep her from being carried
away by the billowing smoke in her memory. That was the arm for which Miss Dai Er had long been yearning.
She had been waiting for just such an arm to rescue her from her memories. For the first time in her life, she
became a patient, giving herself up weakly to the arm that had rooted out so many decayed teeth. The arm itself
was the warmest and safest bedside practitioner, the most accurate psychoanalyst.
7: The Beginning of Birth or Death
One breezy, sunny morning a few months after I moved in with him, we cut through the busy district of town,
then crossed a vacant lot and a yard piled high with rusty metal, rotting wood, and crumbling bricks. I had always
felt a strange affection and melancholy toward all those relics; the desolation never failed to spark feeling of
nostalgia: maybe that junkyard held my childhood and early youth. We stood silently for a while, then walked
toward a small hut—for years, it had been regarded as the cradle of love as well as the source of the graveyard;
people said it was a stage that accommodated both comedies and tragedies. I was incapable of naming this place,
just as today I am incapable of naming my love of that time.
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A warmhearted young man received us, one who habitually punctuated his speech with luck (used in place of
commas, this word evinced neither joy nor anger). From this small hut, we obtained a red certificate that read
Registration No. 13.
Dai Er (Female), 23
Kong Sen (Male), 26
Wed of their own free will.
Investigation confirms that their marriage
conforms to the marriage laws of the State.

We each kept a copy, knowing that the paper was thick as sheet metal and thin as a cicada’s wing.
8: A Ceremony for Hovering
On an afternoon after her marriage, Miss Dai Er finally shows up again at dental chair 103 in Hospital 103.
She looks especially beautiful, her face radiant with softness and charm. The panicky eyes exist no more; now her
gaze has a dazzling fascination, like a shining constellation.
Sitting peacefully and confidently in the chair, she says to the young dentist beside her, like a mistress commanding her attendant:
“Let’s begin.”
In his right hand, the young dentist holds a full syringe, the needle pointing straight up as if it were a loaded
pistol ready to fire. He waves it in front of Miss Dai Er and asks:
“Are you sure?”
Dai Er smiles.
“I’m sure.” She opens her mouth wide, calmly accepting the highly symbolic hypodermic as it stabs her soft
palate. Following a momentary sting, her mouth is suffused with a warm, sweet numbness. Sunshine enters her
mouth, penetrates her jaw, permeates her tongue; it dances trippingly and sings gracefully in her mouth. A pink
smile spills out over her lips.
The young Dr. Kong Sen bends over her, and even though the white gauze mask hides his lips, Dai Er can still
feel the hot breath greeting her. The dentist holds forceps or scalpel in his right hand, and with his left arm he
presses against her chest for support. This weight stirs her imagination wonderfully. The young dentist deftly
extracts two impacted wisdom teeth from Miss Dai Er’s mouth, one from each side. When they work together like
that, Miss Dai Er feels no pain. She cooperates obediently and meekly. They seem to be hovering together,
distantly light as a feather, the sky covered with their rainbow arcs. This intimate cooperation and harmony
resurrects the memory of sharing her husband’s bed on their wedding night.
When the young Dr. Kong Sen noisily drops the two bloody wisdom teeth onto the milky tray, the secret
anguish deeply buried in Miss Dai Er’s remote past is finally uprooted.
82.110 A Bowl Of White Rice\fn{by Chang Man-chuan (1962- )} Hopei Province, China (F) 2
After four days’ journey and forty years’ separation, I finally returned to my home in north China last summer.
Standing on the yellow earth, the freshly harvested wheat fields on the high plain emitted a fragrance of baked
mud. My snow-white shoes moved slowly across the hard, warm ground towards the setting sun. Ah! That’s the
West. It seemed that I had come for the sole purpose of bidding farewell to the last rays of the day.
The season was one of laziness; the scorching sun relentlessly attempted to melt everything in sight, rendering
all things weak and withered. People’s movements, thoughts, appetites, emotions, all came to a stagnant idleness.
To keep alert, I never ate to the full so that the emptiness in my stomach would often tug gently at some visceral
nerves, sharpening my thinking. It seemed that losing one’s appetite in such extreme heat was natural.
Strangely, it was here on this yellow earth that I felt a more acute hunger and thirst, even a subtle pain, all of
which gnawed at my consciousness. My need for food reached an unprecedented confused nervousness.
As soon as we walked into the home of my third aunt, all sorts of people crowded in after us, filling the tiny
yard. I could see everyone’s mouth opening and shutting, yet in the midst of the noisy crowd, not one word was
intelligible. As we had never met before, I acknowledged them all with a slight nod and smile. Yet, in spite of the
long separation, every one we met was family. There was no need to recognize each one.
In an advanced state of pregnancy, my cousin offered me a glass of murky yellowish liquid. Perhaps it was
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once an aerated drink but now it had already turned flat and contained only a subtle residue of sweetness. After
swallowing it, there was a bitter aftertaste in my throat.
My mother had a fever and wanted to drink some hot water. A moment later, my cousins brought a glass of
heated soda water which was still steaming, and enthusiastically insisted that she drink it while it was still hot. We
stared at each other blankly, not knowing how to turn down such warm hospitality.
After the onlookers had dispersed, I walked into the yard and noticed a pile of potatoes, peppers, tomatoes and
eggplants stacked alongside the wall. My cousin said that these had been saved for a few days especially for our
return. I said, “Thank you.”
“What for? We grew them ourselves.”
Smiling, she waved at her husband as he left the house. The husband was carrying a sack of flour to the
commune to exchange it for noodles. He returned her smile and went out the door.
A water pump stood in the middle of the yard. It was just like the kind I remembered, from my childhood in the
country. We used to use the weight of our small bodies to press down the handle and when the water would gush
out of the ground amidst our laughter, we were always fascinated.
And now; using only one hand, I could effortlessly bring up the water. The water swirled in the basin, and the
sediment quickly sank to its bottom. The color of the water resembled diluted tea. Holding my facial soap, .I
hesitated. My cousin-in-law handed me a towel and commented, “Our water is pretty good, isn’t it?”
Smiling, I cupped the cold liquid in my hands, soothing the unexpressed agitation in my heart.
Why does using clean water have to be a luxury?
Yet, the next day when we went to my first aunt’s village, the children noisily pumped a basin of water as
brown as the Yellow River, and after washing their hands and faces, they drew up another ladle full of it for
drinking. Standing there, unable to struggle or escape, I cringed with a feeling of humiliation.
After sunset, the day did not darken. It was as if it were dawn. Standing on a path that ran through the rice
paddy fields, I saw a line of people walking towards me. The uneven yellow ground made them appear as if they
were staggering.
The elderly woman who was walking in front was supported by someone. Her wind-blown silvery hair and
loose garment fluttered in the wind. We stood some distance apart, eyeing one another.
Could this be my second aunt? She had gone to town to see a doctor. Upon returning home and hearing the
news of my arrival, she had wasted no time in rushing over to see me.
As the distance between us narrowed, she waved and called out my childhood name. After many years of correspondence, my name had often been spoken by them as though we’d been living together in natural affinity. Yet
hearing it uttered by her for the first time, I was startled and unable to respond.
I leaned against the doorway. My mother and aunts were inside, looking at me with tears in their eyes. Outside
was the vast sprawling land and the rustling of the aspen tree. Standing in between, on the threshold, I was
unwilling to plunge into either world.
I had missed the last parting. How many more years must I wait for the next one?
Forty years of turmoil, how was it possible to explain? To recount? Talking, laughing, and crying, many previous hardships were forgotten in the tears and laughter. Many horrors were no longer believable, even becoming
somewhat humorous. The torture of unending hunger had also become a vague memory.
The second aunt who was sick was still very weak. She sat up for a while then had to go and rest. The cousins
brought a table into the yard and rounded everyone up for dinner.
Eating the noodles brought back from the commune, one could feel and hear the sound of sand in one’s mouth.
Did the sand come from the wind? Or was it from the underground water? Like my relatives, I held up the large
coarse bowl and ate the noodles, vegetables, soup and all. After eating, some unrecognizable grains still remained
between my teeth. It was unquestionably a simple crude meal, yet seeing the radiance on the faces of my relatives
and their healthy appetite, I knew that to them this was actually a feast.
By the end of dinner, my second aunt reappeared, holding a bowl of white rice. We had finished eating and
everyone told her to take it away. She became somewhat unhappy.
“You all eat noodles. Mun grew up in Taiwan. People in Taiwan eat rice. How can she get used to this?”
Then, placing the bowl in front of me, she said smilingly:
“Go ahead. This bowl of white rice was cooked for you.”
I had grown up in Taiwan and was picky with food. Since my childhood, I had never liked noodles, sometimes
not even rice. Summers were spent on fruit, salad and ice cream. Perhaps it was because of this that returning to
my homeland I felt the desperation of hunger so acutely—a sensation my relatives had lived with for so many
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years.
It was difficult enough to exchange flour for noodles, let alone a bowl of white rice.
The rice was moist and soft. I picked up my chopsticks and lifted it grain by grain into my mouth. I didn’t
know where this steaming warm rice had come from, how long it had been stored in the warehouse, or how it had
been kept in my aunt’s home. The aroma of fresh rice was long gone, leaving behind a taste of age and time.
Chewing gently, religiously, I felt a gush of pain creeping from my face into my eyes. Never before had I felt such
an emotion, eating a bowl of rice.
Now we are again separated by thousands of miles. A year has easily slipped by. In the last three months, even
our correspondence has stopped. And yet, with the arrival of summer, I can’t help but remember that unfinished
bowl of white rice.
The sky is slowly darkening. Tottering weakly on the uneven road, my aunt is firmly holding out a bowl of
white rice. It is for her niece from a faraway land. It is to give her a sense of home.
Her shining white hair, the brilliant white rice, the sheen of her white jacket, all glittered brightly in the dark
night.
188.48 Surviving Through Struggle\fn{by Chu Hailan (1962- )} Peking?, China (F) 3
Actually, I could have come even earlier; it’s just that we decided on this time.\fn {“You didn’t leave work early, did
you?” the interviewer asked} I’m unemployed again. The boss said business was too slow. It doesn;’t matter. I run into
this sort of thing all the time.\fn{She is the wife of Liu Nianchun, one of the initiators of the “Peace Charter” and the “Leage for the
Protection of the Rights of Working People”}
I met Nianchun after he had already served three years as a political prisoner, so I always thought I had prepared myself for something like this; but last May when he suddenly disappeared without a trace, I became in credibly frightened. I felt as if my entire life had been plunged into darkness. We rushed around everywhere ask ing for information, but the only answer we got was:
“I don’t know.”
Administrative workers are always cold and indifferent toward a victim’s family members. Some I’ve come
across have been even worse. I remember one day after Nianchun had been gone for over a month, I went to the
City Public Security Bureau reception office to ask for help. After waiting for several hours, the only answer I got
was still
“We don’t know.”
I felt tired and discouraged hearing those words yet again. The bureau chief, whose name was Zhang, then
chose that moment to say to me,
“If Liu Nianchun were to have been harmed in anyway, then we wouldn’t know about it.”
My mind was abuzz after I heard his words. Wouldn’t you say he had vicious intentions? What way is that for
a cadre to act!
As my inquiries continued to no avail, I grew more and more terrified. I didn’t know where he was; I didn’t
know what his situation was; and I didn’t know how he was. I didn’t even know if he was alive or dead. I was
scared that we might be persecuted even more, that my elderly mother-in-law would be worried and my 7-yearold daughter frightened.
Friends and I went to ilie place where Nianchun had disappeared and asked around. Finally we learned that he
and Zhang Lin had been taken away by police officers who said they were sent to take care of this matter. Many
of the residents of ilie area had wimessed the two being forced into a small car and whisked away.
Those of us suffering similar fates have often joined together in action. Gou Qinghui, Wang Jinna, and I wrote
a letter to the National People’s Congress asking them to take up our husbands’ cases, carry out a thorough investigation, and ensure that the circumstances of the cases and their sentencing were handled in accordance wiili the
law. Their husbands are Yuan Hongbing and Xiao Biguang. Yuan Hongbing, Xiao Biguang, and Liu Nianchun had
all taken part in organizing the League for the Protection of the Rights of Working People and each one had been
subsequendy arrested by the auiliorities under different pretexts.
I also made protests to the international community through human rights organizations, women’s organiza tions, the United Nations, and so on, to bring attention to Liu Nianchun’s case and the fact that his life was endangered.
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The Peking Public Security Bureau had been detaining Liu Nianchun for over three months, and we still had
received no official notification whatsoever. We were left psychologically and economically drained by his disap pearance.
After Nianchun took part in the Peace Charter movement in 1993, he was called in for questioning by the po lice throughout November and December. And last year he was also taken in for questioning during the visit by
United States Secretary of State Warren Christopher to China. But this time was different. He had simply disap peared. The fear and pressure we felt was much greater because we didn’t know anything.
My mother-in-law is fairly strong. Ten years ago both of her sons were imprisoned for taking part in the
Democracy Wall Movement at Xidan, and she endured it with great strength. Yet this time there was one day
when after we had gone to the police department to ask for news about Nianchun and heard the reply of “We don’t
known” yet again, her sadness suddenly overwhelmed her and she became choked up with tears. My daughter was
too small to really understand what was going on, but she would often miss her father and ask
“Why hasn’t Daddy come home yet?”
I remember one day I took her to Purple Bamboo Park. As the two of us walked along, my heart felt empty and
I felt sorry for my little daughter. But she was very happy that day as she walked along telling me how she and
Daddy had done this here or that there. I practically broke down in tears listening to her. I still don’t know how I
managed to survive those days.
I was completely terrified the very first time I went,\fn{ To the police} but for some reason, after I had gone a few
more times, I wasn’t afraid in the least. I was just angry. One time I got into an argument with the police at the
door to the public security office. In the end I felt tired and depressed and simply couldn’t hold back my tears. A
group of passersby soon surrounded me and I suddenly burst out screaming at them about everything that had
happened from beginning to end. I released all of the hurt I had pent up inside. I don’t think I felt any fear then at
I was very confused and didn’t really pay any attention to them. They seemed to be listening and that was all I
cared about. My feelings were very strange at the time; I had a tremendous need to tell people what had happened
and to have someone listen to what I said.
Most of our neighbors were very nice, but there were some other foolish people who used this as an excuse to
make trouble, to break some of the windows in our house. Some of our acquaintances became afraid and avoided
me. I myself was well aware of this and didn’t want to bring trouble upon others either. But our true friends con tinued to show their concern for us, and several even accompanied me when I went to inquire about Nianchun. I
also found great comfort in those who were suffering under similar circumstances.
I had never paid much attention to politics. I was still very young when I first met Nianchun. I was preparing
to take the college entrance examinations and a friend introduced him to me as a language tutor. I felt that he was
a very good and upright person. I was too young to understand enough to be afraid and I was completely idealis tic. I admired him with all my heart and absolutely supported all of his activities. Everything he has ever done has
been to better society and our country, and he has never broken any law.
When we ran into trouble registering our marriage, we began living together and even had a daughter. We’ve
suffered a great deal because of this as well. Since our daughter couldn’t get a residence permit for Peking, she
had trouble getting into a school. It wasn’t easy for us to pay the 3000 yuan in fees for her to attend schooL Only
last year in Nanjing were we finally able to take care of all the marriage formalities so she could be properly reg istered.
It’s difficult for someone in his position to find work. He tried to do some business on his own, but it was hard
work and he didn’t make much money. So we’ve always had a difficult time making ends meet.
I feel that the most serious problems for Chinese women are the trafficking in women and the suffering of
women under the family planning policies. I think that the persecution suffered by rural women is especially serious. Women who have been sold can very easily become degenerate. Most rural women are not highly educated
and are easily manipulated and tricked by the traffickers in humans. After they’ve been sold they don’t know how
to resist.
Some of them figure that it’s better to sell oneself than to be sold by others and so they fall into prostitution.
But can you blame them? If society had provided them with the necessary conditions to live as a human being,
they would not have been forced to stray down this path. Trafficking in women also includes marriages that are
arranged for profit as it is rare for a woman who has been sold into a marriage to find happiness.
Problems with the family planning policies have also arisen from ignorance, and the use of force to carry out
these policies is inhumane. In order to enforce these policies in the countryside, women are being sterilized as if
they were livestock.
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The Chinese government says that women who don’t respect the one-child policy are “poisonous feudal rem nants.” But the truth is that the government has not implemented the social welfare programs it should. Raising
children to take care of you when you are old is not some kind of feudal idea, it’s a real question, a social reality
that old people face. If you go to the countryside in China you’ll realize how miserable the old people are who
don’t have a son. If our society had guarantees in place to ensure the welfare of the elderly, than the one-child policy would not be that difficult to enforce and it wouldn’t make such a great difference whether you had a boy or a
girl.
The pressure is always there. We’ve already grown accustomed to it. We just live with it. What else can we do?
My interview with Chu Hailan took place in early May. At the end of the month I read in the newspapers that she
had been taken in for questioning and her husband Liu Nianchun had been detained again. I know that Chu Hailan
is once more left to take care of her elderly mother-in-law and her young daughter, wondering if she too might be
detained at any time.
191.10 Excerpt from Brothers: A Novel\fn{by Da Chen (1962- )} Yellow Stone, Fujian Province, China (M) 7
To tell the truth of my birth, I must start not from the beginning, but from the end to my beginning. I was born
twice, really.
First when I tore through my mother’s dark passage.
The second time when the old medicine man saved me.
The young woman who gave birth to me meant to end it all, not just her life, but also mine, right at the moment
of my sunrise. She was in a hurry to leap off the cliff atop Mount Balan, but I outfaced her swollen legs and
slipped out of her womb just as she struggled toward the edge of that fateful precipice. One was left to wonder
why she did it, making herself a myth, leaping off the zenith of the mountain with me still attached to her by the
rope of life, the entangled umbilical cord.
I burst through before she burst off, born in the air, hovering over it all. I imagine her flying off that rugged
cliff like an eagle gliding downward, free from her nest, her moorings, her sins, or her final lament, to be
forgotten by the wind that fluttered her youthful hair up as she rushed down. We, the twinned and wingless angels,
free-fell.
But the unthinkable happened. The hand of destiny intervened. I, the wailing newborn, falling in the wake of
my mother along the face of the vine-crawling cliff, was suddenly caught in the branches of a tea tree growing out
of a cave’s mouth. In one slowed second that could have lasted a lifetime, the umbilical I cord snapped. Arrested
by the two springy branches, I let out a frightful scream—my ode to the strenuous tea tree.
My mother—the angel of my birth, my death—and I parted in the air, blood aspill, splattering the tea leaves. I
bounced, suspended aloft by the branches of the blessed tree. She plunged farther, a diminishing dot of herself,
then vanished into the secrecy of the valley below, never to be seen again. Why she chose to sing her death song
this early in her life, I would only come to know later.
For now, I was left dangling, as dangling as one could be.
But fate intervened once more. Grace descended upon me in the shape of a scrawny village medicine man, old
and faithful. When he heard me crying and saw me caught on the wind-blasted cliff, he climbed down to fetch me
as a monkey would. Fortunately, he was as nimble as one, for his vocation dictated that he roam the mountain
ranges from peak to peak, from valley to valley, and from cave to cave in search of the rare ginseng and scarce
swallows’ spit only to be found in the capricious spots reached by birds.
He flung himself down, breaking through tree branches, missing a few footholds, nearly dashing himself to
death. But on that given day heaven allowed only one death. Breathlessly, he got hold of me. That was the
moment I call my second birth, one given me by the grace of Buddha through the hand of one who had done his
virtuous deeds day and night, caring for a village full of sick and poor. I say Buddha’s grace and it was rightly so,
for had another man heard me and, Buddha willing, found his heart wanting to save the little bundle, whether he
was a virtuous man or not, he might never have done what the medicine man did, for in the old man’s heart rang a
lonesome bell of childlessness. The cry I made, the cry he heard, as he would later recount, was that cry deep in
the recesses of his soul. It was not just a cry of any boy, but that of his own blood.
He was inches away when a blast of wind nearly took me away from it all again. But, one arm holding to a tree
root, he reached for me, catching my tiny leg just in time to swing me into the crook of his arm. To save time, to
save me, he did what no one dared do before, sliding hundreds of feet down the steep cliff, scraping his knees, his
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heels, nearly breaking his bones, then running home to his wife of forty years before the nocturnal mountain cats
could smell our bloody trail.
The goat was chased and the milk milked. His wife fed me the milk as if it came from her own breasts. Then
and there they named me Shento, the mountaintop, the zenith.
“He will soar for the sky like our sacred Mount Balan,” Baba said.
“And he will rise toward the heaven like the spirit of our ancient soul,” Mama said. “Can we really keep him
as our own?”
“Of course. He is a gift from our beloved mountain, a reward for the deeds we have rendered.”
“And he looks like he belongs in my arms,” Mama crooned, stroking my cheek. So ends the tale of my birth
and begins the story of my life.
The sun waned and the moon waxed and I gradually grew to be a sturdy village boy with an appetite of a child
three years older. Mama fed me with an adult-sized bamboo spoon. No birdie song needed to be sung to get me to
eat. I would chow down one spoonful after another until I gave out little burps. My favorite food was sweet sticky
rice cake. In our poor village where the staple diet was yams, sweet rice was rare and precious. Baba walked miles
to visit patients in remote villages to earn extra money for those precious rice cakes. He went to the ancient forest,
chopped down the finest bamboo poles, and made a sturdy playpen big enough for me to crawl and sleep in. Baba
put the pen near his desk in the infirmary. With Mama’s assistance, he saw his patients, dispensed advice, and
performed acupuncture with me nearby.
Against one wall in the infirmary leaned a massive medicine cabinet containing drawers of herbal medicine
that Baba sold to his patients by the ounce, and some by the pinch. The drawers were labeled with arcane Chinese
inscriptions that only doctors versed in the classics would recognize. I startled Baba one day at two-and-a-half
years by naming and locating ten of the most common herbs. By three I could name more than half of them.
When I was four I pointed out one day that Baba had pinched the wrong herb for a particular prescription. The
correction, Baba said, saved the pregnant woman from having a miscarriage. Baba and Mama were convinced that
I was no ordinary boy. From then on, Baba read me classic medicinal texts and schooled me to memorize
acupuncture points. One night, lying in bed before falling asleep, I overheard Baba whisper to Mama,
“Our son is destined to be the most gifted doctor these mountains will ever know. Imagine how many cures he
might find for diseases with his extraordinary mind.”
“No!” Mama retorted.
“No? Why would you disagree with that?”
“His destiny is beyond your narrow wish,” Mama said. “One day he will lead thousands and rule millions.”
“Aren’t you a bit too ambitious, my dear wife?” I heard Baba say.
“Not at all. Don’t you see? He suffered tragedy at birth, not unlike many emperors who rose from nothing to
the golden throne.” Baba was quiet for a moment.
“I did read somewhere that tragedy breeds extraordinary men.”
“Yes. Unfortunately those great men were never entitled to much happiness.”
“Oh, I much rather he be ordinary and live happily and long enough to see us die,” said Baba.
“It is too late. His destiny began when he took his first breath off that cliff. It is already great fortune for us to
have him for as long as our good Buddha allows.”
That night, I broke the rule and snuggled into their bed, sleeping between them till the sun rose. But no matter
how often they talked about me, they never came near the subject of my birth parents. It was as if once that taboo
were broken, the ghost from my past would come to haunt our nearly perfect though simple life.
*
I was born the son of General Ying Long and the only grandchild of two Influential families in China: the
Longs, a banking dynasty, and the Xias, a military powerhouse. The two prominent families were as different as
night and day.
Grandfather Xia had no education. But he walked with Chairman Mao in the Long March, a pedigree that won
him the lifelong post of commander in chief of China’s navy, air force, and army.
Grandfather Long, an Oxford-trained Communist economist, an oxymoron in itself, was the governor of the
Bank of China. His brothers had long prospered in the capitalist colony of Hong Kong as bankers. A sophisticated
financier who spoke Parisian French, perfect formal Japanese, and flawless English with an Oxford accent,
Grandfather Long preferred Savile Row-tailored suits, Cuban cigars, fine wines, Beethoven, and Shakespeare—
some minor sins picked up in his university days at Oxford back in the thirties. He was the only Chinese national
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during the Cold War years to receive, on a daily basis, the Wall Street Journal, the New York Times, and, his
favorite, the brownish-looking Financial Times of the United Kingdom.
In keeping with his image as China’s top banker, he was given a classic model Mercedes-Benz, a liveried
chauffeur, and China’s only chef trained in Western cuisine from the kitchen of Peking Hotel. Grandfather Long
was, after all, head of one of the biggest banks in the world, second only to the almighty Federal Reserve of the
United States. The balance sheet said it all. The Bank of China owned the country with all its mountains, rivers,
air rights in the sky, mineral rights under the ocean floor, and everything else in between.
Grandfather Xia may have been a five-star general, but he was still grubby and rough, preferring to sleep on
hard solid wood and a carved wooden pillow. Soft, spongy mattresses with springs made his back ache and
shoulders sore. He often wore a pair of straw sandals, his feet’s best friends during his youthful days as a
messenger when he had walked rocky mountains and waded rivers for the great Chairman Mao during the infancy
of China’s Communist Party in Yenan, of the Shaanxi Province. He had a confessed northern peasant mentality
and didn’t trust flushing toilets, preferring to use night pots instead. He said that fine cigarettes were an insult to
real smokers such as he, whose lung cells could only be awakened by a special type of foul-smelling tobacco from
a little village near the mountains of the Himalayas; all other smoke only put his lungs to sleep.
His favorite daily wear, if he had a choice, were hand-stitched baggy linen shorts. For entertainment, nothing
was better than the yee-yee-yaa-yaaing Peking Opera that he hummed along with in a guttural, off-tune voice that
easily scared children. But the most shocking was his daily diet of roasted bull testicles, raw oysters, pork
knuckles, and fish heads—the greasy handiwork of his private chef, a distant cousin who was originally a country
butcher from his village. Everything was served in big pots and plates, in great quantities and variety, countrystyle home cooking, each meal a little feast that could have fed a village. He would sample each dish, burp, and
give the rest to his staff, guards, and their families, the way emperors did a dynasty back. He was a king in his
own court, leading the biggest army in the history of the world—10 million soldiers at peacetime, which could
easily double or triple from the reserve with the hint of any war. His favorite joke was that if anyone were to cause
any trouble, all China needed to do was have all their men pee and their enemy would be flooded in a nasty
deluge.
As different as they were, Grandfather Long and Grandfather Xia formed the north and south poles of
Chairman Mao’s feudal-like reign over the most populated nation on earth. Grandfather Long kept Mao fiom
going bankrupt, at least on the books. The bank reserves were higher than ever with loans aplenty. He supported
every ideological movement initiated by Mao, and gave him all his financial might. Grandfather Xia kept the
Chairman from going out of power. And if there were any attempts on his life, Mao never heard about it because
Grandfather took care of them the old-fashioned way: He made them disappear.
My two grandfathers never saw eye to eye, even at the most intimate meetings with the aging Chairman. They
quarreled constantly like schoolchildren. The fights were legendary and sometimes even came close to fists.
Mao’s only comment on their bickering was that they reminded him of his younger third wife, the notorious
Madame Mao.
Like all the emperor’s trusted men, my grandfathers were loved by their ultimate leader and rewarded lavishly.
They had mansions in Zhong Nan Hai, the elegant prime location in the capital city of Peking, surrounded by
scenic mountains and lakes. Their residences were walled, protected fiom the eyes of ordinary people and the din
of the congested streets. Fashionably furnished vacation homes were also built and given to them on the long,
deserted sandy beaches of Beidaihe, a government resort near the China Sea. A private train with sleeping
compartments and mah-jongg rooms, staffed by a culinary chef, scurried them back and forth from the city and
country as they wished.
By virtue of their ranks, they were both given the same government rations, the same number of servants, the
same color TV; and an equal number of phone lines. Naturally, their properties were located on the same strip of
land, constructed in the same style, and decorated in like manner, down to identical furnishings. Chairman Mao’s
nonpreferential treatment meant the two men were always in each other’s shadow, at work or in leisure, neighbors
in the city and at their beach retreats. Their relationship was so uncompromising that one refused to let the other
enjoy himself and followed him around to the different locations just to irritate the other with his presence.
All things nonetheless went well except for one tiny consequence that took root, grew, and blossomed in their
backyard like a willow seed dropped off by a passing swan.
Hua, which meant “flower,” was Grandfather Xia’s only daughter. A concert pianist, she was beautiful, shy,
and artistic. Grandfather Long, the banker, used to call her a pretty flower growing out of a pile of manure.
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Grandfather Long’s only son, Ding Long, was a young general in the army. Every chance they had, ever since
they were young, Hua Xia and Ding Long had snuck into the garden separating the two homes and played
together. In the summer, when the families vacationed by the sea, the two kids raked clams and caught crabs
together whenever their fathers weren’t around. They left secret codes on the beach by writing on the sand with
their bare toes, signaling meetings at night under the moonlight and stars, hidden behind the dunes and sea drifts.
Friendship grew into love. While my grandfathers snored away, only the gentle darkness was witness to the
budding romance. The innocent kids thought their love and eventual marriage would end the hatred between the
two men.
One rainy summer day along the windswept beach of Beidaihe, Ding Long and Hua Xia appeared hand in
hand before the two old men, who were at the moment kicking sand at each other, squabbling over the nonexistent
border between their properties. The lovebirds ordered the men to stop fighting and told them they were going to
be in-laws soon. The general and financier almost had simultaneous heart attacks. Each had to be taken to his
living room by his nurse.
Mother and Father wed under a red flag. In a ceremonial toast to each other as in-laws, my two grandfathers
shook hands for the first time.
To no one’s surprise, on the day of my birth, both were in great spirits and in an even greater hurry to outrun
the other to catch the first glimpse of their first grandchild. The banker moved his daily meetings with his
lieutenants from the bank’s ornate conference room into the parking lot of the hospital where my mother was.
Grandfather Long huddled with his men in their Red Flag stretch limousines while his secretary ran back and
forth as messenger from car to hospital ward. He was feeling so lucky and charitable that within one hour after my
birth he put his personal seal on the biggest disaster relief loan in China’s history, a whopping 200 million
Chinese yuan to some southern province. Historians later recorded that the loan saved a million lives.
The general, on the other hand, woke up from his mahogany bed on the day of my birth only to be greeted with
the frustrating news of another uprising. Thousands of Miao monks were imprisoned for throwing stones and
knives at the Red Army. The general, usually of the mind-set of a ruthless conqueror, had a change of heart that
day.
“Free them,” he said.
He then departed in his helicopter for the hospital. Told in advance by his intelligence that his banker in-law
was already in the parking lot, he issued an emergency military order to the general manager of the hospital to
have the parking lot closed to any outside use. Grandfather Long could only grit his teeth as dust flew when the
air force helicopter landed noisily on the lot from which he had just been vacated for bogus military reasons.
“Remind me to suggest a severe military budget cut tomorrow,” he told one of his lieutenants.
But when both grandfathers finally saw me and held me in their arms, all they could do was laugh and smile
like two silly old men and compare who had the bigger wet spot made by my sudden bursts of urination.
As expected, my grandfathers competed for my affection and each determined to shape my future by exerting
as much personal influence in my daily life as possible.
Grandfather Xia taught me how to crawl military style when I was six months old. We squirmed along on the
carpeted floor of the mansion every day, pulling ourselves by our elbows. When I was ten months old, the general
taught me to walk like a soldier with feet lifted high. No dragging or shuffling. Left, right. Twice a week, he
kidnapped me and my nanny and drove us around the city in his armored jeep, followed by his entourage, to
review the military base off the city proper. I never said hello or good-bye to the general. I saluted him, solemnly.
Realizing that there were too many toy soldiers and nearly no toy bankers in the market, Grandfather Long
allocated a large sum of money to a government toy factory in Peking and had some made, complete with Mao’s
suits. He composed lullabies out of multiplication charts and drew interest rate fluctuation diagrams with colorful
crayons hand in hand with me. On Saturdays, when the world stock markets were closed, Grandfather Long sat
me in his large mahogany leather chair while he paced the room, listening to his lieutenants’ weekly economic
briefings on the rest of the world.
He was pleased when he noticed that I was particularly quiet during the weekly report of the U.S. interest rate,
the Dow Jones Index, and the Federal Reserve offering of the government Treasury bond, which was delivered in
the sweet, soothing voice of his staff economist, a Harvard-trained PhD, the only female.
My room bore evidence of my grandfathers’ contest of wills. Against one wall were the toys from the general:
rifles, tanks, jeeps, and soldiers. On the other wall hung a drawing of colorful world interest rates and the
valuation fluctuation of the world’s major currencies.
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But the real competition came on my first birthday. As was the tradition, I, well scrubbed and dressed in a
brand-new navy suit, was placed on the floor surrounded by different objects. The object I chose would signify
what I would be when I grew up. To everyone’s surprise, I didn’t pick up the abacus or the tank, which were
strategically placed right under my eyes and within easy reach as both grandfathers begged and coaxed on their
knees. Instead, I picked up a miniature globe and sunk my teeth into it, cracking it into a few pieces. Then, with
my right hand, I picked up the abacus, almost immediately discarded it, and picked up the tank. The banker
declared victory, but the general claimed that he would have the last laugh. It was decided that by grabbing the
globe, I was destined to be a world leader. But I would be ambivalent as to which tool to use to achieve this.
*
The year of my birth coincided with the outbreak of border skirmishes between Vietnam and China. My village
of Balan, nestling along China’s mountainous border, became a busy outpost overnight, with thousands of
People’s Liberation Army men and women stationed for combat. An elaborate army compound was built in the
center of the village, and we locals saw our first truck to ever tread the muddy trails. We marveled at the magic of
electricity. The noisy generator that provided enough power for the compound only deepened the prehistoric
darkness in the rest of the village after sunset.
While the armies waited for orders from above, the military men and women threw parties and consumed an
abundance of good food every day—beef, pork, eggs, barrels of lard. Cigarettes were plentiful, fabrics
fashionable, and movies played in the courtyard every Saturday night. Only a couple of village leaders got invited
to the talking pictures. The rest of the villagers climbed the treetops for a glimpse of the modern-day wonder.
Dances were also organized and a few lucky village girls were invited.
Ding Long, the young general in charge, had a school built for both the army and the village children. The
local people feared and worshipped him like a living god for the virtuous act.
On the first day of school, I got up before sunrise and donned the white linen shirt made from cloth that Mama
wove on the loom and then stitched by hand. I clunked around the hut on a pair of new wooden sandals that Baba
scrimped for months to afford from the outrageously expensive army store. As soon as I was out of my doting
parents’ sight, I took off my cherished little sandals and put them in my school satchel lest they be ruined in the
mud.
At seven years old, though I was the youngest in a class crowded with more worldly and much better dressed
army children, I was determined not to pedal behind the others. 1 was well versed in the Chinese classics from
Baba’s tutoring, and I composed elegant essays. But my favorite subject was math. I knew the importance of
counting money from being Baba’s cashier and I had no need for the abacus. My mind proved faster than the
ancient clicking and clacking tool.
The teacher taught me extra material from higher classes; I digested it easily and begged her for more. The
teacher soon spread word about me around the army depot.
At our dinner table, Baba and Mama listened to me recite texts learned in school as the soft glow of the setting
sun warmed our porch. I discussed complicated math with Baba, who usually stayed up late into the night
resolving the problems we discussed on his clicking abacus.
At the end of the year, I surprised everyone by winning the biggest prize in school—a bag of candy and a red
silk flag with five stars. Additionally, I received an unexpected invitation to dine with the general and to watch a
war movie inside the compound. This invitation caused much excitement in my heart. The dinner was to happen
on New Year’s Eve and the wait seemed endless.
Finally, on New Year’s Eve, Mama put the red flag on the wall above our hidden shrine and I shared my
precious candy with them. The sweets were heavenly and the wrappings so colorful and beautiful that I saved the
paper in a bamboo box. For dinner, Mama cooked a large bowl of steaming pork knuckles, which Baba bought on
credit from the local butcher, who in turn would soon buy herbs for his rheumatism from Baba. I was happy, but
my parents were quiet. Too quiet.
I could not understand the mood.
“Did I do anything wrong?”
“No, son. We are very proud of you,” Mama said in a small voice.
“But you don’t seem happy for me.” I grabbed Baba’s arm and shook it.
"”Son, you make me the proudest old man in the whole world. We only worry that this powerful general is
taking too much interest in you. We do not know his intention,” Baba said.
“It is an honor. He is the youngest general in Chinese military history and he is the commander for our defense
against Vietnam. You are not going to keep me from going, are you?”

983

“No, of course not. But why do you want to go so much?” Mama asked.
“Some day I want to be a general just like him,” I said.
Mama and Baba shook their heads and smiled for the first time that evemng.
*
General Ding Long was a tall man with a full shock of black hair and deep sparkling eyes. His handsome
uniform fit him well, outlining his broad shoulders and narrow waist. At six sharp, the general graciously
welcomed me, his guest of honor, when I was led to his office by a uniformed soldier.
I wore my only linen shirt, the best I had, and the still-new wooden sandals, which I soon regretted wearing as
they clanked loudly against the hardwood floor in the general’s office. I thought about taking them off, but the
elegant surroundings stopped me.
I felt dwarfed by the tall general as he bent over to shake my hand with a firm grip. Our eyes met and the
general examined my face carefully.
“You look a lot like my son, only a little darker.”
“I am sorry, General.”
My heart raced like a wild horse. Why was I sorry? I was not sorry.
“No reason to be sorry. Sit down,” the general said with a smile.
“Thank you, General.” I sat on a tall chair facing the general, who eased into a huge seat covered with a tiger’s
hide.
“Who named you?” he asked.
“My baba. It means the summit of the mountain.”
“Yes,” the general said. “Ambitious.”
“Not ambitious enough. They want me to be a village doctor and cure sick people. But I want to be a general
like you. I want to lead thousands of men, guns and all, to attack our enemies and be victorious, battle after
battle.”
The general looked amused.
“What are these plaques on the wall?” I asked, pointing to the framed papers.
“Come, let me show you.” The general rose and led me around his office.
“That plaque is my college diploma from Peking University, where I read history. Next to it is my diploma
from East Military Academy. And you know who that is in the photo with me.”
“Our great leader, Chairman Mao. Who is the other gentleman?”
“My father-in-law, the commander in chief of China’s army, air force, and navy.”
“You have met a lot of important leaders.”
General Long nodded.
“Yes I have, and that includes you. You are also an important young man.”
“Maybe not now, General, but I will be one when I grow up. You watch.”
“I will." The general pinched my cheeks, and ruffled my hair with affection.
“Is he your son?” I asked, pointing to a picture of a boy standing between General Long and his beautiful wife.
The general nodded,
“His name is Tan. The same age as you.” I stared at the boy for a long while.
“Do you miss your son?”
“Yes, I do, Shento.”
“Is that why you wanted to see me?”
He didn’t answer me. For the rest of the evening, I basked in the gentle glow of the general, who treated me to
a five-course dinner with chicken, beef, goat, and even tiger paws. I chowed down each course, though with good
manners, which were met approvingly by the general’s eyes. The war movie was exciting, full of battle scenes,
but I must have fallen asleep midway. All I remembered was waking up in the General’s arms and being passed to
Baba at the front gate of the army compound.
That night I found my hero.
The following day I begged Mama to make me an army jacket just like the general’s with patches of stars.
Baba made long trips again into the mountain to harvest herbs for the green army fabric sold in the army store. In
the evenings, I urged Baba to carve me a toy rifle out of bamboo. I marched about our backyard every day with
my new outfit and weapon, stabbing straw men as if they were Vietnamese enemies.
After school I would linger in the schoolyard, only an iron gate away from the army compound, climb up the
iron bars, and peep at the life on the other side. Everything in there was a world away from my humble home

984

surroundings. The radio played music while the soldiers played soccer. Children sat on benches with their mothers
or nannies, snacking on candies and cheering along. Female soldiers in skirts and white blouses laughed and
shouted, tossing canned drinks to the running men.
When the sun fell behind the courtyard’s coconut trees, a voice announced through the speakers that dinner
was ready. From the kitchen chimney a delicious gut-wrenching fragrance would rise up, permeating the air,
tantalizing my nostrils and stirring my hunger. One need not stretch his imagination to see what was laid on their
tables in great abundance: big barrels of steaming white rice, delicious soup, baskets of fresh fruits, and dishes of
sea delicacies that I could only dream of. If someone had asked me what heaven was like, I would have said that it
was only inches away from me, beyond that iron gate. And the general inside that compound was my god.
*
In late Spring of that year, the Buddha of my fate would open a crack of his heaven and drop onto my lap
another divine favor, this time in the form of a certain hidden knowledge. Such knowledge, cursed or blessed,
would shape the course of my life, and mold the path of my destiny.
Buddha was wise and opportune. Ar-Q, the village beggar, was his earthly tool on that given day. The beggar
had been starving for three days, with not a rotten fruit to chew on, or a petty bowl of soupy rice congee to slurp
in. That year the monsoon was wetter than ever, flooding the region. Crops were ruined, and the harvest was
minimal.
I bumped into the beggar that fateful rainy afternoon on a narrow path while I was returning home from
school. He stood there tall and shaggy, staring at me. Then he bent down and sniffed around my satchel, within
which I carried my afternoon snack, two goose eggs boiled with jasmine tea and spices. In a singsongy, fawning
tone, he begged me for food, quoting the same verse customarily used by itinerant monks on pilgrimage:
“Grace be given. Grace be given.” Then he uttered the following words of bargain:
“Gift your eggs to me, and I will share a hidden secret about you.”
“What secret?” I asked.
“About the man who is your real father, and how he abandoned you to the care of the old couple that you call
Baba and Mama.”
“You are lying. They are my real Baba and Mama-“
“But they are old enough to be your grandparents,” he interrupted slyly.
The ding of truth rang loud and hurtful. I’d always wondered about their advanced age, lamenting when they
couldn’t play with me in the backyard or swim with me in the robust rivers.
“Who, then,” I asked, “is my real father?”
“A powerful man from inside the army depot” was his answer as I surrendered my first egg to him. Hurriedly,
he stuffed the egg into his mouth, and then he was all eggs and teeth. Without breaking the rhythm of his tale, he
continued in mumbled tones.
“Yes, yes, a powerful man from inside the depot, that he was. On the night of the Water Spraying Festival,
years back, he invited your birth mother, Malayi, an orphan, to his banquet. She was a beautiful village bloom that
every man itched to pluck and sniff its scent, if you know what I mean.
“On that festive night, that man of power from the inside the depot fed her potent brew and spoke sweet words
of favor, making her cheeks red and rosy.” He paused to wipe his mouth, swallowed drily, as if tasting the liquor
of his own description.
“Afterward, the man of power took her to this very grove. Moonlight was shining. The man lifted her colorful
dress and had her up against that mango tree. He dipped his gingerroot into her, making a woman out of her. How
do I know all this, you may ask. I know because I was up in my tree, minding my own business, trying to sleep,
but the moaning and giggling woke me up.”
“What happened then?” I asked.
“What happened then was what happens to any ripe girl with round hips and swollen breasts. Soon her belly
grew big with you. The village leaders urged her to marry a half-wit cripple from another village, but she refused.
Then they tried to force your baba to pluck the baby out of her womb, so the seed of evil would not be born to
shame and suffering. But your baba would hear none of it. What was a poor girl to do with a melon belly like that,
shaming herself every day that she lived? On the day of your birth, she climbed the tallest peak of Mount Balan,
wanting you to die inside with her.
“But it was not to be. The medicine man was there, hot on her trail. He saved you, sure enough, though he
would have saved your mother as well had he been tipped to her whereabouts earlier.”
I trembled like a leaf, hearing this for the first time.
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“You’re not going to faint, are you?” Ar-Q asked with concern. I shook my head and stuttered,
“Wh-wh-who is that man of power?”
“The evil general, Ding Long.”
His words struck me like midday thunder, clapping my ears numb and sending my young heart racing. My face
flushed; my vision blurred. I felt joy and sadness all mixed together, and could not tell where one began and the
other ended. I didn’t remember much afterward, except passing the second egg to his eager hand and hearing him
warn me never to repeat the tale to another soul.
“It is a secret for us all to bear, a truth forever to be hidden,” he said.
“Why?”
“Because the villagers love your baba, and fear the general.” …
1963

21.126 Cherry\fn{by Su Tong (1963- )} Suchow, Kiangsu Province, China (M) 4
To Yin Shu the postman, Maple Wood Road has always been special. The road is actually a hilly path, winding
under a canopy of trees. It is very long and very steep. If one was to ride a bicycle from the big clock tower
without using any brakes, it would only take two minutes to get from the top of the slope to the bottom. Generally
speaking, however, a postman only needs to go as far as the hospital before turning back. This whole area is
almost solely dominated by the high walls of the Maple Wood Hospital and its medical school. There are few
residents besides, and most of the mail is destined for the hospital.
The postman who used to work this area was an impetuous youth prone to speeding down the hill on his bike
like a shooting star. Once he ran straight into an old man with a walking stick trying to cross the road, and was
thrown off his bike. After that incident the post office was naturally keen to put someone else in his place. That
was how Yin Shu’s slender, leisurely silhouette came to appear on Maple Wood Road.
Everything about Yin Shu is slow and meticulous. His physical appearance matches his personality perfectly—
there is no spare flesh on him anywhere. His colleagues at the post office regard him as something of a weirdo. He
only speaks when absolutely necessary—otherwise his cool gaze holds everyone at bay, forestalling any possibility of idle chit-chat. Also, he has some strange habits. Each time before setting off on his round, he would ask
for a whole bunch of elastic bands. His post is not only sorted by names and addresses, but also by color and size.
This unnecessary and time-consuming activity has inevitably become something of a joke at the post office.
Further, before getting on his bike, Yin Shu would clip the bottom of his trousers with two wooden pegs, despite
the fact that his trouser legs are extremely narrow and that this was a completely superfluous exercise. Still, Yin
Shu is Yin Shu, and nobody would dream of interfering with his routine. After all, what he does doesn’t really
affect anyone else, even though he would insist on keeping his very own piece of pale yellow soap, kept under
lock and key, which he has bought with his own money.
Yin Shu never minds what anyone thinks of him. He knows that his so-called weirdness is only a product of his
loneliness, a subject often probed in the newspapers these days.
Every morning, at precisely eight forty-five, Yin Shu would ride past the ancient clock tower, glittering in the
splendor of the early morning sun. The hands of the clock are always pointing to ten past seven. Yin Shu would
lean forward, peddling at full speed up to the top of Maple Wood Road. Looking down, unwinding in front of him
is a path full of phoenix trees, and red maple and winter pine. Everything is peaceful and clean. The air here is
tinged with a faint whiff of medicine, but even this smell conveys a sense of cleanliness and peace. In his heart
Yin Shu knows that this extraordinary place is his own favourite patch.
It had been raining that morning, the path was slippery with puddles and fallen leaves so Yin Shu decided to
push his bike. When he approached the side door of the hospital, he noticed that this door which remained
permanently shut was rotting, a thin layer of moss creeping from behind the hinges. Suddenly, it opened slowly, as
if pushed by an unseen hand.
A girl in a white dressing-gown appeared from behind the door, and stopped right in front of his bike. Yin Shu
was taken by surprise, and instinctively swerved to avoid her, but the girl lightly skimmed over to block his way
again. She was young and pale, her beauty and sadness causing Yin Shu’s heart to skip a beat. She stretched out
her right hand from under the wide sleeve of her dressing-gown—a hand as delicate as white jade. Her black eyes
looked up at him moist with hope and longing.
What do you want? A letter. Is there a letter for me? What is your name?
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White Cherry. Sorry?
White, as in snow. Cherry, like the tree. Perhaps the letter is addressed to Cherry. That’s me. I am the only
person called Cherry here.
Yin Shu thought that this name was both strange and beautiful, but he didn’t say anything. Quickly looking
through the post, he could see that there was nothing for Cherry. So he said, there is nothing for White Cherry,
nothing for you.
How come? She slowly withdrew her hand, a shadow flitting over her beautiful face. How come there isn’t a
letter for me? I have been waiting such a long time.
She was still blocking Yin Shu’s bike. He rang his bell and said, Excuse me, could you let me pass? The bell
gave the girl a shock and she jumped back to the edge of the wall.
In confusion Yin Shu quickly pushed his bike away. A few paces along, he looked back just in time to see the
girl disappearing through the side door, pulling it shut creaking behind her. The creeping vines along the top of the
frame trembled a little. Yin Shu found this incident a little odd, but then he reckoned patients must occasional-ly
sneak out to take a walk, or have a look at the scenery, so perhaps it wasn’t so strange after all. The girl in the
white dressing-gown must be a patient at the hospital but he couldn’t begin to guess what was wrong with her.
The autumn days were now getting cooler, the song of crickets had died away. Maple leaves were turning red,
and foliage from the other trees started to shed, covering over the moist ground underfoot. The leaves would
either flutter in the wind or lie pasted to the earth, rotting away silently. From high above, this autumn scene on
Maple Wood Road appeared full of warm layers of reds and yellows, making most passers-by forget the existence
of the hospital behind its high walls, and that not a few yards away lurked a kingdom of illness and death.
Yin Shu the postman liked Maple Wood Road in the autumn. His wheels crunching on dead leaves sounded
like soft whispers. Yin Shu raised his head and looked around. Beneath a wide clear October sky new leaves were
clinging to old branches. At times like these his breath seemed to coincide perfectly with that of nature, and his
heart would fill with joy. Nobody understood why Yin Shu was always happy in the autumn, just as nobody could
understand his impenetrable sense of isolation during the other three seasons. The beast in the postman’s heart
was known only to himself, and he never had the urge to let anybody else near it. Yin Shu started humming a folk
song from his native North East, but his warm rasping voice came to an abrupt halt.
The girl in the white dressing-gown was there again, standing by the door, holding a length of vine torn from
the wall. She seemed to be waiting for somebody. Who? Almost immediately Yin Shu realized from the
expression in her eyes that it was him she was waiting for.
White Cherry. The name popped up from the back of his mind. He automatically started searching through the
post bag to see if there was anything for her. But he need not have bothered. He already knew that there was
nothing addressed to White Cherry. That there had never been anything addressed to White Cherry.
Postman, is there a letter for me?
No. Yin Shu shook his head. He wanted to steer his bike past her, but her sad and urgent gaze forced him to
stop. He fanned open all the letters so that she could see for herself. He said look, all the post for the hospital is
here. Your name is White Cherry, there isn’t a letter for you.
They all call me Cherry. She peered closely at the letters, her slender jade fingers flicking through every
envelope. There was still a tinge of hope in her voice—perhaps they just put Cherry.
No. You can see. Nothing for Cherry.
She let out a long melancholy sigh which made Yin Shu examine her face properly for the first time. A sigh
laden with so much unhappiness ought to have come from someone who had been through all the vicissitudes of
life, and yet the girl standing in front of him was so young, so beautiful, her soft black hair streaming down,
glistening with the sheen of youthful vitality. She was tracing the wall lightly with her fingers, her eyes moist with
tears. No letters for her. Never any letters for her.
Yin Shu felt a warm current course through his veins, melting his cold heart. He was suddenly filled with an
overwhelming sense of pity for this young girl called Cherry.
You are always standing here waiting for a letter, he said. Could you tell me whose letters you are waiting for?
I am waiting for a letter from my mother. I have been waiting every day for a year. But she has not written to
me.
Yin Shu was intrigued. You have been in hospital for such a long time, how come your mother doesn’t know?
Hasn’t she been to visit you?
She is somewhere far away. I know that she is thinking of me every day, and I think about her every day, but,
why doesn’t she write to me?
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Perhaps she doesn’t know your address, or the letters might have got lost on the way. These things happen all
the time, Yin Shu said.
Cherry’s sobs were becoming more distinct. Autumn sunlight streamed through the twining vines to fall on her
face and white dressing-gown, forming intricate patterns of light and shade. The girl was sobbing, leaning against
the wall, her every gesture drenched with deep sorrow.
Try and be patient, perhaps your mother is already on her way to you. Yin Shu awkwardly waved his bundle of
letters, not knowing how to comfort her. He coughed a little. Apart from your mother, is there anyone else who
might write to you? If you tell me I’ll try to look out for their letters. Is there anyone else?
Da Chun. Da Chun ought to have written by now. He knows I’m here. The girl raised her wide sleeves, half
hiding her tearful face. There seemed to be more to her story. Da Chun’s letters should have arrived by now. I
gave him everything. I have suffered so much because of him. Other people might forget me but he won’t. Why
hasn’t he written?
I don’t know, perhaps his letters are on their way. All of a sudden a white ambulance sped down the road and
disappeared through the front gates of the hospital reminding Yin Shu that he must be on his way. I have to go, he
said apologetically.
A wind had risen, making the girl’s dressing-gown billow up around her, but her tears were still wet.
Yin Shu pushed his bicycle a little way, then looked back and said, it’s getting cool, you should put on
something warmer.
Yin Shu’s colleagues at the West Side Post Office noticed some tiny changes in him lately, the most obvious
being the smile that occasionally flickered on the corner of his lips. Most people imagined that he must have
found a woman. Unusually, Yin Shu now went over to the sorting department every day to offer help. Although he
spoke little, it was soon obvious that he was not there because of any great passion for sorting letters, but because
he was looking for something.
One day, somebody decided to be direct and asked, Yin Shu, whose letters are you looking for?
He hesitated for a moment and then said, have any of you seen a letter for White Cherry, addressed to the
Maple Wood Hospital?
Who is White Cherry? they enquired. Is she your girlfriend?
Confronted with their crass questioning Yin Shu again fell silent. The smile on his lips became distant,
mysterious.
Yin Shu was still Yin Shu and his strange encounter that autumn remained his own secret.
Autumn is a rainy season with falling leaves—the rain would cleanse the town overnight, and the leaves would
fall in the rain. Yin Shu noticed that the girl called Cherry always appeared on mornings after a wet night. She
would be leaning against the wall, her white dressing-gown and her body giving out a faint scent of rain and
leaves, full of sorrow and poetry.
The girl was there again, wearing the same thin white dressing-gown, spotlessly clean, as white as snow, as ice.
Yin Shu approached with a mixture of excitement and anxiety. There were no letters for her, still no letters for her.
He walked right up to her side, but dared not look into her eyes.
There are still no letters for you, he said, his foot lightly kicking up the rotting leaves on the ground. Don’t be
impatient, wait a little longer, something will turn up.
No, my patience has run out. The girl’s voice seemed less sad than before. She was standing between the door
and the dangling twines of vines, combing her long hair with her fmgers. Yin Shu felt her gaze linger on his face
for a long time. He raised his head and saw her eyes, deep as autumn pools, full of mystery and gentleness. The
girl said, I am not going to wait for the letters any more. I was waiting for you.
For a moment Yin Shu was puzzled. He scratched his head. Why? If you are not waiting for your letters, surely
I cease to be of any significance.
I want to talk to you. The girl broke off a length of vine and started to pick at the tiny leaves. Her every gesture
made an indelible impression on Yin Shu. She said, I want to talk to you. In the hospital nobody ever talks to me.
Nobody likes to talk, I am so bored I could die. I am going crazy with loneliness.
Yin Shu sensed a change in the circumstances. The expression on the girl’s face made him feel bold. Talk? All
you want to do is talk? Yin Shu stared at her awkwardly. With a wry smile he said, talking happens not to be my
strong point.
But every time I sneak out you happen to be here.
You are a patient at the hospital, shouldn’t you be talking to your doctors? Yin Shu said. They are supposed to
care for you. Why don’t you talk to them?
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They never listen to me. They don’t want to listen to me. You are different, I feel that you are the only person I
can talk to. The only good person in the world.
Why do you say that? You don’t even know me.
No, I do know you. The girl gave him a fleeting smile. She crossed her arms and cuddling herself, looked
down at her white dressing-gown. I wear this all year round, whether it is cold or windy or snowing. I often feel
cold. Nobody has ever said to me, it’s getting cool, put on something warm. Only you said that.
Yin Shu found himself blushing inexplicably. A little embarrassed, he muttered, it is turning cold, why are you
still in something so thin?
Because this is all I have. I don’t have anything. There are lots of things I want to tell you, do you want to
hear?
Yes I do, but I am a postman, and I still have my round to finish. Yin Shu saw disappointment flit across her
face, tears already welling up in her eyes. He wanted to stay but needed to go. Thinking as fast as he could he
said, with all the sensitivity he could muster, tell me the number of your bed, I’ll come and see you on my day off.
Ward nine, bed nine, very easy to remember. The girl turned towards the high wall of the hospital, repeating
the numbers with her sorrowful voice, Ward nine, bed nine. You won’t forget your promise, you will come and see
me?
I never break a promise, I will come. Yin Shu rode off but he had only gone a short distance when he felt a
breeze behind him, trailing a string of tiny footsteps. The girl had caught up with him, barring his way. She was
looking at him in a slightly odd way.
What is it? Yin Shu had to stop. He said, I won’t lie to you, I’ll come and see you.
I believe you. The girl was suddenly shy. Looking down she said, can you give me something? Anything.
Something on you right now.
Anything? Yin Shu asked, not understanding. First he touched his cap, then the keys in his pocket. Neither was
appropriate. His voice was full of apology, I’m sorry, but I am in my uniform and I haven't got anything with me I
could give you.
Anything will do. I don’t want a present, just something of yours. The girl sounded urgent and sincere.
Finally Yin Shu took out a handkerchief from his pocket. It was a man’s handkerchief with blue and grey
checks. Will this do? It’s not very clean but it’s all I’ve got.
Yin Shu still remembered the way the girl looked when she took the handkerchief from his hand. She was full
of happiness, contentment even. Clasping her souvenir she ran like a deer through the side door of the hospital,
waving the piece of square fabric in the air, letting it flutter, her white dressing-gown dancing gracefully in the
light October breeze.
The following few days were beautiful and sunny. Every time Yin Shu passed the hospital on Maple Wood
Road the side door remained firmly shut, the moss on the hinges and the rust on the locks testifying to its scant
usage.
The girl in the white dressing-gown didn’t come out any more. Yin Shu the postman found this strange, as
strange as her sudden appearance when he first set eyes on her. Craning his head to look back at the closed door,
he felt puzzled and somewhat disappointed.
Yin Shu did not forget his promise. One Sunday morning, he took off his green uniform, and walked into the
hospital in his ordinary clothes. The man at the reception recognized him and asked, have you come to visit a
patient today? Yin Shu nodded but offered no explanation. He wore his distant, mysterious smile.
This was a big hospital. Yin Shu walked across what seemed to be an infinitely large patch of withered grass
smothered in dead leaves.
Finally he stepped out of the garden and into a maze-like corridor filled with the scent of medicine. Wandering
back and forth, Yin Shu began to feel intrigued. As a postman he could usually find his way around, but whatever
he did today he was unable to locate ward number nine. Where could it be? Eventually he stopped a couple of
nurses rushing past. Is there a Ward Nine here? Their answer gave Yin Shu a shock and made him wonder if he
was in the middle of a nightmare.
One of the nurses said, Ward Nine doesn’t exist any more. It has been converted into a morgue.
The other one pointed to the woods at the back. If you go through the woods there is a building with a red tiled
roof. That’s the mortuary.
Yin Shu can’t remember how he made it through the woods towards the red building or how he managed to
summon his impetuous courage.
In front of the door there was a man repairing a cart for transporting corpses. Yin Shu asked him, is there a girl
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here called White Cherry? Yes, the man replied, I think she’s number nine. Yin Shu asked again, do you know
when she died? The man said, I have a feeling it was last summer. She has been lying here with no one to claim
the body, I don’t know why. Who are you? Are you a relative? No, Yin Shu said, I am nobody, I am a postman. I
just wanted to come and see her.
Yin Shu’s face was white as a sheet. With his hand clutching his chest he walked gingerly towards bed number
nine. There he saw once more the girl in the white dressing-gown, her beautiful face almost alive, her lonely
expression just as he had always known it. Yin Shu looked down at her right hand, delicate as white jade, tightly
clutching a blue-grey checked handkerchief.
103.114 A God Without Gender\fn{by Yangdong (1963- )} Lhasa, Tibetan Autonomous Region, China (F) 6
She gazed around.
Everywhere were lustrous purple willows and houses. She didn’t understand what the steward shouted to her,
turned, looked up, saw the dome of a gigantic white stupa towering between lofty twin mountains. At its base
vague human figures were stirring. A sparkling scarlet ring crowned its pinnacle. She shut her eyes against its
burning light.
“Second Little Miss, wake up. Look!”
She opened them again, perplexed, staring up where the steward pointed to a shining precipice cut by brown
fissures. Its crest blazed.
“The Potala, Second Little Miss! You remember?”
No, it was no dream—it was her nanny’s hoarse voice that called to her.
“The Dwelling of Bodhisattva Chenresig, Ah mo mo!”
A fresh, cool breeze swept her face. She awoke from her stupor. From the foot of the mountain a steep stairway wound up through dense, tall trees. On their branches hung wisps of greenish smoke from burning juniper
boughs. The ringing of bells and the drone of prayers poured from the windows of the red-walled palace, and
scattered trembling smoke down through the forest.
She joined her hands and recited the mantra, “Om mani padme um,” merging body and soul into this holy
sublimation of the powers of apprehension.
*
Gaslights blazed in the courtyard. The steward helped me down off my horse.
“Second Little Miss has arrived.”
The glaring, hissing lights hurt my eyes. I couldn’t see the people around me, but only heard the voice of the
steward, the sharp, broken cries of servants, the pleasant sound of the Lhasa accent. I walked into a broad
corridor.
Three women in splendid satin gowns stood before me like painted ladies on a vase, but thinner, and covered
with jewels. They smiled at me. The one a little older took my hand:
“Little girl, who’s your mama?”
I looked behind me. My nanny bowed, beaming. I pointed to her. The older lady turned to the two behind her.
“Ha, ha! Doesn’t even know her own mother!”\fn{ Having grown up apart from her mother, a junior-ranking wife of this
household, the protagonist of this story is unable to recognize her .}
The three ladies laughed, so gracefully.
A second lady walked up to me and stroked my face with a long hand that wore a diamond ring.
“Just like a peasant girl.”
“Hair all matted with dirt!” exclaimed the third.
“When you’ve had some tea, Governess,”\fn{ The head female servant, managress of the household .} said the tall, older
lady, “please take her for a bath.”
“Yes, Mistress.”\fn{ The term which designates the senior of the three wives of the master of the Lhasa house in which the young
protagonist comes to live.} A tall, thin woman with sunken eyes stared at me, and approached me.
My nanny\fn{ The protagonist’s nanny has accompanied her from the countryside to wait on her as a personal servant in the new
home of the protagonist’s mother.} touched foreheads with me, and blew out the candle.
“In the Holy Land of the Lord Buddha, you can sleep soundly. Good night, Miss.”
There was a fragrance in the quilt that made my head ache. I felt sick to my stomach. I’d ridden on horseback
eight days, now I couldn’t sleep. It was terribly muggy. I sat up. Moonlight streamed in the window. The
sickening fragrance congealed in the moonlight gray-white, gray-white. I heard the hiss of the gaslights, the clack
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of mahjongg tiles, voices, laughter, but I didn’t know where they were coming from. I’d lost my sense of
direction. A dark light flashed in the corner.
That person in the mirror—maroon silk robe, smooth-shaven head—was it me? How had I changed—to a nun!
“You don’t like it?” Governess asked me.
I noticed that she knit her eyebrows.
Her teacher told her a story …
*
A continuous spiral of smoke rose all the year long. A crisscross of gullies, an ominous mountain, weeds
scattered everywhere. The smoke from the brazier of burning juniper branches drifted out over the valley,
scattering marvelously into an auspicious hooked cross. Villagers from beyond the mountains realized that an
incarnate lama of deep compassion and clairvoyance with awesome magic powers dwelt in this valley. In search
of spiritual growth and mystic teaching, they climbed up along the little brook, through the tiny pass.
Tashi, the lama’s disciple, watched all this in consternation. At first he thought the stream of people would ebb
when autumn had passed, but every day more and more pious believers flooded into the valley, prostrated themselves, touched their foreheads to the incarnate lamas feet in deeper and deeper veneration. Their ever-growing
numbers dismayed Tashi.
Besides diligently serving the incarnate lama, Tashi assiduously studied the sutras. Observing this, the lama
took Tashi up to the top of the mountain, pointed to a little cave barely visible among the lofty cliffs, and told him
to meditate there for a month.
Head down, Tashi emerged from the mountain cave. His pale, sunken face was distraught. He had meditated a
month, endured hunger and cold, but no sign had appeared. He had seen no vision, heard no miraculous voice.
Reeling down the slope, he suddenly smelled an unbearable odor. He covered his nose with his hands, and
searched for its source. A swarm of flies buzzed round a sick, ugly bitch lying flat on the ground; countless
maggots wriggling in her dark red anus.
“Ai!”
Compassion welled up in his heart. He stripped himself of his robe, tore off its bottom half and spread it on the
ground. Squatting down, he gently picked off the maggots, one by one, between a pair of twigs, and placed them
on the torn half of his robe. He drove away the flies, carried off the maggots wrapped in the piece of robe and
buried them, then covered the dog in the other half of his robe, and continued on his way down the mountain,
shivering in his sleeveless shirt.
He knelt in shame before the incarnate lama.
“Teacher, I failed. I meditated a month in vain.”
“You did not fail. Stand up.”
“What?” He raised his head and gazed in bewilderment at the lama.
“On your way back you saw a sick dog. And what did you think? A live dog covered in maggots—how
pitiful!” The lama nodded. “Your months meditation was barren because your heart was impure. You thought of
the prestige and status that success in meditation would bring you. But your meditation has borne fruit. The root
of the dharma is compassion.”
Tashi reached out and received his whole robe from the lama, with no mark of repair.
*
“How did the lama get Tashi’s robe, Teacher?”
“It is only a story. A story can say anything.”
She stood on the slope amidst green grass and trees with her teacher. A tiny path wound from their feet down to
the bottom of the mountain. Quietly, wild goats meandered by a murmuring brook at the side of the valley. Beside
the path grew wild pomegranates, dazzling bright.
“What the incarnate lama taught Tashi was not secret magic arts or profound Mahayana doctrine,\fn{ Mahayana:
one of the two major Buddhist traditions (the other being Hinayana) and the one adhered to in Tibet. Mahayanists attribute to the Buddha a
supranatural quality and interpret the historical Buddha as an earthly manifestation of a transcendent celestial Buddha. The Mahayanist
strives to become a bodhisattva, one who has attained a state of enlightenment but postpones his/her Buddhahood and consents to undergo
further reincarnation on earth in order to aid others in their search for salvation. Thus, in Mahayana Buddhism, compassion, the chief virtue
of the bodhisattva, is accorded an equal place with wisdom .} but a pure heart and love.”

Teacher tossed away a stone, and walked down the slope. The light, delicate scent of wild pomegranates filled
the air. Today, the convent was sending her back to the city for the first time to gather alms. The drifting fragrance
seemed to merge with the brook and the bright, clear calls of the birds. She wanted the little path to continue
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forever, but also she wanted to go home to see her mother and nanny.
“Don’t hurry.”
Teacher bent over again with difficulty, picked up another stone from the road and tossed it away.
“Throw away the one under your foot, too.”
She threw away the stone, gazing down on the pass at the foot of the mountain.
“When I get to the city, won’t it be dark?”
“To clear the obstacle of sin from the spirit, making travel easy for all those on the way is also compassion.”
Their red robes wafted in the leisurely wind like prayer flags.
“Is that a way to accumulate virtue?”
“Of course.” Teacher caught up from behind, panting slightly:
“Why are you wearing these funny gloves? To clear away obstacles and plant good karma, you cannot avoid
filth. Please take them off.”
Obediently, she pulled off the gloves. They were exquisitely knitted of fine white wool with a tiny hooked
cross embroidered on the back in yellow thread. They didn’t cover her fingers, but left them naturally bare.
Funny gloves.
*
As soon as I awoke, I couldn’t resist the impulse to leave the bedroom.
“I’ve brought breakfast to your room, Second Little Miss.” A maidservant caught up with me in the corridor,
and blocked my way. “You can wash your face.”
“I want to go out,” I waved her away. =
Governess appeared.
“What’s this noise? The Mistress has just fallen asleep.”
“I have to get out of that room. I don’t want to smell that odor. I want to use my own woolen quilt tonight.”
“Second Little Miss, it is only servants who do not use satin. I sprinkled it for you with French perfume. Of
course, if you have better, please tell me.”
When she said this, she raised her eyebrows, then left, her face void of expression.
The lawn gave off a clean, plain smell of grass and earth. It gave me a cozy feeling, like being on the meadow
back at the manor. But here the grass was fussily trimmed, and didn’t grow unevenly as at the manor. A furry little
dog came running up to me with its tongue hanging out, plopped down at my side, and licked its belly. Bees came
buzzing round my head. I sat down on the grass, indolent as a bee, dreadfully bored. Through the light blue smoke
drifting through the grove came a slow, leisurely sound that made me strangely uneasy.
I went to look for this song. At the back of the grove was a dark row of servant’s cottages, tiny and dreary beneath the high walls. The melody was coming from the open door of a cottage with its windows covered in cheap
white cloth. Someone was sitting on a straw cushion, head down, knitting. Black cotton shoes, a Tibetan robe of
black cloth, close-cropped hair, a white, white face on a slender neck. Suddenly the furry little dog appeared in
front of him, and the man’s voice abruptly ceased. He looked up and stared at me in alarm. After a pause, he set
down his bamboo knitting needles, gestured, and said something I couldn’t understand. I asked a passing maidservant who this was.
“Chinese Lobsang.” She said the lord of the house had brought him\fn{ I.e., a man of Chinese origin, a servant who had
been tiven the Tibetan name “Lobsang.”} back from Chamdo.
He raised his head and smiled at me, his two eyes squinting into one long crease. The wrinkles covering his
forehead looked out of place on so smooth a face.
Whenever she heard it she felt strangely uncomfortable. Though Governess forbade it, she often ran off to the
servants’ quarters to gaze at him as he knit with his bamboo needles, and listen to him sing his peculiar, desolate
song. In broken Tibetan he told her it was an ancient song from his hometown, but what it was really about, he
didn’t know.
“Are you afraid of demons?” she asked him.
“In Tibet, Miss?” His needles froze. “Demons?”
“Yes! They come out as soon as it’s dark!” She thrust her head in the window, opened her eyes wide, grinned,
stuck her fingers out from her head like horns, and swayed back and forth, howling.
“Me … scared?” His two eyes squinted into a single seam and he burst out laughing, “You not be afraid. I
come catch.”
That night a sheet of low black clouds covered the moon and stars, and stirred a wild wind. The prayer flags on
the courtyard wall blew with a peculiar cracking sound. The bewildered dogs barked madly. People went to bed
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early to escape the frenzied gusts. The last courtyard lamp went out. The wind fell silent. The dogs’ barking
ceased. Their eyes shone dimly here and there in the black.
A piercing scream rang out.
“Mistress!”
A dark shadow rushed from the servants’ entrance into the courtyard and scurried up to the main door. Lamps
and candles instantly were lit in every room. People dashed out, terrified. All they could see was Chinese Lobsang
standing barefoot on the steps in a pair of floppy underpants, waving his arms.
“Demon! Mistress! Demon! In quilt!”
Mistress came out supported by her maidservants, trembling, her robe pulled over her shoulders, her hair in
disarray. She shouted to Governess to light the gaslights, and ordered the steward to take every manservant to
Chinese Lobsang’s cottage.
The maidservants cowered together, their robes donned in haste, their hands over their bosoms, screaming.
Now two menservants dragged a great black shape into the courtyard and threw it on the steps. Whack!
“Ah mo mo!” the crowd cried, shrinking back.
A great bulging cowhide sack, its top knotted with a leather cord, its smooth, round bottom painted with a
terrifying red face with a huge bloody mouth full of long sharp teeth.
“The soul-sucking sack!”\fn{Certain Tibetan monasteries (such as Samye Temple) possess a “sack of the last breath,” on which
is painted an image of the demon who carries off the souls of the dying. Such a sack is believed to hold the last breaths of people who have
died.} the people cried in panic.

“From the Hall of Heavenly Guardian Tsimare in Tengyeling Temple!” the steward shrieked, approaching the
sack with a look no one had ever seen on his face before. “Stolen from the temple! Who could have put it in Chinese Lobsang’s bed? Heavenly Guardian Tsimare will be enraged! Light boughs, purify it with juniper smoke, or
it will bring disaster on the house!”
The Mistress gasped. Her hair stood on end. Her long robe dragged on the ground.
“Give it here, give it here!” The steward snatched the smoking brazier from a maidservant who held it up,
approaching the sack.
“No woman must touch that sack!” Governess hissed at the maidservant. “It would suck the soul out of you!”
A torrent of thick smoke merged with the cries of Chinese Lobsang and the susurration of the maidservants
prayers.
*
She sat beside her teacher, looking out over the valley …
*
A flock of yellow ducks flapped their wings, quacking carefree and content in the grass. The wandering monk
sat by the stream, scrubbing his clothes with deft, practiced hands. He spread them on the grass to dry, took out
some baby yams from his bag and scattered them to the ducks. When he had finished feeding them, he rang his
ritual bell and began a hymn. A fierce male eagle swooped down, calmly and unhurriedly snatched up the bell in
its beak, and flew back up into the sky. The monk watched where the eagle flew, and saw it circle gracefully and
set the bell down on a cliff high up on a distant peak, then fly away.
The wandering monk built a hut on the top of that mountain and lived there as a hermit, meditating. The
mountain people brought him offerings of food. One day a rainbow appeared over the peak. The air overflowed
with the delicate fragrance of wild pomegranates. The monk paused in his meditation. He felt a sudden burning,
like flame pouring into his stomach. A perplexing feeling gradually filled his body.
The people bringing him offerings saw that the monk had changed. His voice became delicate and highpitched, his face turned beautiful; his bosom swelled. Long, long ago, some old people had seen a sky mother
appear on this precipice. The people now realized that the sky mother had taken possession of the monks body. So
the mountain dwellers all around, and; later, people from the holy city beyond the mountains, came streaming to
help build the sky mothers temple, and many women offered themselves at this door as nuns.
The mandala turns, age succeeds age. Over and over people rebuild the wooden steps of this temple, over and
over the chant leader appoints a successor, and still the fragrant smoke of the holy fire rises, vigorous, clean and
pure.
*
“I pray for the blessing of the Buddha, I pray for the blessing of the dharma, I pray for the blessing of the
lamas …”
At her teacher’s side, she knelt on a thin cushion in front of the tiny, gentle lamp burning before the simple
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Buddha-image in the ancient shrine, softly chanting the Sutra of the Refuge of the Dharma.
She and her teacher finished evening prayer, left the little hall, and were walking down the narrow stair when
she heard in her mind that marvelous, desolate song. In an instant it shattered the peace of her mind into agitated
distraction.
*
Chinese Lobsang entered the room behind the steward, wearing a pointed black Tibetan-style hat that he’d
knitted himself. Around his long slender neck he had knotted a red silk cord into protective Buddhist talismans.
How long had he been accompanying the steward to spin prayer wheels at nightfall on the Barkhor? As soon as he
saw me, he joined his hands and bowed deeply:
“Honored Jetsun!”
The prayer beads between his fingers swayed slowly in the light of the setting sun. His black clothing made his
face seem paler, whiter, more emaciated.
Since I entered the convent, everyone in the household except my mother had been calling me “Jetsun,” and
were respectful and reserved when they met me. Their courtesy reminded me of the old manor back in the
countryside, with its big kitchen, its grain pile, and the clean scent of earth and rain.
Sitting out in the sunlight, I was peeling the scabs off little maidservant Tsomu’s back. When oldest cousin had
gotten angry, he’d poured burning coals down her neck. Tittering, she blew the white sheets of skin into the sky.
In the warm, dimly lit kitchen, full of the scent of burning yak dung, little Tsomu and I ate roast potatoes as we
listened to the caravan drivers’ loud, crude talk about sly shop-women and the color of Nepalese women’s skin.
The beating wings of the wild pigeons swept over the roof, bearing away their mellow cooing. The fivecolored prayer flags fell slack against the background of the evening clouds. All around there was a solemn
stillness. In the rose-colored evening the slow, bleak song came drifting from beyond the grove like a dream. My
body seemed to dissolve and float into the evening fog. An inexplicable, overwhelming desire rose up in me.
His hands knitted with practiced ease as he leaned against the door-frame, gazing in reverie at the setting sun,
singing. His usual expression had vanished as if the hand of some demon had wiped it from his pure, white face,
leaving an expressionless mask in its place.
I walked up to him.
“Tomorrow is the Day of Universal Peace,”\fn{ The Buddha’s birthday (12 June [563BC?] on the Western calendar). On this
same day the Buddha’s enlightenment is also commemorated. Tibetan Buddhists celebrate the day by climbing to the top of mountains
where they burn juniper boughs in honor of the Buddha.} I said. “Won’t you come worship Lord Buddha with us?”

He turned to me.
“Honored Jetsun!” Apprehensively he folded his hands and bowed.
I repeated my invitation.
“How I dare? How I dare? Mistress not allow me go. I am servant.” He rocked his head oddly.
“Tomorrow is the Day of Universal Peace. Mistress will let you go.” He continued rapidly bowing to me,
hands clasped.
“Day of Peace, Day of Peace. My breath stinks. Blasphemy.”
“But didn’t the Mistress give you a box of tooth powder?”
“But … it does not wash out garlic stink.”\fn{ The smell of which Tibetans find offensive, though the Chinese commonly
make use of it.} He clutched his head, his whole face red.
“As long as you sincerely want to worship, and practice good deeds, Lord Buddha doesn’t care about that.”
The setting sun was a disk of red. A burst of gratitude welled up in my heart. Thank you, Compassionate One.
“Thank you for the paradise fruit you gave me, Jetsun.”
“Thank you for the beautiful gloves you made me.”
May all follow the way of bliss.
May all sources of bliss increase.
May all beings extricate themselves from suffering,
And from the sources of suffering.
May all sentient beings cast off enmity and vain desire,
And be of one heart, one mind.\fn{Considered a summary of the essentials of Buddhist teaching, and one of the most common Buddhist prayers.}

She set down the book, still open, on her knee. The sky was clear azure. The mountain ridge blocked the sun.
The valley was dark, translucent. The white stupa was suffused with a cold, clear, lonely light. A little calf kept
close to the mother pian cow that roved back and forth by the bank of the stream among a herd of wild goats.
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“You’re doing well, doing well, my disciple.”
Her heart shrank suddenly at this voice, her thoughts were thrown into turmoil. Angrily she shut her book.
“Who is it?”
“It’s me, your honored teacher!” The strange mannish voice sounded again behind her.
“It’s you, Chungchung! You frightened me!”
She turned, took the pail from Chungchung’s hand, and plunged it onto the stone step under the water in the
stream. The two of them sat down on the bank.
“Look!” Chungchung shouted, pointing to the distant slope, where a figure quickly disappeared behind the
rocks.
“It’s Norlha, isn’t it? Where is she going?”
“Down the mountain, maybe,” answered Chungchung. “Her teacher gave her a scolding this morning.”
“She didn’t remember her sutra again?”
“No, said her shape had changed.”
“Her shape had changed?” All Norlha had done wrong was to eat a lot of wild pomegranates. Her nose had
turned black, she was often sick to her stomach, had gotten fat, and often vomited. Why had Norlha’s teacher been
so harsh to her? The scent of wild pomegranates burst over her with the ring of the trembling bells on the necks of
goats in the weeds. Fear swept her—hadn’t she secretly filled her own pockets with wild pomegranates whenever
she went to collect firewood?
“What a shame—such a pleasing beauty,” Chungchung leaned and stared at the distant slope.
“Don’t call her that. Her teacher got angry when she heard someone call her that, and said that was the reason
she hadn’t memorized her sutra.”
“The old biddy.”
“There you go again! My teacher is going to have tea. I have to leave.” Agitated, she wrapped her book in its
yellow silk cloth and hastened away from the brook.
Slowly she walked up the stairs with the sand-ware teapot. The yak-butter lamp shone on the little low table. A
book with a threadbare brown woolen cover lay open on her teacher’s knees. Teacher sat under a cloak, legs
crossed, head swaying continuously from side to side as she whispered the praise of Lord and Protector Jampeyang Bodhisattva. She shook the teapot and poured tea into her teacher’s little wooden bowl.
“Why don’t you eat some tsampa?” she asked.
“Tea will be enough, I can eat at noon and in the evening.”
“There’s plenty of tsampa.”
“No need to waste food. Many are hungry,” Teacher said, and blew lightly on the butter that floated on the tea.
“Why don’t you eat something yourself?”
She picked up her prayer beads, eyes already shut.
*
A silver teapot, a snow-white lace tablecloth, a silver tray covered with pastries dripping butter. Cups and cups
of yogurt, Xinjiang grapes, Indian candied fruit, Arabian dates, Kashmiri apricots, apples from the estate. No one
ate much. Now and then big sister took a cake, languidly broke off a piece, and gave it to the little dog. Her fingers were covered in butter. When a servant brought in more pastries, the dog feigned disinterest and snuggled up
to me, drooping its ears. Little Brother and Little Sister\fn{ In a Tibetan household including several wives of one husband, a
child of any of the wives was “brother” or “sister” to the child of any other wife .} threw pieces of candied fruit at each other,
laughing, then began to throw pieces at a passing servant.
“Don’t do that,” I called to them in a low voice.
Governess appeared at their side.
“Sit still. Second Young Miss does not permit you to play in your own house,” she said to them enigmatically.
“You must listen to her.” Her deep sunken eyes gave me a sidelong glance.
My nanny gestured to me, covering her mouth with her hand. I ran to her.
“Why should I keep silent?” I asked angrily.
“Speak softer, my Miss.” She looked around and lowered her voice. “Old Master cast off the family and
abandoned us all the day you came out of your mother’s belly. Now your mother is one of the wives in this highranking official’s residence.”
She picked a leaf out of my hair.
“You must be obedient, so that new Master and Governess will like you.”
An apple rolled to my feet. Little Brother and Little Sister were shouting and leaping in the bushes. From the
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corridor a pair of horrible sunken eyes were watching me, above lips that wore a cold smile. I wanted to raise my
foot and crush that apple. Despite myself I picked it up.
*
She walked out of the temple at her teacher’s side, filling her lungs with pleasant, cool air. Her heart was
bursting with an inexpressible sense of accomplishment. The sky was so blue it seemed to be drawing her up to
heaven, the realm of the Buddhas. Walking down the steps, supporting Teacher by the arm, she noticed the ache in
her own legs. She had been sitting all day on the thin cushion, legs crossed, answering one question after another,
until at length she had smoothly passed the oral examination. Now she would be a Chuzan, permitted to study The
Sutra of the Heavenly Guardian with a new teacher from one of the three great temples in Lhasa.
“Most of us live in ignorance,” Teacher said in a low voice. “As we practice compassion, our ignorance
dissolves. But one must also study hard to clarify the spirit.”
The clear chant of the sutras, the ring of the bell, the mysterious, dark wisps of the smoke of burning juniper
boughs, the simple grace of the robes—marrow and pith of the temple. More and more she would know, would
comprehend all these. As she stepped from the last stair onto the soft earth, the familiar yet strange song came
drifting down from heaven.
I, Su Wu hostage of a western tribe,
Cherish my Han god.
I find no shame in loyalty.
Gulping sleet, chewing hides,
Nineteen years I have endured
Earth of snow, heaven of ice,
A shepherd in bondage
On the shore of a frozen sea.
The insignia has rotted
From my envoy's banner,
And I am captive still,
Finding in old trouble troubles ever new.
My heart is firm as iron.
At midnight I hear the alien flute
High up on the fortress wall
Bitter in my ear.\fn{The words of Chinese Lobsang’s song, which he himself says he does not understand, recount the story of an ancient Han Dynasty
[206BC-220AD] envoy, Su Wu, who was taken hostage by a western non-Han tribe and forced to labor as a shepherd, but remained staunchly loyal to his
Chinese emperor during his long captivity, refusing to accept an appointment from his captors to high office in their government.}

186.45 Excerpt from Revolution Is Not A Dinner Party\fn{by Ying Chang Compestine (1963- )} Wuhan, Hubei
Province, China (F) 11
1
The summer of 1972, before I turned nine, danger began knocking on doors all over China.
My parents worked as doctors in City Hospital Number 4. It was the best hospital in Wuhan, a big city in
central China. My father was a surgeon. My mother, a traditional doctor of Chinese medicine, treated patients
with herbs and acupuncture needles.
When my doll got sick, I treated her with candies.
We lived in a three-story brick building in the hospital compound, near the Yangtze River—the longest river in
China. All year round, the river and railroad brought us sweet dates and tea from the East, beautiful silk and
candies from the West, tropical fruit from the South, and roasted duck from Peking, in the North. Father often told
me,
“Our city is like a human heart—all the body’s blood travels through it.”
One evening, like many others, the white lace curtains on our open windows danced on the breeze from the
courtyard. The sweet smell of roses and the familiar aromas of garlic, ginger, and sesame oil filled our spacious
second-floor apartment. We sat around our square table, eating dinner in the living room with its wide picture
window that faced the courtyard. The kitchen and bedrooms were across from the living room. All the rooms on
that side had large windows overlooking the rose garden and the walls of the hospital compound. Mother set a
small blue bowl and matching soupspoon in front of me.
“Ling, your hair is as dry as dead grass. Eat your soup.”
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It was filled with tofu, spinach, and seaweed. I didn’t want it, but I knew better than to say so. I picked up a bit
of tofu, hoping that would be enough. I had already stuffed myself on my favorites: pan-fried dumplings, eggfried rice, and steamed fish with Mother’s tasty black bean sauce. I had even tasted some of the orange sesame
chicken, a special treat for Father. Today, though, he ate only two pieces, leaving most of the chicken in its serving
bowl.
“Hurry, Ling!” Mother said sharply.
She was clearing away plates and would want my bowl soon—but empty. With my eyes, I asked Father if I
really had to eat the awful brown soup. He smiled the way he always did. Little wrinkles formed at the corners of
his eyes.
“It’s hot today. You need the liquid and sodium. At least drink the broth.”
Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and slurped down the broth. Blocking the chunks with my teeth, I made
sure none of the slippery seaweed or spinach got in my mouth.
Mother took the dirty chopsticks and teacups into the kitchen. Scooping up the seaweed and spinach in my
spoon, I quickly raised it to Father’s mouth. His eyebrows lifted. Then his face relaxed.
“Open please, Daddy!” I whispered.
Father opened up and the yucky greens disappeared. He smacked his lips.
“Love you, Daddy!” I whispered. With two hands, I carried my bowl to the kitchen.
I was glad Father was home for dinner. When he was around he always saved me from Mother’s strange food.
On nights when Father performed surgery at the hospital, I had to eat everything Mother thought was good for
me: jellyfish would get rid of my freckles; fish tails would help me put on weight; pig’s liver would make me
smarter; bitter tea would give me smooth skin. All of it tasted horrible. I once told Mother that if we had a dog,
even the dog would not eat pig’s liver. She rapped my head with her chopsticks and put a second piece in my
bowl.
When I returned to the living room, Father still sat at the dinner table, holding a blue porcelain teacup in his
hands. The ceiling fan spun slowly above him. His eyes were fixed on the teacup, as if he were studying it.
I didn’t like to see him this way. For months Father had been drifting off in thoughts, even in the middle of our
English lessons. Wanting to cheer him up, I tiptoed behind him to the bamboo bookshelf that stood next to the
wide, brick fireplace. I reached up to the top and took down a yellow magazine with a picture of a human brain on
the cover. It had arrived from America last week.
I walked past the fireplace and climbed up onto Father’s black chair. It felt wonderful to stretch my sweaty legs
across the soft, cool leather.
“Daddy, it’s time for ponytails!”
He turned to me and smiled. After setting the teacup beside the matching dishes, he stood and slid his chair
under the table, as Mother wanted us to do.
“Read this.” I hugged my legs and made room for him.
Father took the magazine and sat beside me. I shifted onto the wide padded armrest and curled up like a little
cat. Carefully, I drew together a tuft of his hair, twisted it into a ponytail, and secured it with a red elastic band
from my wrist. Father sat still with a grin.
Two years ago, when I turned seven, Mother stopped braiding my hair. She told me I was old enough to do it
myself. But I couldn’t get it right. My thick, long hair tangled. It was difficult to divide it into three equal parts as
my arms grew tired from reaching back. I begged Mother to braid it for me, but she refused, so I wore loose and
floppy braids for weeks.
Then I came up with the idea of practicing on Father. His straight hair was much shorter than mine, too short
for braids. But I could put ponytails in the front, where it was longest, and practice fastening bands.
I worried about hurting him by pulling too hard, but he never complained and always sat still. Though I had
mastered ponytails last year, Father still let me practice on him in the evenings when he was home for dinner.
Through the open windows, the warm breeze car- ried in the voice of a neighbor as she rehearsed a new
revolutionary song.
Dear Chairman Mao,
Great leader of our country,
The sun in our heart,
You are more dear than our mother and fa-a-a-ther … fa-a-ther … fa-a-ther
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She couldn't reach the high note on “father” so she kept trying, “fa-a-ther … fa-a-ther,” over and over like a
broken record.
How could anyone be more dear than my father? Would Chairman Mao let me put ponytails on him? I started
to giggle when I pictured ponytails wrapped with red and yellow elastic bands standing on Chairman Mao’s
square head.
I secured the first band over Father’s slippery hair. Would my singing neighbor feel as happy as I was when
she could finally reach the high note? I wished she would get there soon—or sing a different song.
Rubbing my nose against the ponytail, I took a deep breath. It smelled of antiseptics, like the hospital. The
distinct smell always made him easy to find when we played hide-and-seek.
A sharp crash from our kitchen startled me. The sound of running water continued, but the scraping of a spatula
against a wok stopped. My heart sank. Mother had broken another bowl, the second this week. I could picture her
breathing deeply and pursing her lips as she held back her anger. Her bad moods always made me nervous. She
criticized me more when things went wrong. I was no longer cooled by the chair, and my sleeveless white cotton
blouse clung to my sweaty back. Father said that hot weather made everyone short-tempered. But Mother had
been like this since last winter.
Father stopped reading. He gently patted my shoulder. As if he knew how I felt, he reached over to the large
rectangular radio sitting on the round end table. Instantly, American folk songs filled our apartment. Wiggling to
the beat, I felt cheerful again. It must have been six-thirty. That’s when Voice of America played a half hour of
music between English-language newscasts.
I slipped a pink elastic band off my wrist and wrapped it around Father’s second ponytail. He now looked like
a clown in the circus.
“Daddy, I’ll be nice. I’ll only put in two today.”
“Don’t let me forget about them.” Father glanced at his watch.
“I have to operate on a patient in two hours, and I don’t want to wear ponytails to the hospital again.”
He burst out laughing. The sound was deep and loud. I joined in his laughter.
“Of course, Daddy.”
I looked right into his loving eyes. I didn’t understand why some children stared at their shoes when talking to
their fathers.
*
Father started my English lessons when I was seven. I hated remembering all the rules of English, such as the
s, es, and ies. Yet I had fun pronouncing English words. They sounded like the frogs singing in the field behind
the hospital. During my lessons, Father told me stories about America that he had learned from his American
teacher. And he taught me English songs and new words and—best of all—I had Father’s full attention, with few
interruptions from Mother.
We often started our lesson with the picture in the heavy gold frame on the mantel. We walked to the fireplace.
I stood on my tiptoes and reached for the picture.
“I’ll dust it today, Daddy.”
Father took it down and handed it to me. I slowly ran a blue silk handkerchief over the glass. Inside was a
photograph of a long orange bridge with clouds wrapped around it. I dreamed of flying among those clouds.
“Daddy, why are there so many wires on top of the bridge?”
“It helps strengthen the bridge.”
He took the picture and put it back in the center of the mantel. Picking up the medical journal from the floor
under his leather chair, he sat back down. I climbed in beside him.
“It’s called—I know, I know—it’s called ‘sus-pen-sion.’” After carefully saying the difficult English word, I
bounced.
“Careful! You’ll fall.” Father took hold of my arms.
“But you could always stitch me back up, right;” I winked at Father. Father smiled.
“Remember the name of the bridge?”
“Of course! It’s called the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco, America.” I proudly said all this English in a
single breath.
“Very good!” Father patted my shoulder.
I had heard the story many times. Dr. Smith gave Father the picture as a farewell present before going back to
San Francisco. He had invited Father to go to work in a hospital near the Golden Gate Bridge. But Father decided
to stay to help build the new China.
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Our entire building used to be Dr. Smith’s home. What was now our apartment had been his study and living
room. It was here Dr. Smith taught Father and other doctors Western medicine and told them stories about his
hometown near the Golden Gate Bridge. Father liked to share those happy times by telling the stories again and
again.
“Daddy, I know why you put the picture in a thick golden frame. Because the bridge is heavy!” I burst into
laughter. Father laughed, too.
“Ling,” Mother yelled from the kitchen. “How many times do I have to tell you? Don’t laugh like that!” Plates
clattered in disapproval.
Father covered his mouth with his right hand. I covered mine quickly, the way Mother had taught me, even
though I was no longer laughing. I didn’t understand why Father liked my laugh but Mother didn’t.
She disapproved of me much of the time. I laughed too loud and forgot to cover my mouth, rudely showing my
teeth. I forgot to cross my legs and tuck in my skirt when I sat down. I talked too much. I ate too fast. My feet
were too big, and my hair was too dry.
Maybe I could have a good laugh without showing my teeth. But how could I change the size of my feet,
which were almost as big as hers? And what could I do about my dry, tangled hair? I ate fast because I loved to
eat. If I took small bites like Mother, it would take all night for me to finish dinner. Or I would be hungry all the
time. I wished she loved me the way I was, like Father did.
I believed Mother was unhappy with me because she had never wanted to have a daughter. She told our
neighbor Mrs. Wong if she were younger she would try to have a son.
But Father loved me. I was his special girl. Mother walked into the living room with a bamboo tray. I glanced
at her as she moved closer to the dinner table. Her white lace apron covered her slender waist and part of her
black silk dress. As always, her silky black hair was neatly pinned back, with every hair in place. Her pearl
necklace shone in the last bit of summer sunlight coming through the windows. I could smell her jasmine perfume
from across the room. She was more beautiful than the lady on the jars of powdered milk sent to us by Father’s
friends in America. How could I ever be as beautiful and perfect as she was?
Mother narrowed her eyes as she looked at me.
“Ling, you are too old to play with your father’s hair. Take the ponytails out right after your lesson.”
My stomach tightened. It was Father’s hair, and he hadn’t told me I was too old. Mother set the blue rice bowls
covered with small lotus flowers on the tray, one at a time. I still remembered how hard she scolded me when I
stacked the bowls together. How could I learn every one of Mother’s rules so I wouldn’t upset her? As soon as
Mother left the room, Father patted my back. He whispered,
“Your mother has a lot on her mind these days. Be patient with her. Let’s start our new words for today.”
I wanted to ask Father what was on Mother's mind. Was it because she wanted a boy? But I was afraid she
would hear my questions from the kitchen.
I worked hard to pronounce new English words after Father. “Pick, pike, big, beg, dig.” I imagined father and
daughter frogs singing in a pond.
“Fountain, mountain.”
Looking up at him, I burst out laughing again. I had forgotten about his ponytails.
2
Summer ended with three weeks of nonstop rain. Everything smelled of mold. When I walked through the
muddy streets, I tried not to step on the political posters the rain had washed off the walls. I hated getting my
hands dirty peeling the grimy paper off my shoes.
Mother replaced the bamboo mat on my bed with cotton bedding.
On a gray fall afternoon, a strange man and woman came to our apartment while Father was at work. Mother
introduced the woman as the Communist Party secretary for the city and the man as Comrade Li. The woman had
short legs and long arms. Her baggy blue pants were rolled up above her brown rubber boots. She and Comrade
Li did not take off their shoes and walked around our apartment leaving mud stains all over the floor. When they
crossed the living room to the fireplace, the Secretary Lady tapped her broken fingernail against our blue flower
vase on the mantel.
“Did this come from overseas?” she asked in a nasal voice.
Without waiting for Mother’s answer, she turned and went into my parents’ bedroom. Comrade Li followed.
His blue army pants hung on him like flat balloons. There she opened the wardrobe and rubbed the fabric of
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Mother’s dresses between her thick fingers. Leaving the wardrobe open, they walked into my room. She brushed
her hand over the yellow silk comforter on my bed. Her calluses caught at the pink embroidered peonies.
I stayed close to Mother as she followed behind them. She wore the smile she gave only to visitors, but she
kept rubbing the third button on her white shirt, something she did when she was nervous. As the Secretary Lady
walked toward the kitchen, she waved at Comrade Li.
“Come here. Don’t let me do all the work.”
Once in the kitchen, Comrade Li used a chopstick to poke and stir inside our rice jar. In Father’s study, he
picked up Father’s ivory cigarette holder from the bookcase and squeezed it as if he expected a cigarette to pop
out. Maybe he had never seen one before. It was a special gift to Father from Dr. Smith in America.
The Secretary Lady turned several of Father’s books upside down and shook them. Notes and bookmarks fell
to the floor like dead leaves. She pointed at them.
“Take those with us,” she ordered.
Comrade Li bent down and scooped up the little pieces of paper, stuffing them into the big pockets of his army
jacket. The notes were written in English. I wasn’t sure why she wanted them. Father had spent many hours
reading those books and taking notes. I bet he wouldn’t be happy if he saw Comrade Li crumpling them up like
that.
“Check all the shoes,” said the Secretary Lady.
At the entryway, Comrade Li picked up Father’s brown leather shoes from the rack. He tapped the heels with
his knuckles and peeked inside before putting them back. What could he be looking for?
As soon as they left, Mother locked the door and threw all the clothes they had touched in a washbasin, even
her silk robe. I asked if it was because they had dirty hands. She hissed and said,
“No questions now!”
If Mother didn’t want them to touch our things, why didn’t she stop them?
*
That weekend Father moved the furniture and books out of the study. He jammed the books into the bookcases
around the fireplace. Mother told me Comrade Li was going to live in Father’s study. As Father nailed shut the
door between his study and our living room, I asked,
“Who is Comrade Li? Why are you letting him move in?” With a serious look on his face, Father continued
pounding at a long nail.
“He is the new political officer for the hospital, and he needs a place to stay.”
“What does a political officer do?” I asked.
“He teaches Chairman Mao’s ideas. Now let me finish what I’m doing.” Looking stem, he screwed a brass
latch onto the upper half of the study door. I knew better than to ask more questions.
So Comrade Li was a teacher? Would Father have to take lessons from him? But how could anyone be smarter
than Father?
The following week, Father’s study became Comrade Li’s home. To get into his new apartment, Comrade Li
knocked out part of the wall facing the stairway landing and installed a new door. He pasted Chairman Mao’s
teachings all over the door. It looked like one of the political study boards that were hanging throughout the city.
I worried Comrade Li would often pick through our things, but he didn’t come to our home again that fall. He
greeted me nicely when I passed him in the hallway. One good thing was that Mother stopped scolding me loudly.
Soon I got used to him living next to us.
*
When the first snow covered the ground, Comrade Li wrote one of Chairman Mao's teachings on a big poster
and pasted it to the side of our building.

WASTE IS A GREAT CRIME.
SAVE RESOURCES
TO BUILD A NEW CHINA.
The next day, someone shut down the boiler in the basement and we no longer had heat or hot water in our
building. Our apartment was so cold we had to wear layers of heavy cotton jackets throughout the day.
The worst part was bathing. Once a week, Mother boiled hot water on the stove and mixed it with cold water in
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a big wooden tub for my bath. As soon as I took off my winter clothes, I was covered with goose bumps. If the
water was too hot, I had to wait to get in. If the water was cool enough to get in, it turned cold before Mother
finished soaping me up.
I fought taking baths until one day Mrs. Wong, our upstairs neighbor, heard our argument. She invited me to
bathe in her bathroom, where they had a real tub and an airplane-shaped electric heater to keep the room warm.
After that, every Saturday I was a happy little dumpling, floating in warm soup.
The Wongs were the only family in the compound who had an electric heater. Mrs. Wong had bought it after
Comrade Li cut off the heat. Many neighbors from around the courtyard went to see it. No one had ever seen one
before.
Comrade Li was not happy about it. He never went to see the heater, and I heard him tell neighbors that
someday he would take their heater. I thought that sounded silly. The Wongs wouldn’t let him take their heater.
Whenever they passed each other, Dr. Wong looked past Comrade Li, and Mrs. Wong turned her head away.
When I asked Mother why the Wongs didn’t like Comrade Li, she said sternly,
“Who told you that? Don’t ever talk like that again!”
“Can we buy a heater?” I asked. Mother pointed a finger upward toward the Wongs’ apartment.
“Only a family that has relatives overseas can afford expensive things like that.”
Dr. Wong’s brother sent them money and packages from Hong Kong every week. We used to receive letters
from overseas, too, but at the beginning of winter, after receiving a letter that had been opened, Mother became
nervous and told Father to stop writing to his friends.
Why would anyone want to open our letters? Did they hope to find money? If they knew that Father’s friends
never sent us money, would they stop?
One time when I walked by Comrade Li’s apartment, his door was open. I peeked in and saw a stack of letters
on his chair. The one on top was addressed to the dentist who had fixed my cavity, and had recently been declared
as a people’s enemy.
Comrade Li couldn’t be the one opening our letters, could he?
3
As the weather grew warmer in the spring of 1973, the power in our building kept going out. The second time
this happened on a hot afternoon, I left our apartment to see if I could find someplace cooler. As I walked down
the stairs, Comrade Li greeted me from the landing.
“How are you today, Ling?” he said with his monkey grin.
“Hello, Comrade Li.” Since Mother was not with me, I decided it would be all right to talk to him. “I’m so hot!
The electricity is out again. Without the fan, my heat rash itches me to death.”
“You need to grow outside your greenhouse, little flower!” He scratched his neck. “We must endure small
pains and hardships to build a new China.”
I wanted to tell him that my heat rash was not a small pain, but Mother had taught me that it was not polite to
talk back to adults.
“The electricity saved is used to make more iron and steel for the Revolution.” He waved his hand like a
magician. “Soon we will be the next superpower!”
“What’s a superpower?” I asked. He laughed loudly.
“A mighty nation that has everything we need, especially electricity!”
“Really?” I asked. I was about to ask how soon we could be a superpower, when he said,
“We can’t have our little flower drooping, can we? I will see what we can do to speed up our Revolution.”
I gave him my nice smile and thanked him. I couldn’t wait to have electricity again in our apartment.
*
By now, my English had improved and I knew how to write and say many short sentences. I had been cutting
out pictures of animals, people, houses, food, and flowers from Father’s old magazines. I pasted them onto paper
to make little books. One night as Father listened to Voice of America, I read my little book A Story About A
Happy Girl.
A girl lives near the Golden Gate Bridge.
She wears a pretty red dress.
She has curly brown hair.
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She has big eyes.
She likes to eat ice cream.
She plays with her dog on the green lawn.

KNOCK! KNOCK-KNOCK-KNOCK.
It was the secret code I shared with Comrade Li. As I ran to the door that separated our living room from his
home, Father snapped off the radio.
The upper part of the brown wood door had a smaller door cut into it. We could unlock it using a latch on our
side. While I opened the little door, Father slid his medical journal under his chair and picked up a newspaper.
*
A few months ago Comrade Li had lightly rapped on the door and gave me a folded paper swan. He asked for
an apple in return. And that was how we started our “buying and selling” game.
Now whenever he needed a few eggs, green onions, cooking oil, or a needle and thread, he knocked on the
little door. I gave him what he asked for, and he paid me with origami.\fn{The art of paper-folding}
“Hello.” I stood on my toes. “What would you like to buy today?”
“Some eggs and a few green onions. How much do I owe you?” He spoke in Mandarin, blurred with a northern
countryside accent. Comrade Li had magic hands. He could fold paper into anything—flowers, boats, birds, and
even a bucket with two handles. He also knew magic tricks, like how to make a ten-fen coin disappear or turn into
one fen.\fn{1 yuan = 100 fen}
“One bird, please!”
I showed him my index finger. Sometimes I wished he would pay me with something besides origami. I
already had a basketful. But I did not dare tell him that. Mother would be upset with me.
“Right away!” He blinked his tiny, black sesame seed eyes.
Standing on tiptoe, I peeked through the open door as Comrade Li went to the round table in the middle of his
room. The table and its straight-backed chair were always covered with piles of posters, letters, rolls of paper,
dozens of brushes, and bottles of red and black ink. He picked up a piece of white paper and came back.
“Keep your eyes open, so you can see the bird grow.” His laugh sounded like a happy goose.
Comrade L,i creased the paper to make a triangle and then brought up one corner to make the bird’s neck. Flip!
Flip! Flip! And all at once, he was holding a lively bird.
“Hold it tight so it won’t fly away!!”
He handed it to me. It had a long beak and big wings.
“I will be right back.” Holding the bird with both hands, I skipped to my room next to the kitchen and set it in
the basket. As I dashed around the corner to the kitchen, I almost bumped into Mother. She was carrying a crystal
plate piled with mango slices. I started to reach for a slice of sweet-smelling mango when Mother said in her low,
firm voice,
“Don’t run like that. Be a lady.”
I pulled my hand back, hoping Comrade Li hadn’t heard Mother scolding me. How could anyone like me if
they heard my mother scold me all the time? Mother set the tray on the dinner table and followed me to the
kitchen. I was surprised to see her yellow rubber gloves floating in the soapy water in the sink. She must have
taken them off in a hurry. She would have yelled at me if I’d left them there.
“I’ll get the eggs.”
Mother bent over and snatched two eggs with one hand from a half-full bamboo basket. Small beads of sweat
on her forehead shone in the kitchen lights. I grabbed a few green onions from a vegetable basket on the counter.
With my other hand, I reached down and picked up another egg. Last time, when I sold Comrade Li two eggs, he
said he needed one more to make a meal.
Mother reached over to support the egg I was holding. I wriggled out of her reach. I didn't want Comrade Li to
think I wasn’t even old enough to carry one small egg!
Mother gave me the squinty eye. I pretended not to see it.
When Mother and I came out of the kitchen, Comrade Li had stretched his head through the little door into our
living room, like a turtle coming out of its shell. Father didn’t seem to notice Comrade Li. He tapped the fingers
of his left hand gently on the arm of his chair, keeping his newspaper folded in half and close to his face.
When he saw Mother and me, Comrade Li drew his head back into his apartment. Standing on tiptoe, I passed
the egg through the door and peered again into his apartment. It smelled of garlic and ink. A bed stood against the
white wall across the room. The wall above was covered with photos. On one end of his bed sat a green blanket,
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folded neatly into a square like a giant green mung bean cookie. His blue cap sat on top. Comrade Li had told me
that in the army everyone could make his bed in less than three minutes.
Being in the army must have given him lots of friends. The wooden door between our homes couldn’t block
out the loud conversations he had with his many visitors. He told them about his life in the army and the
important people who stood beside him in his photos. He bragged the most about a large picture hanging in the
center, a place of honor. He had once proudly pointed it out to me and Mother.
“This is Comrade Jiang Qing, the wife of our great leader, Chairman Mao.”
In the picture, Comrade Li and five other men stood around a small woman. They were all dressed in Maostyle blue army uniforms and wore caps with short visors. The woman had her hair cut above her ears. Even from
my side of the door, I saw her fierce eyes behind the glasses. They made me think about a hungry ghost in one of
my books.
Now Mother passed Comrade Li the other eggs and the green onions.
“You haven’t had dinner yet?” Her voice had the same tone she used when scolding me, but she wore her smile
for visitors.
“Not yet, Dr. Xiong.”
Everyone used Mother’s maiden name. I guess it would be too confusing to have two Dr. Changs in one
family. “We had to get ready to arrest an undercover enemy.” He cocked his head like a proud rooster.
“What’s an undercover enemy?” I asked.
Mother pinched me on the back of the arm. Ow!
Comrade Li glanced at Father, then leaned forward. His tiny eyes glared into mine.
“Someone who seems to be nice but works to destroy our government,” he whispered.
Why would anyone want to destroy our government? I wished to ask what he would do after he arrested the
enemy, but I didn’t want to risk getting another pinch.
“Do you need anything else?” asked Mother, the smile on her face disappearing.
Comrade Li stretched his head out again. Mother pulled me to the side. He glanced around, then fixed his eyes
on our dinner table.
“Some young revolutionaries are coming here tonight. They would enjoy the mangoes.”
He pointed his chin toward the table and smiled, showing off his tobacco-stained buckteeth. Without a word,
Mother went to the table and carried the plate over.
I was too shocked to cry out. I loved mangoes! They were so expensive, and it had been a long time since we’d
had them. If only Mother had hidden the mangoes, the way she hid the chocolate and coffee from him.
Comrade Li took the plate from Mother and carried it to the table in the middle of his room. As he walked back
to the little door, he pressed his hand to his scalp, flattening a few greasy hairs that stood up on his monkey head.
“Oh, come closer, Ling. There’s something in your ear.” He reached his arm out. I stepped forward and held
my breath as his greasy sleeve passed by my cheek. He plucked something from behind my ear.
“This is for you.”
He held a small red paper bag. My mouth fell open. This was the first time he had given me anything other
than origami.
Inside was a portrait of Chairman Mao on a palm-sized metal button. Chairman Mao wore the same blue army
jacket as Comrade Li. I had never seen a button like this one.
“Thank you! Thank you!”
I jumped up and down. It almost made up for losing dessert. Mother gave me a stern look.
All summer the children in the courtyard were showing off their button collections. I couldn’t wait to trade this
one for the ceramic button of Chairman Mao holding an umbrella. Maybe from now on, Comrade Li would
always pay me with Mao’s buttons instead of origami.
“It’s a new release. The whole hospital got only ten. Put it on your shirt.”
Comrade Li stuck out his chest. He had the same button pinned on the right side of his shirt.
“Ling will put it on after her shower. Good-bye.”
Mother took the button away from me. With one hand behind my neck, she firmly moved me away from him. I
worried that Comrade Li could hear the upset in her voice. Mother closed the door and hooked the latch. She
turned toward Father and wrinkled her face as if she had just eaten a moldy peanut. Father quickly crossed the
room.
“You did fine.” He patted her shoulder. “Hopefully the mangoes will keep him busy for the night.” Father
wrapped his arms around her. I thought my parents did not like Comrade Li because he bought things from us. I
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was wrong.
4
We didn’t have a real shower in our apartment. Mother attached a hose to the faucet in the kitchen. She tied the
other end to a water pipe that ran up to the ceiling. It hung over a drain in the comer of our concrete floor. This
became our shower. Each day of summer, I looked forward to getting in the cold shower after dinner. I stayed in
as long as I could.
“Hurry up, Ling. I have the ointment ready for you.” Mother opened the kitchen door a crack.
“I’m drying off.” I quickly turned off the water and wrapped myself in a big towel decorated with a red rose
print.
Mother came in. With a cotton ball, she swabbed a white, cooling mint ointment all over my neck, arms, and
legs. It felt like she had blown magic cold air onto my heat rash. The itching stopped for a minute. I wished my
skin could feel this way the rest of the day. In the mirror hanging next to the kitchen window, I saw an oval-faced
porcelain doll with patches. I stretched wide my double-lidded eyes and wobbled my head. If we could just run
our fan more often. What was taking the Revolution so long? As I dressed, I heard Father greeting someone.
“Come in! Come in, please!” A soft voice asked,
“Where is my sweet girl?”
It was Mrs. Wong! I quickly buttoned my cotton blouse and ran out of the kitchen. Dr. Wong, Mrs. Wong, and
their son, Niu, were here. The Wongs had just returned from shopping. A big yellow straw bag sat by our front
door.
“Here I am!”
I stretched out my arms and wrapped them around Mrs. Wong’s waist. When she bent down to kiss my cheek,
her long, wavy hair tickled my nose and smelled of jasmine tea. I once overheard her tell Mother she used pearl
powder to wash her face and tea to rinse her hair. She had to be the most beautiful lady in the world. Today she
wore a red silk top with ruffles all down the front and a big full skirt with red and green flowers.
Behind her stood Dr. Wong and Niu. Dr. Wong wore a light yellow shirt, white shorts, and a pair of white
leather shoes. He was not as tall as Father, but had the same wide shoulders and dark skin. He looked like a tennis
player from Father’s English magazines.
“Is this a good time to visit!” With one finger, Dr. Wong pushed up his gold-framed glasses. He glanced at
Comrade Li’s apartment. Father shrugged.
“Let me show you this article.” He led Dr. Wong to our dinner table.
Niu’s short-sleeved white shirt was tucked into his long blue trousers. He walked over to Father’s bookcase
and pulled out a music book. Mrs. Wong complained to Mother that Niu refused to wear shorts, no matter how hot
it was. I guessed that was because he didn’t want his skinny chopstick legs to show.
“Let me take a good look at you, my little doll.”
Mrs. Wong bent down on one knee. She pulled back my collar to examine my neck.
“My poor thing! You shouldn’t wear a blouse with a collar anymore, it makes your rash worse.” Her big brown
eyes widened.
“Come upstairs. We’ll pick out a fabric and I’ll sew you a new blouse.”
I felt as if she had just handed me a bag of ginger candy. I looked at Mother for approval. The smile faded from
her face. I hoped she'd let me go. Mrs. Wong had told Mother many times that she dreamed of having a daughter
like me. Sometimes I wondered if Mother would be as nice if she stayed home like Mrs. Wong did. Yet Mother
often told Father she couldn’t imagine wasting her years of schooling to be just a housewife.
“Thank you, Mrs. Wong,” said Mother. “On such a hot day, we don’t want to trouble you.”
“No trouble! Why don’t you all come up and have ice cream? I made some yesterday after the electricity came
back on.”
She picked up the big shopping bag. Niu snapped shut Father’s music book, Romantic Songs from Russia, and
slipped it back onto the shelf. He could sing half the songs in that book. My eyes begged Mother.
“All right, Ling. You can go for a while. I’m afraid I have to stay here and write up reports for new patients.”
Mother straightened my collar. The rash around my neck itched and burned again.
“You behave!”
Whenever Mother and Mrs. Wong were together they reminded me of flowers in our courtyard garden. Mother
was like a proud white rose, which stood alone. I was afraid to touch her because of her thorns. Mrs. Wong was
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fragrant and warm like a red peony, which always welcomed visitors. I wanted to be close to her. I glanced at
Father, hoping he would go. He loved ice cream almost as much as I did. Father looked up.
“No, thank you. I have to go to the hospital soon.” Dr. Wong didn’t even look up from the magazine.
“You know I don’t care for sweets,” he said as he continued reading. “And I have to go to the hospital, too.”
I was afraid of Dr. Wong. His eyes never smiled from behind his gold-framed glasses. Unlike Father, he made
no jokes. His smell reminded me of small plum flowers with pink petals, the only flower that blossomed in our
courtyard on cold snowy days. Behind their backs, I had heard the nurses call Father and Dr. Wong “the two
handsome surgeons, Dr. Warm and Dr. Cold.”
Though they were very different, Father and Dr. Wong were good friends. Both of them had been Dr. Smith’s
favorite students. They would chat in English over tea for hours. Patients came from all over the country seeking
their help. One from northern China had traveled two days to see them.
“Well, let’s go have ice cream, then. Who is coming?” Mrs. Wong looked at me and smiled.
My eyes followed Niu as he edged toward the door. I moved in front of him and yelled,
“You can only beat me in your dreams!” I jabbed him with an elbow as we crowded through the doorway.
“Ling!” Mother’s scolding chased me up the stairs, along with Niu. “Be a lady!”
“Niu, you’re losing again!” Mrs. Wong’s tinkling laugh echoed along the staircase. Barely beating Niu, I
slapped the gold lion knocker on the heavy red door.
“Touched base!” Turning back, I smiled proudly at him.
Niu’s pale face had turned red. His glasses had slipped down on his nose.
“Oh, I let you win. You know I am a nice brother.” He pushed back his glasses.
Niu was four years older than I was. I barely reached his shoulder. All the kids living around the courtyard
knew I had a “big brother,” even though he didn’t live with us. Whenever I played with him in the courtyard, I felt
safe and protected. Father always said when I was born he was happy to have a daughter, because he already had a
son—Niu.
I thought Niu was the luckiest boy in China. Along with having a real bathtub, a heater, and a refrigerator, his
family was the only one I knew who owned a sewing machine.
“Niu, get the bowls ready. I’ll get the ice cream out in a minute.”
Mrs. Wong set the shopping bag on the redwood table in the middle of their living room.
“Come here, Ling. Let me show you some fabric.”
She led me to the sandalwood dresser beside the bathroom. It was decorated with carvings of a phoenix. The
top shelf held layers of blankets. The middle shelf was full of colorful sweaters. She kept all her sewing fabric on
the bottom shelf.
“Which would you like for your new blouse?”
She dabbed her forehead with the tip of her white handkerchief. I stood there staring at the stack of beautiful
fabric, not sure what to do. Should I be polite and say, “No, thank you. It’s too much trouble,” like Mother often
did? But I really wanted to have a new blouse.
“Don’t be shy.” Mrs. Wong took out a stack of fabric and held it in front of me.
“Take your pick.”
I pointed to a thin cotton fabric with the same pattern as her bathroom curtains—little girls in red sun hats
sitting on a beach. Behind them were palm trees and sailboats floating on water. Above them were the moon and
stars. The pattern reminded me of pictures from Father’s hometown on Hainan Island, far away in southern China.
Whenever I saw the curtains, I daydreamed about going to a beach in southern China and picking up seashells
with Father.
“All right, my dear. We have enough material to make you a blouse.” She handed me the fabric and put the rest
inside the chest.
I followed Mrs. Wong into the kitchen to her foot-pedal sewing machine. The beautiful black-and-silver
machine had been an anniversary present from Dr. Wong. Mrs. Wong was almost as proud of her new machine as
she was of her heater. It stood in the corner of the kitchen, where she could look out on the Han River beyond our
courtyard. The kitchen’s tall French doors led to a patio.
The Wongs’ apartment was much bigger than ours. For one thing, the corner of their apartment wasn’t
someone else’s home. For another, their bathroom was in their apartment, instead of down the hall, like ours.
“Can we have ice cream now?” Niu asked.
He pulled out the chair next to him for me, drumming his long fingers on the table. I was glad he asked first. I
couldn’t wait to have the cold ice cream melting in my mouth. Sitting next to Niu at the small kitchen table, I
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could smell the fragrant detergent from his clothes. I studied his face. He had Dr. Wong’s single-lidded eyes and
Mrs. Wong’s full lips. Unlike other boys in the courtyard, he always dressed nice and clean.
“Be patient,” said Mrs. Wong. She walked to the refrigerator by the French doors, twisting up her hair into a
bun. I stared at her porcelain neck and wondered why she never got heat rash. An evening breeze drifted in from
the Han River. It had been a rainy spring, so the river now filled its banks with dark green water. A few blocks
down, it joined the wide, light brown Yangtze. The setting sun turned the smooth river into a golden blanket. On
the left stood the Han Bridge. Lines of cars and bicycles moved slowly along it. On the right, a row of short
buildings crowded together. The three buildings in our courtyard were the tallest in the neighborhood.
Mrs. Wong told me that our building was the oldest in the courtyard. The other two buildings were built after
the Communist revolution, with small apartments.
From our apartment, the milk trees blocked the view. Niu and I gave that name to the trees around our building
because if we picked one of the leaves, white liquid flowed from the stem. I licked it once, and the milk tasted
bitter.
Mrs. Wong brought us two glass bowls on matching saucers. In each bowl sat three scoops of red bean ice
cream. Square chocolates rested on the sides of each saucer. I took a small bite of the ice cream. Wishing to keep
the sweet taste in my mouth as long as I could, I waited until it melted before swallowing it. Niu picked up the
chocolate and looked at the foreign letters on the plastic candy wrapper.
“Is this English?” I asked.
“No, this is obviously German.” He slid his wrapper over to me.
“They make good chocolate.”
“Oh, all chocolate tastes good to me.”
I took the wrapper and smoothed it out. I didn’t like it when Niu talked to me as if I was a little kid, but I put
up with it because he always gave me his wrappers.
The kids at school prized these colorful plastic wrappers. They were hard to come by, since most candy was
wrapped in paper. We used them as bookmarks or placed white paper over them to trace the drawings. After
collecting a few, I could trade them for things like postcard portraits of Chairman Mao. I could then trade the
postcards for homemade hairpins or even small handkerchiefs with stitched-on flowers.
A small barge blew its horn, sounding like a mooing cow. I pointed at the river.
“Where are the boats headed? Are they going to San Francisco?” Niu rolled his eyes in exasperation.
“Those are riverboats. They would never make it across the great Pacific.”
I hummed. I bet Niu learned to talk like that from Dr. Wong. Niu stared at the river and took another bite of ice
cream.
“You need to do better with your geography. Remind me to show you my maps.”
“Ling is not quite ten yet. She will learn,” interrupted Mrs. Wong. Niu frowned at his mother and continued,
“I need to show her how far away San Francisco is. She is very confused.” He shook his head.
“It’s a lot of work to be her brother.”
I wanted to tell him I didn’t like maps. I could never find the place I was looking for. But I held back. Out the
window, Gardener Zong’s bald head bobbed up and down. He was planting more flowers along the walkway to
our building. He always kept the garden tidy.
Mrs. Wong pulled a chair up behind me and combed my hair. She was gentle. It didn’t hurt the way it often did
with Mother.
“Let’s put your beautiful hair up so you will feel cooler.”
I nodded and my heart grew. Mother never told me my hair was beautiful. Niu only stared. Did he think I had
beautiful hair? Did he think I was beautiful? Mrs. Wong made two tight braids and pinned them around my head,
just like the French girl from a painting in her living room.
After ice cream, Niu and I took turns playing his silver harmonica. He could play many songs, even the new
revolutionary ones. I couldn’t even play scales. I lost interest.
“What do you want to be when you grow up?” I wiped off the harmonica with the corner of my blouse before
handing it to him.
“A surgeon,” Niu answered without hesitation. “What about you?”
For a moment I couldn’t remember my latest plan. I had wanted to be a juice bar saleslady. Then I could sell
red bean juice bars to my parents so they wouldn’t have to wait in line. I had also wanted to be a clerk in a fabric
store. I’d save all the pretty fabric for Mrs. Wong. And I had wanted to be a ticket lady at a movie theater, so I
could let Niu in, even when he had no ticket.
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But the plan that stayed with me longest was to become a teacher. I’d send home all the kids in my class who
had dirty faces and runny noses.
“I want to be a teacher,” I said. But I didn’t tell him why.
“Not a bad choice for a girl, I guess,” said Niu.
Mrs. Wong gave me an approving smile. I wiggled happily in my chair and grinned at Niu. He flipped through
the music book for another song to play. He was serious like Dr. Wong. Why couldn’t he be more cheerful like
Mrs. Wong?
Mrs. Wong spread the fabric out on the table and drew yellow lines on it with a piece of chalk. She had
designed and sewn Mother’s red wedding dress. Mother looked like a fairy in its high collar, flowing sleeves, and
long skirt. Whenever I looked at the wedding picture hanging in my parents’ bedroom, I dreamed that one day I
would wear the same dress and marry a surgeon as handsome as Father.
I watched Niu thoughtfully. His glasses looked funny. I doubted he would ever let me put ponytails in his hair.
I decided I had to find someone else to marry.
Suddenly, I heard shouts and car doors slamming. Niu ran to the patio. Mrs. Wong and I followed.
“What’s happening?” asked Niu.
A green jeep stopped in front of the apartment building across the courtyard. Comrade Li and three teenage
boys ran inside. We heard doors banging, dishes breaking, and someone screaming.
“Something bad is happening! Let’s get inside,” urged Mrs. Wong.
Niu and I didn’t move, so she stood behind, wrapping her arms around us. A few moments later, Comrade Li
and the boys pushed someone out of the building.
“They’re arresting an undercover enemy,” I said. My heart pounded.
“What undercover enemy? Who is it?” Niu asked.
I scrunched part of my white skirt into my fist. We couldn’t see the enemy’s face. A white pillowcase with the
red words NUMBER 4 HOSPITAL covered it. It must have been a lady. One of her purple slippers was left
outside the building. Her head jerked from side to side as Comrade Li and the boys shoved her into the jeep.
Sweat rolled down my back. Before this, I had seen people being arrested only in revolutionary movies. Were
they going to torture her, like the evil people did to Communist revolutionary heroes? Would she be as brave as
the heroes were in the movies and not tell her secrets?
I heard loud tapping on the Wongs’ fireplace pipe. Running over, I called down,
“Yes, Mother.”
Our fireplace shared the same pipe as the Wongs’. Since we had no telephone, when the two families needed to
talk we tapped on the pipe.
“Come home now!” Mother’s order echoed up.
Mrs. Wong and Niu walked me to the door. She kissed me on my cheeks and whispered in my ear as always,
“1 wish you were my daughter.”
My heart burst with the same wish. As I waved good-bye to them, I saw tears in her eyes. …
1964

74.83 The Ancestor\fn{by Bi Feiyu (1964- )} Jiangsu Province, China (M) 6
Standing quietly at the far end of time, Great-Grandmother has transcended the meaning of life. Her life
encompasses an entire century of history. She is silent year-round. During that weak and quiet century, my
grandfather’s generation all passed away, leaving only the old lady to look down from across the generation gap at
her grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Her eyes are white with cataracts, which allow her to look down,
beyond all human limits, shrinking the vastness and boundlessness of the universe while displaying the same
immemorial and profound qualities of matter itself.
To this day, Great-Grandmother has maintained the customs and attitudes of the Late Qing dynasty. GreatGrandmother does not bathe. All year-round, the smells of a coffin and coffin nails hover over her. Great-Grandmother does not brush her teeth. Great-Grandmother does not believe in airplanes. Great-Grandmother does not
watch television. Great-Grandmother understands nothing but her hometown dialect, not even the Mandarin radio
broadcasts.
Great-Grandmother spends every morning at her toilet. She has begun every morning for the last hundred
years with the same ritual-fixing her hair in the Qing-dynasty style. Afterward, she sits up straight without saying
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a word, spending hours measuring up whatever she first lays eyes on. The old woman’s way of sizing up things is
like philosophical speculation—she looks but does not see, what appears true is false, and any historical
conclusion is always shrouded in the mists of ambiguity.
Each winter, Great-Grandmother sits in the sunshine, which seems incapable of penetrating her and instead
merely casts a shadow behind her. That is the image—carved in wood—I had of my great-grandmother from ten
years ago. Ten years ago, on the morning I left to study in Peking, I looked back at Great-Grandmother’s garret.
She was already up and standing at her window, time covering her cheeks with a network of wrinkles. She stood
as tranquilly as a piece of antique porcelain, all the tiny cracks displaying an archaeological significance. I knew
she couldn’t see, but I waved to her anyway. I suspected I would never see her again, and I felt very sad. Ten years
later, she was still there, as tranquil as an antique, standing at the window. This time, I was the father of a son, and
I could see the ravages wrought by those ten years. Great-Grandmother didn’t move, as if the only thing that had
happened in the last ten years were that another layer of dust was added to the antique porcelain.
I returned home with my wife and son after receiving Father’s urgent telegram. My home is situated at the far
end of a long, dark alleyway in a dusty gray town. To get there, you must make five turns and pass by ten
thresholds. There is a dark, dank passageway, above which sits the wooden garret where my great-grandmother
lives.
The space inside Great-Grandmother’s garret forms a separate universe, a dark, enigmatic corner of my home.
No one is permitted to enter. I remember hearing Great-Grandmother say when I was small:
“Don’t even think about coming in, not unless I’m dead.” In those days, my father would say:
“What’s all this talk of death? We won’t come in; nobody is thinking of entering.”
Returning home this time, I noticed a number of major changes. The place was a mess and in decay; things had
been torn down and removed from the house. After making only the third turn, I saw that the neighbor on the
other side of our western wall had cleared out; the only remaining traces were some bricks and a few pieces of
wood.
And those ancient remains formed a very modern flat composition. To one side, Great-Grandmother’s garret
stood all alone, looking forlorn and helpless, making one think of a wooden coffin hanging on a precipice. In the
evening when the maid was helping her down the stairs to dinner, I walked up and called loudly to her:
“Great-Grandmother.”
Her eyes fixed on me, and after a long pause she said, “I heard your footsteps this afternoon.”
I let my wife greet Great-Grandmother. Clutching our son, she stood nervously, if not fearfully, before GreatGrandmother. For a moment, I didn’t know what my son should call my great-grandmother. Since he could not
speak yet, I could address her for him only as Old Ancestor.
Great-Grandmother stood in front of my son for a long time. She felt around inside his diaper, then she smiled.
When she smiled, it was like an irregular chink that had opened in parched ground. I knew she must have touched
his little penis. She drew back her hands, spit on her fingers, and pressed them between my son’s eyebrows. My
son cried. Irrelevantly, Great-Grandmother shouted “Old Ancestor” at him. I thought she had made a mistake, but
I was incapable of deciphering the mystery and the profundity of her universe. Great-Grandmother said:
“They’ve all left us.” I knew she was referring to our neighbors of old.
“Your great-grandfather told me that our days as neighbors were limited,” she said. When Great-Grandmother
spoke, her perfect mouthful of teeth shone like fossils.
“When this house was built, the Chong Zhen emperor had not yet ascended the throne.” When she finished
speaking, she heaved a long sigh and said nothing more for the rest of the night. Piercing my ears and her silence,
that long sigh was like the light of a comet falling back across the ages to the Ming dynasty.
I saw our house moving in the fluid of time, and the shore upon which the arcing waves broke was GreatGrandmother’s teeth. That’s really weird.
After seeing Great-Grandmother back to her garret, Father said:
“You’ve been on the road all day, better go to bed early. If there is anything to do, it can wait till tomorrow.
You two sleep in your mother’s and my bed.”
When he finished speaking, Father opened the lattice door to the east wing. I remembered that GreatGrandmother’s coffin had always been stored there and that every year Father applied another coat of black
lacquer tinged with red.
*
For decades, the coffin had calmly followed the revolutions of the earth around the sun with Great-Grandmother, both exchanging positions of responsibility, looking forward to each other. They had a mutual under-
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standing that each would give the other its or her significance and eternal ending.
“Where are you going to sleep?” I asked Father.
“In your great-grandmother’s coffin,” said Father.
My wife gave me a nervous look. Unsure, she refrained from talking. Father quietly closed the door, and the
east wing quickly became black as the giant pupil of an eye.
Once in bed, my wife said, “Why does he sleep in a coffin?”
“It doesn’t matter, we’re all one family. Dead or alive, we’re all together.”
“The living can’t live with the dead, no matter what,” said my wife.
To comfort her, I said, “That’s the way our family does things. There’s nothing unusual about sleeping in a
coffin; sometimes we even fight over who gets to sleep in it. I had an older brother and an older sister who died
young. Great-Grandmother wouldn’t permit them to be buried outside, so we buried them under the bed.”
My wife sat up immediately.
“Where?”
“Under the bed.” I tapped on the wooden planks of the bed with my foot, making a hollow sound. “Right under
this board.”
My wife’s eyes shone with fear. She clutched my arm and said, “Why did your family do that?”
“It’s not just our family,” I said. “Every family is the same.”
My wife held me tightly by the waist.
“I’m scared,” she said. “I’m scared to death.”
*
“I called you home for Great-Grandmother’s sake.”
“Is she going to die soon?” I asked.
Silently, Father shook his head.
“If only that were the case,” said Father. “I don’t care what anyone says, all I wish is for the old lady to die.”
I asked him what was the matter and how he could say such a thing.
Father lowered his head and said nothing. Father’s silence reminded me of Great-Grandmother at another time.
“In another ten days or so, your great-grandmother will be one hundred years old,” said Father. It looked as
though Great-Grandmother had become a wooden cangue on him. Father lifted his head, looked at me, and asked:
“Did you see her mouthful of teeth?”
I didn’t understand Father. I couldn’t figure out what he was driving at.
Father tugged at the cuff of my Western-style suit and, lowering his voice, said:
“If a person lives to a hundred and still has all her teeth, she’ll become a demon after she dies.”
“How can that be?” I asked.
“Why shouldn’t it?” asked my father.
“Who ever saw anyone become a demon?”
“Did anyone ever not see a person become a demon?”
How could that be possible? I asked myself. My back seemed to go numb and felt all prickly. I saw in Father’s
eyes the same look I had seen in my wife’s. She was afraid of death, but my father was afraid of life.
*
Explosions were heard all around our house. Several dynasties were reduced to rubble and dust in the strong
smell of dynamite. The state of relative rest between buildings and debris is what the history books call a dynasty.
The workers had done their utmost to ensure that a building would last. Later, people would complain, “What’s
the point of making it so solid? Dynasties are like buildings and teeth-they grow, and they crumble.” The smell of
dynamite is like incense in a Buddhist country—it alters the mystery present in the redeemer’s posture.
*
My son walked haltingly around the courtyard. Holding on to the same small redwood stool that I had held on
to when I was a child, he played by himself in a corner of the courtyard. He was absorbed in playing with a
bamboo chopstick. After two hours, he was drooling and humming a hymn only God could understand. GreatGrandmother stood in another corner of the courtyard, eyeing my son and listening to him sing. It must have been
because of him that she hadn’t gone upstairs. Great-Grandmother approached: my son, and they conversed with a
natural affinity in a language not understood by other human beings. On their faces played an essential correspondence given to man by Nature, echoing each other like sunrise and sunset, relying on each other’s heartbeats to
transmit spring, summer, fall, and winter, making of humanity the most wonderful quintessence of the universe.
They talked. There was no interpreter. It was the way the wind understood the sound of the leaves, or the way
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water guessed the direction of the waves, or the way light saw the mirror, or the way one pupil could contain
another.
“They seem to be having fun. What are they playing?” my wife asked.
Great-Grandmother turned and said to me:
“When I die, take a piece of cloth from your son, wrap some of his hair in it, and sew it into the cuff of my
sleeve.”
“What is all this talk about death? You’re still young.”
“Don’t forget,” said Great-Grandmother.
“All right,” I replied.
“It doesn’t matter how long you live—sas soon as you open your eyes, it’s time to close them,” GreatGrandmother said, smiling. “If you talk about long life, then it will be among the shadows. Remember a piece of
cloth. Don’t forget.”
*
Great-Grandmother's hundredth birthday was slowly drawing nearer. My house was shrouded in fear like the
dust that silently covered the table and porcelain.
That night, Father’s twelve brothers gathered at our house. I sat to one side. In my imagination, Great-Grandmother’s teeth emitted a sound like breaking ice. The men smoked quietly. In their preoccupation was the solemn
atmosphere of having arrived at a juncture in history. No one spoke. At a silent juncture in history, the first conclusion is the direct equivalent to the outcome of history. This is our accustomed way of doing things. At that
moment, a rumble was heard outside. The sound reminded me that the road home had sent me back to the Ming
dynasty, which caused me to tremble even more.
Finally, Father lifted his head in the smoke and said firmly:
“Pull them.”
He turned to look at me. His look made me feel that I couldn’t bear the weight of history. I smiled. But even I
didn’t know what I was smiling about. On many important occasions, I wore a foolish smile, my heart empty as
the wind. I suspect that many of those present saw my foolish smile. After things had quieted down, my wife
complained:
“Why are things such a mess? Why is your family such a mess? The boy’s hands are always twitching.”
“He’ll be fine soon,” I said. “He’ll be fine in a couple of days. He’ll calm down soon.”
“I can’t find the boy’s shoes,” my wife said.
“How could they disappear? Who’d want such little shoes?” I asked.
My wife said she couldn’t find his red shoes. I looked everywhere. A little impatiently, I said:
“If they’re gone, they’re gone. Just buy another pair tomorrow.”
“That’s ridiculous,” said my wife. “Yesterday you lost a pair of Nikes, and today the boy’s are gone. Ridiculous.”
“Why make such a fuss over it?” I asked. “If Mother heard you, there’d really be trouble.”
*
Pulling Great-Grandmother’s teeth constituted a unique page in the history of my life. A drizzle was blowing
that morning. You really couldn’t call it rain—it was like rain and like mist but also like wind. The sky secreted a
viscous historical atmosphere. The plot in our house got quickly under way. Only Great-Grandmother, who was
the object of the plot, was left in the dark. We were prepared, nobody said a word. There was a sense of taking
fate in our hands and of participating in the excitement of a historical mission, and there was the exhilaration of
committing a crime. This is the way humanity commonly approaches history. Great-Grandmother was sitting at
her window, easy as a dream, like an uneventful period in a historical record. All around her, we were motionless
and silent, waiting for the signal to stand up and cast the shadow of ambush onto the ground.
Around noon, Fifth Uncle came to the house. He looked nervous and worried. Fifth Uncle called for Father.
Standing under the eaves and facing Father, he said:
“We can’t get any anesthetic; it’s too tightly controlled by the hospital.”
Father’s face darkened, looking like the moss on an ancient brick.
“Are we going to pull them or not?” asked Fifth Uncle.
Father said nothing. Facing Great-Grandmother’s little garret, Father lowered his head and said,
“Grandmother, you will just have to suffer.”
It was damp everywhere. The accumulated dust swelled. For a long time, I was unable to wipe away the gray
streaks from this part of my memory. All afternoon, my uncles sat in the central room, drinking. The table full of
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wine had been prepared for Great-Grandmother, so the old lady came downstairs especially early. She was all
smiles. She couldn’t see well, her eyes hidden behind an inauspicious shroud. Normally, her face wore a somewhat confused expression.
As soon as Great-Grandmother sat down, my uncles toasted her. My father said:
“Grandmother, you will be one hundred soon. May you outlast South Mountain and be more prosperous than
the Eastern Sea.”
Great-Grandmother laughed.
“I can’t live much longer,” she said happily, holding her glass. “If I live much longer, I’ll become a demon.”
Then she drank down the wine.
The faces of my uncles darkened, looking perplexed and alarmed. The wine glasses in their hands appeared
heavy; they hesitated. Fortunately, Great-Grandmother couldn’t see.
I have no recollection about the moment of silence that followed. Perhaps it was just a few minutes, or perhaps
another layer of dust had settled on Great-Grandmother’s shoulders—it has never been clear to me. At the end of
that moment of silence, Father and his twelve brothers got up from their seats and knelt before Great-Grandmother. Her lips were slightly parted, and every tooth seemed to smile. Great-Grandmother said:
“Get up, get up, my darlings, we haven’t observed that custom in ages.”
The dark shapes of her darlings stood up. Fifth Uncle held a rope, Ninth Uncle gripped a pair of pliers, and
Seventh Uncle held a redwood tray. They pounced on her and held her fast. In a few minutes, Great-Grandmother’s teeth were all lying on the tray; the roots of her teeth were covered with bloody shreds of flesh. I stared at
Great-Grandmother’s teeth; in them, I saw humanity’s direct intuition of time. It is our fear of time that makes us
draw a link between teeth and their loss. Seventh Uncle handed the redwood tray to me. The thought vanished,
and I can’t remember much. Later, I was unable to recall what I was thinking at that time. All I remember is the
swift, violent, harsh, and painful psychological experience. Later, I smelled the dynamite—the odor of the
dynamite burned like ice. I was bitten by the odor.
Tenth Uncle said, “Elder Brother, I can’t stop the bleeding. Should we take her to the hospital?”
Father said, “We can’t. The doctor will know what happened as soon as he sees her.”
Great-Grandmother had collapsed on the brick floor, her lips deeply sunken. Teeth are funny things. When they
are there, they can’t be seen, but as soon as they are gone, the face changes beyond recognition. GreatGrandmother’s hundred-year-old blood spread around her lips and flowed more disorderedly than time. GreatGrandmother lay on the floor, breathing heavily. Her throat gurgled and creaked like oars. Her skin was slowly
losing color and resembled traditional rice paper. Ninth Uncle said:
“She’s fading fast.” Fifth Uncle said:
“Get her some water. What are you doing standing around?” Seventh Uncle tried several times; he lifted her
head and shook it several times. It was no good, the water wouldn’t go down.
At that moment, my son started crying in the west wing. I ran over and asked iny wife:
“What’s going on? Can’t you even take care of the child?” My wife said:
“If he wants to cry, what can I do? What’s all that racket in there?” I said:
“It’s none of your business. You are not to come out unless I call you.” While coaxing our son, my wife said:
“Being in your house is like being in the eighteenth level of hell. One can barely breathe here.” I frowned and
asked:
“Are you finished?” Father said:
“Take down a door; the floor is too cold.”
A bunch of old men scrambled to lay the very old lady on the door. I walked over and lifted her eyelids. The
world of Great-Grandmother’s life lay shrouded in darkness behind her cataracts. Softly, I called:
“Old Ancestor, Old Ancestor.”
Her head slid from my elbows to my hands.
Her thirteen grandchildren all knelt at the same time. Their bowed backs made their kneeling look pious.
*
Great-Grandmother was laid out on the lid of her coffin. The coffin was at least thirty years old. Many familiar
and unfamiliar people came to offer their condolences. They walked down the dark, dank passageway to bring funeral money and to eat a mouthful of the noodles prepared to celebrate Great-Grandmother’s birthday. My father
and his twelve brothers as well as the thirty-seven male members of my generation took turns burning funeral
money. The ashes floated all around my house, and the smell of death from the money swirled around the people
who walked through the house. The smell of death was so alive. Even the rats came out of their holes and skit-
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tered away, seeing that no one was paying attention.
Kneeling before Great-Grandmother, I felt my heart go numb. Being the son of her eldest grandson, I caught a
relieved look in the eyes of my father’s generation. They buried Great-Grandmother’s teeth separately, eliminating the chances of her becoming a demon after death. I tried to imagine what Great-Grandmother would look like
as a demon, but my imagination could not break through conventional human patterns and styles, and that left me
disappointed. Several times, the flames from the burning funeral money painfully licked my finger-tips. I knew
that money from the underworld could burn the fingers just as the money from this world was ice cold and thus
not easily touched. Father cooked the noodles, one pot after another. Everyone from the village was there—not
sure of what he or she wanted to see. Many of the people removed the paper from Great-Grandmother’s face. Her
mouth was ghastly looking. Death always fixes the mouth of the dead at the worst moment, making death seem
hideous. People came and went, each one about the same. They came, striding over the threshold into our Mingdynasty house; leaving, they strode over the threshold and down the ancient alleyway to leave the Ming dynasty.
Everyone should have had this hallucination from the moral point of view, against which the powerful explosions
were powerless.
Putting Great-Grandmother into the coffin a little early was a clear expression of how flustered my father and
uncles were. The coffin housed my Great-grandmother. A coffin is like a classic text that records the mysteries of
life and death. My father said to us:
“Hold a three-day wake for Grandmother’s soul.”
When Father pronounced the word wake he touched the coffin. My heart jumped when I heard the word. What
is a wake? In my imagination, a soul is more alive than life itself. This way of thinking left me worried, but I
couldn’t say it out loud, for that would spell disaster. The strip of yellow cloth from my son’s clothes became a
banner fluttering before my great-grandmother’s soul. She relied on that vigorously waving banner to make her
way with ease through the underworld, where ghosts, big and small, could do nothing. Father said:
“Great-Grandmother’s bad luck can be turned to good.”
Father was better at dealing with the affairs of the underworld than with those of this one. All members of the
older generation are like that.
*
The most shocking event occurred at midnight. On that blue night filled with the odor of dynamite, my house
fell into an utter life-and-death confusion. We held a wake according to Father’s orders. Great-Grandmother’s
coffin was placed in the central hall on two supports. I slept under the coffin; a soy-oil lamp flickered weakly in
front of the coffin all night. A number of white candles dozed amid long coils of incense. Uncooked noodles,
steamed bread, and cubes of tofu and bean jelly were covered with lead-colored ash. The sound of a pile driver
could be heard outside, vigorous as a cow but a little breathless. My ancient home seemed in decline, filled with
an atmosphere of death.
Just after midnight, nearly everyone holding the wake fell asleep. A few of my uncles were sitting around a
small square table, their eyes shining with a green light. They were playing mah-jongg. Each piece they placed on
the table sounded as heavy as a coffin.
“Two.”
“Eight ten-thousands.”
“Match.”
My ears were filled with the shouting that followed as they played. Dreams like bats fluttered at dusk, their
bodies flitting nervously. I don’t know if I slept or not. I’m not sure. Those days when I slept, I seemed to be
awake, and when I was awake, I seemed to be asleep. And the dreams I dreamed—half the time I couldn’t tell
what was real and what wasn’t. I heard Seventh Uncle say:
“Last game. After we finish this hand, let them take over.”
Then came the sound of shuffling mah-jongg tiles like a summer rain falling on Lake Taihu stones. Hearing
these sounds, I was as if in a trance, but I clearly heard the sounds that followed.
Betokened by the gods, I heard a sharp sound coming strangely from the edge of heaven. I propped myself up
and barely missed hitting my head on the bottom of the coffin. I smelled the strange odor of the coffin and heard
the sound of fingernails on the wood. I shook my head. It was completely quiet. Apparently, they heard
something. We exchanged a look of terror. We clearly heard the sounds coming from the coffin, which functioned
like a bass drum, amplifying the criticism and dissatisfaction of Great-Grandmother’s fingernails against the coffin. My hands went slack, a number of my uncles looked at me, and their eyes shone to their biological limits. The
scratching of her fingernails on the coffin was weak but frenzied, like the sharp, doomed cries of a rat in the
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mouth of a cat. Full of death’s fervor, Great-Grandmother must have opened her cataract-covered eyes in the
darkness and, at the same time, opened her toothless mouth. Great-Grandmother longed for light and space.
Great-Grandmother’s tiny three-inch bound feet—her golden lotuses—must have burst with energy as they kicked
out twice, decisively opening a crack behind us as a cold wind blew in from eight hundred miles around. Fifth
Uncle said:
“Open it up. Hurry! Open it up.”
Actually, Fifth Uncle didn’t express himself in such a clear manner—his tongue was stiff as salted meat.
At first, Third Uncle didn’t utter a word. Then he said:
“Why weren’t her fingernails clipped?”
We suddenly remembered Great-Grandmother’s pointed gray nails. This threatening material became the most
frightening part of a future countryside legend. We all held our breath, all our energy focused on listening. The
sounds grew weaker and weaker, the pauses longer and longer. Finally, dead silence. To this day, I still believe
that Great-Grandmother’s left index finger was sticking up. We all knew she had her reasons for not prying with
her nails, but we still waited a long time.
After the funeral procession, Great-Grandmother’s descendants strode over the torches. In the field, the torches
formed a wall between life and death. No, that’s not accurate. After you’ve stepped past the torches, you’ve
crossed over the screen between life and death. Flames blazed between each person’s legs, and purplish smoke
fled into the sky, where it formed a variety of hieroglyphs, like difficult-to-decipher prpphecies left by the
ancients. All I know is that half were written on sheepskin, the other half in the sky.
Entering the passageway at home, we just had to pause. I said, “Let’s take a look at Great-Grandmother’s
garret.” Father said:
“Everyone else stay put. He and I will go up alone.”
We opened tne door, and a cold wind from the last century spread its long hair and long nails toward us. Her
garret was devoid of furniture, save for a bed and a dressing table. Father and I were at a loss. Our curiosity was
like a free-falling body in reality. Father said:
“Shoes. Your son’s little red shoes.”
I stepped forward. My son’s red shoes were under her bed, toes pointing toward the bed plank. I also saw my
old, beat-up Nikes. Behind my Nikes, arranged in order of age, were a pair of green army shoes, a pair of cotton
shoes, a pair of cotton slippers, and a pair of wooden clogs. I noticed that the shoes, which were laid out in a
spiral, seemed to gaze at one another with a light-footed expression. Confident yet ridiculous. It was at that moment that the illusion occurred. I saw the arrival of the ranks of my clan in a long spiral procession. They greeted
me in our local dialect and the inherited manner of our clan. Like time, they were toothless, their eyes clouded
with cataracts. Father said:
“What’s this? What’s going on here?”
I was on the point of asking my father the same question. But hearing his voice, I held my tongue.
75.75 Meetings\fn{by Ge Fei (1964- )}Jiangsu Province, China (M) 17
In the dim and distant past, a Chief Magician in the Potala Palace made this prediction: in 1904, which would
be the Tibetan year of the wooden dragon, there would be a great catastrophe in Tibet. On different occasions the
priest described in detail the nature of this catastrophe, but never explained clearly where it would come from.
At the beginning of the summer of 1903, an expeditionary army for the invasion of Tibet, made up of a
hotchpotch of British soldiers and Indian Sikhs and Gurkhas, stealthily sneaked along the Disita River Valley into
Khamba Dwng. The origins of the catastrophe were finally becoming clear.
*
On their way to Khamba Dzong, the expeditionary army, under the leadership of Colonel Francis Younghusband,\fn{Sir Francis Edward Younghusband (1863-1942).} had come across no other obstacle than the heavy rain swirling
over the plateau. The vast and lonely plateau seemed to be in a deep sleep and the legendary shepherd army of
Tibet was still nowhere to be seen.
*
Whichever way you look at him, Colonel Younghusband was an adventurer in the true sense of the word. After
graduating from Sandhurst,\fn{The British military academy for the training of army officers .} his military career began in
the Meerut and Kashmir regions of India. In the autumn of 1886, he stole alone into the Chinese interior, leaving a
trail all over the plains of the northeast, Mongolia, Xinjiang and the Kunlun Mountains. In Colonel Younghus-
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band’s view, his most recent appointment as commanding officer of the British expeditionary force was entirely a
result of his own remarkable military talent and rich mountain experience. This view was totally different from
the initial feelings of the Governor-General of India, Lord Curzon.\fn{ George Nathaniel Curzon (1859-1925), 1st Marquis
Curzon of Kedleston; he was Governor-General of India from 1899 to 1905 .} When the governor first saw Younghusband he
was deeply impressed by the headstrong, rash and impetuous nature of this young officer. Younghusband was
undoubtedly the most suitable choice to take command of a war in a mysterious country like Tibet.
The army set up camp at Khamba Dzong on a plain by the side of a little darkly shining stream. From here they
overlooked the whole of the Targan river valley; the peak of Mount Everest towering in the distance seemed close
at hand, and the silver-gray peaks and ridges piled high with snow, each one rising higher than the other, glittered
with a dazzling radiance.
The beginning of summer in June was the season of good weather in this region, when flowers and grasses
blossomed in abundance. Colonel Younghusband was sitting on a tree stump in his tent, and with a depressed look
on his face was playing a game of Erlut chess with Major Bretherton, a game they had just learnt how to play.
Bretherton’s mind seemed to be elsewhere; he kept turning to glance in the direction of the silent valley. His
glances appeared highly significant and seemed to stir up the anxiety which Colonel Younghusband had been
bottling up for some time.
After the troops had entered Khamba Dzong, they had fallen into a period of endless waiting. In his last letter,
Curzon had hinted that the British parliament felt quite undecided as to whether or not the expeditionary army
should occupy Chumbi in the near future, then seize Gyantse and advance on Lhasa. This indecisiveness and
procrastination was a mixture of feebleness and artificial posturing. Colonel Younghusband was worried that it
would put the British troops at a strategic disadvantage and give the Tibetans time to gather a large army. At the
end of his letter, Curzon warned him that there was no reason to act rashly before the negotiators from China and
Tibet had arrived at Khamba Dzong.
The River Targan trickled quietly through the valley, passing through an area of low scrub thicket and patches
of land where highland barley was struggling to grow. Colonel Younghusband could see the blurred silhouettes of
British soldiers scattered about in twos and threes in the valley. Day after day they had been hanging around there,
collecting specimens of fossils, plants, butterflies and insects. The valley was covered in plants of the buttercup
family and cluster on cluster of azaleas; the flowers grew so thickly that, looked at from a distance, they glittered
red like burning coal. The wind of the plateau blew diagonally across the plain; apart from the trickle of water
from the stream, all around was shrouded in a listless silence.
At midday, a man dressed as a missionary, riding one of .the small horses that are native to Tibet, was coming
slowly towards the camp along the narrow track that ran around the edge of the valley. The arrival of this man
gave Colonel Younghusband and the Major an excuse to put an end at last to their dull and insipid game of chess.
The Colonel impatiently tossed a piece onto the board and stood up.
“Look, someone’s coming.”
“It looks like a priest,” said Major Brethenon.
“It’s that Scot we met a few days ago.”
Major Bretherton was silent. His eyes were full of worry, and he anxiously regarded the silhouette of the
missionary out on the plain, as if the announcement of his visit brought with it some sort of mysterious danger.
Brethenon had been a close friend of Colonel Younghusband when they were young; on the eve of Younghusband’s being given the order to enter Tibet, he had Bretherton transferred from far-off Kathmandu\n{ The capital of
Nepal.} to his own command, putting him in charge of transport and supplies. Bretherton was by nature an honest,
frank man, faithful in the discharge of his duties, and a capable military supplies officer, but, as Colonel Younghusband later realized, not everyone could manage to live in a place like Tibet. On the first day Brethenon entered
Tibet he was overcome by fear, and the continuous scourge of dysentery had reduced him to a shadow of his
former self. The sound of chanting from the Lamaist temples always made him feel uneasy, and over and over
again, in a fearful tone of voice, he said to his friend and protector:
“Perhaps we will never reach Lhasa.”
Between ten o’clock in the morning and one in the afternoon, a total of three people came one after another to
visit Colonel Younghusband’s camp command post. They were the Scottish missionary John Newman, the Head
Lama of Tashilhunpo monastery and the resident Chinese official in Tibet, He Wenqin.
It was impossible to see three people when it was just coming up to lunch time. Colonel Younghusband, from
intuition and interest, without hesitation selected one of them (namely the Head Lama of Tashilhunpo monastery)
for an interview, and sent the other two away to wait in suspense in the corn fields outside the camp.
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The Head Lama made an unforgettable impression on Colonel Younghusband as soon as he appeared in the
camp, with his skinny body, his wrinkled face and his long scarlet robes swaying emptily. He had obviously
appeared not as an official negotiator, but to persuade him as an individual. His refined, courteous manner and
generous appearance complemented his high monastic position. What startled Colonel Younghusband was that
this lama from the labyrinths of a monastery in the back of beyond was proficient in both Chinese and English. At
first their conversation involved the skillful use of a string of sensitive terms such as invasion and occupation.
From this it was evident that the Head Lama was by no means ignorant of the current trends in foreign
strategy.\fn{A reference to the “Great Game”—the efforts of British foreign policy to preserve Chinese and Indian independence under
their control from preventing the spread of Russian influence throughout central Asia, which was the object of the military excursion into
Tibet.} From religious practices and medicine they moved on to magic and miracles, .but finally there arose a

serious difference of opinion in the field of philosophy.
In his youth, Colonel Younghusband had made a sketchy study of the works of Spinoza and Leibniz, and
therefore had enough general knowledge of philosophy to start a debate with the lama. Within two hours, they had
already wasted a lot of breath quarreling over whether or not the earth was round. Whatever one may say about it,
the interview was quite encouraging, in particular because the many peculiar and incredible views of the Head
Lama took root in Colonel Younghusband’s memory without his being aware of it.
In the area where corn was growing outside the camp, the meeting between the Chinese official and the Scottish missionary, on the other hand, seemed quite relaxed. He Wenqin had come thousands of miles, with the
weight of his mission from the great Qing empire on his shoulders, in order to see Younghusband, and the latter
had inexplicably rejected him, had shown him the door, and forced him to hang about waiting with a missionary.
It appeared from the way He Wenqin and John Newman met each other that the two men had not only met
before, but also that they were quite well acquainted. Still, they seemed able to celebrate the rituals of people
meeting afresh.
The missionary, his face wreathed in smiles, walked towards He Wenqin with both arms outstretched, as if to
embrace him. He Wenqin, however, backed away through the corn. Several British officers outside the camp saw
everything without understanding the whys and wherefores. No one knew what the two men in the wide expanse
of corn were actually talking about. The missionary seemed to be rather interested in the long silk gown He Wenqin was wearing, for as soon as he had finally managed to get close to He Wenqin, he threw up a corner of the
long robe and twisted it with his fingers. This overly intimate action would have been indiscreet in the traditional
etiquette of either China or England.
*
It was afternoon when the Head Lama emerged from Younghusband’s tent, and the sun was shining on everything. He did not go straight back to Tashilhunpo near Shigatse, but instead took a different road. After many
years of being lashed by the cold wind of the plateau and burnt by the strong sun, his face was as dried up as a
sheepskin.
As his horse danced unhurriedly down the Targan river valley, the Head Lama saw the lone silhouette of the
Scottish missionary riding along the riverbed. The Chinese official who had been waiting with him earlier was
nowhere to be seen.
Newman had not come to Khamba Dzong to see Younghusband; his real intention had been to wait for He
Wenqin. Colonel Younghusband’s refusal to see any negotiator from China had both hurt and depressed the Qing
dynasty official. In his gloom he had left Khamba Dzong and returned all alone to his Chinese village of Cangnan.
The missionary’s horse was walking slowly and the Head Lama soon caught up with him. A gap remained
between: the two men and they rode separately along the reddy-brown river valley under the blazing sun.
The summer wind blew over the mountain ridges in their direction, concealing a cold hint of ice and snow.
Black and white ducks and snow doves warbled among the trees and grasses, and a torrent of water from a waterfall in a nearby ravine made a distant and monotonous din.
Perhaps in order to distract himself from the weary loneliness before his eyes, the Head Lama began to chat to
the missionary. Throughout this irrelevant conversation, the Head Lama frowned constantly, his heart heavy with
worry.
Colonel Younghusband was a difficult man to tackle. Although he was not actually opposed to Tibetan Buddhism (in fact he even harbored a cautious curiosity towards it) nevertheless, his arrogance and cold indifference
made it difficult for someone to get close to him. The Head Lama not only had not managed to prise out of him
any useful information, but had not even had an opportunity to raise with the Colonel what he had originally
planned to, which was to try to dissuade the British army from the idea of pressing on to Lhasa. Arid there were
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some things he had been able to say, even though he had not wanted to. In addition, there was a great discrepancy
between the evaluations made by Lhasa and the true facts, as the British had apparently already made all the
necessary preparations for going deep into the interior of Tibet, and their occupation of the sacred city of Lhasa
was just a matter of time.
*
At dusk, an enormous red and white castle appeared before them and the Head Lama reined his horse to a halt.
Since he was about to take his leave, the Head Lama invited the Scottish missionary to spend the night with him
at the castle (purely out of politeness). Newman was thinking of refusing gracefully, but instead heard himself
immediately accept the invitation—which just shows how difficult he found it to restrain himself in either word or
deed.
This event had at least two consequences: looking back on it with hindsight. It was the start of a series of later
misfortunes, but just then the idea that the Christian missionary and the great Tibetan lama were about to spend
the night under the same roof made both men very nervous.
This eastern-style castle was built on a hill in the middle of the plain. It was a rambling, untidy building, six
stories high. There were courtyards to the front and rear, and outside the courtyards were tethered seven or eight
Tibetan horses. Ravens were perching in rows under the eaves and on the walls, cawing and squawking. In a
hollow in the hills not far to the left of the castle was a Buddhist nunnery. Several nuns were queuing up to go
down to the river to draw water.
In the last few years, Newman had never been allowed to enter a genuine Tibetan-style castle, so he decided to
make the most of today’s opportunity. As darkness was beginning to fall, after they had eaten a hurried meal of
roasted barley and highland barley wine in the dining room, the missionary asked if he could have a look round
the castle. The Head Lama deliberated for a moment, and then nodded his head in agreement. A young servant
boy quickly brought them an oil lamp.
As they went up along flights of stone steps, the dark, sinister labyrinth of a building gradually revealed itself
before the eyes of the missionary. On the second floor of the castle Newman saw an enormous storehouse of oldfashioned armaments. The room and the passage were full of hay, black gunpowder, rusting helmets, shields,
breastplates and matchlock rifles. These objects were relics of days gone by, discarded and unused for a long time,
their surfaces covered with a thick layer of dust, but the rows of prayer wheels set in niches in the walls, after
years of being touched by people’s hands, appeared bright and shiny.
The moonlight shone in through the arrow slits in the walls, turning the Head Lama’s face a dark bluish color.
The light sent an icy cold shiver over Newman’s whole body.
Newman apparently felt that in these circumstances it would be highly unprofitable to argue about the merits
and demerits of the two religions (in the past he had seen such disputes with the lamas, as part of his sacred duty).
However, since the Head Lama had already started a conversation, out of politeness he managed grudgingly to put
in the appropriate replies, disputes and corrections.
“In fact, we have never thought that the Christian religion contained any defects,” said the Head Lama, after
leading the missionary to a room where sutras were stored, on the fourth floor, “and indeed, we have never sent
anyone to Scotland, or to London, to do missionary work. All religions possess similar characteristics, though
they give rise to completely different customs. For instance, you generally describe Tibetan people as ‘dirty.’ It’s
true that we don’t wash very often, but the difference between us and you Westerners who splash around in a bath
tub is that the Tibetan custom is to bathe in the pure, clean wind. It is similar to curing someone of an illness; the
Chinese method is to palpate the wrist of the sick person; yours is to slide a round piece of metal backwards and
forwards across the sick person’s chest, but in Tibet, whether a person is ill or not is decided by the noise he
makes when he urinates into a wooden bucket.”
“Quite so,” the missionary chimed in, “but there is one thing I have never understood, which is that you
believe in Buddha, but how do you know that Buddha really exists, or where he exists, and in what way do you
understand the hardships of this mortal life?”
“In the Christian religion, on what do you base your knowledge of Jesus’ existence?” countered the Head
Lama.
“On miracles,” replied Newman.
“What miracles?”
“For example, according to biblical records, the prophet turned a creeping reptile into a rigid walking stick—”
“But that’s just a type of sorcery,” interrupted the Head Lama, laughing gently. “In Kashmir, India, and in
Tibet, there are many roving artists who are masters of this art.”
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The man’s face turned red with shame and rage, and he was just thinking of making a stern rebuke, when the
Head Lama of Tashilhunpo monastery patted him on the shoulder, and in a mysterious voice said softly:
“Come with me, I’ve got something to show you.”
Guided by the uncertain light from the flickering lamp, Newman followed the Head Lama downstairs. They
passed through one long, narrow corridor after another, all blackened by smoke and soot, and through several
secret rooms, and finally came to a small, secluded courtyard at the back of the castle.
“What do you think that is?” The Head Lama gestured towards a tree in a corner of the courtyard.
“A tree.”
“Go closer and look at it more carefully.” The Head Lama passed him the oil lamp he was holding.
Whichever way you looked at it, the tree was at first sight no different from other trees. The crown of the tree
was bushy and disordered with tangled, higgledy-piggledy branches, and these heavy branches stretched out
beyond the boundary wall. The missionary did not know what sort of tree it was, but the strange sound as the
wind rustled the leaves made him realize that it actually was different from most other trees. Newman raised the
lantern and went slowly closer, but was quickly brought to a halt by fear of what he saw: on each leaf of the tree
there was, clearly outlined, the lifelike image of a Buddha. The leaves, were a dark, blackish green, some a little
deeper, some a little paler.
“You can stroke the leaves with your hand,” the Head Lama said in the darkness.”
Newman carefully examined the leaves, which were all wet with drops of dew, and then stretched out his hand
to peel off a piece of bark; on the new bark the image of a laughing Buddha reappeared.
“Is this one of the sacred trees which were mentioned by the Abbe Huc?”
The Head Lama nodded.
Newman had once read in a book that in 1884 the French Abbe Huc had seen a similar phenomenon at the foot
of the hill on which stood the Tar monastery in Qinghai.
“How many trees like this are there in Tibet?” asked the missionary.
“At least two thousand,” the Head Lama told him. “Apart from a very few, most of them are unknown to man.”
“Could I pick a leaf to take with me?”
The Head Lama smiled, without saying yes or no.
The Head Lama and the missionary spent the second half of that night on an open-air terrace right at the top of
the castle. A Union Jack on the battlements made a flapping sound. The flag was a sign that the British had once
occupied the castle, and made them unconsciously turn their conversation to the business of the British army’s
invasion of Tibet.
“There’s only one way to stop the British troops entering Lhasa,” Newman warned the Head Lama.
“Which way is that?”
“Kidnap Younghusband.”
This conversation actually took place at dawn on the following day; caressed by the cold wind, the missionary
saw some women from the nunnery kneeling among the groves on the river bank washing Tibetan rugs and
discussing something loudly in Tibetan. The sound of their laughing carried unhindered over a great distance. . . .
*
Due to weather conditions, the British army's original plan to launch an offensive along the Guru-Tuna line on
Christmas Eve had to be postponed until the following spring.
On the 16 th of January, 1904, Colonel Younghusband's 23 rd Engineers pushed forward to a position beyond the
Guru canyon. At the same time, a large Tibetan force had in anticipation already occupied all the elevated
positions above the gorge. The Guru gorge was the gateway to Gyantse, and seizing the fortress of Gyantse was
the most important objective of the British in their plan to enter Lhasa.
Over the last few days, Colonel Younghusband had been faced with his biggest problems since entering Tibet.
On the one hand, the atrocious weather conditions had exacerbated the soldiers’ problems with the lack of oxygen,
and pneumonia and dry coughs were wreaking havoc in the camp. Younghusband was worried that if the.
situation lasted another two or three weeks, then the already weak transport line would be unable to supply the
troops with enough food. On the other hand, the British government was still urging Colonel Younghusband to do
his utmost to find a way of negotiating with the Tibetans. This could not fail to seem contradictory: the arduous
journey into Tibet, the hardships and dangers, the endless trudging over mountains which the army had endured in
the two-year preparation for this expedition, were not after all for the purpose of a military victory, but merely for
one tiny diplomatic initiative. The Colonel found this very hard to bear.
On January 17th, Colonel Younghusband decided to negotiate directly with the leader of the Tibetan army. If
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the Tibetan troops had not withdrawn from the Guru gorge within five hours, then despite opposition from
England, he would teach these complacent Tibetans, their heads buried in Lamaism and their own recklessness, a
necessary lesson.
Colonel Younghusband’s talks with the Lhasa Depon commanding the Tibetan army took place on the sandy
ground of the Guru gorge. They lay full length on a Tibetan rug and carried out their talks with extreme difficulty
through a poor interpreter. The Lhasa Depon’s stubbornness and self-confidence infuriated Colonel Younghusband. He kept harping on the fact that if the British did not withdraw immediately to the mountains south of
Yatung then “the great earth would suddenly split asunder” and “the world would be totally annihilated.” And
then the deeply patriotic Depon launched into a long description of these imminent disasters.
Younghusband obviously felt that his self-esteem had been somehow wounded. He drew the interpreter to one
side:
“Tell that Tibetan that the world belongs to Allah; the earth belongs to the Pasha and heaven belongs to the
lamas, but that all this must be ruled over by the British.”
The negotiations were concluded in this manner. At twenty to three in the afternoon, Colonel Younghusband
and Major Bretherton were huddled up in a tent in the temporary command post gazing after a strike force of one
hundred British and three hundred Indians as they entered the deep and silent gorge. The Colonel’s way of
thinking was this: as soon as the British cavalry had penetrated deep into the gorge, the Tibetan force, armed, with
matchlocks and primitive bows and arrows, would be unable to ignore them. Once they started loosing their
arrows, the Tibetan army’s flank would be met by a powerful attack from the Maxim machine gun squad. On the
eve of the first opening of hostilities, Colonel Younghusband looked solemn and depressed. Major Bretherton,
standing by his side, trembled constantly from excessive agitation; they could not have predicted all that happened
next.
The most regrettable thing was that the Tibetans showed enormous patience over the affair: they watched in
silence as the British troops marched into the gorge, and from start to finish did not fire a single shot.
The troops who had been given the task of armed provocation carried on walking slowly round the gorge, and
returned the same way without having achieved anything. Younghusband was on the verge of losing his temper
and impulsively issued a second command: the strike force should climb up the gorge and “chase the Tibetans
away like London policemen dispersing a crowd of demonstrators in Trafalgar Square.”
Finally, at dusk, disaster struck. The Tibetans began noisily pushing and shoving each other in a sea of confusion. They had neither received an order to retreat, nor heard a signal to resist. When the British soldiers charged
up the gorge, demanding that they give up their weapons, the Tibetan troops, although complaining under their
breath, were very unwillingly relieved of them.
The Lhasa Depon was deeply enraged by the humiliation which was suddenly taking place before his eyes. At
the same time, he felt that the battle had already left him out in the cold. Beside himself with anger, he let out a
great roar, grabbed his revolver and ferociously blew off the lower jaw of one of the British soldiers.
The honesty, restraint and conciliatory approach shown by the Lhasa Depon and the government troops during
this incident of provocation made a deep impression on the British journalist on the battlefield, but the Tibetans
had already lost any chance of preventing the heavily armed British troops from carrying out a cruel massacre of
“those simple innocent shepherds.”As the Tibetan soldiers milled down the gorge like a flock of sheep, they were
fired upon by two Maxim machine guns and nearly three hundred rifles. Amidst the violent noise of gunfire, the
Tibetans dispersed incomprehensibly slowly in the direction of the woods. Major Brethenon several times in a
row warned Younghusband that shooting blindly at unarmed Tibetan soldiers was obviously going against the
basic aim of advancing into Tibet. Colonel Younghusband smiled coldly and lit a cigar.
“War has always been like this,” said the Colonel casually. “War is war, after all, and not playing around with
some sort of Chinese massage. A few corpses and some fresh blood might give the soldiers some stimulation and
at the same time ease the pressure on our nerves, which have been strained and depressed since we arrived in
Tibet.”
After a moment Colonel Younghusband, with some regret, said:
“Actually, the present situation is a mess: the Tibetans are totally incapable of returning fire. If some reason
could be found for it, I would like to see the Tibetans furnished with modern, British-made weapons, so that the
two armies could come and have a proper fight to the death on the wide plain beyond the gorge.”
*
At midday on the 20 th of January, Colonel Younghusband led his British command through the gorge, and set
out, vast and mighty, towards Gyantse
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The Colonel, riding a big Indian horse, dozed off under the shining profusion of sunbeams. The glaciers and river valleys, forests and swamps along the march seemed unreal, like a painting in oils. The landscape and scenery
of the area were quite similar to that of the Swiss Alps—peaceful and pure, luxuriantly beautiful, absolutely silent
and still.
Even the criticism from England could not spoil Colonel Younghusband’s delight in the scenery or his good
mood. Parliament’s comments on the recent battle of Guru were predictable. They attacked the British troops for
carrying out a massacre of simple Tibetan people. And a snide article in Punch read:
We are very sorry to learn that the sudden attack by the Tibetans on our troops at Guru spoilt the scenic photographs
that the officers were taking.

As far as Francis Younghusband was concerned, there was now only one thing left which could move him. Day
and night he hungered to see the sacred city of Lhasa, now only a few hundred miles away. Apart from Thomas
Manning more than a hundred years earlier, he would be the first Englishman to enter Lhasa. The previous
evening, while lying in his tent on the banks of the river Guru, he had had a profoundly significant dream. In the
dream he saw an amazingly tall Tibetan woman standing on the banks of Lake Namu-tso; her scarlet head-dress
and many heavy robes were being blown aside by a light gust of wind, revealing her beautiful body.
On the endless march, the air was everywhere full of the cool fragrance of trees; flowering saffron, crocuses
and snow lotus covered the valley; below the snowy mountains lush green forests of scrub and needle-pine
stretched unbroken like brocade, and heaps of agate and Buddhist pagodas could be seen all over the place.
But just then, dangers, the nature of which Colonel Younghusband could not have anticipated, were quietly
fermenting; at the very moment that he was marching towards Gyantse, a Tibetan strike force made up of 1,600
Khamba tribesmen was hastily converging on Shigatse in southern Tibet. This strike force was to steal quietly into
Gyantse on the secret orders of the Head Lama of Tashilhunpo monastery (the origin of these orders being the
impromptu suggestion of the Scottish missionary) and, at some point in the near future, launch a surprise attack
on the British expeditionary force’s center of command—Colonel Younghusband’s command post.
*
On leaving Phari castle, after a long and arduous three-day trudge, John Newman came to the damp mountain
region of Gongbala.
From the ridge of the Gongbala hills, Newman could see a miserable scattered village at their foot. The crude
wooden houses built higgledy-piggledy among groves of trees looked from a distance like so many ruined birds’
nests. On the bank of a little river at the south-east end of the village stood a stone compound, an old-fashioned,
apparently Ming dynasty-style building. It was in fact the abode of He Wenqin.
The village where He Wenqin lived was situated in a wooded area about seventy li east of Gyantse. The
village, called Cangnan, rarely saw the sun all year, but the high rainfall meant that plants such as berries,
cherries, tea and sugar cane grew in abundance.
Eleven years earlier, this grain collector of the great Qing empire had set out on the interminable journey—half
work, half exile—along the course of the old canal. After stopping briefly in Chagang in Gansu and Yushu in
Qinghai, he finally reached Tibet in the autumn of 1893.
With the passage of time and the change in his geographical concepts, the beaded screens on the gaily-painted
pleasure boats in the ancient city of Yangzhou receded daily in his memory. He was like a beetle anxious to return
to a deep place inside a flower’s stamen, as day after day he waited for an edict from the Emperor and yearned to
return once more to the illusory moonlight of the four and twenty bridges.
He Wenqin’s house was quite near the hot springs at Cangnan. Every day at noon he would see a few Tibetans
and merchants and pilgrims from foreign parts come to wash at the spring. And if the happy-natured women, their
faces smeared all over with oil and the dried blood of animals, had never been washed clean by the spring water,
he might never have discovered their natural beauty. The Tibetans of the Cangnan area knew how to enjoy
themselves and they were well aware that the iron and sulfur in the spring water were good for the health. If the
water was not hot enough, they would set light to some dried horse manure and heat up rocks in boiling water,
then roll them into the spring. As a result, the air around He Wenqin’s house smelled faindy of horse manure all
day.
One morning, He Wenqin was awoken with a start from a deep sleep by a hubbub outside his room. Outside
the west window of his bedroom he saw a foreigner performing magic for the Tibetans near to the spring. His
housemaid told him that this foreigner had already been staying in Cangnan several months and that he could do
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as many magic tricks as a pomegranate has seeds.
He Wenqin told the maidservant that she could invite this foreign fellow in any time she liked and get him to
give a performance of all these magic tricks of his.
That evening, the foreigner, wearing a long black robe and a. straw hat followed the maidservant into He
Wenqin’s courtyard. This was the first meeting between He Wenqin and John Newman.
Since He Wenqin knew nothing about Christianity, he imagined Newman to be an Indian pilgrim wandering in
a strange land, who relied on performing magic to make a living. On this occasion, Newman had brought with
him several black metal instruments. His modest, patient performance, in which great attention was lavished on
every detail, quickly won over and delighted the maidservant, but He Wenqin showed little interest in these
bizarre phenomena. In the end, Newman introduced He Wenqin to two valuable commodities: a camera and a
high magnification microscope.
Newman explained that, with the former, one could fix a person’s image on to paper without in any way
harming the body of that person, and that with the latter one could make the lines on a map instantly thicker. He
Wenqin shook his head to show that there was no way he was going to believe such bizarre theories. So Newman
gave an on-the-spot demonstration: stretching out his hand he grabbed a louse from the floor and put it under the
glass of the microscope. When He Wenqin saw that, under the microscope, the louse had suddenly turned into a
mouse, he was so amazed he could not speak.
Later, He Wenqin admitted openly to the missionary what his real feelings had been at that moment:
“For a minute I thought that time was playing tricks on me.”
*
Newman was an experienced old China hand. More than ten years ago he had begun his career as a missionary
following a group of Jesuit missionaries through the Yangtze basin, and had spent a long time in the area around
the ancient cities of Jiangning and Yangzhou. This experience provided him and He Wenqin with inexhaustible
topics of conversation.
Although the missionary and He Wenqin quickly became close friends, their relationship was not always a
happy one. In He Wenqin’s opinion, Newman’s overly warm and intimate behavior towards him (such as
embracing him) always caused him alarm and agitation. When the missionary kept urging him to become a
Christian, then He Wenqin felt even more unhappy. But because it was their first meeting, he had to be polite, and
he did not utter a word of protest.
In 1903, when the British army suddenly invaded China’s southwestern highlands, the prospect of a serious
national disaster posed a grave threat to the friendship between He Wenqin and the Scot.
*
Newman rode his purple-red Tibetan pony unhurriedly up to the front of He Wenqin’s house. It was very quiet
in the courtyard. A group of lush green tangerine trees laden with fruit was swaying in the wind. Creeping vines
climbed all over the low wall of the yard and an ornamental streamer with sutras on it slanted diagonally through
the courtyard.
The maidservant told him that He Wenqin was in the middle of his midday nap, and that if he did not have any
pressing business he could wait in the study. The maid’s tone of voice was icy and uncomfortable to listen to. It
reminded Newman of the time he and He Wenqin had met at Khamba Dzong, when they had parted on bad terms,
and a kind of dull depression took hold of him.
As the missionary walked towards the courtyard gate, He Wenqin was in the back room but he was not asleep.
Through a shuttered window and the waving tassels across the two open doors he could see Newman’s fading
shadow. But he did not feel like getting up and seeing him straight away.
A few days before, he had set out for Khamba Dzong on the instructions of China’s chief minister in Tibet,
with the aim of holding talks with Colonel Younghusband of the British expeditionary force. If he could halt or
delay the British in their bold march on Lhasa, the chief minister in Lhasa would guarantee his return to a post in
China within the year. But the outcome of his mission to Khamba Dzong had been very disheartening. That
arrogant, conceited Colonel had had the effrontery to say that he was of “too low a rank” to meet him.
Since the British troops had appeared in the Chumbi river valley, he had written several times to the chief
minister, suggesting that the imperial government urgently send troops from Qinghai. They could then launch a
decisive attack on the British on the plains of Gyantse before the British reached Lhasa. His suggestion instantly
met with a stern rebuff from the chief minister. This led He Wenqin to draw several pessimistic conclusions:
apparently even the ancient empire itself was experiencing unprecedented disorder and misfortune and the fact
that the Sichuan troops who had originally been garrisoned in Qinghai were being re-assigned one after another to
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posts in China was proof of this. It appeared that the imperial government’s control over its south-western border
had in fact already ceased to exist except in name.
In a sense, the declining state of the nation was at one with the misfortunes of the individual. Whenever a
merchant convoy of yaks passed through Cangnan, heading west for India and Sikkim,\fn{ Now a part of India, but then
a nominally independent English protectorate.} an uncontrollable feeling of homesickness welled up in him. He often
dreamt of the mastheads of ships outside the city of Weiyang, of its deep and quiet streets and alleys, and of the
sweet smell of osmanthus wafting in after a night of wind and rain. When he awoke in the morning, to his surprise
his face would be covered in tears.
That evening, the missionary came into the sitting room wreathed in smiles, as he had done so often in the past.
He saw He Wenqin standing miserably in front of a map, on which he was marking circles and dots with a pencil.
“Your people have occupied Gyantse,” He Wenqin told him.
“Our people?” said the missionary evasively. He could feel the coldness and indifference in He Wenqin’s
voice, and sensed that he had a lot weighing on his mind.
“They have killed over a thousand Tibetans at Guru gorge/” He Wenqin still had his back to him.
“Mr. He, do try not to worry,” Newman walked over towards him, “the British will never succeed in reaching
Lhasa.”
“Why not?”
Newman was on the point of saying something when a Nepalese pilgrim dressed in Muslim attire came in. He
had a blue cloth bundle clasped to his chest. The Nepalese pilgrim handed the cloth bundle to He Wenqin, and
then, without so much as a grunt, bowed and withdrew.
“What’s in the cloth bundle?” asked the missionary.
He Wenqin did not reply. He put the bundle on the table and opened it very carefully. It was a brand new
German pistol. He Wenqin skilfully loaded a bullet into the chamber, revolved the chamber once, and pointed the
muzzle at Newman.
“Mr. He, is this some sort of joke?” The missionary’s face turned red, then white, and his smile suddenly
appeared rather forced.
He Wenqin’s expression was calm, but he had a frenetic gleam in his eye:
“If your Jesus really is in Heaven, he can protect you in the underworld.”
Then he pulled the trigger; Newman covered his face with both hands, as if trying to block out a blinding light.
“Mr. He!” he cried.
He Wenqin casually fired the second round, but as before the chamber was empty. He looked in disappointment at the pistol, sighed, and without more ado put the gun on the table to one side.
The missionary had been pouring with sweat, the muscles on his face were twitching uncontrollably, and tears
spilled from his eyes. He stood in the middle of the room, still in a state of shock, at a loss what to do next. After a
long while, he appeared to have recovered from his fear and .come back to his senses. In a strange tone of voice
the missionary shouted at He Wenqin:
“Mr. He, I did not enjoy your evil theatricals one little bit, not one little bit!”
He W enqin smiled and reached over to pick up a teacup from the table.
*
News of the attack by the British expeditionary force on the Tibetan army at Guru spread quickly to the
Tashilhunpo monastery in the south of Tibet. A young lama returning from saying prayers told the .Head Lama
that according to reports from shepherds in Gyantse, the British troops must have killed several dozen Tibetans in
the Guru gorge.
Two days later, a pilgrim brought more detailed news to Shigatse. After the cruel attack, shepherds from the
Gyantse region had discovered a total of 321 corpses of Tibetan soldiers in the dense stony grasslands. (Dealing
with these corpses presented unprecedented problems to the only two priests in Gyantse who could conduct
celestial burials.) The whereabouts of even more Tibetan soldiers who had been taken prisoner was unknown.
The news was deeply shocking to the Head Lama of Tashilhunpo monastery. He had already had a premonition of it, but once the incident had actually occurred, the great lama, hitherto so adept at controlling his emotions,
could not prevent tears from pouring down his cheeks.
News that, after crossing the Guru gorge, the British had pressed on into Gyantse, followed soon after. The
Head Lama decided to bring forward his plan for curbing the activities of Colonel Younghusband.
Over a thousand Khamba tribesmen converged on Shigatse in the space of a single night. These men had been
enlisted especially for the occasion from among the shepherds of the south-east mountain region. They were tall,
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with ruddy complexions, and coiled round their heads they wore head-dresses of red cloth.
The Head Lama met them on a main road outside Tashilhunpo monastery, and then, according to an ancient
religious rite of those pans, patted them on the crown of their heads. On the Head Lama’s orders, this strike force
of Khamba tribesmen was to hasten to Gyantse—arriving before the third of May—and launch an attack on the
British army’s position at midnight on the fourth. If the attack was successful, they should seize Colonel Younghusband, hold him in the forest on the shores of the Yamdok-tso and await further instructions. The Khamba
commander in charge of the attack and the Head Lama sat on the sand by the roadside, discussing in great detail
the various difficulties and their possible solutions. Finally, the young Khamba leader asked the Head Lama:
“But how will we recognize the man we are after?”
“Oh, I almost forgot,” laughed the Head Lama, clapping himself on the forehead. Then he drew a piece of card
from his bosom and handed it to him.
It was a photograph of Colonel Younghusband, sent to the Head Lama several months ago by John Newman.
The commander took the photograph and his eyes widened in surprise. The man in the photograph had a thin
face, with a thick growth of beard round the corners of his mouth. His epaulets and the insignia on his chest were
clearly visible—he looked as lifelike as a real person. The Khamba leader stared at the photograph and then
immediately threw it on to the ground as if it had burnt him like a hot coal.
“You don’t need to be afraid,” the Head Lama said gently, “it’s not a paper mirror, nor is it a demon; it’s a
daguerreotype: the technique was invented not long ago by a Frenchman.”\fn{ It was announced by L. J. M Daguerre at
the French Academy of Sciences in 1839.}
The strike force set out from Shigatse before dawn on the 25 th of April. The Head Lama accompanied them
through two mountain passes. By then the sun was already rising and a mountain road, as fine as a sheep’s
entrails, appeared before them. The Head Lama led the Khamba commander to the bank of a mountain torrent by
the roadside.
“This mountain road leads straight through to Gyantse,” the Head Lama told him with a dark and solemn
expression on his face. “Once your attack has been successful, put a log into the Gyantse river here, and tie your
red head-dress onto it, and the current will bring your portent of good tidings back here to me.”
The Khamba leader nodded. As they were taking their leave, the anxious leader thought of something else and
asked, somewhat hesitantly:
“In the unlikely event that we fail, what should we do?”
“Fail?”
“I mean, in the unlikely event that our plan fails, what sort of signal should we send you?”
The Head Lama stopped in panic. The question had come out of the blue. He thought for a moment and then
patted him on the shoulder saying:
“You cannot fail.”
*
When the Khamba troops had vanished in the warm. gentle rays of the sun, the Head Lama did not return to
Tashilhunpo monastery, but sat down on a wooden bridge over the river. He sat silently with crossed legs like a
yogi, and never moved from this position.
Over the past few short months, the chaotic business of the war had given the Head Lama the most unusual
experiences of his life. He had decided on the plan to attack Gyantse all by himself, and without even reporting it
to Lhasa, since he was concerned that his report would provoke unnecessary disputes there, which might in turn
cause his already fundamentally weak plan to miscarry. Even if Lhasa had approved the plan, news of it might
still have leaked out and made the British take greater precautions. The forthcoming attack had swept the Head
Lama even more deeply into the military affairs and politics which he had always detested, and he had no way of
knowing if the gods of the underworld would protect his strike force. Since the Buddhist elders had not uttered a
peep about the British massacre at the Guru gorge, the May 4 th midnight attack could hardly avoid being seen as
contrary to their wishes. The inner peace and harmony he had attained by his single-minded practice of Buddhism
seemed to have been thrown into chaos in one fell swoop, while the complexity of many problems had long ago
far exceeded the scope of his imagination. But if the surprise attack on Gyantse could prevent the British from
entering the sacred city of Lhasa then whatever happened, it was worth the risk.
The river trickled and flowed on its tranquil way, lapping the floating grasses on either side of the channel and
making little eddies around each of the bridge pillars. Milky-white buttercups and mountain flowers were
blooming all over the mountainside.
On the opposite bank of the river was a small Tibetan village. The low black roofs of the houses were covered
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in stacks of dry grass, and piles of pure white cloud hung low, pressing down on the houses. Many-colored
streamers with sutras on were strung like netting between the houses, linking them all together. Some streamers
and strips of cloth reached as far as the trees, stretching unbroken to the end of the bridge by the river. A crowd of
large fat ravens were perched on the walls, and innumerable twittering tits chirped incessantly in the depths of the
forest.
At noon, the Head Lama saw several women sidle past him over the bridge. They carried cane baskets on their
backs, loaded with dried horse dung and blocks of ice recently chipped from the mountains. The enormous blocks
of ice in the baskets glittered like diamonds. As they walked towards the village, the women kept looking round to
stare at him, all the while discussing something in whispers.
That evening, the village women appeared by the river again, bringing the Head Lama beef, sweets, some
wine, and a Tibetan blanket to ward off the cold. So as not to disturb his meditation they deposited these provisions at the end of the bridge and left without a sound.
The Head Lama sat at the end of the bridge as silently as a rock, the icy cold wind brushing against his face,
the night frost forming softly on his body, hut he paid no attention to the food and blanket. The next morning food
arrived in a steady stream; they took away the food from the previous evening and replaced it with fresh. The
living Buddha and the lamas from the nearby monastery and some monks who were passing through came one
after another to sit next to the Head Lama. They did not know why the eminent Head Lama had chosen such a
place to sit and meditate, but they quietly sat around him anyway, beating drums and chanting. And when evening
came, the lamas and monks softly drew nearer to him so that their bodies would protect him from the chilly winds
of May.
*
On the fourth day of Newman’s stay in Cangnan, a British soldier disguised as a Tibetan arrived secretly from
Gyantse. When he saw Newman at He Wenqin’s house, he gave him a letter written personally by Colonel
Younghusband. In the letter, Younghusband ordered the missionary to come immediately to Gyantse, without
giving any particular reason.
Mr. He Wenqin had gone out as soon as it got light; the servant girl had seen him walking in the direction of
Moon Wood, carrying a double-barreled shotgun: it looked as if he were going hunting.
Newman waited by the stream outside the house until the sun had set behind the mountains, to say goodbye to
He Wenqin, but there was no sign of him. By dusk he was being constantly pressured\fn{ The text has: pressurized.}
by the British soldier. So, feeling frustrated and forlorn, he set out on the road to Gyantse.
The missionary arrived at Gyantse the next morning. The supply officer, Major Bretherton, was outside the
camp to meet him. The young officer looked even thinner and more sunburnt than at Khamba Dwng. The unfamiliar climate and insomnia had left dark lines on his face.
Brethenon told him that as the British force penetrated ever deeper into the Tibetan interior, battles would
become more and more savage, and the number of woundings and fatalities among the soldiers would therefore
increase. Colonel Younghusband hoped that he would stay with the camp for the next two months as army
chaplain.
Newman found the idea inconceivable. He told Major Brethenon that he was a clergyman, a free missionary,
and that apart from his instructions from the Church at home, he had no interest in and no reason for taking on
other duties.
“Even less so,” Newman explained, “seeing as I can’t stand the sight of blood.”
Major Brethenon smiled patiently at him:
“Mr. Newman, you are now in Colonel Younghusband’s battlefield command, not a Scottish diocese. I can
sympathize with the fact that you cannot stand the sight of blood, but if Colonel Younghusband ordered you to
drink a dish of sheep’s blood right this minute, I’m sure you wouldn’t refuse, would you?”
When Major Brethenon put it like this, it did not leave the missionary much room for maneuver.
*
As early as 1785, the Jesuit mission in Tibet had for various reasons been disbanded. The parishes they had
established were later taken over by the French Lazarists. However, the Lazarists made no more progress in China
and Tibet than had the Jesuit mission. Their unfortunate experiences in Tibet had a significant effect on the
missionaries: they were often pessimistic to the point of despair about their mission and these feelings eventually
led to their concluding that “Tibet’s native religion is perfect and without flaw.”
After working for more than ten years in China’s Yangtze river basin as a missionary, Newman had returned to
Scotland for a time. The failure of the Church in Tibet had inspired in him an intense fascination for this region. In
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Newman’s opinion, the rich experience he had gained working as a missionary in China’s interior was sure to be
useful in Tibet. It was obviously unrealistic to expect the whole Tibetan population to become Christians
overnight, but at least he could make an opening there for the Christian faith.
In the summer of 1894, he crossed the Kashmir Basin and the mountains of north-western India in the
company of a group of border traders and arrived alone in Tibet. He had brought with him a few of the latest
achievements of Western civilization in the hope that he could use them to rouse the Tibetans from their
Himalayan hibernations. Among these achievements were a camera, a telescope, several microscopes, some
tinderboxes and a dozen or so printed pictures. In several years of missionary work Newman had narrowly missed
being successful: if smallpox had not carried off a certain three Tibetans, he sincerely believed that they would
eventually have become Christians. Later, when Newman happened to meet He Wenqin at the Cangnan springs,
the humorous Chinese had said, apparently in jest:
“If you could bring the smallpox vaccine to Tibet, you’d have as many Christians here as there are sheep in
Lhasa.”
Like many Chinese, He Weqin was not opposed to Christianity. The young official was tall and fair-skinned
with his hair combed back into a long glossy black pigtail. With his elegant deportment and gorgeous brocaded
silk robes he looked more like a woman. The moment Newman set eyes on him in Cangnan he was strongly
attracted by his appearance. For a time they were spending whole days together, hardly ever out of each other’s
sight. They took tea together and discussed ancient Chinese poetry. They rode out together on horseback and
hunted in Moon Wood. They went to Naqu in northern Tibet and attended the big horse trials. As time passed,
Newman’s secret plan to convert He Wenqin to Christianity became nothing more than a simple religious duty.
*
The days in Gyantse were dull and uninteresting. It happened to be the rainiest season in the Gyantse area. A
fine drizzle began every day at noon and continued to fall until dusk. Newman’s living quarters were on a slope
near the Baiju temple, where a few Turkish-style tents formed a circle on the barren ground. All around it was
completely bare, without a tree or a plant in sight.
The British expeditionary army was in a state of anxious anticipation. Since the attack at the Guru gorge,
opposition from parliament had become more intense than ever. Newman noticed that for the last few days, Colonel Younghusband had been constantly down-hearted, and that a frown had never left his face. It seemed as if the
whole camp had run out of patience with the damp and gloomy weather.
While out for a stroll one time, Colonel Younghusband rather dejectedly told Newman that even if parliament
suddenly agreed to his plan to march on Lhasa, for strategic reasons the advance would have to wait at least until
the end of the rainy season, because if they advanced in the rain, the British army ran the risk of having its
extremely long and fragile supply lines cut by the Tibetans.
Bretherton seemed rather more approachable than Colonel Younghusband. He often came to Newman’s tent
for a chat after meals. In his youth, Bretherton had studied the history of religion for several years at theological
college, but his interest in religion was limited to knowledge and textual research and had never involved belief or
faith. In the same way as certain mystics in the Church at home, Bretherton’s guess was that Jesus really existed.
He told Newman that some years ago when he was stationed in Kathmandu, he had done some on-the-spot
investigations in India and Kashmir, and in these areas where Buddhism flourished he could almost feel “that the
spirit of Jesus was hovering in the air.” In southern India, someone had taken him to see a dark and secret
chamber. Judging from the veiled suggestions of the local Buddhists, after Jesus had been nailed to the cross, he
had not died immediately. By means of his own consummate yoga skills and by great good fortune, he had
survived, and had spent his declining years in this secret chamber in India, devoutly practicing Buddhism, and
indeed attaining the great age of eighty-one.
“There is also the strange case of Kashmir,” Bretherton said to Newman with a reverential expression on his
face. “The peaceful and beautiful landscape of mountains and river valleys described in the Old Testament can be
seen all over the region, and I have a feeling that Kashmir is the land ‘flowing with milk and honey’ of the
Biblical stories.”
Newman had a very contradictory reaction to Bretherton’s talk. It was similar to the attitudes men are said to
have towards women: contemptuous, disgusted, and at the same time lusting for them.
Brethenon was a man with a vivid imagination and also, in certain respects, a good man. It was obvious that
since this young man, brought up on the banks of the River Thames, had arrived in Tibet, he had lived in fear of
the strange, secret worship of the spiritual, and had been plagued by fantastic conjectures and premonitions.
During their stay in Gyantse, he more than once said to Newman:
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“A great catastrophe is creeping upon us.”
On the morning of the second of May, the sky, which had been covered in thick dark cloud, finally showed
signs of clearing. Although the grassland was still sodden with rainwater, a group of British officers started a
game of football\fn{I.e., soccer.} on the extremely muddy slope. Another group of soldiers went down to the Gyantse river and started chatting to some Tibetan women who were doing their washing. The women had not seemed
to mind the mild jesting of the soldiers, but dalliance seemed to be overstepping the mark, and they hurriedly
turned and left the river bank.
That afternoon some Tuoben monks passed through Gyantse fort; on their way west and had to endure the
interrogations and close scrutiny of the British soldiers. These Tuoben monks brought Newman some surprising
news: on their way here they had noticed the greatest amount of Buddhist activity they had seen since arriving in
Tibet. Several thousand lamas and a living Buddha were sitting in a circle on both banks of the river. The sound of
their chanting could be heard several miles away.
That night, Newman secretly slipped out of Gyantse, and hastened to the place where they were gathered. He
did not then realize that the Head Lama of Tashilhunpo monastery had already been sitting quietly on that river
bank for the last seven days, nor that starvation and exposure had brought him to the brink of death.
The British army had spent the period of heavy rain in Gyantse in a state of endless waiting and had collapsed
into utter despair. Colonel Younghusband received one report after another: some soldiers had gradually lost all
self-control and had raided the Baiju temple and Gyantse's antiques market, looting treasures and molesting
women. And the Tibetan population of Gyantse were no longer as tractable or agreeable as they had been: their
highly secretive reprisals actually led to two low-ranking British army officers disappearing without trace from
the banks of the Gyantse river.
Bad news came as usual from England. Curzon was suddenly relieved from his post as Governor-General of
India, and his replacement was the extremely senile Lord Ampthill. This seemed to indicate that Colonel
Younghusband had lost the last bastion of support for his march on Lhasa. Finally, in mid-April, Younghusband
received a telegram from London in which a high-ranking government official tactfully urged him to resign.
On the other hand, the Tibetan officials in Lhasa had abandoned all hope of negotiating with the British.
Troops drafted from the Kham area were continuously arriving in the mountains north of Gyantse and building
military fortifications and defensive walls at the southern foot of the Karo mountains. These recently drafted
troops were equipped with fairly modern weapons, among which were rifles with a range of over two thousand
yards. Colonel Younghusband had ordered an advance party to launch a trial attack against the Tibetan army’s
position, but they met staunch resistance from the Tibetans.
Before dawn on May third, Colonel Younghusband, after a sleepless night, finally made a bold decision. He
ordered most of the troops stationed at Gyantse to go directly to attack emplacements in the Karo mountains,
under the command of Major Brander. Colonel Younghusband seemed to have foreseen that if they did not deal
the Tibetans a fatal blow before they had completed the construction of their fortifications, then this defensive
wall, stretching on for miles, would sooner or later become an insurmountable obstacle to the British advance on
Lhasa.
Major Bretherton was stubbornly opposed to this plan, because if the main force of the British army went off
to the Karo mountains, then the command post at Gyantse could be left in great danger. Once the Tibetan army
found out about the British army's maneuvers and attacked Gyantse, then the center of British command would be
finished off in one fell swoop.
Although Major Bretherton's concern was not unreasonable, it enraged Colonel Younghusband. His face grave,
he sternly reminded the Major:
“Remember that our enemy is not the French army under Napoleon, but a crowd of shepherds from primitive
tribes.”
*
That evening, seven hours after the main British force had withdrawn from Gyantse, unlucky omens appeared.
Several dozen Tibetan paws who had been recovering from their wounds in the British army hospital suddenly
and mysteriously went missing. At the same time, several Tibetan maids and porters employed by the expeditionary army left without a word. In addition, according to reports from army scouts, on the plain, twenty miles
outside the command post there had appeared a team of draught oxen—nobody knew where they had come from.
Under cover of darkness they had quietly entered a dense forest on the opposite bank of the Gyantse river.
Colonel Younghusband took no notice of these suspicious occurrences, but carried on as before, going to
Major Bretherton’s quarters after supper to play Etlut chess. Perhaps he was worried that the public dressing-
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down he had given Bretherton that day might have damaged their long-standing. friendship, and thought that a
calm, good-tempered game of chess would help to disperse the cloud that lay over them.
By midnight a heavy rain had again begun to fall. Claps of thunder boomed continuously and the fierce wind
made the tents flap and rattle noisily. Over the last few days, Colonel Younghusband had actually begun to feel
rather tired, and half-way through the game he dozed off in a cane chair.
At teo o’clock in the morning, in a howling gale, an attack force of sixteen hundred Khamba tribesmen came
stealthily and silently to the edge of the camp. The British were totally unprepared for this attack. The camp fires
had long ago gone out and it was pitch dark. A few black and white ducks and cuckoos cried restlessly in the
bushes around the camp.
A newly-conscripted Indian soldier was discovering that the greasy Tibetan food totally disagreed with him,
and was kept awake all night by thirst and stomach-ache. On the third occasion that he went out of the tent to
relieve himself, he noticed the silhouettes of a number of people swaying about near the perimeter of the
encampment. Then, in a flash of lightning, he saw several muskets protruding .over the battlements of the wall.
The new soldier was obviously scared to death,. for he remained rooted to the spot for four or five minutes in the
dense curtain of rain before coming to his senses and sounding the alarm.
The sound of gunfire startled Major Bretherton into action. He shouted to the sleeping Younghusband and then
rushed into the compound outside the camp behind several security guards.
For a moment Colonel Younghusband could not work out what had happened outside. Bewildered, he came
out of the tent in his pyjamas to the patter of concentrated gunfire from the Tibetans. He saw several dozen Gurkhas scurrying hither and thither around the courtyard while an old regimental army doctor wearing white shorts
trembled in their midst.
After a moment of confusion, Major Murray, who was in charge of camp security, led the soldiers of the guard
to Colonel Younghusband’s side and clustering around him they withdrew to a patch of scrub land outside the
camp.
Despite their advantage of secrecy, the Tibetan troops responsible for the attack knew practically nothing about
assault tactics. If, at the start of the attack, they had crossed the defence wall and struck the heart of the British
army position, then the expeditionary army and its command would have been completely overwhelmed. But as it
was, the fact that they remained lying flat on top of the wall, shooting blindly, gave the British army time to
organize an effective resistance.
As the fine light of dawn rose from the darkness, the assault force on the wall was exposed to fire from the
British Maxim guns. The attack lasted until five in the morning, when the situation began to show real signs of
deterioration.
When a hundred or more Tibetan soldiers had been left dead beside the wall of the camp, the Tibetan army
began to retreat along the Gyantse river towards the south-west. On the right side of the camp, three hundred or so
Khamba tribesmen had withdrawn into a stable. Major Mutray reckoned that he could capture them all at once,
but Colonel Younghusband, still extremely ruffled, ordered the machine guns to be positioned in front of the
stable. With a few furious bursts of fire, the plan that the Head Lama of Tashilhunpo monastery had spent so many
months mulling over had finally failed.
The losses sustained by the British army from this attack were. extremely limited. Five soldiers died in the
battle, including one captain of cavalry.
The first thing Francis Younghusband did after the attack was summon the war correspondent, Henry Naylor,
to his command post. On Colonel Younghusband’s orders, he would dictate a communique which Naylor was to
send, post haste, back to England. This communique made a massive overstatement of the losses sustained by the
British during the Gyantse attack—these losses suddenly rose to sixty-three.
“The Tibetans can never have dreamt that their foolish attack would assist my grand design,” Colonel Younghusband said to Major Bretherton.
“Do you think parliament will approve your plan now?”
“We are in fact already on the road to Lhasa.” Colonel Younghusbandlit a cigar. “This attack is the key which
opens the door on the antechamber, and it will not belong before we’ll be able to use it to unlock the great gates of
the Potala.”
Major Bretherton seemed to be about to say something, but then quickly changed his mind. Their good fortune
in averting disaster had done nothing to raise his low spirits.
“When do you count on starting the general offensive?” Bretherton asked after a moment.
“Tomorrow,” Colonel Younghusband quickened his step, '”as long as nothing unexpected happens, we will
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capture Zhebang monastery next week.”
Inside the reed shack that served as a field hospital, wounded soldiers were lying all over the grass floor, and
doctors and nurses were bustling about anxiously. Bretherton noticed a Tibetan soldier fearlessly having his leg
amputated without anesthetic. The calm composure of his face was incredible, and formed a striking contrast to
the moans of pain from the wounded British soldiers. Bretherton went over to him, and through an interpreter, had
his first conversation with a Tibetan.
“It’s not such a bad thing, having my leg sawn off,” the Tibetan soldier said to him.
“Why not?”
“Because next time we fight, I won’t be able to run away.”
When he heard this reply, Colonel Younghusband, who was standing to one side, couldn’t help bursting into
laughter.
*
He Wenqin did not return from Moon Wood until after clark. The servant girl, watering the irises in the yard,
told him that Mr. Newman had left Cangnan at dusk. The missionary had waited on the sandy river bank outside
the house until the sun fell below the mountains, hoping to say goodbye to him.
“He looked as if he had something he wanted to tell you.”
He Wenqin said nothing. He threw the big-eyed antelope and several snow cocks that he had been carrying on
his horse onto the floor, then strode vigorously towards the back yard. Although he had come to dislike the missionary more and more, Newman’s abrupt departure left him with a feding of emptiness and desolation.
As the British expeditionary army pressed on towards the Karo mountain fortifications, one after another,
Tibetans and merchants fled the area around Cangnan. For even if the village, only a few dozen miles from Gyantse, was not going to be the field of battle itself, it would still be right on the edge of it. Every day, large groups of
Tibetan soldiers riding in ox-carts passed through, setting out along the Masuo river valley towards the Karo
mountains. What with malnutrition and the arduous journey, they seemed completely exhausted. They traveled
very slowly through the gorge, flanked on either side with chestnut trees. You would not have thought, to look at
them, that they were bound for the fields of war; they looked more as if they were off to the prairies of northern
Tibet for the annual horse trials.
On May twenty-first, 1904, a Chinese courier crossed the Gongbala mountain range and arrived at He
Wenqin’s front door. He handed Mr. He a letter written by the chief Chinese minister in Lhasa himself. In his
harshly-worded letter, the chief minister criticized He Wenqin for having “lost an opportunity through hesitation”
and for being “ineffective in negotiation.” He also hinted at his having had too close an association with the
British missionary, or even, by these failings, encouraging the British to make a big push towards Lhasa.
“And what’s all this about your being too low in rank?”
At the end of his letter the chief minister had written:
“You are the formidable envoy of the great Qing empire; this Younghusband is a mere colonel.”
In view of He Wenqin’s serious dereliction of duty and thus his obvious unworthiness of the Emperor’s
kindness and favor, the chief minister ordered him to lock himself away and think on his mistakes while awaiting
his punishment.
That evening, a heavy rain once again came gushing from the heavens. The dense raindrops pattered against
the paper windows, and threads of damp night air invaded his study from between the door leaves, bringing in the
luxuriant scent of cool resin. He Wenqin sat under the oil lamp staring at the curtain of water coming down from
the eaves like tassels, and passed a sleepless night.
In the ancient city of Yangzhou, periods of heavy rain usually occurred during the season when the plums were
turning yellow and ripe. The continuous downpour made the flowers of the scholar tree and the gardenia produce
a seductive fragrance, and drenched the branches so that the trees were dark green all over. In the evenings when
night fell and people were asleep, He Wenqin would often remain alone in the little hut and listen attentively by
the dim candlelight to the wind and rain in the night Now it was all so far away. The masses of pretty women and
beaded curtains that filled his memory now seemed hollow, unmoving and lifeless, although the Chief Minister’s
letter had not elaborated on how the Emperor, assailed by disaster at home and abroad, would punish him. He
Wenqin had read his fate between the lines. Now that the road home, in his hopes and dreams, had been cut off,
these times of chaos had already cast him far aside.
*
The next day at dusk He Wenqin mounted a yellow-maned Naqu horse and rode alone out of his house into a
thicket overgrown with oak and chestnut trees by the river. In his drunken stupor he saw the maidservant come
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running out of the courtyard, so he pulled on the horse’s reins. Tears were streaming down the maid’s face and the
sound of her clamoring vibrated in his ears, but he could not make out what she was saying.
Scattered gunfire sounded across the ridge of the Gongbala hills. By the time the sound reached this side of the
hills it was very faint and indistinct. He Wenqin gave the reins a shake and the pony bolted along the stony ground
through the wood. He saw the silhouette of the maidservant by the river growing smaller and smaller; turning his
head, He Wenqin gave a careless laugh and waved at her.
The warm sunlight rested lazily on the curving lines of the course of the river. Flocks of birds hopped about on
the rocks by the river. He Wenqin whipped his horse on to a fast gallop. The rushing river water and a large
expanse of fringed iris swept swiftly past his eyes. At that moment, He Wenqin did not even know where he was
going, but the beautiful warm sunshine and the cool breeze caressing his face offered him a contentment and
peace of mind he had never felt before. He could not stop himself letting out a great roar as he headed for the
distant snow-covered mountain peaks, each one rising higher than the other. Distant and illusory echoes rose
swiftly one after another in the stillness and peace of the valley.
The sky gradually began to darken. The Masuo river suddenly changed its course as it approached Lalong.
Following the dark, gloomy band of trees and coarse grass that meandered towards the north-east, He Wenqin at
last caught sight of the silver-gray snow line on the tops of the Karo mountains.
The Tibetan army was encamped on a broad patch of mustard-growing land to the north of the Karo pass. The
camp fires had been lit much earlier and the air was full of the floating smells of horse dung and incense. Groups
of Tibetan soldiers clasping muskets were sitting huddled around the fires. Their faces were dark and expressionless. In front of a blue-colored ancestral fortress in the Karo pass, a few soldiers clasping stringed instruments
were playing and singing. In He Wenqin’s memory, the soldiers’ folk-songs were very like the lullabies of the
boatmen from the region of rivers and lakes: low and deep, coarse, grating, lacking in rhythm, and yet full of
sadness.
He Wenqin rode slowly through the middle of the soldiers. When he came to a wall surrounding the outside of
the camp, an aide-de-camp of the Lhasa Depon stopped him in his tracks.
“You can’t go any further,” the aide told him in halting Chinese, “the British 32 nd Pioneers are positioned not
three hundred yards south of the wall.”
He Wenqin seemed not to have heard him. He whipped his horse, who leapt down the gentle slope of the pass
and the thick blackness quickly swallowed him up.
“The British machine guns will make mincemeat of you!” the aide yelled after him.
He Wenqin did not know why he wanted to go to the British encampment. Nor did he know where his scrawny
Naqu horse would finally take him.
In the end, He Wenqin never actually reached the British encampment. Once in the great miry wasteland, spanning an area of glimmering, low-lying marshland on the left side of the Karo mountains, the pony recognized the
road, cautiously skirted round this area arid turned into a dense forest on the shores of the Yamdok-tso, not a
hundred yards from where the British army was encamped. By this time, He Wenqin had already fallen into a
drunken sleep on his horse’s back and was oblivious of everything.
*
The next morning, woken by the cool morning breeze, He Wenqin found himself lying on the bank of a little
stream, his body covered in a thick layer of frost. His horse was drinking from the stream, snorting and whickering. On the opposite bank of the river, He Wenqin caught sight of the coil of a scarlet head-dress which kept
appearing and disappearing in the undergrowth. A large Khamba tribesman was cutting wood on the bank of the
river. The sound of chopping echoed hollowly through the forest. He Wenqin led his horse across the river and
went up to the man.
The young man was apparently a soldier who had just retreated from the battlefield. He had a bullet wound in
his thigh and hobbled as he walked. He Wenqin helped him finish felling the birch tree and then the rwo men sat
down on the sandy riverbank.
“Have you just fled from the fortifications at the Karo Pass,” asked He Wenqin.
The Khamba man shook his head.
“I’ve come from Gyantse.”
“Gyantse?”
“At dawn on May fourth, we attacked the British headquarters at Gyantse. But we lost, and the British forced
us into a stable, set up their machine guns and fired into it. But I wasn’t killed, so I hung on until dark and then
made my escape.”
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“What are you doing here cutting wood?”
“It’s like this,” said the Khamba man, “I must send a signal to the Head Lama of Tashilhunpo monastery,
because he told me that if we were successful, I had to put a log into the Gyantse river and bind my headband
onto it. But our plan failed—”
“So you should send a signal of failure,” said He Wenqin casually. “The problem is that it never occurred to us
that we might fail.” He Wenqin frowned, as if realizing the Khamba man’s dilemma. “What do you intend to do
then?” he asked.
“I thought of getting you to kill me,” the young man said with a dismal expression. “You could bind my dead
body to the log, then the Head Lama will understand everything.”
“I see what you mean,” He Wenqin regarded him sympathetically, “but I can’t kill you. Take your time and
think of something else.”
When he had finished speaking, He Wenqin stood up and prepared to leave. By now the sun had risen. In the
brilliant sunlight, a myriad white butterflies were fluttering about in the thickets by the river. As He Wenqin led
his horse up, getting ready to think about which direction to take, the Khamba man had already stolen up behind
him with a sharp knife in his hand. All of a sudden, He Wenqin felt an icy blast in the small of his back, which
spread quickly through his whole body. He was still alive as the Khamba man dragged his body towards the river
bank. A confusion of bright light stabbed at his eyes so that he could not open them properly, but he could still
smell the fresh scent of plants and feel the warmth of the sunlight.
A moment later he could feel his body floating downstream, and then the icy water covered his face... .
*
The Head Lama of Tashilhunpo monastery had kept watch on the banks of the Gyantse river for ten days, but
he had still seen no sign of the birch log signalling good tidings floating downstream, which seemed to a certain
extent to confirm the prediction made many years before by the Chief Magician of the Potala Palace.
John Newman arrived in haste to find the Head Lama already at his last gasp. Just before the end, the great
lama, who had lived all his life in seclusion in the monastery at Shigatse, left two testaments. One of them
concerned the trials and tribulations he had endured in his life, his enlightenment into and understanding of the
Buddhist classics, the funeral arrangements after his death, and so forth. This was hastily written down by two
learned living Buddhas. But the other testament had to do with the greatest secret in the history of Tibetan
Buddhism. Being the only person there to hear it, Newman got the impression that the Head Lama hesitated to
relate this story to him.
Once upon a time, a young Israelite called Isa, after enduring many hardships and dangers, arrived alone in the
foothills of the Himalayas. He studied Buddhism with great devotion in a monastery and became familiar with the
Buddhist classics. He was naturally intelligent, with extraordinary powers of understanding, and after a few years
he had cultivated himself for the attainment of future bliss. A number of teachers of the sutras in India, Tibet and
Kashmir recognized his great worth, and it appears that they foresaw the extraordinary future achievements of this
young man, for they did everything they could to persuade him to stay and spread the Way in the Himalayan
region. But one bright moonlit night, the young Israelite set out in secret on the long journey back to Jerusalem.
“The young man Isa was Jesus Christ,” the Head Lama told: Newman. “Although it is unknown by most
people in Tibet, there are two rolls of sutras recording this piece of history which are still kept today in a secret
room in the Dazhao temple in Lhasa.”
*
The Head Lama of Tashilhunpo monastery passed away quietly at midnight that night. The people built a
Buddhist pagoda in the place where he had passed on in order to commemorate his achievements and his virtuous
character.
*
One morning, just before the completion of the pagoda, He Wenqin’s corpse finally floated by. The various
species of fish in the Gyantse river, and the birds and wild animals from the woods had picked all the rotten flesh
from his body. In accordance with the customs of the Han Chinese, after dragging his remains from the river,
Newman and the local Tibetans did not give him a celestial burial, but instead buried him under a patch of poppies
by the pagoda, and planted a tangerine-tree on top of the grave.
Shortly after dealing with He Wenqin’s burial, Newman left Tibet. He hired a horse and can and returned to
Scotland by way of Yatung in southern Tibet. With him he took a prayer wheel and a shiny black pigtail. The
pigtail had been given to him as a present a year ago by He Wenqin. On his cold and lonely journey, Newman
often examined it, and could not prevent tears from running down his face, for even after it had left the
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nourishment of the human body, the pigtail continued to grow surreptitiously. . .
As Newman’s cart was passing through a stage near Yatung, a British reporter told him that the expeditionary
force led by Colonel Younghusband had occupied Lhasa a few days earlier.
That night the Scottish missionary lay in the inn under the dim lamplight, and for a long time was unable to go
to sleep. As he casually turned the pages of the Bible at the head of his bed, a wind-dried leaf fell out of the book
onto the floor. Newman picked it up with a pair of tweezers and examined it repeatedly under a microscope: the
leaf plucked from the sacred tree actually looked no different from a leaf from any ordinary tree: the lifelike
images of the Buddha which had once been on it had long since ceased to exist...
On the 30th of July, 1904, the British troops under Colonel Younghusband reached the banks of the Tsangpo
river, twenty English miles outside Lhasa.
Major Brethenon never saw the shining golden flame-like roofs of the Potala. The forebodings of doom he had
been experiencing since arriving in Tibet finally became reality: while the British troops were fording the surging
torrent of the Tsangpo river, Major Bretherton and two Gurkhas fell into the water and were lost.
Three days later, Colonel Younghusband led the army into Lhasa.
Although the lamas sent out negotiators of varying status in an attempt to prevent the British troops from entering the Potala Palace, Colonel Younghusband still forcibly carried out the storming of this majestic, mysterious,
magnificent and splendid sacred temple.
Bretherton’s fatal accident and various other problems which arose after entering Lhasa made Colonel
Younghusband feel more downhearted that he had ever felt before. On September 7 th, not having received any
instructions from the British government, he rashly agreed to sign an internationally binding, but quite farcical,
treaty with the Tibetans.
Not long afterwards, a letter sent by the head of the India Office, Broderick, arrived in the hands of the former
Governor-General of India, Lord Curzon. In the letter, Broderick criticized Younghusband for being a vulgar man
with no breeding.
“Everything he has done in Tibet shows that he lacks an adequate understanding of the political situation
between Europe and Asia in the twentieth century. For the sake of our country’s honor, Colond Younghusband’s
removal would seem to be more or less inevitable.”
On the final evening of his interminable Tibetan expedition, Colonel Younghusband rode alone to the edge of
Lake Namu-tso. Under the snowy peaks of the Nyainqentanglha mountains, for a moment, Colonel Younghusband forgot where he was. He felt as if the deeply-established opinions he had held, including even his awareness
of time itself, had all changed unimaginably since he had arrived in Tibet. In his ears resounded once again the
frail old voice of the Head Lama of Tashilhunpo monastery. They had been at Khamba Dzong at the time, in the
command post, and he and the Head Lama had had a blazing row about some matters of geography. The Head
Lama, with an unbelievable obstinacy, had told him:
“The earth is not round at all; it’s triangular, like the shoulder-blade of a sheep.”
81.107 Travel With A Heady Wind\fn{by Xue Yi Wei (1964- )} Hunan Province, China (M) 1
The funeral was field a week ago. There are still some people who blame me for my absence from it. At that
time my children explained that they were worried that I might break down, and they would not let me attend it.
They were really very worried, for I kept crying from the eve of the funeral until early the next morning. The
children, however, did not know why I was so agitated. For years they have known me as one who does not get
agitated. I myself have taken myself to be a person not easily agitated. But I did cry for almost a whole night.
My husband was a terrific man. So reported the press and I used to think so too. But now I would have my
doubts. I felt a great pain. I would not even be willing to evaluate him, or to evaluate our marriage going on forty
years. Formerly I thought our life was a very happy one. In the past thirty-five years; he hardly ever left my side.
In the last five years, I would now and then have an ominous misgiving he would abandon me. But he didn’t. No,
he didn’t. Not until ten days ago. When he was dying, the whole family was around him. And he passed away
with a tranquil smile around the corners of his mouth.
In the past five years we had several what I thought were improvised tours. I have never had a liking for outdoor activities, but when I discovered that the tours would cheer my husband up, I would invariably comply with
his request. He wanted me to go out with him. We would set out all of a sudden, without due preparation. Unfortunately (or should I say coincidentally), every time when we toured, we would meet a heady wind. This would
sadden me, for I have a special resentment against the wind. I felt that the wind was like a robber, and it could
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take away all that I had. My husband could understand this feeling of mine, and before the wind started, he would
see to it that our hotel room windows were closed. He would even draw up the curtains for me. He knew that even
the wind-tossed branches would make me feel uneasy.
When all were set he would whisper, “I’d like to go out for a walk,” as if talking to himself. I knew that he
loved the wind. Once he said the blowing of a heady wind would make him feel the existence of life itself. He
would go out for a long, long time, and I would feel lonesome. I would even feel that he was about to leave me. In
the small hours, I would fall asleep. When I woke up, my husband was invariably fast asleep in the room. At first,
when he woke up, I would ask him with much concern when he had returned. He would answer simply, “Very
late.” Later I would no longer care to inquire after him. Sometimes my husband would calmly say to me:
“The wind has stopped; you may go out for a walk.”
In the days just after my husband passed away, I had been busy sorting out his legacies. At noon before the day
of his funeral, I found a diary among a pile of old books. My husband started to keep a diary when he was an
elementary school pupil. On the New Year’s Day ten years ago he told me that he would no longer keep a
daybook of his life and handed all the volumes of his diary to me. But, among his diaries I found the record of the
last five years. During these five years, what impressed me the most were those improvised tours. I started to
check the records on those tours. Easily, I saw another person. Just my opposite, she was very fond of the wind.
She appeared in each of our tours, or behind each of our tours. My husband and she stood together. They stood on
the beach; they stood on the hill slope; once, they even stood on the edge of a cliff … They were buffeted by a
heady wind. My husband said to her once:
“You came for the wind, and I came for you.”
At first I could not resist the strong curiosity to figure out in anger who that person was. In the diary my
husband always addressed her in the second person, as if all the narration was a whisper.
Nevertheless I quickly dropped any suspicion. What would it matter who she was? But I was unable to resist
the fierce attack of sorrow. I cried my heart out. Almost for the whole night.
Even if my children had not advised me not to attend the funeral, I would not have attended it. When the
funeral was in progress, I lay on my bed quietly. I was wondering why on every tour my husband would like me
to be with him. Why would he not (or dare he not) travel with a heady wind by himself? In those hours of extreme
anger, I thought our last tours were a great humiliation to me. Now that I have calmed down, I no longer feel that
way. But I am really mystified.
Yes, even now I would say that my husband was a terrific person, though I am reluctant to mention him again.
When this terrific person left for good, he left me mystified. And we had a marriage of close to forty years. I used
to believe we were leading a very happy life.
82.63 He Is My Brother\fn{by Kuo Ch-ang-sheng (1964- )} Peking, China (M) 10
Ta-Wei did not go to his mother’s place till the night before New Year’s Eve.
Just back from work, Mother immediately busied herself in the kitchen. In the living room were her husband,
and Ta-Wei’s younger half-brother and sister. It was apparent that his presence there was superfluous. So he snuck
into the tiny kitchen and, in the midst of the heavy smoke, chatted with his mother intermittently. He felt strangely
remote.
Mother had grown older. She was wearing a drab old dress and probably had not visited a beauty parlor in a
long time. After she set the temperature of the fire on the cook-top, she wiped her hands on her apron and took out
a pot from the refrigerator. Lifting the lid, she tilted it toward him:
“Look, stewed hog legs. I cooked it yesterday, but you stood me up. It’s done just right. Warm it up before you
eat it. Your Second Uncle has a gas stove there? Ta-Jen likes the fatty part. But don’t let him have too much so
that he gets sick …”
Suddenly, a loud bang came from the living room. It was the two kids playing ball in the house. One failed to
catch it and it swept the vase and tea cups on the table off to the floor. What immediately followed was the yelling
of that man, Chang:
“It’s almost New Year’s Eve. Don’t you know that? You sure know how to pick a good day!”
Although Chang was scolding the children, to Ta-Wei it sounded like the man was implying that he had come
at the wrong time. Amidst the yelling and crying, Mother glanced at him awkwardly before she picked up the
broom and the dust pan on her way out. When she came back to the kitchen, he could see that her eyes were red
although her head was lowered. She did not heed him for a long while.
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“Well, then, I’ll be going now, Mom.”
“You’re leaving?” Mother turned off the faucet, and after shaking the water off her hands, she took out two red
envelopes from her pocket. She stuffed them into his hand.
“Buy what Ta-Jen likes. Spend New Year’s Eve with your big brother. Don’t go play mahjong with your
friends right after dinner like you used to. Next year when you have to go for military service, he won’t have
anybody …” She began to sob as she said this.
Ta-Wei also began to cry. He had never told his Mother how Ta-Jen had become an invalid.
The year their parents divorced, Ta-Jen and Ta-Wei were in the tenth and eleventh grades respectively. They
went to the same private boarding school and during the week they lived in the dorm. Although their father had
custody, they felt they did not belong to anybody. Thus, the two young boys stuck together, determined to react
nonchalantly toward the alleged tragedy of their parents’ world.
It can even be said that their first reaction upon hearing the news was not one of shock, but a tinge of secret
joy.
Ever since they could remember, they were sick and tired of the constant bickering between their parents. They
simply could not understand how a couple like their parents could have given birth to two brothers like themselves. The thing that they could not stand the most were words like “I’ve only done this for the children!” that
their parents kept repeating. Or, they would accuse each other in front of the boys: “See! Do you see now? This is
the kind of lowlife your father is!” or, “Don’t ever forget that murderous face of your mother’s!”
They had been ruined by their own mistakes, but they would not leave their children alone. They had to drag
the two boys into their mess to serve a mental life sentence with them. Sometimes, during the night Ta-Wei could
hear them screaming and fighting through the thin wall. Unable to block off the noise, he would all of a sudden
become frightened and want to get up to stop this craziness. But, in the darkness, Ta-Jen would always pull him
back:
“What do you think you’re doing? It’s their problem. They’ll solve it. Just wait and see!”
Ta-Jen did extremely well at school, far better than the average. The teachers always spent more time preparing before going to the classes he was in for fear that they would not be able to answer his questions. When TaWei got to the tenth grade, many teachers asked him: “Ch’u Ta-Jen is your older brother?” After some praise, they
never failed to add: “You two don’t look alike!”
The difference between them lay in their temperaments. Ta-Wei had delicate features, whereas Ta-Jen’s were
rougher. Although there was some physical resemblance between them, Ta-Jen always gave the impression that he
was lost in deep thought.
Ta-Jen was Ta-Wei’s only hero at that time. After their parents signed the divorce papers at an attorney’s office,
Ta-Jen analyzed it to Ta-Wei this way:
“Look! This is a good thing. Now we can lead a normal life. There won’t be any foul language or anxiety
anymore!”
After that, every Saturday Ta-Jen always took off with Ta-Wei before their mother came to their school to pick
them up. When she saw them, she repeated the same complaints over and over again. Sometimes, when she got
too excited, she would lose control and call their father on a pay phone:
“Ch’u Hung-liang, you devil, devil!”
Ta-Jen and Ta-Wei could only stand there, stunned and embarrassed. So, they’d rather while away a Sunday
afternoon wandering around downtown, watching movies or playing electronic games, until they used up all the
money they had before dinner time. Then they would use the excuse of “Let’s go see what kind of woman Dad
brought back this weekend!” to forgive themselves for going back to their father.
It was strange that at around this time Ta-Jen started supervising Ta-Wei in his school work. Everybody in the
dorm knew that Ch’u Ta-wei’s big brother always came during the evening study hour and called him out to the
hallway to have him recite his lessons. In ninth grade, Ta-Jen had started taking mimetic senior high entrance
exams given by the school and knew every subject inside out. Ta-Wei could not fool him. Actually Ta-Wei was
one of the top students in the school too, but he was not as outstanding as Ta-Jen. Sometimes the superintendent
of the dorm would tease Ta-Jen: “One Ta-Jen is enough.”
Not showing any emotion, Ta-Jen just nodded and looked docile: “Thank you, Sir.” Two days later he would
resume the same regimen.
Ta-Wei did not enjoy being supervised. Yet, the burning pain and determination in Ta-Jen’s eyes caused TaWei to lose heart or courage to disobey him. Although they were only a year apart, every time Ta-Wei saw TaJen’s lean, tall back disappearing at the end of the hallway in his dorm, he always felt they were growing up at
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different speeds. It seemed that he could never catch up with Ta-Jen.
*
When he arrived at the Celebrities, Ta-Wei realized that it was only nine-thirty. He wondered if he would find
Nikko there. He walked down the spiral staircase with the carved railing, then without having noticed that he was
standing close. to the vent of the air-conditioning he stood there, pulling up the collar of his jacket. It was the
night before New Year’s Eve, so there wasn’t much business. On any other night, it would be always crowded by
this time. Tipsy patrons would be either clapping and singing or playing number-guessing games and drinking,
their noise almost muffling the piano. A guest would be singing into a microphone, standing by the piano. The
singing sounded like howls coming from the bottom of a ravine, rumbling through the air, making one feel like a
giant beast was hiding somewhere nearby.
“I once told you that ours would be a silent ending. So let the memory fade away. I remember I told you
someday I would leave you, Without a tear on my face …”
But at this moment, Ta-Wei saw only one of the managers of the establishment, a woman called Wen-ying,
standing next to the piano player mumbling into the microphone with a slightly upturned face. The revolving light
globe sprinkled sparkling dots of light all over the room, blurring the faces.
“Hello.”
A woman came up to greet Ta-Wei. Before she came close enough, he could see her wide red mouth as she
prolonged the second syllable.
“So I was right, it is our Little Ch’u. Ha!” Then she dragged him further in.
Somewhat surprised, Ta-Wei asked: “Lily, how come you’re back here again?”
“Such is my fate!” Lily scowled, her full lips pouting: “What can I do if I don’t do this?”
“Actually, you aren’t even good at this,” Ta-Wei thought to himself. After she had seated him, he asked: “I’m
looking for Nikko. Is she around?”
As if she had not heard him, Lily held his arm lovingly: “I’ve heard—” Then she put on an expression of
seriousness: “Did your big brother get—banged? Like this?” She made a ninety-degree with her thumb and index
finger under the table.
Ta-Wei turned his face away and tried to change the topic: “I’m looking for Nikko. Is she here or not?”
But Lily persisted: “Well, what happened to him?”
“I’m looking for Nikko!” Suddenly, Ta-Wei jumped up from his seat. When he saw the true concern in her
eyes, he restrained himself. After a while, he took a deep breath and told her what had happened, using a tone that
was unusually calm since Ta-Jen had checked out of the hospital:
“He—his spine was hurt. He’s paralyzed. He can only lie down, can neither stand nor sit.” Then he got stuck
and shut his mouth despondently, shaking his head.
Maybe I will forget you,
Maybe I will miss you,
Maybe there won’t be “maybe’s”

The popular song with a heavy Japanese accent trembled in the air blending into the broken notes of the piano.
Ta-Wei couldn’t help shivering as if he had just been fished out from a glass of whisky on the rocks and was still
suffering from dizziness. In the hazy lighting, a woman in a tight black velvet mini-skirt walked up the hallway by
the rest rooms.
“Nikko!”
As soon as Ta-Wei called out, Lily immediately got up and left stealthily, as if there were something to hide.
“Is it, is it Ta-Jen? He …” Her hysterical tone gave Ta-Wei an ominous feeling of absurdity. Perhaps there
would come a day when they would stand facing each other like this exchanging the news of death? But he shook
his head and stopped himself from indulging in such foolish fantasy.
“The reason I’m here is to … to ask you a favor.” Ta-Wei breathed heavily as he spoke: “Would you … go see
Ta-Jen … would you?”
*
It was when Ta-Jen was admitted to a high school in the northern part of the island that Ta-Wei suddenly
realized why his big brother had put so much time and effort in supervising his studies.
“We must go to a high school in the north so that we can justify our moving out. How great it’ll be with just us
living in Taipei!” The night before he headed for the north for registration, Ta-Jen, all packed, said to Ta-Wei: “I’ll
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wait for you in Taipei!”
Ta-Wei did not disappoint Ta-Jen; the following year he was admitted to the same school.
The supervision of schools in the north was obviously more lax. Extracurricular activities in the first and
second years were virtually the focus of school life. Shortly after Ta-Wei got into senior high school, he could tell
that Ta-Jen was doing great. As the head of his class, he organized many social events with girls at other schools.
Just when all this was still something new to Ta-Wei, the Superintendent’s Office posted the merits and demerits
for the first month of the semester. He was shocked to find Ta-Jen on the list of minor demerits.
“What lousy luck! I rented a place off campus to hold a dance and it was raided by the military officer of our
school.” Although he was not totally shameless, he did not show much regret: “I was just trying to make a few
bucks!”
Ta-Wei could not understand why Ta-Jen wanted to make money. Their father sent them monthly allowances
that were more than enough. It was only later that Ta-Wei realized that making money was actually a good way of
showing off for Ta-Jen.
He bought books at thirty-percent discount from wholesalers and then hawked them from class to class at
school. He worked part-time at the student cafeteria after school, dishing out meals to students attending night
school. Then he discovered that setting up dances was an easy way to make a quick buck. Before, Ta-Jen had been
bent on beating his peers in academics; but as he grew up, plus the exposure to a big city like Taipei, he felt that
school work and taking tests were not enough to give him a sense of accomplishment. Once again, Ta-Jen tried to
race into the adults’ world at super speed.
Did it also mean that he was trying to leave behind his unpleasant past as quickly as possible? Sometimes, TaWei couldn’t help but wonder.
The summer after Ta-Wei got into senior high, their mother took a trip to Taipei with her boy friend whom she
was planning to marry. She came to visit them.
“You’ve grown so tall!” That afternoon, sitting in the steaming, cramped room of theirs, their mother kept
repeating these words. When she said goodbye, she hugged each of the boys. To his great surprise, Ta-Jen shed a
few tears—the moment when his mother disappeared at the end of the alley with that man who would not even go
upstairs to their room with her.
At the end of that year, their mother married Chang. Neither Ta-Jen nor Ta-Wei attended the wedding. For the
very first time, Ta-Jen took Ta-Wei to the red light district that night to do some odd jobs, washing dishes and
cleaning the rooms.
Before then, Ta-Jen had never let Ta-Wei take part in any of his jobs. The only thing he expected of Ta-Wei
was to study hard. Ta-Wei understood that that night was something special; perhaps even Ta-Jen could not bear
the pain of their mother’s remarriage alone by himself. For that reason, Ta-Wei did not experience any of the
excitement of working for the first time. They remained quiet all night, hardly exchanging a word.
Ta-Wei had a run-in with a customer on the second floor who raised hell; he accused Ta-Wei of pocketing the
hundred bucks that he had given him to buy cigarettes. Seeing that Ta-Wei was small in build, the customer even
grabbed his collar as he cursed. Ta-Jen ran into the brawl. Without a word, he rushed up to that guy and gave him
a heavy punch. The angry manager came to break up the fight; he also kicked them out on the spot without giving
them their wages.
The two brothers walked slowly along the mountain path. Every time a private sedan drove by, climbing uphill
with its bright headlights on, they would compete with each other to see who could guess the brand of the automobile first. After they had counted five BMWs, Ta-Jen suddenly asked:
“Little Brother, do you like BMWs?”
Ta-Wei smiled: “What’s the use of liking them?”
But Ta-Jen spoke seriously: “I will own a BMW—maybe by the time I’m twenty-five!”
Ta-Wei thought it was senseless to make an oath like that, but he did not want to spoil the fun; so he just kept
on walking. When he turned his head around, he could not find Ta-Jen, who was still standing on the previous
spot, lost in a daze above a sea of city lights.
“There, we’ll buy a house right over there!” Ta-Jen pointed down the mountain randomly.
Ta-Wei looked at Ta-Jen and felt like he was a stranger to him. Yet, there was no doubt that this was his big
brother, a person who had been taking care of him all his life.
The next spring, right after he turned eighteen, Ta-Jen withdrew all his savings to buy himself a brand new
Yamaha motorcycle.
*
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When Ta-Wei got there, there was nobody else in the hospital.
Uncle’s family had gone to have New Year’s Eve dinner at their aunt’s place. He ran into them at the alley and
his uncle gave him the key so that he could come in himself.
The minute Ta-Wei walked in, he noted that the odor of antiseptics was less then usual; but it was chilly inside.
The radio could be heard from Ta-Jen’s room at the end of the hallway.
He brought a whole bunch of things: their mother had bought Ta-Jen two new blazers and cooked the stewed
hog legs; he bought a marinated duck and sliced beef shank, a pot of chicken soup, a plate of fruit, and a bottle of
Shao-hsing wine. All these made it seem like New Year’s Eve. So he called out when he was still far away from
the room:
“Big Brother, I’m here!”
Hearing his voice, Ta-Jen turned down the volume of the radio before he responded:
“Come in, Little Brother. Come right in!”
Ta-Jen looked great today. He wondered who had taken him to get a haircut. He could not carry all the things
in one trip so the chicken soup and the wine were still sitting outside. As Ta-Wei made another trip out, he announced in a jovial voice, “We’ll start at seven o’clock sharp. Two red envelopes, two thousand bucks for each!”
They could hear firecrackers outside. Bang! Bang! Bang! The sporadic sounds seemed to contribute a feeling
of mystery. Ta-Wei suddenly remembered what their mother had said last night—this was their last New Year’s
Eve.
The spine had been damaged; there was no hope of any cure for the rest of his life. Ta-Jen would remain paralyzed from the waist down. So the doctors told them. They had put Ta-Jen in the private hospital owned by their
uncle, not so much in the hope that he would recuperate as counting on the nurses there to keep him alive. The
truth was plain to see. The swollen limbs, the haggardness in the eyes of the patient looked as if he had been
bedridden for years.
“Would you like me to move the television in?” Ta-Wei had set everything up and was about to leave. “Big
Brother?”
“Hmmm? What did you say?”
Realizing that Ta-Jen wasn’t listening, he panicked all of a sudden: “Big Brother, what’s the matter? You don’t
like the food?”
“No, it’s not that.” Ta-Jen forced a smile that made his face look like a shiny lump of oily meat.
Ta-Wei helped him change into a new blazer, put a pillow behind his back, and propped him up against the
headboard. That made him look much better than when Ta-Wei first walked in.
“Why all this fuss? Little Brother, why don’t you take this blazer? A patient doesn’t need any new clothes …”
His complaint revealed a deep despair.
When Ta-Wei tried to stop him from taking the blazer off, Ta-Jen used his right hand which he could not use
dexterously to ward him off. In the shuffle, he swept the plate of sliced beef to the floor. Ta-Wei was taken aback:
“Why don’t you just keep it on! Look what you’ve done now.” He was about to say: Nikko’s coming to see
you tomorrow! Don’t you know that?
“I’m sorry, Little Brother.” Ta-Wei silently bent down and picked up the pieces one by one, throwing them into
the waste basket under the bed.
After all it was New Year’s Eve. They quickly put on a pleasant face for each other’s sake. Ta-Wei turned on
the television. As the artificial festivity spread through the cold room, he warmed the wine over a low fire. Then
he poured a small cup for each of them and toasted Ta-Jen:
“Big Brother, cheers!”
*
The first time Ta-Wei got drunk was on his twentieth birthday.
Although Ta-Jen majored in Business Management while Ta-Wei majored in Chemical Engineering, they both
got into the same university in the north as if there were some tacit understanding. However, Ta-Wei could sense
clearly that their relationship was beginning to change around this time.
Their father had married an overseas Chinese. They both believed that he only married her for her citizenship.
After he had gone abroad, he wrote them airgrams in which, like a child, he confessed all the joys and pains of his
life. He came to the conclusion that he was glad to be living in a new place, to start all over again. He said that
when the two brothers got out of the military service, he would arrange for them to go and join him right away.
After Ta-Jen read it, he handed it to Ta-Wei. Without a word, they sat by a window in the living room, basking
in the afternoon sun, each with a cigarette in hand. Ta-Wei folded it up and silently exchanged a look with Ta-jen.
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They felt remote, so remote that the whole thing had little to do with them.
The following day was Ta-Wei’s twentieth birthday. Ta-Jen invited some friends over, although Ta-Wei did not
know most of them. Over the years he had gotten used to the way Ta-Jen did things, so he had no opinion about
the arrangement. He had grown accustomed to listening to Ta-Jen.
Before he entered college, Ta-Jen would not let him take part in many of his activities. But after that birthday,
suddenly Ta-Jen treated him like an adult. He did not understand how Ta-Jen, who was only a year older, could
beat him in everything. He could even say that all those years he had been waiting patiently outside Ta-Jen’s
world, waiting for the day when the door would open to welcome him into Ta-jen’s life. His twentieth birthday
was the watershed in his life.
Ta-Wei did not know one could get drunk on punch. He only thought it was sweet and tart, finding the first sip
a little bitter. When Ta-Jen talked with his friends after dinner, they opened another bottle of whisky; so Ta-Wei
pretty much finished up half a bowl of punch all by himself. The topics Ta-Jen and his friends talked about shifted
from events of daily life to investment of capitals, loan interest rates—things unfamiliar to Ta-Wei.
At that time Ta-Jen had started investing in stocks. Those friends of his were mostly from circles outside the
school, either in the stock market or from insurance seminars. Like him, they were eagerly ambitious about
making money. After they finished the whisky, they set up tables, bent on playing mahjong all night long. He
didn’t know when he fell asleep on the sofa but when he woke up, the mahjong game still had one more round to
go, and he had been covered with Ta-Jen’s old jacket. Ta-Wei then saw a few others sleeping around the living
room. Those still hanging on at the game table looked feeble and tired; one of them was Ta-Jen. Beside his hand
was an ash tray with a mound of cigarette stubs. For some unknown reason, Ta-Wei became angry at himself.
He did not want to grow up any more—if growing up only meant becoming indifferent about everything and
giving free reign to one’s whims and desires.
In one night Ta-Jen lost close to NT$9000. Ta-Wei could not get over it, but Ta-Jen acted as if nothing had
happened. After a terse “Goodnight,” he shut the door and slept till evening.
Ta-Jen was as famous at school as ever. Although he skipped a lot of classes, in the eyes of his classmates, he
had the ingenuity and farsightedness of an entrepreneur who was able to apply what he learned. One professor
even jokingly asked Ta-Jen’s prediction for the stock market in class, wanting him to make some investment on
his behalf.
As well known as his intelligence and cool-headedness was his image as a rich playboy. During the second half
of his junior year, he bought a used sedan for more than NT$100,000. Although it. was far from the BMW that he
had dreamed about, it was an impressive act. Several times after school Ta-Wei ran into Ta-Jen in his car on the
campus, and with him were a bunch of friends whom he did not know. When Ta-Jen asked him to get into the car,
Ta-Wei always said he still had classes, for reasons that were unclear even to himself. But several times it so
happened that at an intersection not far from the campus, Ta-Jen would catch sight of Ta-Wei walking alone on the
sidewalk, and at the same time, Ta-Wei would discern the indifferent look in Ta-Jen’s eyes that tried to suppress
all emotions. On a bustling street corner at nightfall, what separated them was a wide river—not of traffic but of a
different way of life: one swimming upstream, one downstream. And they were only just beginning on their
journeys.
*
Ta-Wei was washing the dishes alone in the tiny kitchen at the end of the hospital hallway. The unceasing
bursts of firecrackers in the neighborhood brought an air of festive joy to the wintry chill. He found himself
humming as he did the dishes:
On New Year's Eve a fire is burning faraway
Stacks of paper money knocking the ground with gold knocking out my song of longing
A cold, faraway song of mutual yearning

It was Ta-Jen’s favorite song when he was in senior high.
Since Ta-Jen became bedridden, Ta-Wei felt that they no longer could communicate as much as before. Just
now, when they were having dinner, the variety show on television played a number of popular songs that they
both knew. Several times Ta-Jen broke into laughter, but then suddenly he turned to Ta-Wei saying:
“Turn it off. I want to sleep now.”
When he turned it off, the entire building became silent. Ta-Wei listened hard. Somehow, he felt that the
pervading darkness outside the kitchen was not as quiet as it appeared; there seemed to be some vague sound
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trying to break through the layers and layers of darkness to reach his ears.
All of a sudden, he was able to perceive what Ta-Jen must be feeling as he lay in bed alone, surrounded by
darkness and loneliness when the lights were off. What could be going through his mind as he lay there quietly?
In the next second, Ta-Wei was startled by his thought. Dark, cold, and lonely, what could one think of except
…
Startled by his thoughts, he ran toward Ta-Jen’s room from the end of the hallway, but he came to a halt at the
door.
In the dim, hazy light of the lamp on the night stand, the man lying in bed was but a large, puffy stranger.
Dazed, Ta-Wei leaned against the door frame; not even noticing the tears flowing to the corners of his mouth.
*
In his senior year, Ta-Jen had started working part-time in an import-export company. Ta-Wei had no way of
figuring out what he did exactly. All he knew was that Ta-Jen made good money; there were commissions and
bonuses on top of a salary. The balance of Ta-Jen’s savings account piled up rapidly. At the same time, his strategy
for investing in stocks was effective. Suddenly, he adopted an affluent lifestyle, frequenting high-class clubs,
getting himself a new car, and putting down a deposit on a house. In the second half of the year, due to his
extraordinary performance, he was promoted to Assistant Business Director. The changes happened so fast that
Ta-Wei was not only dumbfounded, he also seemed to sense a feeling of dangerous excitement not unlike that of
riding in a raft down a rapid current.
Ta-Jen's business friends celebrated his promotion at a night club called Celebrities. Soon Ta-Wei heard that
Ta-Jen had grown quite close to a girl named Nikko who worked there. Sometimes when Ta-Jen played mahjong
at home, his friends would tease him about it. Ta-Wei knew that Ta-Jen already had his “own woman.”
From Ta-Wei’s point of view, Ta-Jen placed top priority on his career and was seldom romantically involved
when he was in school. What special charm could this girl called Nikko have? He was curious as well as a little
worried about Ta-Jen. Maybe a man who hides his feelings is more vulnerable. However, when they met each
other for the first time, the expression in both Ta-Wei’s and Nikko's eyes seemed to exclaim:
“It’s YOU!?”
They were not really acquainted, but they had spent one year in the same class where they studied Japanese.
That was when Ta-Wei was a sophomore. He didn’t know since when he had started to notice this one girl in his
class. She had silky, shoulder-length hair. She tied it up with a handkerchief when she came to class, letting it
hang down her back. When she left class, she would loosen it, allowing it to fly in the wind. She always came and
went by herself. In a big class of seventy or eighty students from different departments, Ta-Wei did not know most
of them. He paid special attention when the professor took the roll call and caught her name: Ch’en P’ei-shan.
When he was just about to match that face with the one in front of him, she fingered her curly hair and looked
at him from the corners of her eyes:
“Nikko! My name is Nikko.”
“Later, you simply disappeared,” Ta-Wei’s heart ached when he saw the way she looked at him. “You didn’t
even take the final.”
“Your younger brother sure has a good memory!” She turned to Ta-Jen and snickered. After a long while she
turned around and looked straight at him: “You’re lucky! Ch’u Ta-wei. You’ve never known the pressure that
money can put on you.”
It was true that he didn’t know that, because he had Ta-Jen. He wondered what was the long story behind her
sarcasm. Ta-Jen later told him that after she paid off the debt her father had incurred when his savings were
swindled by an acquaintance, she would quit her job.
He had known her first, but she had become Ta-Jen’s girl. Nonetheless, Ta-Wei did not feel anything wrong
with it. After all, Ta-Jen was much better than he. He asked Ta-Jen how he felt about Nikko, and the answer he got
made him feel God had played a dirty trick on the two brothers.
“I seem to have known her for a long time,’ Ta-Jen said. But Nikko and Ta-Jen fought a lot, for no other reason
than her job at the night club.
One night, Nikko suddenly called Ta-Jen asking him to pick her up at a Taiwanese restaurant on Jen-ai Road. A
patron at the club insisted that she and some other girls leave the club to have a late night snack with him. Worried
that he had something else in mind after the snacks, she had to think of some way to slip off. She got into Ta-Jen’s
car with the excuse of going to the restroom.
When Ta-Jen brought Nikko home, they began to fight.
“You want money! I’ll give you money!” Ta-Jen held her tightly by the wrist and shook her hard: “Stop going
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to work, starting tomorrow! Do you hear?”
“Is your money any cleaner than mine?” Nikko screamed back, her hair completely disheveled. “You want me
to leave the club. How about you? When are you gonna leave that place of yours?”
Not knowing how to intervene, Ta-Wei was stunned by her words. There were five seconds of silence in the
living room before Ta-Jen pushed off Nikko’s hands, rushed into his room, and slammed the door shut. Nikko
forced a smile and apologized:
“I … had too much to drink. It’s all right. We always fight like this …”
She picked up her purse on the floor and, after whispering “Goodnight”—almost too soft to be heard—walked
quietly out of the door.
A week later, Nikko went to see Ta-Wei at school; she told him she was bearing Ta-Jen’s child.
“You don’t think Ta-Jen will be responsible?” He questioned her decision.
“Ta-Jen is still too young. There are many things that he may not have control over in the future.”
Ta-Wei could not understand the meaning of what she said; he saw her bitter smile and the flicker in her eyes
as she turned her face toward the budding peach tree outside the empty classroom. “In the name of our having
been classmates once, do me this favor! It’s not far from here. It won’t take too much of your time.”
After the abortion, they got in a taxi. Ta-Wei could not help reaching out to hold her in his arms. She did not
push him away, or maybe she was just too weak to do so. She leaned against him, cold and stiff; the only thing she
said was:
“Actually, you and Ta-Jen are very much alike!”
That was less than a month before Ta-Jen got into trouble.
It was a sunny New Year’s day, but the sunlight had no warmth. The room was sparkling as if it had been
washed by water.
He tried to reach Nikko by phone, but even after ten rings, there was no answer. Ta-Wei figured she must be
out. So he walked toward the supermarket at the mouth of the alley as they had agreed on.
With hands in his pockets, he sauntered into the store and strolled down the aisles. The store was playing an
old New Year tune:
Happy, Happy, Happy New Year to you!
Happy, Happy, Happy New Year to you!
Happy, Happy, Happy New Year to you!

Ta-Wei recalled how Ta-Jen used to sneer at the idiotic lyric of the song. But, somehow, at this moment he had
the urge of buying the cassette of that song so that he could play it after he went home. Only after one has gone
through the ebbs and flows of life can one realize that peace of mind is a happiness well worth pursuing,
After Ta-Jen became Assistant Business Director, Ta-Wei often did not see him for days. Sometimes, he came
home in the middle of the night and all he said to Ta-Wei was: “I went to the south on business.” When Ta-Wei
ran into Ta-Jen’s classmates, he found out that they had not seen him in a long time either. They asked Ta-Wei to
warn Ta-Jen that he would surely flunk a few subjects that semester.
Ta-Wei had never felt so distant from Ta-Jen. He knew very well that Ta-Jen had changed: now he was irritable
and neurotic. When he was in Taipei, he either played mahjong at home or went to the club where Nikko worked
and sang the night away.
Ta-Wei found the company Ta-Jen worked for, located on the top floor of a building in the business district in
East Taipei. There he saw those friends who played mahjong with Ta-Jen; they were all dressed in nice suits.
They, too, told him that Ta-Jen had gone to the south on business.
He had always trusted Ta-Jen; he always knew that his older brother would someday be somebody, because
since the age of fifteen Ta-Jen had been anxious to prove something to the world, to prove to himself.
But Ta-Jen’s flying colors were replaced by a tired, troubled face. Ta-Wei often sat on the balcony at night,
gazing at the myriad city lights and their being switched off with the fall of early morning dew. But there were
always a few that insisted on staying on all night long. They seemed to offer hope; but from personal experience,
Ta-Wei knew they were but flickering candle lights on the altar of human desires.
On that night many years ago, when the two brothers walked along the winding mountain path, what if he had
refuted Ta-Jen’s dream of a BMW with indifference or sarcasm?
The thought made Ta-Wei uneasy. He had no one to whom he could express his vague sense of worry. Every
time, on the phone, Nikko would brush him off briskly:

1038

“Don’t worry!”
His intuition told him that Nikko was hiding something from him.
*
Perhaps trying to act natural, Nikko had put on makeup as usual.
“Does Ta-Jen … know I’m coming?”
Ta-Wei did not answer. He shook his head when he pulled shut the gate of the hospital. As he walked straight
toward the hallway, he heard Nikko say:
“How come there aren’t any New Year scrolls, no hanging of Good Luck or Spring?”
Was she chiding him for his negligence? Ta-Wei stopped. Was he negligent? Nikko seemed to be more nervous
than he was, pressing her lips tightly—they were the only red color around. Ta-Wei guessed she was rehearsing
what to say when she came face to face with Ta-Wei.
Having had nothing to do with “home” in a long time, Ta-Wei had once cherished the hope that Nikko and TaJen would get married. Then, everything would be different? They would all live together, with the master and
mistress of the house, having dinner together, watching news on television … these were things Ta-Wei missed
about home. Now, everything seemed so impossible.
He felt that he could no longer help Ta-Jen. After all, those months of Ta-Jen’s mysterious disappearance had
left a big rift between them that could not be bridged. During Ta-Jen’s convalescence in the hospital, Nikko went
to see him several times. But each time Ta-Jen had refused to let her enter the room. However, things could not be
any worse now. Ta-Wei felt inexplicably confident that Ta-Jen must miss Nikko in his heart.
When they reached the door of Ta-Jen’s room, Ta-Wei nodded to Nikko.
“Big Brother, guess who’s here?” He pushed open the slightly closed door.
Ta-Jen was still in the same position as when Ta-Wei had left him a while ago. With pillows behind his back,
his pajamas, blanket, and double-chin were all lumped on his chest. Ta-Jen was facing the window without any
expression whatsoever. It took a long time before he turned his face towards Ta-Wei, then after much thought and
deliberation, he uttered vaguely:
“Ma?”
Ta-Wei was stunned, he felt like a snowman being pushed towards a fire. He could not tell if it were warm or
painful.
Nikko took a step forward and showed herself:
“It’s me.”
Unconsciously, Ta-Jen first glanced at Ta-Wei, a glance that left him no room for hiding. All three were
holding their breath; at that moment, life seemed to be about to inundate them in its tide.
“Hi,” Ta-Jen cleared his throat: “Happy New Year!”
Then Ta-Wei heard Nikko’s muffled sniffling.
*
In the past, Ta-Jen’s “business trips” never took more than a week. After not hearing from him for more than
twenty days, Ta-Wei knew something was wrong.
Nikko was never home; all he got was a recording on the answering machine: “Please leave a message when
you hear the beep.” Ta-Wei went to the company Ta-Jen worked for; those familiar faces had also disappeared.
The man who received him insisted:
“Ch’u Ta-jen resigned two weeks ago.”
“Give him back to me.” The first time he said it slowly. Three seconds later, he mustered all his strength: “Give
—me—back—my elder brother!!”
He clearly sensed that the entire office had become silent all of a sudden. All those employees in their neat
suits turned to stare at him at the same time, with the same expressionless look in their eyes. He would have felt
better if all of them had pulled out guns and pointed them at him. Ta-Wei was pushed into an elevator by the
security guards amidst his hoarse cries of “I’m looking for Ch’u Ta-jen!”
He waited outside Nikko’s apartment for almost twenty hours, without closing his eyes or drinking a drop of
water.
When Nikko saw his ghastly face, she was shocked.
“You can’t hide it from me any longer.” He kept repeating those words until he was virtually begging her:
“You must know, you must know.” Nikko put him in her bed and poured him a cup of hot tea. He could hardly
hold the cup, clutching it with both hands as if holding on to his only hope.
“Don’t worry, Ta-Wei.” Nikko gently brushed away the hair on his forehead and held his face in her hands: “I
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just came back from visiting Ta-Jen. He … he’s … fine.”
Ta-Wei evaded her comforting hands and said heavily: “I’m calling the police.”
Finally, Nikko told him that Ta-Jen was in hiding in Hualien.
It started out as smuggling medicines from the Chinese mainland, she said. It was only later that she found out
there were narcotics too. Ta-Jen had signed a one-year contract with them that would be up by the time of his
graduation and entrance into military service. She had tried to dissuade him from doing it. Was money really that
important?
It wasn’t for money! Ta-Wei cut her off.
Money might be part of the reason. But Ta-Wei knew only too well how much Ta-Jen had wanted to be
different. He, too, was scared of the gap in his life, but he tried to fill it up with his own body. His elder brother,
Ta-Jen …
*
“Thank you for coming.” Ta-Jen said: “Nikko, could you do me a favor?”
Nikko held his hand. He listlessly lifted the corner of his mouth:
“Please go take a walk with my little brother. It’s New Year’s Day today; there’s no reason why he should be
stuck in this lousy hospital since yesterday. This isn’t a nice place.”
“Bring me back some Cassia candy.” He called Ta-Wei to the bedside: “We used to have it every New Year.
And you actually forgot to buy any.”
Suddenly a ray of light glowed from Ta-Jen’s eyes at that. moment; there was something that had made him
interested in life again. Was it Cassia candy? Ta-Wei recalled those days when they used to play electronic games
in the old downtown area on weekends. Without knowing why, he really believed Ta-Jen was thinking of the same
thing at the same time.
“Cassia candy,” Ta-Wei nodded, “I’ll go buy some.”
*
Some guy tried to kill him, Nikko said.
Smuggling was a gold mine; everybody in the underworld wanted a share. Ta-Jen was too smart and too good
for them. Those guys in another gang wanted to get rid of him.
Did Little Chou know that?
Nikko rubbed her red nose: Little Chou was Ta-Jen’s partner. His body had been found.
That night, Ta-Wei had a long, confused dream. He dreamed that he and Nikko took the train to Hualien to find
Ta-Jen. The train was slowly passing over the Juoshui Stream Aside from Nikko and himself, all the men in the
car wore gray suits. Suddenly they all stood up, pulled out their guns and pointed them directly towards them.
Ta-Wei woke up from the nightmare in a cold sweat; he found Nikko lying next to him.
“Cassia candy, won’t you try it?”
Ta-Wei sat in the rocking chair as he asked Nikko who was sitting on the bed with her back toward him. “Our
parents were from Shanghai. Did Ta-Jen ever tell you that?”
Nikko was weeping.
“All right, stop crying.” He said: “If you keep crying, I’m leaving.”
“Don’t go.” Nikko turned around: “Do you know something? If Ta-Jen had not got into trouble, I would have
married him. I would have. Really.”
“I’m sure he knows that.”
“But I think he hates me.” Nikko was sobbing now. “Maybe I shouldn’t have helped him in hiding it from you.
Maybe, if you had known it sooner, you could have stopped it.”
“No, nobody can change Ta-Jen,” Ta-Wei said calmly. “There won’t be another Ta-Jen. He made his choice.
Maybe he just didn’t want to be my keeper any more.”
“You’d better go,” Nikko came near him and reaching out her hands from behind. She held him around his
shoulders. He lowered his head to kiss her hand. She let go immediately and walked away.
“Don’t keep Ta-Jen waiting. Go back now.”
Ta-Wei gazed at her lovingly.
*
After that, for a whole month, Ta-Wei would wake from the same nightmare every night. When it happened, he
was not there. But an incident from another time and place somehow drifted mysteriously into the bottom layer of
his consciousness and it would be turned on only late at night, like a reel of old, worn-out film playing in front of
his eyes all over again. In the yellowed, wavering film strip, Ta-Jen stood on the balcony of an old four-storied
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apartment building. He could only see a close-up of his twisted face—a still shot, a silent image. Then suddenly
Ta Jen’s whole body jerked violently; he flipped backwards and kept falling, falling …
*
There was no sound whatsoever in Ta-Jen’s room.
Ta-Wei took the candy out from his pocket and put it on the table. Coming in from the outside, he realized how
dark and gloomy the room was. He walked round the bed carefully, not wanting to disturb Ta-Jen in his sleep. He
walked up to the window and turned up a corner of the curtain.
The sunlight crept into the room and shone on Ta-Jen’s face.
He was not sleeping. His last expression was preserved in a plastic bag.
When the thought of the fact that Ta-Jen had lied to him even at the last moment of his life, Ta-Wei could not
help but break down, sobbing broken-heartedly.
82.83 When The Stars Came Out\fn{by P’eng Shu-chun (1964- )} Hsiang-t’an, Hunan Province, China (F) 8
1: Waiting for the Stars
Last night I dreamed of my sister again; I saw her the way she looked when she was eighteen.
In the dream she sat by my bed, smiling quietly, staring at me as usual. She wore her favorite dress, a print of
small blue flowers. The night was cool like water; she was like a small dim reflection in the water, fair and
transparent.
I stretched out my hands trying to hold her, and as usual, before my finger tips reached her, she vanished like
smoke in the distance. Then I realized it was nothing more than a dream.
I woke up and couldn’t go back to sleep. Things from the past flooded my mind like a surging tide. I turned my
head to look out the window, waiting for the stars to come out in the boundless night sky.
2: Falling Star
The night was clear and quiet. Shimmering stars filled the sky like a black silk robe studded with brilliant diamonds; it was as beautiful as an ancient myth. My elder sister and I had often sat under the eaves, gazing up at the
sky full of stars, our eyes transfixed. She had taught me to sing my first song: “Twinkling, sparkling, the stars fill
the sky …”
It was twenty years ago when we were still little children. We lived in a military dependents’ district in the
eastern part of the city. The district had a beautiful name: Peach Orchard Residential District. To this day, I still
have no idea why this name was chosen—there wasn’t a single peach tree in the whole district. Although there
were no peach trees, you could find almost any other type of plants there. Wildflowers and trees of all varieties
grew inside and outside the district and, because they had no value, they grew exceptionally well. In spring there
were azaleas, in summer gardenias; in autumn crab apples—nothing was lacking. But the plant which best represented the district was the sturdy old banyan tree in the center of the square. Under the tree, at any given moment,
there were always a number of women in sandals, fanning themselves with palm-leaf fans as they gossiped.
That was when “Papa” didn’t mean anything to me. I even didn’t know I had a Papa just like Little Mimi next
door. Papa worked in Pingtung. Because of the poor railway transportation system at that time, he seldom came
home. When he did return home for one of his rare visits, I thought he was a guest. He was a quiet man and didn’t
smile much. He never played with us so I simply had no impression of him from when I was a child.
On the contrary, I remember Uncle Ma very well. He was a tall and handsome man; his hair was always slick
with pomade and his clothes were sharp. He came to our house every two days or so, and before coming in he
would cry out:
“Where’s my little darling? Little Ch’ing ch’ing, Uncle Ma is here!”
As soon as I heard his voice, I would run barefooted feet to the living room, put my arms around his legs and
look up waiting for the candy I knew he had hidden in his pocket for me. He would hug me and lift me high into
the air and threaten:
“I’m going to drop you, I’m going to drop you!”
When he put me down, he’d hug me and kiss me. I would laugh and dodge about; we hugged each other until
my mom came out of the bedroom, leaning on the door as she said, half-smilingly:
“You have a way with women, old or young, it doesn’t matter, you want them all!”
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“Is that right?” Uncle Ma laughed as he put me down and took two lollipops from his pocket. He gave me one
and holding another one, said to my sister who was standing nearby.
“Little Ch’iung, call me Uncle Ma, then you can have this.”
My sister just stood there with an icy expression on her face.
“Well, did you see that?” Uncle Ma’s smiling face turned towards my Mom, and tossed the candy on the table.
“I cannot do anything with your oldest daughter.”
Mom stared at Uncle Ma, but she was talking to my sister:
“Little Ch’iung, take your sister out to play.”
My sister didn’t move. Mom got upset, her eyes flashed with anger under her carefully painted eyebrows, then
she said in a very impatient tone:
“Did you hear what I said, take your sister out to play.”
My sister unwillingly took my hand and we walked outside in silence. As we walked hand in hand by the banyan tree in the center of the square, one of the neighboring women who were enjoying the cool air under the tree
called out to my sister.
“Little Ch’iung, where’s your Papa?”
“Papa is working in Pingtung. He will come home next month,” my sister told the truth.
“Then, where’s your Mom?”
My sister hesitated a while. “My Mom is at home, taking a nap.”
When those women heard this, they started winking to each other as if they were pleased at having obtained
proof of some kind of scandal, their lips curled as they hid their amused scornful expression behind their palm
fans.
“Is Uncle Ma also taking a nap at your house?” Big Hair’s Mom said, raising her voice.
Astonished, my sister stopped in her tracks; her face turning pale. I was concentrating on sucking my candy. I
didn’t know why my hand loosened and the candy dropped to the ground. I was stunned at first, then I cried out
loudly, bending down to pick up the candy. However, my sister unexpectedly grabbed the dirty candy out of my
hand, and with all her strength threw it at Big Hair’s Mom; then she took my hand and ran.
Years later, whenever that event unexpectedly flashed into my memory, I would always remember my feeling
of despair at the moment when I dropped the candy, which I had just started to enjoy.
I was probably a heartless child; not only do I have no impression of my father who worked away from home
all year long, I also can’t remember my mother very well. It seemed that she slept a lot, regardless of whether it
was day or night and sometimes she just simply disappeared. To put it bluntly, she did not seem to realize she was
the mother of two children, but sometimes, on a passing whim, she would suddenly hug my sister and me, kissing
us and doting upon us. Other than that, she was absent-minded and unhappy, and didn’t like us to bother her.
That was why my sister became my little mother, though she was only three years older than I. It was she who
fed me with milk or rice gruel when I was hungry; comforted me when I had a nightmare and cried at night. The
first day I went to school, it was she who took me there.
One evening during the first semester of my first grade, my father came home unexpectedly. My sister was
sitting by the charcoal stove crying, because some coal dust had flown into her eyes. Papa pulled her up, telling
her to stop crying. Then he asked:
“Where’s your Mom? Why didn’t she make dinner?”
My sister bent her head down, not wishing to say anything. Little Mi’s mother, our next-door neighbor, was
fanning her coal stove and herself at the kitchen door at the back of her house.
“It’s very bad, Old Tang, I don’t like to give you a lecture, but you should control your wife. She disappears
like this every other day or so, and never cares for these two children. Sooner or later they will run into trouble.
Besides, you know the gossip is terrible, the scandal about your wife is ugly.”
“My wife? What has happened to her?” Papa said in disbelief.
“For heaven’s sake, Old Tang, you still don’t know?”
Separated by a bamboo fence, Little Mi’s mother and Papa had a talk. I saw Papa’s face grow paler and paler.
Little Mi’s mother couldn’t close her mouth. She kept rattling away and her face was flushed with excited indignation.
That night my sister and I were awakened by the shouting from the next bedroom. Papa’s voice was loud,
Mother’s sharp.
“Bitch! You’ve made me lose face! You have no shame, you are not fit to be a wife and mother.”
“Who cares! Why should I have to lead such a miserable life with you? I haven’t enjoyed the least of anything
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nice since I married you, you poor wretch!”
The squabble between them grew more violent and the curses they threw at each other became more vicious.
Then my Mom began to cry, perhaps because Papa had hit her. As she cried, she kept cursing in rage. My sister
and I lay quietly on our straw mattress, both drowning in the waves of the horrifying quarrel seeping through the
wall.
I was scared and tried to hide under my quilt. I felt like crying but didn’t dare to make a sound. In the dark my
sister reached out to hold my hand.
“Ch’ing-ch’ing, you are a good girl, don’t cry. I will take you to look at the stars,” she said in a soft and
trembling voice.
“Look at the stars?” I asked blankly.
“See, there are so many beautiful stars outside the window, aren’t there?”
That was true. Looking through the window screen, I saw thousands of ember-like stars, winking their beautiful eyes at us. We both got out of the bed, sneaked out the back door, and left the fighting and shouting behind us.
There was a swing beside the banyan tree in the center of the district. My sister ran toward it first.
“Come, Ch’ing-ch’ing, let’s see who can swing higher.”
Playing on the swing at night, I felt as if I were flying on the wind. I stood up on the swing, and swung back
and forth with all my might. I laughed and laughed until all my fears disappeared into the faraway clouds. The
most wonderful thing was that the higher I swung the closer I felt to the starry sky.
A silver tracer fell from the sky and vanished in a flash.
“A shooting star!” my sister cried. “Ch’ing-ch’ing, quick, make a wish, it will come true.”
I closed my eyes and sincerely from the bottom of my heart I said, “I wish Papa and Mom would love each
other.” I repeated it again and again as the wind rushed by my ears. The wish didn’t come true, perhaps because
the shooting star fell too fast.
The next day, my Mom left home and she never came back again, deserting us for good. We lost all trace of her
forever. To us, she had always been nothing but a vague shadow.
3: Blossoming Stars
My ten-year-old sister had to take charge of the household duties after my mother left home. Papa transferred
back to Taipei since the house needed an adult. Our lives changed from mother’s carelessness to father’s bitterness. Since Papa was not successful in his career, he was forever depressed or angry, especially after mother left.
He was in the army; everything he liked to do had to be done according to rules and discipline. He often scolded
my sister and me at the slightest faults. Our house was very quiet if Papa didn’t lose his temper, and my sister and
I silently went about our work.
My fear of my father almost became some kind of terrible obsession. As soon as I heard his footsteps, I hurried
to hide myself like a rabbit fleeing from a hunter. I never took the initiative to talk to him. Even if it was necessary, I didn’t dare to talk to him. My sister was the one who communicated between my father and me.
Frequently, as I was studying in our room, I heard my sister timidly ask my father for the money to pay for my
handiwork materials, for my new shoes or for my notebooks and so on. Papa usually didn’t respond for a long
time and I watched them from the crack in the door. I saw my sister’s difficult situation as she stood before Papa
with lowered head.
I didn’t have a mother and I couldn’t get along with Papa, so I relied more and more on my sister. I followed
her like a shadow. Every new school year after classes were assigned, the new teacher would call the roll. When
they got to my name they always asked:
“Tang Ch’ing, is Tang Ch’iung your sister?” I would nod my head, and the teacher would smile and say:
“Follow your sister’s example, she is the number one student.”
The teachers probably expected I would be like my sister, so they looked upon me with favor. But after the first
monthly exam they changed their attitude and my good times came to an end. Sometimes when the teacher saw
my paper full of red marks she would comment in a loud voice filled with surprise.
“Your sister is so brilliant, why are you so dumb?”
It was true. Every time I passed through the hallway where the board with the names of honor students was
hung high on the wall, I could not help asking myself the same question. How was it my sister’s name and photo
appeared on the board every semester, while I could barely seem to pass.
One time I took a stack of exam papers home, many of which had D’s on them. The teacher wanted my parents
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to sign them so that she could check their signatures and be sure they knew how we were doing. I had to pluck up
my courage to give the papers to my father. I was scared and filled with despair. My father was as gloomy as he
always was every night. He sat on the sofa smoking, waiting for something to make his blood boil. My bad grades
gave him just such an excuse. He jumped out of the sofa and slapped my face.
“I am wasting money to send you to school, how dare you bring grades like these home for me to see? Take a
look yourself! You are as stupid as a pig. It might be better to raise a pig than you!”
At school, I had received more than 100 strokes on the palms of my hands with the teacher’s rattan stick for the
same reason. This time I just couldn’t control myself, and I cried bitterly and screamed.
“Why don’t you have money for me to take remedial classes? All the students in my class have them except
me! Some students have tutors at home, but not me!”
Papa was stunned. He was surprised by my strange behavior. Even I couldn’t believe I had acted in such a way.
Since the day I was born I had never argued with him. This time the words rolled out like pearls off a broken
necklace. I couldn’ catch them so I just let them fall.
“Whenever you have a bad mood you beat us! I don’t complain because you are poor, why do you complain I
am stupid!”
Papa’s blank face turned pale, he lifted his hand as if to slap me, but I stared at him without flinching. I was
hoping he would beat me so that when I became famous and wrote my autobiography, I could show the world
what a miserable childhood I had.
On the contrary, he didn’t hit me. His hand trembled a bit, then he lowered it, as if disappointed. He gave a
sigh, slowly turned around, and walked into his room, quietly closing the door.
I was stunned for a moment. I couldn't believe that I had escaped from being chastised so easily. Standing in
the center of the living room, I suddenly felt the horror of the silence, like a tremendous weight pressing on me so
that I couldn’t breathe. I stumbled and ran out of the house.
Sitting on the stone stairway in front of the door, I looked at the sky full of stars that quietly looked down on
me. The fragrance of jasmine flowers, sweet and fresh, floated in the air that night, but tears welled up in my eyes
and ran down my face uncontrollably. 1 didn’t know why 1 should be so sad.
“Papa was in a bad mood because he is worried about something. We should try to understand him and not
upset him.”
Without my knowing it, my sister had quietly sat down next to me. My tears ran down to the skirt on my knees
as I fiddled with the tiny wild flower growing at the edge of the stone steps.
“I know you feel bad about this,” my sister said in a soft voice, “forget about it; next time you won’t do it
again.”
I covered my face with my hands and wept bitterly at last.
“Actually, I was mad at myself.” I broke into sobs. “Why couldn’t I be good at school like you, then the
teacher wouldn’t have beaten me and Papa would not have been mad at me.”
“Hush, hush, you are a good girl,” my sister comforted me, patting me on my back. “I know you will make
good progress if you work hard.”
“Really?” Doubtfully, I looked up toward the starry sky with my eyes full of tears. I was at a loss as to what
my sister was saying, but her voice was so sure that I couldn’t have any doubt.
“Of course! Only you must constantly make a wish upon the stars and also make an effort to do it, and your
wish will come true. This is an agreement between you and the stars. You can’t be lazy; otherwise it won’t work.”
My sister’s eyes shone in the dark, brighter than the stars.
“Do you know what the stars symbolize? They symbolize hope!”
My wishes were as many as stars in the sky. I wondered if every wish I made would come true, one by one.
My sister told me that I could not just make a wish without making an effort, or it would not work out right. This
way I started studying harder, and when I was lazy and glanced at the stars outside the window, I thought of the
agreement with them and I went back to my books. Under their watch and supervision, my grades improved.
Though I wasn’t the number one student like my sister, I did move up from the bottom of the list.
When I took the next monthly exam records to Papa for his signature, I was happy and proud of myself and
expected Papa would compliment me, but he only nodded his head, and cleared his throat with a “Hem” and his
usual blank expression. I was so disappointed that I was ready to walk away. Suddenly Papa called me. He took a
package from the stationary shop out of the drawer and said:
“Take this. You have made progress; work harder next time.”
I took the gift but was confused. It was the first time I had received a compliment from Papa and I didn’t know
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how to respond because I hadn’t experienced this before. I looked at him blankly, without even saying a word of
thanks. Papa uncomfortably waved his hand, saying in a loud voice.
“Enough. Why do you just stand here, go study!” I walked back to my room like a sleepwalker. Opening the
gift, I found a pencil box, which had a picture of Snow White on it. I had dreamed of having one for a long time.
Every time when I walked by the stationary shop, I would I lean against the window to look at it. I couldn’t take
my eyes off it. I had made a wish on a star hoping I would have one some day. Now the wish had come true. It
was really mine.
My sister walked close to me and touched my happy face with a smile.
“See, Ch’ing-ch’ing is great.”
“The star is great, too,” I said childishly, as I looked up at the sky.
“That’s right.” She winked at me and we laughed together. Outside the window, the stars blinked like flowers
blooming one by one in the sky: That summer, when the yellow flowers on top of the wall were blossoming one
by one, my sister graduated from primary school. She was number one in her class. She entered junior high school
the same year.
4: Stars are Street Lamps in the Sky
My sister got prettier every year. She was slender, her skin was fair and she had a pretty face. Though she wore
a uniform, a white blouse and a blue skirt, and her hair was cut short, even with her ears, she was a very attractive
young girl. Many young men from outside and inside the district were drawn to our house for a look. When she
walked by the old banyan tree in the district, the gossipy women liked to whisper behind their palm fans.
“Tang Hsiao-ch’iung is really becoming a pretty girl. Hard to believe that her mother had the heart to desert the
two girls.”
“That shameful woman will certainly come to a bad end. Old Tang was blind enough to marry such a whore.
God only knows who the real father of the two girls is.”
“Precisely; the two sisters are so fair and neat, nothing like their father, Old Tang. To talk about Old Tang, he
was out of luck his whole life, not to mention his wife running away with another man, he has to feed someone
else’s kids.”
I cried with anger the first time I heard this sort of slander but my sister kept cool and smilingly said to me:
“Let them say what they want. We mind our own business.”
However, when it got to a point that made her mad, she was fierce enough to fight back!
Once, a boy, one year my senior, walked by our house from the neighboring district and deliberately threw an
empty soda bottle over our wall breaking a jar of bean sprout which I was growing as part of my science experiment. In anger, I went out to argue with him. He knew he was in the wrong; so he shook his fist and threatened
me.
“What are you barking for, who doesn’t know your mom is a shameless woman? You are her daughter; naturally you are shameful. What nerve you have, barking at me. Get lost or I’ll give you a teaching.”
The moment he was about to hit me, my sister who was then cooking in the kitchen dashed out, holding a
broom.
“Get out!” she shouted.
The boy was startled a moment and then said:
“Another shameless one, fuck off! Your dare to hit me, then I am really convinced—”
He hadn’t finished speaking when he received a tough blow from my sister on his leg. He yelled and jumped
away.
“Come back!” my sister said in a stem voice. The boy hesitated, then to my surprise, he dragged himself back.
My sister picked up the empty bottle and threw it back to him and said coldly:
“What is this? Bullying a girl smaller than you. That’s really a shame! Apologize to her, then you can leave.”
The boy murmured an apology to me, then quickly disappeared. My sister took me into our house, and gave
me a handkerchief and said almost angrily:
“Wipe the tears away. It’s not worth crying over something so insignificant.”
Surprised, I gazed at her through my tear-filled eyes. Her expression seemed vaguely cold; her mouth was
tightly closed and her eyes shone strong and unbending. Until then, I had not realized that my gentle and tender
sister was stronger than anyone else. Under her calm and cool exterior there must have been a deep unseen
suffering.
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By the time my braids were cut and I had put on my junior high school uniform, my sister had passed the
entrance exams for entering both Taipei First Girls’ High and the Taipei Normal School. Because of our being
poor, my sister wanted to go to the Normal School which had free tuition, but Papa insisted on her going to a
regular high school.
“Though I am poor, I will support you two if you are able to study. I won’t ever allow such a perfect student
like you to be wasted.”
My sister was the only one who wore the green uniform in the Peach Garden New District. This was a great
event in the neighborhood and a great time for our family too. The neighbors set off firecrackers to celebrate her
success and even Papa smiled a lot. During that time, he often stood in the doorway, receiving the neighbors’
flattery and admiration as he swatted mosquitoes.
“Nothing, this is nothing. The child is a child, nothing great. She just knows how to study. Everybody really
favors her too much.”
In fact he was very proud.
Sometimes at night he’d knock back a few drinks, feeling very good. His usual serious expression disappeared
and he became kindly. He would sigh with emotion and hold my sister’s hand, saying:
“Little Ch’iung, Papa has not been successful his whole life. Fortunately, I have a good daughter to win credit.
Don’t worry about anything, just study. Papa will support you under all circumstances to finish college and then a
PhD.” He patted his chest and emptied his cup to the last drop. “You don’t have to worry about tuition and the
expense for study overseas. I will find a way. If my daughter becomes a PhD., then I, Tang Tian-shi, am not a
useless man. How happy will I be if I can see you bring honor to our family.”
But Papa didn’t even live to see my sister graduate from high school. He died in a car accident.
It was late evening when my sister and I walked back from the hill after Papa was buried. Along both sides of
the meandering footpaths of the graveyard stood the white poplars towering into the sky at dusk. The autumn
wind whispered among the moving branches which seemed to say good-bye to us. Was it Papa’s spirit expressing
his reluctant departure to his daughters? The gate of the nether world closed and I would never see him again. My
heart was seized by a sudden sadness. I thought of Papa’s unfortunate and lonely life and how I, as his daughter,
had never given him any comfort. Instead, I avoided him and was scared of him, and now he was gone forever. I
realized at last that I loved him so deeply in my heart but it was too late to tell him.
Then, I also realized that my sister and I had become orphans. The night had slowly eaten up the remaining
twilight as my heart had slowly sunk into the darkness.
“Elder sister,” I called her, “we’ve had no Mother, and now Papa is gone, we don’t have a family.”
My sister looked at me tearfully and stretched out her hand to hold mine.
“Ch’ing-ch’ing, don’t cry. You still have me, and I still have you. Isn’t this our family?”
At night, as the wind whispered in the hills and forest and as a cold rain fell, my sister and I held hands. We
were all we had left in the world.
The stars are the streetlights of heaven. Each one lights up pointing the way home. Under the protection of the
stars, my sister and I silently made our way home, holding hands.
5: Silent Stars
We had no time to grieve for we immediately had to face our very real problems—our house was government
owned which wouldn’t be asked back for the time being, so that we still had shelter. Besides, since we were
orphans, our tuition for school was almost free, and we could apply for scholarships, and with Papa’s pension and
insurance, we were able to live on for the present, though we had to use money very carefully so that we wouldn’t
run into problems.
When the time came for my sister to take the university entrance exam, she chose only several departments at
the Normal University as her first choice because there was no tuition required. The school gave a monthly
stipend for each student and she could also make some money by giving remedial classes for the students too. She
planned so well to support the family.
“I will continue my studies even if it’s very difficult,” my sister said firmly, “not only for myself but also for
Papa.”
She prepared for the university entrance exam and I for the senior high school exam; our times were both tight.
She took up the household responsibilities, and used every minute of the remaining time to study, especially, for
the entrance examination. She exerted all her energy. Sometimes she even sat up through the night. I was unable
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to match even half of her efforts. When I turned off the light to sleep, her light was always still on, and the next
morning when I woke up, I saw her reciting her English vocabulary in the yard. The way she exerted herself, day
and night, ruined her health.
She was accepted by the English Department at the Normal University as she wished, and I failed as I
deserved. I never had the makings of a good student and I didn’t feel too bad about my failure. I figured that my
sister’s success was enough to make our family look good so I didn’t have to force myself. Besides, I loved to
paint since I was little. I longed for the imaginary world created out of color. My failure in general high school
gave me the chance to go to an industrial art school.
When my sister was diligently studying for the entrance exam, she often came down with a fever, and her fever
didn’t even subside when she was no longer under the pressure of the exam. Her cheeks were constantly flushed. I
was getting worried and told her to have a check up in the hospital.
“It is nothing. It’s hot summer. That’s all,” she touched her cheeks as said smilingly.
But when Fall came, my sister became sick.
She had been going to school during the day and worked as a tutor at night without letting up. Later, I found
out how much she had suffered to keep this up. Then one night, as she was washing clothes in the bathroom, she
suddenly felt dizzy and finally passed out. Her face looked terribly red and her ravings never stopped.
My hands trembled as I tried to telephone the hospital. I was so confused that I had to dial more than ten times
before I got the number right. When I finally got through I was choked with sobs.
“Please come, hurry, my sister is dying!”
Fifteen minutes later, which to me was more like a century, the ambulance came. The lane was too narrow for
the ambulance to get in so the paramedics came in to carry her with a stretcher. Crying, I followed behind them.
In the confusion, I had put on my household slippers and even lost one along the way, but I didn’t want to look for
it. I half walked and half ran behind the stretcher. I never realized how deep and long the lane was—it was like
something out of a nightmare.
But the reality was crueler than a nightmare. It was determined that my sister had lupus. This was the first time
I had heard of this queer disease. It broke out with tremendous force; the white blood cells of the human body
would increase and kill the red blood cells. The disease was incurable. The doctor said that my sister would die
the following Spring.
“If the disease had been caught early, it might have been controlled, but,” the young doctor looked at me
sympathetically through his eye-glasses, as he weighed his words and said in a soft voice, “this had probably
started more than a year ago. The virus has been unceasingly attacking her body, it is probably too late …”
I walked out of the hospital in the dark, and walked aimlessly around the streets. My mind and my heart were
empty. Without realizing how long I had been walking, I suddenly found myself sitting on a mound of rock in a
spacious deserted place. Seven or eight stars hung high in the sky. I lifted my head and helplessly murmured again
and again to the stars far away:
“Save my sister, save my sister, save my sister.”
The stars only glittered coldly in silence.
I wouldn’t dare tell my sister the real nature of her illness, but she seemed to have a clear idea in her mind. In
her noisy third-class ward she calmly analyzed the situation for me.
“We can not afford to pay for overall hospitalization expenses and medication. Besides, the doctor said my
illness can only be controlled by medicine. The chance for a cure is slim. My staying at home is the same as
staying in the hospital. If so, why should we spend the money?”
I bit my lip firmly and bent my head, sitting by her bed.
“Let me go home.” Her voice was very soft and light, without any weight. “I want to die at home. This is my
last wish.”
“Sister,” my tears were running like a river, “I beg you not to say that.”
My sister, who looked exhausted, lay silently on her pillow. Her eyes were closed and her beautiful curly eyelashes trembled as she struggled to hold back her tears. Her face was pallid and yellowish, the color of death.
My sister moved back home and I transferred from day to night school so I could make some money working
for a fast food restaurant and have more time at home with her.
My sister took the medicine the doctor prescribed. However, the effect of the medicine could only temporarily
control but could not cure the disease. After she had been taking the medicine for some time, if she failed to take
it on time or if the dosage was inadequate, her skin would break out in painful red butterfly-shaped patches. The
greater the dosage she took, the more the disease resisted. In the end the medicine lost all efficacy.
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Progressively, the side effects of the medicine began to wreck havoc on her mind. She sank into an imaginary
world of nonsense, longing for sleep but unable to rest. She often fell into a trance-like state during the day.
Usually around midnight, I could hear her stifled sobs from behind the thin wooden wall. Lying in bed, I heard her
weeping—it cut me to my heart, but what could I do to comfort her? When she realized her life was at an end, I
imagined that anything anyone could say was meaningless, including the words of her own sister. Though we
relied on one another to survive, I was unable to bear her sufferings. For a moment, in my eyes the stars outside
the window seemed like water flowing away.
One winter afternoon, the sun, which we hadn’t seen for a long time, appeared after a rain. The sunshine
seemed to heighten my sister’s spirits. She got up from her bed, took a wicker chair out under the eaves by the
front door and sat down. The sunshine seemed like liquid gold pouring over the flowers and plants in the yard.
The fresh fragrance of grass in the mud hung in the air; the afternoon was quiet and pleasant. A book lay on my
sister’s lap; she didn't turn the pages for a long time.
I pushed the screen door open, and walked to the stone steps in front of her.
“Sister, what are you thinking?”
“Nothing, I was just thinking how nice it is to be under the sun! It’s been quite a long while since I felt the
warmth of the sun.” She gave me an embarrassed look.
“You can not do that, the doctor said ultraviolet rays are bad for you. You’d better listen to the doctor,” I said
with a smile as I sat on the stone steps.
She looked like a scolded little girl. “You are more severe than the doctor.”
I had just washed my hair. I held a mirror and combed my hair as it dried under the sun and the breeze. My
sister suddenly felt the desire to comb her hair. She asked me for my comb. I gave it to her but she was too weak
to hold it and it fell to the ground. I picked it up and walked behind her.
“Sister, I’ll comb your hair for you.” I said gently.
I combed her hair lightly, but every time I combed, handfuls of hair came out. Holding her hair in my hand, I
felt panic-stricken and distressed and I was unable to continue. How her beautiful hair had changed!
My sister gathered all her strength to pick up the mirror; she examined herself closely in it. Because of the
horrible side effects of the medicine she had lost lots of hair, leaving a bald patch on her head. Her face was
swollen and her pretty features seemed formless. She was terrified seeing herself in the mirror, but still forced
herself to smile. Her smiling face was pitiful and her words broke into pieces.
“How … how … did I become so ugly … ugly?”
I stood behind her hugging her, without saying a word. Her weak body was like a fallen leaf in the wind, so
thin and brittle and as easily broken. Oh my god, how I wish I could hang on to her vanishing life, so that next
year she might see the first rays of the sun after a Spring rain.
6: Where Did the Stars Go?
However, my sister didn’t even make it through that Winter.
The misfortunes had made me grow up and made me strong. Besides caring for my sister both physically and
emotionally, I managed the housework, worked during the day and studied at night. I was only sixteen but there
was no time for me to cry or complain. I only knew I had to live on and be with my sister in her final days.
The night before my sister died, I came home late from school. Her room was dark and quiet; I thought she
was asleep. When I opened her door to take a look, I found her sitting silently in front of the window under the
soft moonlight that came through the window. She looked like an illusory shadow.
“Sister, it is late,” I walked in and grasped her by her thin shoulders, “go to bed.”
“No,” she said in a low voice, “I am waiting.”
“Waiting for what?”
“Waiting for the stars to appear.”
1 lifted my head and looked outside. The moon was shining alone in the sky, nothing more; stars were rarely
seen at times like that.
“There are no stars in the sky.”
“No stars today, nor yesterday, nor the day before yesterday, nor the day before that, no stars at all.”
During many lonely nights, my sister sat like this in front of the window, waiting for the stars to come out, but
the stars no longer thought fondly of this small window. I felt sad.
“Ch’ing-ch’ing, do you know what the star symbolizes?”
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I knew. Long time ago she had told me.
“Hope.”
“That’s right, it’s hope.” Her voice was so soft I could scarcely hear it in the dark. “But, where is hope?”
I had never heard her speak with such despair! For many years I had been under her care and protection and
now I was helplessly watching her dying! My heart was seized with pain. Holding her bony hand in mine, I only
wished she could obtain some of my youth and vitality through the touch of my warm moist hands.
“The stars are there, we just cannot see them temporarily,” I added, smiling at my words. “Hope never abandons us. We have had the stars before, and they have become a part of our life; isn’t that enough?”
My sister smiled too, although there seemed to be tears in her smile.
“Ch’ing-ch’ing, you have really grown up.” She patted my hands. “I took care of you before, and now you are
taking care of me.”
She died in her sleep before dawn the next day. She was at peace and she was smiling; perhaps she was
dreaming of the time when the stars came out. She died two days before she reached her nineteenth birthday.
7: The Ends of the Earth are the Home of Stars
My sister was a suffering angel; the happiness of human life never belonged to her. She died young and pretty,
so short was her life.
Eight years have passed since she died; eight years can bring great changes to the world. I finished school by
working part time. Presently, I am working for an advertising agency as an art designer. Because of my past, I
know how to cherish every moment of the present and work hard for the future.
Life is changing every minute and every second, the children of Peach Garden New District are grown up and
some of them have their own children. The old military houses have changed into fifteen floor modem residential
buildings. The old banyan tree in the center of the district is the only thing that has not changed. It is still there,
now surrounded by a lawn. The tree trunk is stronger and the leaves are lusher, and its whiskers hang longer.
During the evening, the neighbors, new and old, sit in the cool breeze and chat under the tree. Many stories are
still happening or are going to happen.
At this moment, as dawn draws near, the sky becomes dark blue. I get out of bed and walk to the window. I
don’t see the stars I was expecting. In my heart, I think of the ends of the earth, where the stars reside.
183.24 Beloved Potatoes\fn{by Chi Zijian (1964- )} Heilongjiang Province, China (F) 10
“If one day in July you look into the distance at Lizhen from the Milky Way, you will see a flower garden in
full bloom. The flowers look like ears of grain, drooping like fuchsias, and tinted silver in the light of the stars and
the moon. As you hold your breath and listen to the wind whistling gently over the garden, the eternal fragrance
issuing from the otherwise mortal potato flowers will rise from the soil and penetrate your soul. Even from within
Heaven’s resplendent vault, this scene of the mundane world will never fail to move you to tears, which will fall
on the fuchsia-shaped flowers and produce a melodic echo. Then you can console yourself with the thought that
you tended these flowers with great attention in your previous life.”
*
Such was the message the deceased members of Lizhen conveyed time and again to their potato-loving fellow
villagers through their dreams. Thus newly awakened from their dreams, people who had come to till the potato
fields would converse with each other like this:
“Last night, my son’s grandpa said that he wanted terribly to eat potatoes in the nether world now. Why is he
so eager while the potatoes are still only in bloom?”
“Lao Xin said the same. He complained that I hadn’t planted enough potatoes for him to smell the fragrance
from our fields. How is it that he’s still so sensitive to smell?”
The potato flowers would all listen to their conversation. Every family in Lizhen grew potatoes. Qin Shan and
his wife were the village’s leading potato growers, tilling a total of three mu on the southern slope. Bags of
potatoes had to be planted in the field in spring and when the potatoes flowered in summer, the Qins’ field was the
most colourful, in mixed hues of purple, pink and white. In autumn the Qins naturally harvested more potatoes
than anyone else. In late autumn they sold the potatoes in town, and saved up the money. The surplus was kept for
the next year’s seed crop and shared by humans and animals as food.
Qin Shan was a skinny and swarthy man who always went barefooted in summer. His wife, Li Aijie, was half a
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head taller. Though she was not pretty she was fair-skinned, gentle and virtuous. The couple always went to the
potato field together, with their nine-year-old daughter Fenping in tow, picking potato flowers, catching locusts
and teasing the meek and mute cow with a willow rod.
Qin Shan was an inveterate smoker who was often seen puffing at a cigarette, his eyes narrowed in a most
contented fashion. He grew a lot of tobacco in his vegetable garden. When the tobacco leaves were ripe in
autumn, he would tie them into fan-shaped bundles and suspend them from under the eaves of the house like so
many ancient-looking chimes swaying gently in the autumn wind.
When winter came, Qin Shan would sit on his kang chain-smoking, occasionally inviting friends to share his
tobacco. His teeth and fingers were baked yellow with nicotine and his lips were the colour of pig liver. His
smoking habit was a constant source of discord between him and his wife.
Due to the amount of cigarettes he consumed, Qin Shan coughed a lot, especially in spring and autumn, and
particularly at night. Li Aijie often complained to neighbouring women that she had to wash her head every other
day, or the smell of the tobacco in her hair would make her sick. Her listeners would tease her, saying it must be
that you are always in Qin Shan’s arms while he smokes. Li Aijie would flush and retort,
“Nonsense, Qin Shan is not that romantic.’
Who could tell if Qin Shan was romantic or not?
Qin Shan and his wife loved to eat potatoes. So did their daughter. There were infinite ways of making potato
dishes in Qin Shan’s family: steamed, boiled, baked, stewed, fried, or in soup. In winter Fenping often baked
whole potatoes on the second shelf of the stove and ate them as dessert.
In Lizhen potatoes came in season toward the end of July. Children would steal into the field on the southern
slope and search for fmger-width cracks in the ridges. They would surely come by some plump potatoes if their
fingers reached in far enough into the cracks. They put the potatoes in small baskets and carried them home to be
cooked with kidney beans. This dish was considered a rare delicacy. Of course, when the cracks in their own field
had been explored and no premature potatoes could be seen, they would steal like little foxes into Qin Shan’s
potato field, always on the alert lest they should be noticed by Qin Shan arriving to work in his field.
Qin Shan actually did not care about those few potatoes that disappeared with the children. As he approached
the field, he would first cough loudly to warn the children so as not to frighten them and give them the chance to
run away. The children thought themselves very clever and told their parents when they returned home,
“Smoking makes Qin Shan cough so badly that he even coughs in the potato field.”
Early one autumn, while he was munching happily on potatoes Qin Shan began to cough, his shoulders
trembling violently like a coat-hanger rattling in a strong wind. He felt that the vital organs of his body were being
completely jolted out of place, and he was very uncomfortable. Li Aijie complained as she pounded his back,
“You keep on smoking, smoking. I’m going to burn your tobacco leaves tomorrow!"
Qin Shan instinctively made to fight back; however, he did not have the strength. That night he continued to
cough seriously and felt sick. His coughing woke Fenping, who slept by the door.
“Pa, shall I bring you some radish to help your cough?” she asked.
“No, Fenping. Go back to sleep,” replied Qin Shan as he pounded his chest.
Qin Shan was eventually exhausted by his coughing and fell asleep. Li Aijie was worried about her husband
and woke up early the next morning. She turned her head to Qin Shan and was shocked to see some blood stains
on his pillow. Her first thought was to wake her husband and show him the blood. But on second thoughts, she
decided it was no good for people to lose blood. If Qin Shan knew that he had coughed up blood, wouldn’t he feel
worse? She slightly lifted Qin Shan’s head, removed the pillow and put her own under his head instead. Qin Shan
was vaguely disturbed, but he immediately resumed his sleep. He was tired after his long and hard fits of
coughing the night before.
Li Aijie got up quick1y and washed the pillow. When Qin Shan rose, she filled a bowl with porridge and said
to him,
“Let’s go and see the doctor in town. Your coughing is really serious.”
“I’ll be okay if I stop smoking for a few days. No need to see the doctor,” said Qin Shan, his face as pale as
cement.
“How can you be cured without seeing the doctor? If you don’t see a doctor it will only get worse.”
“Coughing won’t kill me,” Qin replied. “If anybody goes to town, ask them to bring me two jin of pears and
I’ll be fine.” Li Aijie thought to herself,
“Coughing won’t kill people. But if you start spitting blood trouble is sure to follow behind.”
She was thinking this as she handed Qin Shan the bowl of porridge and her hands trembled. She didn’t dare to
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look into Qin Shan’s eyes. She decided she should just talk as if nothing had happened.
“What a nice day! So cloudless!” Qin Shan nodded his head by way of reply while he drank his porridge.
“Lao Zhou’s pig refuses to eat anything these days. His wife is so worried that she’s been running around
looking for a vet to give the pig an injection. Tell me how the pig could be sick, since autumn is already here?” Li
asked.
“Aren’t pigs the same as people? They can get sick any time.” Qin Shan put down his porridge bowl as he
replied.
“You only ate half?” Li ventured in a disappointed voice. “I washed the millet three times so there isn’t a
single husk left. It should taste wonderful!”
“I don’t feel like eating,” Qin Shan answered, coughing slightly.
Hearing Qin Shan resume his coughing so early in the day made Li Aijie feel more nervous and frightened.
After breakfast, Li continued to urge him to go to the hospital. She pleaded repeatedly until he agreed. It was thus
that Qin Shan and his wife went off to town on Fei Xili’s horse-cart. They sat at the back of the cart. It had just
rained and the road was muddy so their legs were spattered with mud as the cart wheels rolled on.
“Better there’s not so much rain this autumn, otherwise, we’ll be rolling in mud when the time for the potato
harvest comes,” Li Aijie said. Fei Xili cracked the whip and turned his head.
“Only your family is afraid of autumn rain. Why do you grow so many potatoes? You must have quite a stash
of money by now. You can probably afford fifty horses, right?” Qin Shan smiled and said,
“I don’t have even one horse.”
“It’s okay, I’m not going to your stable and making off with your horse, you don’t have to worry about that.
Come on, tell me the truth,” said Fei Xili. Li Aijie interrupted,
“Please stop teasing my Qin Shan. If he had earned that much money by selling potatoes, he would have taken
a young girl as his concubine.”
Fei Xili burst into laughter and the horse started to trot happily. The cart bumped and the bell below the horse’s
neck jingled.
“I’ve never had the idea of taking a concubine,” Qin Shan retorted. “I’m not a landlord.”
“What if you were a landlord?” Li Aijie asked.
“I would marry only you. First wife is who I love.” Qin Shan turned his head and spat on the road.
“You can marry a young guy with the money from potatoes after I’m gone. I’m sure you’ll have a better life.”
Li Aijie almost cried on hearing him joke this way.
*
The doctor made an x-ray of Qin Shan’s chest and told him to come back again. Three days later, Qin Shan and
his wife once again rode Fei Xili’s town-bound cart to the hospital. The doctor told Li Aijie secretly,
“Your husband has three tumours in his lungs and one of them is already quite large. I’d advise you to take him
to Harbin for further examinations.”
“Could it be cancer?” Li Aijie asked in a low voice, deeply worried.
“We can’t say definitely one way or the other at this point,” the doctor replied. “The tumour might well be
malignant. The medical facilities here are very limited and we aren’t able to make a definite diagnosis. Your
husband is still young so I suggest you get him to a better hospital for further examinations as soon as possible.”
“He is only thirty-six,” Li Aijie said sadly; “and this is his birth year.:\fn{ In China, the birth year is related to the
Twelve Terrestrial Branches; the recurrent year in the cycle is considered troublesome }
“A person’s birth year is always troublesome,” the doctor said sympathetically.
The couple bought some pears back with them to Lizhen. Fenping was very happy to see her parents back
home and thought her father was well. She rushed to snatch the pears from him. Qin Shan stopped coughing and
was very tender to his wife that night, but the respite may just have been due to the cooling effect of the pears. Li
Aijie found herself in a great dilemma. She was worried that sex might make her husband worse. But she was also
reluctant to spurn his advances because she was afraid that such opportunities might become fewer and fewer in
the future. She felt totally helpless and uncomfortable. Moreover, she found herself embarrassed and responded
with reluctance. Qin Shan couldn’t help complaining,
“What’s wrong with you tonight?”
*
Li Aijie woke early the next morning and looked at Qin Shan's pillow in the soft morning light. The pillow was
clean and there was not a drop of blood on it. She was consoled to a certain degree, thinking to herself that what
the doctor sajd might not be absolutely correct and one should not believe it all. Moreover, they could attend to
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their affairs as usual, like weeding the potato fields, sprinkling fertilizer on the cabbages and making braids of
garlic to hang on the gables.
But it didn’t last long. One week later Qin Shan began to cough seriously again and this time he saw the blood
for himself. His face became sallow and he was struck dumb.
“Let’s go to Harbin and try some other doctors,” Li Aijie suggested, deeply grieved.
“It’s no good sign for a man to cough blood,” Qin Shan said. “I’m going to die sooner or later so why waste a
lot of money trying to cure my disease.”
“But if you are sick you should at least try and cure yourself,” Li Aijie replied. “All diseases can be cured in
big cities. Since we’ve never been to Harbin, it might be worth our while to go and take a look.”
Qin Shan became silent. The couple talked it over for half the night and finally decided to go to Harbin. Li
Aijie took all of their five-thousand-yuan savings with her, asking their neighbour to take care of Fenping, the pig
and a couple of chickens. The neighbour asked them if they could try and be back before autumn harvest. Qin
Shan smiled and said,
“Even if I have only one breath left, I’ll use it to come back alive and reap my last potatoes.” Li Aijie patted
Qin Shan’s shoulder and said,
“Nonsense!”
*
The couple hitched a ride on Fei Xili’s cart, this time going to town to sell vegetables. Seeing that Qin Shan
was in low spirits, Fei Xili said,
“If you trust me, don’t go and see doctors. You’ll be fine if you just smoke less and take more exercise.”
“I work in the potato field every day. Don’t I get enough exercise?” Qin Shan smiled drily and continued,
“Damn disease! I’m going to the big city with my wife to have a look. I’ll buy her a pair of leather shoes and a
cheongsam with a long slit on the sides.”
“I won’t wear such a dress and shame your good name,” Li Aijie mumbled.
They bought half a kilo of pancakes and two packets of pickles and headed for the railway station. The ticket
fare was not as expensive as they imagined. When they got on the train they were very happy to find two seats
next to each other. On their way Li Aijie kept oohing and aahing over the sights outside the window:
“Look at those purple flowers! How beautiful!”
“Look at those stout cattle! Whose are they?”
“See that family! They must be very rich. They even painted their gate blue.”
“Is that man with a straw hat on like Wang Fu of our village? But Wang Fu is to be a bit more robust.”
Qin Shan’s wife’s chatter reminded him of her younger days, and a strong sense of sadness, a sadness as
intense as the evening glow, struck him.
“If I am not that sick,” he thought to himself, “I’ll be able to hear more of her sweet voice. If I am fated to die,
that sweet voice will vanish like a flash. If so, who will embrace her warm and smooth body, who will help her
take care of Fenping, and who will tend that large tract of potato field?”
Qin Shan dared not let his imagination run on further.
*
Arriving at Harbin, they had no interest in seeing the city. They first ate some jellied bean curd and fried
twisted dough sticks at the railway station and then asked how to get to the hospital. A cook with a white apron on
recommended several hospitals to them and told them how to get there by bus.
“You recommended so many hospitals, but which one is the cheapest?” Qin Shan asked. Li Aijie looked at Qin
Shan hard and said,
“We want to go to the best hospital. We don’t care how expensive it is.”
The cook was a warm-hearted person and gave his opinion about the conditions of each hospital, finally
choosing one for them. It took them much trouble to get to that hospital.
Qin Shan was hospitalized immediately. Li Aijie first had to put down a deposit of eight hundred yuan, after
which she went to buy daily necessities to be used in the hospital, like a lunch box, spoon, cup, towel and slippers.
Qin Shan shared a ward with seven patients, two of whom were on oxygen. The sounds of coughing, spitting and
water-drinking accompanied the irregular breathing of the dying. The doctor told Li Aijie that Qin Shan needed a
CT examination which was to be very expensive, but she was determined to go ahead whatever the cost.
Qin Shan’s face turned pale and wan after he entered the hospital. He felt he was falling into a big trap,
especially when he found that his fellow patients were all in low spirits. Li Aijie bought back two tea-boiled eggs
and some bread for supper. The patient next to Qin Shan was a middle-aged man who was very fat. With an ice
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pillow under his head, the patient was eating supper with the help of his wife. It seemed that he was suffering
from apoplexy, for his mouth was somewhat askew and couldn’t speak properly. It was hard for him to eat. The
woman who helped him was around thirty, short-haired, wan and sallow. The woman inadvertantly spilt a
spoonful of soup on his neck, and the patient was so irritated that he knocked the spoon away and cursed,
“Bitch! Demon!”
The woman put down the soup bowl and rushed out to the hall heart-broken.
Having finished their meal, Li Aijie and Qin Shan asked the others where to order meals and get boiled water.
The people answered their questions warmly. It was dusk when Li Aijie came out of the ward with a thermos in
her hand. The dark hall smelt gloomy and terrible. It was here that she ran across the woman who had been
scolded by her husband. She was standing by a pile of coal beside the tea-house, smoking. On seeing Li Aijie she
asked:
“What’s wrong with your husband?”
“He’s not been diagnosed yet. Tomorrow he’ll have CT scan,” Li Aijie said.
“What’s his problem?”
“His lungs,” Li Aijie said as she turned on the tap and listened to the sound of the water flowing into the
thermos. “He even vomited blood.”
“Really?” The woman was startled, and sighed deeply.
“Your husband has apoplexy?” Li Aijie asked with deep concern.
“Yes. It’s also called cerebral haemorrhage. He almost died. When the doctors finally got to him, he had lost
feeling on one side of his body and could no longer move. Since then he has become more and more irritable. I’m
the victim once he gets even slightly irritated. You’ve seen that,” the woman complained.
“Sick people are usually anxious and, worried,” Li Aijie consoled her as she rose, putting the cork in the
thermos. “You need to be patient with him.”
“It’s really bad luck to have a sick husband.” The woman stubbed out her cigarette. “Where are you from?”
“Lizhen,” Li Aijie said. “It’s two whole days’ ride by train.”
“So far away,” the woman said. “I’m from Mingshui. The one who was in your husband’s bed before, died last
night. He was only forty-two. He died of liver cancer, leaving behind two children and his mother who is almost
eighty. His wife cried so bitterly.”
Holding the thermos Li Aijie’s arm suddenly felt like jelly. She asked in a low voice,
“Do you think lung cancer is curable?”
“I don’t like to dampen hope, but cancer is really incurable,” the woman said. “It’s more worthwhile to spend
the money on sightseeing instead of on doctors and medicine. But you don’t have to worry too much now. Your
husband might not have cancer at all. He’s not been really diagnosed yet, has he!”
Li Aijie felt more disappointed. Her legs became like jelly too and her eyes lost their focus.
“Do you have any relatives in Harbin?” the woman inquired.
“No,” Li Aijie replied.
“Where will you spend the night?”
“I’ll just stay by my husband and keep him company.”
“Don’t you know that the patient’s relatives are not allowed to stay at the ward unless the patient’s condition is
critical? It seems to me that you’re not up to living in a hotel. Why don’t you come to stay with me. You only
need to pay a hundred yuan for a whole month.”
“What kind of place is it?” Li Aijie asked.
“It’s not very far from the hospital, only twenty minutes’ walk, among a group of low houses that are to be
knocked down. The owners of the house are an old couple. They have a ten-square-metre room they let. I lived
with the woman whose husband died of liver cancer for some time. She went home after her husband died.”
“It’s so kind of you,” Li Aijie said.
“My name is Wang Qiuping,” the woman said. “Just call me Sister Ping.”
“Sister Ping,” Li Aijie said, “my daughter’s name is also Ping, Fenping.”
*
They left the tea-house across the pavement covered with coal cinders and went back through the hallway to
the ward area. They walked one after the other and their steps were very heavy.. The patients’ relatives walked to
and fro across this area to fetch water and throw away leftovers. The garbage can in the toilet stank terribly. When
Li Aijie was about to leave him and go back with Wang Qiuping, Qin Shan suddenly grabbed her hand and said,
“Aijie, if this is diagnosed to be cancer, we won’t stay to suffer here. I’d rather die in our potato field in
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Lizhen.”
“You’re talking nonsense.” Li Aijie, her face flushed, eased her hand out of Qin Shan’s. Wang Qiuping was
watching.
“You don’t have to worry about me. Eat good and rest well,” Qin Shan said to his wife.
“Okay,” Li Aijie replied.
*
The owner of the house was very happy when she saw that Wang Qiuping had brought her a new tenant. The
old lady quickly went about boiling a kettle of water and washed two cucumbers for them to eat. The room was
small and the two beds were constructed of bricks supporting wood planks. Between the two beds was a short
rectangular table painted in many colours. On the table were tooth brushes, mirrors, tea-cups and toilet paper.
Several worn-out clothes hung on the wall. Behind the door was a chamber pot with a wooden cover. All these
appeared more dim and gloomy under a low-watt light.
Having washed their feet, Wang Qiuping and Li Aijie turned off the light. As they lay there in the darkness
they started to talk:
“I felt so envious of you when I saw your husband grab your hand,” Wang Qiuping said. “You love each other
so much.”
“That’s why I felt almost as ill as he did after he became sick,” said Li Aijie in a low voice.
“My husband and I had never had such feelings for each other even before he became sick. We quarrelled very
frequently. I have done what I can faithfully since he became sick, but he gets more and more easily irritated. I’ve
been waiting on him for three months and there’s been no improvement. Our money’s all spent, we’ve had to
borrow a large amount. I’m so worried that I even thought of committing suicide. My two children are still so
young and my mother-in-law is fat and lazy, and fond of making oblique accusations.”
“Do you farm too?” asked Li Aijie.
“Yes, we are farmers. He started an oil mill with another man the year before last and made several thousand
yuan, but he lost the money in the gambling house.”
“How are you going to pay your debt?”
“I’m beginning to find small jobs,” said Wang Qiuping. “At three o’clock each morning, I go to the booking
office in the railway station to line up for sleeper tickets. The ticket dealer pays me fifteen yuan for them. At noon,
I go to restaurants to collect leftovers for a pig farm and I earn eight or ten yuan. I can make twenty or so to save a
day.”
“Does your husband know what you’re going through for him?”
“I would be happy if he would stop finding fault with me. I never expected that he would love me,” Wang
Qiuping sighed. “If he doesn’t recover and remains paralyzed, the rest of my life will be really hard. Sometimes I
really wish he would …”
Li Aijie knew what she was going to say and was astounded.
“If you were me, you’d understand,” Wang said wearily. “If your husband has cancer, you’ll need a large sum
of money, but money won’t necessarily cure him. However, I’ll help get you some work, like selling lunch-boxes,
babysitting and delivering milk …” Wang Qiuping’s voice became fainter and fainter. Fatigue finally overcame
her and soon she was asleep.
Li Aijie remained awake and restless, at one moment wondering if Qin Shan could sleep well in the hospital,
and at another, wondering if Fenping had adapted herself to the neighbour’s house. She thought too about the
potato field on the south slope of Lizhen. At last, when she was very tired she went off to sleep.
*
It was bright day when she woke up the next morning. The owner of the house was sweeping the courtyard.
Some gray doves were cuckooing on the window sill. Wang Qiuping had already gone out to work.
“Did you sleep well?” the owner of the house asked warmly.
“Very well,” Li replied. “All my tiredness is gone.”
The owner of the house asked Li Aijie questions as she busied around, like “What’s your husband suffering
from? How many people are there in your family? How many rooms does your house have?” She told Li Aijie
that Wang Qiuping had gone to the railway station early in the morning to line up for the sleeper tickets.
“Wang asked me to tell you to go and buy yourself a snack around the corner of the street when you got up,”
she said.
Having washed her face, Li Aijie went to the hospital reversing the same route she had taken the night before.
There were so many cars and pedestrians on the streets that she felt she could never count them clearly in a
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lifetime. She decided that the roads in the town were miserable and overloaded.
It was cloudy, but most women were wearing skirts and dresses, with their legs exposed. They all had exquisite
and refined leather bags on their shoulders and their high heels struck the road loudly. She had intended to buy a
snack for breakfast around the corner as her landlady had suggested, but she went directly to the hospital with her
stomach empty; because she was very much worried about Qin Shan.
*
The moment she entered the hall, she saw the door of Qin Shan’s ward pushed open. Five or six people came
out, among whom were doctors and strangers. Behind them a patient was being wheeled out. Li Aijie became so
frightened that her legs threatened to give way under her. Her relief when she realized that the patient was not Qin
Shan was enormous.
Qin Shan had ordered millet porridge for his wife. He had covered it very tightly for fear that it might get cold,
putting it on his stomach, holding it in his hand. When Li Aijie came in, he took the box out from under his quilt,
and smiling, said,
“It’s still warm. Come quick and eat.” Li Aijie was on the verge of tears and asked in a low voice,
“Did you cough in the night?” Qin Shan winked at her and shook his head, saying,
“I couldn’t sleep soundly without you beside me.”
Li Aijie looked at Qin Shan, her eyes moistened. Then she lowered her head and started to eat the bowl of
porridge. Outside the window leaves rustled in the wind. The rustling reminded her of the sound of the straw Qin
Shan used to tickle her ear when they were young.
Li Aijie took a look at Wang Qiuping’s husband, lying paralyzed on the bed, his head tilted to one side. As she
watched, the sick man gulped down a fried pancake greedily, his facial expression like that of an innocent child.
*
The result of Qin Shan’s examination came out soon. Li Aijie had the feeling that everything was fmished
when she was called to the doctor’s office.
“He is already in the late stage of lung cancer. It has spread beyond containment,” the doctor told her.
Li Aijie remained silent. She only felt that she had suddenly dropped into a dark well, denied all presence of
sunshine.
“It is unlikely that an operation will be effective,” the doctor said. “You must think it over. He may first take
some medicine, but better not let him know the truth, otherwise it will affect him psychologically.”
Li Aijie came out of the doctor’s office on leaden legs. The world suddenly became alien to her, though the
hallway leading to the ward was full of people. She came to the flower garden in front of the admission office and
wished that she could cry before the care-free flowers and grass. But her tears were held back by the tremendous
sorrow in her heart. Only then did she realize that people in total despair had no tears at all.
In order to conceal her mental turmoil, Li Aijie stealthily picked a flower in the garden and hid it up her sleeve
before going back to her husband. Qin Shan was drinking water. The bright sunlight clung to the contours of his
thin pale cheeks. His lips were dry and chapped. Li Aijie took out the flower while Qin Shan was off guard and
said,
“Smell it. Is it fragrant?” She held the flower up to his nose as she said this. Qin Shan inhaled deeply and said,
“Not as fragrant as potato flowers.”
“Potato flowers have no fragrance,” Li Aijie corrected him.
“Who said potato flowers have no fragrance? Potato flowers’ fragrance is special. Usually people are unable to
smell it. But once they do, they never forget it.” Qin Shan looked around and found that nobody was paying any
attention to what he was saying, so he teased her boldly by saying,
“Just like the smell of your body.”
Li Aijie smiled bitterly. Then she added as if she was very happy,
“You know why I stole a flower for you? We need to have a celebration. The doctors have diagnosed that you
only have a very common lung disease and a couple of months’ injections will cure it.”
“Did the doctor tell you so?” Qin Shan asked, down-hearted, as if he knew what she meant.
“The doctor told me a moment ago. You may go and ask him if you don’t believe me,” Li Aijie said.
“It’s good that I have no dangerous disease. I needn’t go and ask about it,” Qin Shan said. “We’ve been here
for over a week and it’s now time to reap our potatoes.”
“Hold your horses. There are many kind-hearted people in Lizhen and they won’t leave our potatoes to rot in
the field,” Li Aijie replied.
“It’s important to reap what one sowed,” Qin Shan said, then changed the topic suddenly. “You keep hold of
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our money, but can you give me a little to spend?”
“I’ll give you however much you want,” Li Aijie smiled and said. “You’re now lying in the hospital and unable
to go out shopping. What’s the use of having money?”
“To order some delicious food or to buy some fruit,” Qin Shan said as he took up his cup and drank some
water. “Moreover, I’ll feel better if I have money on me.”
Li Aijie took three hundred yuan from her pocket and gave it to Qin Shan.
*
That same afternoon the nurse gave Qin Shan his first infusion. Li Aijie talked to him as the infusion liquid
flowed from an unlabelled bottle.
Dusk had arrived when the infusion was done. The meal they ordered, rice with a soy bean dish, came. Though
he didn’t eat much, Qin Shan seemed to be in high spirits, for all the while he chatted on effusively.
It was dusk when Wang Qiuping brought a meal to her husband. They were shocked to see her with black eyes
and her hand bandaged. Wang Qiuping’s luck had begun to forsake her these days. The railway officials had taken
stern measures against ticket scalpers and they’d all disappeared. She had thought that she could buy tickets
herself and then sell them at a higher price, but she got up very late these days and therefore often failed to get
any tickets at all. To make the matter worse, she had injured her hand on the iron railing. Bad-tempered as her
husband was, he had an unusual appetite, wanting to eat chicken and fish almost everyday. Wang Qiuping had no
choice but to comply.
“Qin Shan, would you like to have some chicken soup too?” asked Wang Qiuping.
“No, thank you. Aijie and I have just eaten,” Qin Shan replied, smiling. Wang Qiuping’s husband gave her an
angry look and said,
“You think he is younger than me and ask him to have chicken soup. What, are you trying to seduce him?!”
Wang Qiuping shook her head and sighed as she fed her husband one spoonful after another. After that, Wang
Qiuping suddenly said to Li Aijie on their way to the toilet,
“So many nice people who should not die have passed away, but he who should die is still alive to torture me.
Sometimes I really feel like poisoning him.” Looking into Wang Qiuping’s eyes blankly, Li Aijie said,
“Qin Shan has been finally diagnosed.” She flung herself into Wang Qiuping’s arms and burst into tears.
“I’m more unfortunate than you are. He won’t be able to give me the opportunity to be tortured any more!”
The two women held each other and cried.
*
That night, Li Aijie and Wang Qjuping stayed awake almost until dawn. They bought a bottle of liquor, got
drunk and continued to shed tears. In the beginning they felt dizzy but strangely enough, when they had cried until
they could cry no more, they became sombre-minded and no longer felt sleepy. They started to tell family stories,
talking till dawn when they finally felt drowsy. In the splendor of the dawn, they succumbed to deep sleep.
Li Aijie dreamed that when she and Qin Shan were passing a grassland on their way to weeding the potato
field, Qin Shan fell into the marshland while picking a flower for her. Seeing Qin Shan falling daeper and deeper
in the quagmire, Li Aijie was so worried that she cried out loudly in her dream.
Awake, she rubbed her temples as she looked at the empty liquor bottle, and the leftovers of sausage, dried
bean curd and peanuts on the table. She remembered drinking with Wang Qiuping who was still sleeping soundly
under a thin woollen blanket, her hair hanging down loosely and her nostrils flaring rhythmically. Wang Qiuping
looked much prettier now. Li Aijie grabbed her watch and found it was already high noon. Greatly agitated, she
pushed Wang to wake her up saying,
“Sister Ping, it’s noon! We should be at the hospital!”
With effort Wang Qiuping sat up and rubbed her eyes with the back of her hands. She complained sadly,
“I’ve missed my chance to line up for the tickets and collect the pig feed.” She straightened her clothes and
then suddenly lay down on the bed, resigning herself to the will of Heaven.
“It’s already noon,” she said. “Better sleep on till evening and save a meal.”
Li Aijie knew that she was just releasing her anger when she said that. By the time Li Aijie had finished
washing and returned to the room, as expected, Wang Qiuping had got up. She told Li that she had decided to go
back to Mingshui in a couple of days, for she dreamed that her children had been bitten by a dog.
“One child was bitten on the arm, the other on the leg. They fell into my arms and cried and cried. They are so
unlucky to have been born into my family.”
“Dreams are supposed to be interpreted the other way around,” Li Aijie consoled her. “If you dreamed that
they were.crying they must really be smiling.”
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“I miss my children,” again Wang Qiuping sighed. “It’s autumn harvest season. I can’t always rely on my
mother’s family for help.”
“It’s time for harvest and my family has a large potato field,” Li Aijie said with a strong sense of loss and
sadness as if autumn had passed before she knew it and her feet had suddenly stepped on thin ice.
As they talked they came out to the street, and each bought a thin pancake and started to eat, leaning against a
fence thick with dust. The shining sun caused them to squint their eyes as they lazily gazed at the passersby,
traffic and posters on the street, and listened to the car horns, the pop songs playing in front of the music cassette
stand, and the repeated chants of pedlars hawking their wares.
*
It was past lunch time when they got to the hospital. Li Aijie was stunned the moment she entered the ward, for
Qin Shan had disappeared. His hospital clothes were on the bed, and the lunch-box and other things on the
bedside cupboard were there no more. A nurse was giving an injection to a patient. When she saw Li Aijie, she
said to her harshly,
“Wife of bed No. 5, how is it that your husband has disappeared?”
“He was here when I left him last night. How could he leave the hospital?” Li Aijie replied angrily. “I should
be asking you where he has gone!”
“The hospital is not a nursery,” the nurse retorted. “Is your husband staying in this hospital or not? If not,
there’s a whole lot right there waiting for his bed.”
Li Aijie lifted Qin Shan’s bed sheet and found that his slippers were missing. Then she sat on the bed and
started to cry. The patient next to Qin’s bed said that Qin Shan was well the night before but around four o’clock
in the morning when it was still dark, Qin got up and left. He had just, thought that Qin had gone to the toilet.
“Is Qin Shan going to die?” Li Aijie thought to herself. “Wang Qiuping and I cried in the toilet yesterday.
Although I washed my face many times and stayed in the courtyard for a long time to calm myself down in the
breeze, he might have noticed some trace of my swollen red eyes. He has gone without saying good-bye. It seems
that he has decided to end his life.”
Wang Qiuping left her husband and hurried to join Li Aijie in her search for Qin Shan. They went to the banks
of the Songhuajiang River, the railway crossing by Jihong Bridge, the deep woods in the parks and all the other
places that might attract potential suicides. However, nobody had jumped into the river, thrown himself on the
rails or hanged himself on the trees in the parks.
It got dark. They still could not fmd Qin Shan. What they could see was an endless stream of strangers
hurrying home. Li Aijie leaned on the iron fence of Jihong Bridge and began to cry.
They thought hard where Qin Shan might have gone. Finally Wang Qiuping suggested that he might have gone
to the Immortal Temple to live out his days as a monk. Li Aijie thought it was reasonable. Maybe Qin Shan had it
in his mind that his disease might be cured and his soul saved if he gave himself up to Buddhism.
*
After a sleepless night they headed for the Immortal Temple early the next morning. They came to the head
monk and asked if anyone had recently presented himself to be a monk. The abbot put his hands together,
murmured, “Buddha bless me,” and then shook his head slightly.
Then they made straight for the Catholic church and Christian church on the main street. Why the churches?
Maybe, they thought, churches were homes for lost souls. They searched for Qin Shan right through to the
afternoon but could not find a hint of him anywhere. Then they went back to the place where they lived and began
to watch the house-owner’s television set to see if there was any news about a lost man or if there had been any
unusual accidents. Unfortunately, they got no information from the television.
It was not until two o’clock in the afternoon that it occurred to a worried Li Aijie that Qin Shan must have
gone back to Lizhen. How was it possible that a man who intended to commit suicide would take away his lunchbox, towels, slippers and other odds and ends? Li also remembered that Qin Shan had asked for money from her
the other day. All these confirmed in her mind the fact that Qin Shan had gone home. She started to pack at once.
“Sister Ping, please help me with the release formalities at the hospital,” Li Aijie said without raising her head.
“Qin Shan must have gone back home.”
“Isn't he going to stay in the hospital to get treatment?” Wang Qiuping shouted.
“He must have understood that his disease was incurable and he will not accept treatment for an incurable
disease,” Li Aijie sobbed as she said this. “He is going to leave the money to me and Fenping. I know his
intention.”
“How was it possible that you have such a kind-hearted man?” Wang Qiuping sobbed. “How was it that he
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went back home without you?”
“How could I let him go if he had asked me to go back home with him?” Li Aijie said. “It’s now too late to
catch today’s train. I’ll have to hurry back tomorrow.”
Once she was clear about Qin Shan's whereabouts, Li Aijie calmed down. In the afternoon, Wang Qiuping
accompanied her to deal with formalities at the hospital. The hospital did not agree to return her deposit at first,
saying that the patient had been treated in the hospital for over a week and had taken a substantial amount of
medicine. Unable to persuade them, Li Aijie went to Qin Shan’s doctor for help. Aware of the details, the doctor
helped Li Aijie get a refund for what was left of the deposit.
At night, Li Aijie unpacked her luggage, took out a pair of new woollen trousers and handed them to Wang
Qiuping, saying,
“Sister Ping, I made them three years ago but I’ve only worn them a couple of times. City people tend to judge
people only by their appearances, so you may wear them when you go out on business. You’re a bit taller than I
and you may have to let down the hem.”
Holding the pair of trousers in her hands, Wang Qiuping cried and her tears dissolved into the woollen fabric.
*
It was autumn harvest season when Li Aijie reached home. Every family was digging potatoes in the field on
the southern slope. It was afternoon and the sky was clear and bright without a hint of cloud. The cool wind was
browing down the lanes. Li Aijie didn’t go home but headed straight for the potato field on the southern slope
instead. On her way there, she saw many handcarts on the edges of the fields. People in the fields were digging,
picking potatoes, and putting them into bags. A neighbour’s dog caught sight of her and came to rub her trouser
legs with its muzzle, its tail wagging, as if saying,
“Hello, so you’re back.”
Li Aijie could see Qin Shan digging potatoes in the distance. Fenping was picking potatoes behind him, a
basket in her hand. He was dressed in a blue cloth jacket and the strong afternoon sunshine fell on him, making
him gleam brightly. From the bottom of the hill, Li Aijie called out from the bottom of her heart, “Qin Shan!” and
her cheeks were burned by her own tears.
*
The Qins settled down for a leisurely winter after all the potatoes had been gathered in. Qin Shan was
becoming rapidly thinner and thinner until he could hardly eat a thing. He often stared at Li Aijie affectionately
without saying a word. Serenely, Li Aijie went about cooking, washing clothes, making the bed and sleeping with
him. One evening, when snow fell and Fenping was roasting potato slices on the stove, Qin Shan said to Li Aijie,
“I bought you something when I came back from Harbin. Guess what it is.”
“How can I guess?” Li Aijie’s heart ached deeply.
Qin Shan got off the kang and took out a red paper parcel from the chest. Gently, he unwrapped layer after
layer of the paper, and there appeared a sapphire-blue silk cheongsam, which emitted a dazzling sheen under the
electric light.
“Oh!” Li Aijie exclaimed with surprise.
“Isn’t it beautiful?” asked Qin Shan. “You may wear it next summer.”
“Next summer …” Li Aijie said sadly. “I’ll wear it for you next summer.”
“It’s the same to wear it for others,” Qin said.
“The slits are way too long and I couldn’t wear it for others.” Despite herself, tears rolled down her cheeks.
She fell into Qin Shan’s arms, saying, “I don’t like others to see my legs …”
*
Qin Shan finally stopped breathing after he had struggled for two whole snowy days. People from all over
Lizhen came to help Li Aijie with the funeral, but she was the only one who held wake for the dead. Li Aijie wore
that sapphire-blue, soft silk cheongsam indoors and stayed by the stove and her husband, from morning till
evening and from evening till dawn. She did not change her attire until the day the funeral procession was held.
The coffin pit was hard to dig during the cold winter season, so that small amount of frozen earth was not
enough to cover the coffin. The established practice was to use a cartload of coal cinders to cover the coffin.
When spring came the next year and the weather became warm, people would re-cover the grave with new earth.
As the funeral manager was about to send people to fetch coal cinders, Li Aijie suddenly stopped them, saying,
“Qin Shan does not like coal cinders.”
The funeral manager first thought that Li Aijie was too grieved to think clearly. He was about to comfort and
persuade her, when she suddenly brought out some large gunnysacks from the warehouse and walked to the
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entrance of the vegetable cellar. She opened the door and said to some strong young men,
“Fill the bags with potatoes.”
Everybody understood what Li Aijie meant and all started to fill the bags. Five bags were filled with potatoes
within an hour.
The people of Lizhen experienced an unusual funeral. Five large bags of potatoes stood by Qin Shan’s coffin.
A piece of white cloth was tied up on Li Aijie’s head as a sign of mourning and she followed immediately behind
the hearse all the way to the graveyard despite the funeral manager’s attempts to dissuade her. Qin Shan’s coffm
was lowered into the pit and after people had scattered the thin frozen earth on the coffin, it was still only sparsely
covered and some parts of the red cover were visible.
Li Aijie stepped forward and began to empty the bags of potatoes on the coffin. The potatoes spread and rolled
violently on the coffm, but finally were united and gathered together to make Qin Shan’s grave round and
complete. The sunshine, looking tired after the snow, penetrated the spaces between the potatoes, filling the grave
with the warm flavour of a good harvest. Looking at the grave with relief, Li Aijie thought that when the Milky
Way was clear and bright, Qin Shan would recognize his potato field at one glance. And he would smell that
special fragrance of the potato flowers.
Li Aijie was the last person to leave Qin Shan’s grave. She had not gone but two or three steps, when she heard
a rustling noise behind her.
A round and plump potato rolled down the top of the grave and stopped right in front of her, like a pampered
child asking for a mother’s love. Li Aijie looked at that potato with love and affection. In a soft voice she asked,
“Are you still following me?”
187.11 Excerpt from The White-Haired Girl: Bittersweet Adventures Of a Little Red Soldier\fn{by Jaia SunChilders (1964- )} Peking, China (F) 10
Mama tells me I was the only plump baby in our compound, born in 1964, the Year of the Dragon. Ancient
superstition calls me lucky on both counts. For a fat baby is our rose in the desert, and the dragon is our brightest
sign. My birth marked the first harvest year after our three-year Difficult Era of famines and natural disasters that
claimed nearly thirty million lives. My playmates born in those harsh years were sickly and thin.\fn{ What follows is
the contents of the first chapter of this book. In this chapter the author has intruded three summari es of what is happening in varous parts of China

during the Cultural Revolution and the supposed reaction of leading Communist authorities to events associated with that Revolution.
These insertions are clearly italicized and were apparently inserted as background material designed to enhance certain sections of this
chapter. In any case, they are easily detachable, and form no part of the main narrative, which concerns itself with the adventures of this
particular family. I have chosen to excise them as not pertinent to the story itself:H }

We children moved to a live-in kindergarten when we were two because our parents worked six days a week.
But we spent Sundays at home with them. My neighbors, like “Grandma” Yang and “Grandpa” Li, adored me, a
little round doll, a dim-sum baby creased with fat dimples. They saw me born and watched me grow in wonder.
They loved to pinch my cheeks, grab my chubby arms and legs and measure them with their fingers. They
pampered me, wanting to keep me plump and growing. Sweet buns, sesame candies, and occasionally chocolate
awaited me in one home or another on my Sundays home from kindergarten.
Mama, pretty and feminine, and Ba, handsome and strong, met in the prestigious Chinese Diplomatic Institute.
Married on Red October Day, 1957, the fortieth anniversary of Russia’s Liberation, they were assigned to work in
the Ministry of Culture on their graduation. In our living compound they were called the Beautiful Couple. And
they took me, their plump dragon baby, everywhere in Peking. I saw the city riding on Ba’s shoulders. And
wherever we went, people stopped us.
“Ai ya! So cute!” they said, pinching my cheeks. “How plump! What did you feed her?” And Ba bragged about
me shamelessly.
“Nothing special. It’s luck! See those little cheeks? Redder than Country Glow apples! Look! Even her hands
have dimples! My daughter, she is the plumpest, cutest girl in Peking! Do you know she weighed eight jin when
she was born? Ya! No kidding! Eight jin! And a Dragon Year baby, too!” Mama tugged his sleeve like a kite string
to pull him down to earth, whispering,
“Must you say the plumpest and cutest in Peking? Can’t you be a bit humble?”
But Ba only laughed. After we saw The White-Haired Girl, a revolutionary ballet about a good daughter named
Happy, I became a little Happy ballerina. I rode on Ba’s shoulders, giggling and waving my chubby arms while he
danced down the sidewalks singing to me the song Happy’s baba had sung to her:
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Other people’s daughters wear the flowers,
that your poor baba has no money to buy.
So I buy two yards of red ribbon,
to put in my Happy’s hair.

Mama, our loyal audience, laughed and cheered our performances. She was happy for me, so safe and loved.
Compared to her own refugee childhood, I lived in a honey jar.
*
I have flashes of memories: white pigeons hopping in the morning sun on the golden eaves of the Forbidden
City; Mama feeding me sugar-frosted plums in the crowds of Da Shi La market; flying kites in Tiananmen
Square, our own kite lost among colorful thousands; Ba raising me into the branches to smell the sweet jade
magnolias in Bei Hei Park; gliding swiftly over North Sea Park Lake in a bamboo basket, Mama and Ba pulling
me on a rope, skating ahead like a pair of flying swallows; and National Day Celebration, when the cheering
masses waved like crops in the wind and rainbow fireworks painted the night sky.
My best kindergarten friend, Little Curly Hair, was a Rabbit Year girl, a year older than me. Frail, lovely, and
shy, she had large eyes with long, curved lashes, and her thick, curly hair floated on her head like a cloud. As I
was loved in our yard for my plumpness, she was adored for her lovely, soft curls.
Her parents and grandpa lived down the hall and worked in Mama’s Ministry of Culture branch. Her grandpa,
a spry, white-haired scholar and prominent intellectual, had a wispy chin beard and walked with a bamboo cane. I
loved to go to their home to watch the seven glittering goldfish that swam in a bubbling tank. Her grandpa
sprinkled fish powder that fell like snowflakes through the water, and the seven fish swam and ate them gulping.
He said they were magic fish who changed into seven golden fairies at night.
Little Curly Hair’s grandpa, a king of kids, played our games and told us stories. He taught us to string wooden
beads and make a necklace. He took us out to the street vendors to buy red-bean popsicles and almond tofu jelly.
He sometimes wore different-colored socks. On Sunday afternoons, he and Little Curly Hair walked in the
compound holding hands. I often went with them.
When the flowering yard bloomed in dazzling spring colors, the air fIlled with sweet perfumes. Then we
picked apricots, dates, and plum blossoms, snowy honeysuckles and pink fairy-furs. We chased butterflies and
cats and petted rabbits in their cages. We rolled on the spongy green lawns and treasure-hunted for ladybugs under
shady umbrella arbors of tangled purple vine.
I loved being at home with Mama and Ba. People visited each other and shared meals. Women shopped,
washed, and sewed together, borrowed and loaned communally. Evenings, neighbors gathered to play cards and
checkers, talk, laugh, and drink tea. Sunday night, rooms fIlled with people and chairs and the air turned foggy
with cigarette smoke. Feet stamped, elbows wagged, hands gestured and waved. Excited heads, black-haired and
white-haired, bobbed and turned like potatoes stirred in a washtub. A wild river of voices joking, arguing,
laughing, made the room hum and whirl. And behind it all an amniotic silence, like deep water, warm and still,
surrounded and held us.
We children played in a forest of chairs and legs. We crawled among melons on the floor, straddled them like
horses, petted their smooth green skins, yearning for their sweet red insides. Cut them up and eat them! Their
juice washed our faces and stained our clothes. Our neighbor, “Grandma” Yang, quick-fried the seeds in her wok.
We squatted in a half-circle around her, awaiting her sizzling treasures. Crouching eagerly, we contemplated
Grandma’s sweet, wrinkled face, soothed by her singing, waiting to be fed like her little birds. We cracked the hot
seeds open with our teeth, devoured the tiny meats, and made a little hill of empty shells on the floor.
So life tasted at two years old—sweet, joyous, and endlessly satisfying. It swelled inside us, immense,
wondrous, unstoppable, like shining bubbles rising up from a dark, fathomless womb to burst in light. We didn’t
know we lived in the calm before a hurricane revolution that would uproot our peaceful lives, cast our ancient
history aside, and change our world forever.
*
I rode home on the kindergarten bus on a late May afternoon in 1966. Peking exploded outside my window.
Celebrating masses packed the sidewalks, poured in rivers through the dusty streets, singing, chanting, marching,
and dancing, waving red banners and flags, holding posters and huge pictures of one man. Red-collared, greenuniformed men and women were everywhere. They chanted and shouted passionately through megaphones with
the cheering masses.
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“Long live Chairman Mao!”
“Long live our Great Helmsman!”
These living words, painted on huge red banners, were draped across buildings in black characters ten feet
high. Corner loudspeakers blared marching music. Posters covered walls and windows. Yellow, green, purple,
blue, and red leaflets whirled down like huge snowflakes to cover the ground.
My bus plowed like a ship through a sea of writhing bodies, shouting heads, and waving arms as the masses
rushed, churned, and bubbled through the carnival streets. We arrived at dusk before the Ministry of Culture
building, where our parents waited to take us home. I looked for Mama, beautiful, almond-eyed, standing on the
steps, radiant in her white dress, her skin smooth and fair, and her long shining hair falling down over her
shoulders. Then I saw her, changed … her hair cut short above her ears, wearing a dark blue jacket and pants. All
of them, mothers and fathers, dressed the same.
“My Little Jaia!” She came and picked me up excitedly.
“The revolution has begun!”
A group of children ran by, laughing and shouting through the blanket of fallen leaflets, kicking them up like
snow. I didn’t know that these leaflets now covered our nation, nor that Chairman Mao had formally declared a
Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. We entered Mama’s Ministry of Culture building, and the door closed
behind us. As we stood in the huge, quiet lobby, Mama pointed and said softly,
“Little Jaia, look …”
A gigantic man, eerily radiant, stood at the center of the hall, hands clasped behind his back. His stern bronze
face almost reached the third floor. Glowing white neon bulbs outlined his form in concentric rings, flashing
outward from center to periphery. He gazed far off, and his wise, penetrating eyes saw ten thousand li.
“Chairman Mao!” Mama whispered in awe.
We were tiny dolls cowering at the feet of a god. I stared up at this blazing deity who had summoned us,
fearing he would talk, blink, suddenly look down at me. Soon I would see him everywhere, indoors and out, in his
huge pictures, posters, statues, and busts. His noble face would watch me from the walls of every room and stare
out at me from the picture buttons everyone would wear on their proletarian uniforms.
I would learn of Chairman Mao, the greatest, most powerful being in the world, a hero-savior, the source of all
good and happiness, an immortal who would live ten thousand years. We were all his children. And we would
love him, worship him with awe, bow down to him and surrender our lives. I cannot tell the power his universal
image held in my mind and in the hearts of my people. No emperor before him ever reached Chairman Mao’s
glory.
*
Monday we rose at six in the morning. In the hall, Mama made a breakfast of rice and pork bits left over from
last night’s dinner. The hallway was our communal kitchen, covered with a thick, ancient residue of grease and
smoke. A naked bulb dangled from the ceiling. Mornings hummed with the energy of mothers busy over woks,
preparing breakfast for their families. We children ran from wok to wok to see who was eating what. And the
mothers laughed, dipping their chopsticks in, teasing us with little tastes.
Out on the crowded street by seven, we scrambled onto the kindergarten bus. Our parents went to buy us street
vendors’ sweets to console us on our ride to school. When they handed them to us through the windows, we
gobbled them up. What remained when we arrived at kindergarten would be confiscated by Teacher Yi.
We bawled as our bus pulled away from the curb. These one-week separations from our parents were the
misery of our little lives. I hated leaving Mama and Ba. And I dreaded kindergarten and stern Teacher Yi, a
skinny, short-haired, goat-faced woman who called us “Chairman Mao’s little soldiers,” spanked us for opening
our eyes at nap time, clawed our backs when she bathed us, and often shouted,
“You must grow straight and tall and red!”
I never saw any tall red people, and I never knew what she meant or how to please her.
The East is Red and the sun is rising.
In China arose Mao Tse-tung..
He seeks happiness for all of the people.
He is the savior star for all of the people.
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In kindergarten we woke to The East Is Red playing over the indoor speakers on the Party’s morning
broadcast. After breakfast we solemnly faced Chairman Mao’s enormous picture and bowed together, performing
Morning Asking.
I will always be loyal to you, Chairman Mao, until the last drop of my blood! I will always do whatever you say
until my last breath! I want to be your best kid! Please guide me through this day! Ten thousand years alive, Chairman
Mao! Ten thousand years! Ten thousand years!

Chairman Mao watched over his people. He heard our every word, knew our every thought. He loved each one
of us. His compassion was broader than the sky. His wisdom was deeper than the sea. Every word he spoke was a
drumbeat of truth. He liberated the masses and gave them food and homes and families. This was why his name
meant “Source from the East.”
We lived our lives for Chairman Mao, from morning to evening, in the sight of his heroic image. We would
follow him forever, and he would lead us to liberate the dark world from slavery. In our daily lessons, Teacher Yi
taught us the Revolutionary Teachings.
“Who is the Reddest Sun of our hearts?” she asked.
“Chairman Mao!” we shouted.
“Right answer!” she praised us. “And who do you love most?”
“Mama!” … “Baba!” … “Grandpa!” we answered unevenly.
“No! Wrong, wrong, wrong!” she scolded sternly. “You must love Chairman Mao the most! He is your dearest,
no one else! Not your mama! Not your baba! Not your grandpa or grandma! Remember this! Now, who do you
love the most?”
“Chairman Mao!” we shouted.
“Very good!” said Teacher Yi, satisfied and smiling. “And who is Chairman Mao?”
“Chairman Mao!” we shouted again. Her smile vanished.
“No! No! No! You must say Red Sun this time! Chairman Mao is Red Sun, Red Sun is Chairman Mao! You
must remember!”
We memorized Chairman Mao’s poems and words and many political slogans, chanting them daily.
“We all depend on Chairman Mao Thought!”
“Crush the Soviet bear!”
“America is a paper tiger! Death to American imperialism!”
I learned early to fear Russians and Americans, two races of demons who spent their lives plotting our
destruction. But we were protected by Chairman Mao, our glorious Party, and our great historical destiny. I
became Chairman Mao’s best kid, even on my Sundays at home. To Mama and Ba’s pleasure and amusement, I
bowed to Chairman Mao again and again, sincerely offering him the wax mango which everyone kept under his
picture. I was devoted to him. Mama and Ba proudly presented me to our neighbors to recite Chairman Mao’s
poems from memory. When I was done, the neighbors cheered and pinched my cheeks and patted my head. I felt
like a hero.
*
Screams, crashing metal, shrieks in the dark—the door of our kindergarten burst open. Black shadows darted
howling into the cold room, wild-waving arms banging weapons in the dark.
“Ahhhh! Yahhhh! The American ghosts are here! Grab your sheets! The atom bomb is exploding! Run to the
shelter!”
Crash! Crash! Crash! went the pot lids.
Crack! Crack! Crack! the metal spoons hammered on woks.
“Hurry! Hurry! This way! They will kill us all!”
Stumbling out of bed in terror, we grabbed our sheets, covering up, as we had been taught, to protect ourselves
from the poison rain that fell from American bombs. We fled into the hall, where hundreds of children covered
with bedsheets milled and sobbed and poured through the back door into the schoolyard night. We bleated,
stumbled, and bumped into one another, stampeding barefoot across the cold yard to the shelter. Even the moon
and stars hid behind the clouds from the Americans.
“Run to the shelter!”
“Be orderly!”
“Stay in your groups!”
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Our teachers shouted over the din, herding us to the underground bomb shelter in the middle of the
playground. An uprooted slide was set in the entrance. One by one, we were yanked, lifted, and stuffed like straw
dolls into a yawning chute, to slide down a dark tunnel. I screamed all the way down. Invisible hands grabbed me
at the bottom. Demon eyes glittered in the darkness. American ghosts in the shelter! I screamed again. A hand
pinched my arm.
“Shut up! Don’t resist!” a familiar voice said. Screaming children dropped one by one down the slide.
“Shut up!” a voice hissed. “They will hear you and find us!”
My classmates cried and whimpered all around me. I soon made out their huddled forms, heard their breathing,
felt their warm bodies near me. Then, only sniffles and an eerie silence.
The shelter grew colder. I wrapped myself in my sheet, waiting for the bombs to explode, for howling
American ghosts to pour down the slide, shooting their guns. No one came. I drifted off.
“Wake up! Wake up!” Our principal’s voice.
“The American ghosts have left. We can go back now.”
Fog creeping down the slide made the dawn-illumined tunnel a misty pathway to the light. A door opened.
Sleepily we climbed from our silent tomb into the pale morning.
In my two years in Peking kindergarten we had many attacks—sometimes the Americans, sometimes the
Russians. Teacher Yi said a Hungry Soviet Bear lived on our northern border, a Greedy American Wolf hid in
Vietnam on our southern border, and we were a big Peaceful Panda in the middle, fighting for our lives. When I
told Mama how Americans and Russians invaded our kindergarten, she laughed and said they had not really been
there.
But they were all too real for me. My terror intensified my love for Chairman Mao, who saved us every time.
And it stirred my rage against these Soviet and American demons who tried to destroy our happiness and steal our
lives away.
*
“Today is the day of “Remembering the Bitterness and Tasting the Sweetness,” Teacher Yi solemnly
announced to our class. We sat erect in our chairs, hands clasped behind our backs, staring hopefully into our
empty bowls.
“Everyone rise and bow to our Great Helmsman.” We bowed to Chairman Mao’s picture, shouting over and
over,
“Never forget the class bitterness! Always remember our hatred through our blood and tears!”
We sat down. Two teachers came, taking small dark triangles of bread from their bamboo baskets and placing
them in our bowls. I looked at mine, mouth watering, wishing it were bigger. My first bite of that bread was a
nasty surprise. Coarse, bitter, textured with stems and chopped hay, and seasoned with foul herbs, it had a
repulsive taste. We quickly spit it back into our bowls.
“Swallow!” Teacher Yi shrieked. “Do not spit! How can you know what your parents and grandparents
suffered? How can you know the sweetness we have now if you don’t taste the bitterness we had before?
Everyone of you, eat!”
She and her two assistants advanced into our ranks. Children began crying. I picked up my bread again, now
wishing it smaller. A little boy at my table spit his piece out again. Teacher Yi swooped down on him like a
cormorant, forcing it into his mouth and pinching his lips shut with her bony fingers. After a short, one-sided,
tearful struggle, he swallowed. So did I. Our sniffles and sobs made the classroom sound like a disturbed chicken
coop.
“This bread is what people ate before our Liberation,” Teacher Yi said. “People were so poor that when children
cried for food, their parents gave them bread made out of stone powder. Even now, all over the world, especially
in Taiwan, Japan, Russia, and America, people can’t eat even such bread as this. You children are very lucky.”
The other two teachers returned smiling with their baskets. Several children burst into tears again. But now, in
each of our bowls they put a plump steamed bun topped with red dates.
“And now,” said Teacher Yi brightly, “taste the sweetness our beloved Chairman Mao has brought us. Let us
thank him.”
And we did, one eye on his picture, the other on his heavenly bun. That black bread was the nastiest food we
had ever tasted. But this sweet bun was the best in the world. We gobbled it down like greedy little pigs.
“We should always remember this and be grateful,” Teacher Yi I droned on.
My mind was on the sweetness, not on Teacher Yi. But I felt grateful to Chairman Mao, who had loaded these
delicious buns on the truck and delivered them to our kindergarten. And I felt sorry for the rest of the world, full
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of poor people who could not even eat the nasty black bread. Following Chairman Mao, we would liberate them
all.
*
Everyone now wore Chairman Mao’s picture pin, and his Little Red Book in a red pouch on a shoulder strap. I
loved Chairman Mao’s pins. I couldn’t read, but I loved his Little Red Book. We waved it happily in the air while
chanting his sayings. We held it lovingly to our hearts while facing his picture for Morning Asking and Evening
Report. We carried it with us wherever we went.
And Teacher Yi warned us never to turn it upside down. This was antirevolutionary!
I never turned Chairman Mao’s Little Red Book upside down. I wanted to be his best kid. I would follow him
and become a Little Red Soldier and then join the Red Guard when I grew older like my brother, Big Honesty. I
wanted to wear a red armband and make revolution like the Red Guard who patrolled Peking, pushing and
shouting at bad people, waving their Little Red Books in the air like flags.
But Teacher Yi said we intellectuals’ children were born polluted. We needed discipline and purification in
order to become Little Red Soldiers. That we loved the “candy bullets” our parents gave us on Monday mornings
showed “bourgeois lust.” That some of us still had colorful clothes and blankets showed “bourgeois pride.”
Teacher Yi even cut the pink plastic buttons off my coat and sewed on wood ones. And she cut out the magical
clowns embroidered on my bedsheet.
Mama said nothing.
That summer Mama gave me a bottle of alcohol-based perfume to cure my mosquito bites. Teacher Yi’s sharp
nose smelled it the first day. She snatched it away and held it up to the class.
“Does everyone smell the corrupting stink of this bourgeois poison?” she fumed. “Jaia is a nasty, bourgeois
little girl!”
Holding the offensive bottle at arm’s length, like a dead rat by its tail, she dropped it with a clang into the
garbage can. I didn’t know what “bourgeois” was. But I knew it was very bad. And I decided never to be
bourgeois again if I could help it.
*
The Ministry of Culture was occupied by Red Guard and attacked daily in the news. Chairman Mao had called
it a bourgeois organization stinking of capitalism and feudalism, a black nest of intellectuals, a graveyard full of
dead people, foreigners, and ghosts.
Then one morning all Ministry of Culture workers were ordered to Xian Nong Tan sports stadium. Mama
arranged for me to live with her aunt in Nanjing if she and Ba didn’t return.
Years later she told me about that day, when over fifteen thousand Ministry of Culture workers arrived at Xian
Nong Tan stadium. Several thousand soldiers, police, and Red Guard led them in onto the wooden bleachers.
Many PLA officers, some from the Party Central Committee, watched them from a stage on the field. Chairman
Mao’s huge picture sat on a wooden easel between a microphone stand and a red flag.
A Central Committee member went to the microphone. He was smaller than Chairman Mao’s picture. A wall of
Red Guard rose from the bottom of the bleachers and faced the workers. The leader shouted in the silent stadium:
“We will now sing The East Is Red!”
Fifteen thousand workers leaped up, anxious to show Red Spirit. They sang The East Is Red, then chanted
Chairman Mao’s sayings, “A revolution is not a dinner party,” “Sweep all cow ghosts and snake spirits thoroughly
away,” “Let us be tough, strong, and unafraid of death and sacrifice,” and “Never forget the class bitterness,
always remember our hatred through our blood and tears.”
They sat down. The Central Committee member at the microphone wiped his forehead. Thirty thousand eyes
watched him. Then he broke the silence with a shriek like a soldier thrusting his bayonet.
“We all know the Ministry of Culture has become a black dying vat! A rotten black nest full of cow ghosts and
snake spirits! All you who are in this vat are contaminated! Stained black! Many of you were dyed unknowingly!
You are partly innocent! You may be reformed through diligent study of Chairman Mao’s teachings and your own
revolutionary actions! You must cooperate fully! Examine yourselves thoroughly! Confess your crimes and purge
your hearts red! Then you may be re-embraced by the people!
“But some of you are black to your bones! You black melons on the black vine have knowingly brought the
black dye in and poured it into the vat! You have secretly followed the black line of your evil leader, Liu
Shaoqi! \fn{Liu Shaoqi, Chairman of the Nation, was then a prisoner of the Red Guard in his Zhong Nan Hai Compound home } You
have betrayed the people and the revolution! You have betrayed our Great Helmsman Chairman Mao! Now you
must be purged before you stain others black!
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“Those of you loyal to Chairman Mao and his Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution must now cast out these
black traitors one by one! You must name these cow ghosts! These snake spirits! These capitalist roaders and
imperialist walking dogs! You know who they are! Do not hide them! Expose them! Shout their names out
bravely! Do not fear them! Let their crimes be known! Let their reign of terror end! Let them face the people’s
wrath!”
He watched them.
Silence hummed like cicadas. Fear howled like a cold wind in the void. Then a man stood up near the bottom
and shrieked a curse in the silent stadium.
“Xia Yan!”
It cracked the frozen moment like a hammer’s blow. Xia Yan, Ministry of Culture vice minister and one of
China’s celebrated authors, worked in Mama’s building. Novels, plays, movies, and literary criticism had flowed
from his pen for over forty years.
Mama didn’t recognize the man who called Xia Yan’s name. Maybe he was a worker acting out of
revolutionary zeal. Maybe he bore a grudge against Xia Yan, resented his fame, saw him as an obvious target.
Maybe he was planted to strike the first match. After a pause, hundreds, then thousands of voices joined in until it
became a chant of nearly twenty thousand people, screaming,
“Xia Yan! Xia Yan! Xia Yan! Xia Yan!” Other voices chimed in,
“Kill the black traitor!”
“Bring him out!”
“Ten thousand feet march on his corpse!”
A few rows down from Mama, people yanked Xia Yan from his seat. Many hands thrust him down, grabbed
him, passed him like half a sack of rice to the bottom. The Red Guard took him, dragged him to the center of the
dirt field, and left him.
Tiny, scared, alone, sixty-seven-year-old Xia Yan wept. At the smell of his blood a sleeping dragon awoke,
roared his name with twenty thousand tongues, and cursed him with fire. Xia Yan shook like a puppet in the
waves of hate. His frail limbs clattered like dry bamboo.
“Traitor Xia Yan!”
“Crush the rotten egg!”
“Death to Xia Yan!”
“Kill the black puppet of Liu Shaoqi!”
“Who else? Who are the others?” the Central Committee official screamed into his microphone.
More names were called out: Hung Mei, Zhou Wei Shi, Situ Hui Min, three artists whose age and fame placed
them in Xia Yan’s class. My neighbors Grandpa Li and Grandma Yang also were called out. And so was Little
Curly Hair’s grandpa.
It went on and on, each one dragged from the bleachers onto the field. When the official at the microphone
brought it to an end, more than a hundred “black melons” stood in a line at the center of the field—scholars,
writers, artists, and high-ranking department officials, many famous in their fields.
The Red Guard put black paper dunce caps, vests, and signs on these criminals, who then circled the field as
the crowd chanted against them. Many convulsed with sobs. Finally the Red Guard herded them off to the
cowshed in our living compound.
When Mama told me this story years later, I asked her how they had chosen these Black Gangmembers. She
was silent for a moment, then finally said,
“We just knew who they were.”
*
Sounds of footsteps and voices!
Mama and Ba jerked upright in bed beside me. I woke to moonlight pouring through our window and the little
neighbor boy crying to his mama through the wall.
“They are here.”
Mama’s whisper scraped out like broken glass. A loud pounding rattled our door and a man shouted,
“Security Bureau ID check! Open the door!”
The pounding began again. Moonlight illumined Ba’s bruised face and half-shaved head: one side a skull
flecked with stubble and razor cuts, the other side thick with his tousled hair. Red Guard had occupied and
ransacked his Peking Film Studio, beating up all “Black Gangmembers following Liu Shaoqi’s black line.” They
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beat up Ba and gave him his yin-yang head with a dull razor, a special insult reserved for those in the
administration, and a mark so they could not hide.
Ba went and opened the door. A crowd of shadows poured into the room, slashing the air with blades of light.
When our bulb lit up, I saw wild men lunging like monkeys in our small room. I peered over the covers, terrified,
as they searched our closet, bookshelf, and desk, shining flashlights under our bed and lifting the covers off Mama
to see if she was hiding something. They even looked behind Chairman Mao’s picture on the wall.
A PLA officer stood in the middle of the room holding a pen and notebook, a calm eye at the center of the
monkey storm. Shadow men huddled like mute ghosts in the dim hall. The others fmished searching and gathered
behind their captain. He spoke to Ba, who retrieved our family papers from the ransacked desk. He took them,
paying no attention to Ba’s half-shaved head. His sharp eyes scanned our papers, like two straws sucking water
from a glass. Then he scribbled in his notebook.
“Where is Big Honesty?” he asked.
“My son lives at his school,” Ba said. My brother, Big Honesty, then twelve years old, came home only one
Sunday a month.
“Where is Jaia?” the officer said.
“My daughter is here.”
Mama put her hand on my head. He turned his eyes on me and my belly dropped like a falling star. Two black
holes in an empty face opened onto a cave of darkness. Something reached out and touched me. I clutched Mama
and started crying.
“I love Chairman Mao,” I sobbed. The black holes fastened their beams on Ba.
“Why aren’t her papers here?”
“They are at her kindergarten,” Ba said.
“She’s only here on Sundays,” Mama said.
“Who else lives here?” the empty face asked Ba.
“No one,” Ba said.
Wu Tang, Mama’s political criminal uncle, had spent three months hiding in our room. Several weeks ago, Ba
had sent him away. He endangered us all. Had he been here this night, he, Mama, and Ba would have been
arrested and taken away.
“You must immediately report any visitors,” the officer warned. “They must bring their papers to the Security
Bureau. Failure in this will bring a harsh penalty. We will come again.”
The officer left, drawing his men after him on invisible strings. I heard pounding on the door of the next room,
and the voice shouting,
“Security Bureau ID check! Open the door!”
Surprise ID checks came twice a year till I was twelve, always at night. All homes were thoroughly searched
and many things were confiscated: bourgeois photos, clothing, and furniture, relics and books published before
Liberation. Plants and flowers, indoors and out, were uprooted as “poisonous weeds to the spirit.” Even pets—
dogs, cats, and rabbits—were taken and purged. Birds were set free. Most people preferred to kill their own pets.
At least then you could have the meat.
All fugitives caught in these searches, and those hiding them, were arrested. People without ID were also taken
away. Wu Tang, Mama’s uncle, was captured on the train leaving Peking the day he left our home. He was later
hanged by his neck from a tree in his Sichuan cowshed, leaving his wife and eight children behind. The week
before his death, he passed his wife a note that she would keep for the rest of her life. It read:
“Don’t lose hope. I will never leave you.”
I went to see Little Curly Hair the morning after the first ID check. A pile of broken glass was swept into a
corner. The fish tank was gone. And Little Curly Hair was crying. Seven dead goldfish lay stiff and curled on the
table. They must have been caught as fairies and purged when the ID checkers came.
*
“Mama’s ghost is back! Mama’s ghost is back!”
This eerie shriek in our room woke me. Ba leaped out of bed. The light went on.
Big Honesty, my Red Guard brother, home from school for his monthly visit, lay writhing half-naked in the
middle of our room, kowtowing toward the wall with Chairman Mao’s picture. His head pounded muffled thunder
on the floor like a pestle pounding garlic in a mortar. Mama held me tightly in her arms, staring at skinny Big
Honesty. He looked like a big crazy eel, howling and flopping in terror under the rippling light waves of a naked,
vibrating bulb.
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I heard people in the hall outside. Our door pushed open and a muddle of neighbors squeezed in. They stood
transfixed like wooden chickens, staring at Big Honesty, a boy lost in a realm of ghosts. Eerily, the room suddenly
filled with the sweet, grainy smell of fresh soybeans. It came from nowhere and rose inside the room to hover
everywhere.
Ba, barefoot and bare shouldered, his shorts like a wheat bag, crouched over Big Honesty. He tried to grab him
up. But Big Honesty wriggled from his grasp, his terror-glazed eyes slanted up showing white, unaware of our
neighbors’ shocked stares. He hit the floor kowtowing again, his thin frame convulsing with his sad, desolate wail.
“Mama’s ghost is back … to count your debts! All your debts!”
“Hysteria! Wake up!” roared Ba. He slapped Big Honesty fiercely, as if to snap him back into the human
world. Big Honesty jerked and shrank under Ba’s flailing palms, seeming to wake from his fevered ghost-dream.
“To count your debts,” he whimpered pitifully. “Mama’s back …”
Ba was panting hard and sweating. Big Honesty lay on the floor, curled painfully like an old shrimp, his face
covered with one arm. Our murmuring neighbors shook their heads, sobered by Big Honesty’s nightmare. Mama
held me shivering in her arms.
Years later I would learn Ba had had a first wife before Mama, Big Honesty’s real Mama, who got sick when
he was a little boy my age. She died slowly, spitting blood, while Big Honesty watched helplessly. He never
forgot her. Years later he would go back to meet her family, hoping to settle her affairs in this world and pay his
respects. I would go with him.
*
I sat in the school bus on a spring morning. Mama had gone to buy me a sweet for my ride to kindergarten. I
heard shouts and saw people running toward our compound. A noisy crowd of hundreds gathered in the street,
shouting, pushing, striving toward something in their midst. Our parents rushed in to be absorbed. The mass drew
and devoured them, surged outward and expanded, buzzing with a fierce hunger. Each person became a unit of
life within it, struggling toward its center and out again.
Our bus drove away, cheating us of our Monday sweet. Behind, in the churning crowd, Mama pushed in till
she found herself at the center, staring down at the body of what appeared to be an old man. His silver hair was
soaked with blood. His face was a red, pulpy mass of flesh. His head, turned at an odd angle, hung half off the
curb. His shattered spectacles, wire frames twisted and bent, lay nearby. He was curled up as if death had returned
him to the womb.
Mama turned away, pushing out through the press of seekers burrowing in. She reached the front steps of the
Ministry of Culture and met a young woman from her office. She told Mama what she had seen.
The old man had argued with the Red Guard. They tried to take him, but he fought back. So they beat him with
their copper belt buckles. They surrounded him and he couldn’t get away. When he fell they kept on swinging,
down and down.
“His face …” the woman said, her voice choking. “How will his family recognize him?”
People came now from all directions to merge with the swelling mass, drawn to the old man’s body like a river
of ants to a broken fruit. They threaded their way in and out again with a tale to tell.
When Mama went to the compound cafeteria for lunch, the old man’s body was gone. All that remained was
glass slivers and his blood on the curb. The slivers would scatter in the wind. The blood would fade in time,
discolored by the yellow Siberian dust that swept through the city and hung in the air, thicker than pollen. And all
the blood spilled in China’s streets in the three Years of Chaos to come would be trampled under the feet of ten
thousand workers and washed away in the autumn rains.
*
Little Curly Hair’s grandpa was one of the criminals called out in Xian Nong Tan stadium. And soon after the
Xian Nong Tan struggle meeting, Teacher Yi announced this to our class.
“Little Curly Hair’s grandpa is a bad Black Gangmember,” she I said. “But now he has been arrested by the
people.”
Little Curly Hair shrank in her seat like melted wax. We knew having a Black Gangmember relative made you
a bad child. And having a Black Gangmember parent or grandparent made you a Black Rodent, no matter how
much you loved Chairman Mao. As the saying went,
“A dragon breeds a dragon, a phoenix breeds a phoenix, and a rat’s offspring knows how to dig holes.”
We had more than a few Black Rodents in our class.
One morning, Teacher Yi brought Little Curly Hair to the front of the room and sat her down in a chair.
Teacher Yi was mad.
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“Everyone look at her,” she said. “We all know curly hair is very bourgeois. I told her parents to cut off her
curls, but they have not done it. Now I must do it.”
Little Curly Hair burst into tears as Teacher Yi grabbed her hair like wild weeds and began cutting near the
scalp. A ka-cha, ka-cha sound, like scaling a dead fish, mixed with her sobs. In Teacher Yi’s hand, the scissors
became an angry metal bird with slashing beaks. Big clumps of curly hair fell softly to the floor. Stone fmgers
squeezed my heart. Only when Teacher Yi stopped did they let go. Now Little Curly Hair looked like a scared
little boy with a dog-chewed head.
After this incident we nicknamed her Shao Tu Gui, Little Bald Ghost. She became fearful and quiet, a hovering
shadow. And even from his cowshed her grandpa caused her trouble. Being a Black Gangmember was much
worse than being bourgeois! From time to time in class Teacher Yi would ask her,
“Little Curly Hair, who is your grandpa?”
“He is a black bad person,” she firmly and obediently replied.
“And what do you do with him?”
“I draw the line with him, and I throw him away.”
On our Sundays playing in the compound, other adults asked her about her grandpa. She always gave the same
firm response. Then other children began taunting her with it, and even spitting on her. This was often done to
Black Rodents. I knew Little Curly Hair missed her grandpa and felt sad inside having to draw the line and throw
him away. And she was lonely, for many parents now told their children to avoid her. Even I could not play with
her anymore.
In our kindergarten we slept in two rows of beds set against opposite walls. Above us, two large portraits of
Chairman Mao faced each other across the room like kings on a chessboard. We were his pawns in the dark. At
night I lay missing Mama, chewing my bamboo pillow cover, hearing Little Curly Hair’s muffled crying beside
me.
*
Things changed at home. Mama and Ba hardly smiled or laughed. We rarely went outside. Our neighbors no
longer visited us, and we avoided them. Women ignored each other in the hall as they cooked, staring silently into
their splattering woks. Men no longer came out of their rooms to joke and talk. And everyone ate inside with
doors shut.
Joy had fled like the end of summer. There were no more evening gatherings, no card and checker games, no
Sunday parties, no more melons or Grandma Yang’s quick-fried seeds. All the cats and dogs and rabbits were
gone. The city zoo and all the parks had closed. It didn’t feel good to be anywhere. I felt an ominous force
drawing near, silently gazing at us.
Grandma Yang, Grandpa Li, and several hundred of our former Ministry of Culture neighbors were now Black
Gangmembers. I saw them on Sunday afternoons when the Red Guard herded them out of the cowshed to line up
at the cafeteria. They stood holding tin bowls, waiting for a ladle of rice porridge. We knew not to talk to them.
With schools shut down, the children everywhere ran wild. Little Red Soldiers hunted Little Black Rodents,
who often hid in their rooms, afraid to go out. Many children in our compound gathered at the prisoners’ food
line, cursing, throwing dirt clods, and firing small stones at them with slingshots. The prisoners awkwardly
dodged the missiles, looking guilty and helpless. I saw a young boy shoot an old man’s eye out with a stone. The
children cheered as the Red Guard led the old man away screaming, his hand clapped over his eye, blood
streaming down his cheek.
Leaving Mama on Monday mornings grew more painful. Our Sundays together passed swiftly. Our weeks
apart crept by, slow as seasons. I was a jade magnolia bud plucked too soon from her branches. I wanted to bloom
in her arms.
*
That autumn I lay fever-sick in delirium. Teacher Yi called Mama to come get me. Mama’s sweet face
appeared in a sky blue scarf, looking down at me. She rolled me in a blanket and carried me to the bus, cradled in
her arms. I melted like snowflakes in her palm. Wherever her love was, there was my home.
I lay in bed. Mama sat beside me peeling an orange. Her face was a full moon. She fed me juicy slivers with
her pearl white fingers. I was her little bird. As I watched her, a blissful, sorrow-love welled up in my heart. My
loneliness and fear of losing her haunted me. And I felt a secret guilt for loving her more than I loved Chairman
Mao.
Unable to express my love for her, I conceived a childish fantasy. In it, I left home to become a doctor and
returned to find Mama lying in bed in our darkened room. She gazed at me, her sad eyes opened wide with love.
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She could not see me. Her beautiful eyes were blind. So I took them out with my fingers, held them in my palms,
touched and kissed them. Then I put them back in, better than before. Mama wept with joy and pride. For now her
eyes saw a thousand li away. Now she would always be able to see me. And no matter how far apart we might be,
I would know she was watching over me.
*
In the winter of 1968, Little Curly Hair’s grandpa escaped from the Ministry of Culture cowshed. Word of his
disappearance went out. Wanted posters went up throughout the city. Teacher Yi announced the news in class one
morning. We ll felt Little Curly Hair’s guilt in her grandpa’s great crime.
Soon after, the ten-story Ministry of Culture chimney began to choke. The thick gray smoke gushing from its
crown thinned to a trickle. Then it stopped. The workers who went in to unclog the grate found the half-burned
body of Little Curly Hair’s grandpa. …
188.125 Excerpt from “Socialism Is Great!”: A Worker’s Memoir Of The New China\fn{by Lijia Zhang
(1964- )} Nanjing, Jiangsu Province, China (F) 11
“Would you like to be a worker, if you have a chance?”
“Of course not, Ma. Why?” I answered my mother flatly, without even looking up from my homework. To be a
worker? What an odd question! I was only sixteen, in my first term at senior middle school, and I was doing well.
Across the table, Ma tugged threads into a tassel for an Islamic prayer mat, made for export. For years we had
been taking in embroidery work for sorely needed extra cash. Nai, my grandma, also clutched a prayer mat to
embroider, but had dozed off. She dozed off more often now. If we asked her to go to bed she would straighten up
and resume her work, only to fall asleep again within minutes.
“Not even working at a first-class enterprise like Liming, a real ‘iron rice bow!’?”
Ma had spent her entire working life at Liming Machinery Factory, the largest state-owned enterprise in our
city, Nanjing. Under the authority of the Ministry of Aerospace Industry, our factory had nearly ten thousand
employees. Its prestige derived from not only its scale but also its status as a military factory. With free services
from nurseries to cremation, and countless bowls of rice in between, the life of a state employee meant cradle-tograve security. Plus free showers and subsidized haircuts.
“Not even Liming.”
Finally I raised my head to look at Ma, who was frowning in my direction. I liked to look at Ma. She was
pretty—when she didn’t frown. She had lovely high cheeks, and bright, slanted eyes. Her arched eyebrows were
like two new moons. Her name was fitting too: Yufang, fragrance of cloud.
Now she seemed at a loss for words. After a while, she added:
“1 would think twice if I were you, Little Li.” That was my pet name at home, though 1 hardly merited its
meaning, “little beauty.”
It was the beginning of December 1980. Winter had come early. My hands, swelling red with chilblains, were
carefully copying English words into an exercise book. How fascinating! This language system, reintroduced to
schools recently, was completely different from Chinese. Our characters developed from pictographs, real pictures
of actual things. Jia for example, means home, where a roof shelters a pig and reveals our farming roots.
Hunched over a naked bulb of low wattage, just about bright enough for our tasks, three generations of
Chinese women, bundled up in padded cotton jackets and trousers, sat around three sides of a table pushed against
a window. The lack of heating was geographic fate: the Communist central planners permitted no central heating
south of the Yangtze, the river that splits China in two. The “southern capital” Nanjing lies on the lower reaches of
its southern bank, where, though temperatures never fall as low as in cities to the north, the damp cold goes
straight to one’s bones. To fight the chill, we stuffed our feet in a straw basket warmed by a copper hot-water
bottle. 1 could always tell which pair were Nai’s—the tiny, bound ones. A warm, womanly intimacy hung in the
air.
There were others in my family, but they weren’t around. My father had spent his whole working life in
another city. My elder sister Weijia was studying at her college in a far corner of the city. My naughty brother
Xiaoshi was out playing in our village, Wuding New Village, the largest residential area for Liming employees.
Located just outside Wuding Gate, one of the thirteen city gates that once defined and guarded Nanjing, the
village was still classed as rural, although the sprawling urban landscape was slowly swallowing up the green
patchwork of fields that surrounded it. With few trees and little green space, there was none of the rustic beauty or
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tradition that the word “village” suggests. There were several thousand villagers, packed into three dozen or so
concrete blocks, identical but for being either three or four stories high, depending on the year of construction.
Our flat, on the second floor of a four-story block, felt matchbox-sized, with low ceilings, one main room, and
one side room. The walls of peeling yellow paint were bare but for a factory calendar and the two school
certificates of merit that my sister and I earned each year without fail. Two beds took up much of the main room
where we sat, but the bedding was neatly folded, for the beds also served as seats and worktables. An old
wardrobe, a wedding gift from my mother’s in-laws, gave off distorted reflections in its full-length mirror. The
once intricate carvings were cracked, like an old worn face. A white tablecloth, crocheted by Weijia with sewing
threads, covered a coarsely made cupboard. On top sat a colorful biscuit tin, long empty, but kept for decoration.
Beside it stood a “hero” clock.
“The masses are the real heroes” read one of Chairman Mao’s quotations, printed on the clock face. A worker
grasping a hammer, a peasant her sickle, and a soldier his gun were painted waving aloft his Little Red Book.
Looking at the painted worker, I smiled to myself.
A worker? How funny I would look if I wore his canvas uniform and peaked cap.
*
Three weeks later, I was summoned after supper for a “little talk” in Ma’s bedroom. I knew it was serious
when she shut the door. Our last closed-door session had been nearly four years earlier, when I was in my last year
at primary school. My teacher had recommended I study at Nanjing Foreign Languages School, an exclusive
place whose graduates all went on to university, and were later trained as diplomats or interpreters for highranking leaders.
“Would you like to go there to study?” she had asked. I had jumped up with joy.
But my happiness was premature: I failed the political censorship—my father had “political problems.” I was
therefore rejected.
Ma’s room was always so dim—high wattage would use too much electricity. When I started middle school,
she arranged for me to sleep with her, thinking I was too big to share a bed with my brother and Nai. While Ma,
next door, made endless tassels into the night, I was scared on my own—the eight-watt fluorescent lamp flickered
in the darkness like a jack-o’-lantern. To forget my fear, I began to read books. Within months the characters on
the school blackboard became as blurred as crawling ants. A pair of black-framed glasses came to reside on my
small nose. When Ma discovered why, she banished me back to Nai’s bed—it would have been wasteful to install
a bright light just for my reading. I slept better, holding Nai’s thin legs.
Now I looked expectantly at Ma as she sat down on the bed. What could it be this time? Even in the
semidarkness, I could see her “two new moons” knitting together in a frown.
“Remember I asked if you would like to be a worker?” she began, her voice husky and low. She cleared her
throat.
“You are going to take over my job.”
The sentence fell like thunder from a bright blue sky.
“What?! NO!” I jumped up again, this time in protest. “Why? I’m still young!” I pleaded.
“I became a worker myself at your age, only half a year older,” she said matter-of-factly. I remembered Ma
once boasting that she had been a promising student, too, but was forced to give up school because her family was
too poor.
“But surely, Ma, you can support me to finish school, then …”
“Poverty is only part of the reason.”
Then, calmly, she began to explain the rest. When the Cultural Revolution ended in 1976, China was a mess,
its economy on the brink of collapse. To tackle the soaring numbers of jobless, a temporary policy appeared called
dingzhi, literally, “replacing job.” If parents could secure retirement, their children could take over their jobs.
Several rounds of dingzhi had followed until it was strongly rumored that December 1980 was the last such
opportunity. Despite excellent health at forty-three—some seventeen years away from the normal retirement age
for women—Ma had decided to take advantage of the opportunity. When she first raised the issue with me, she
had already applied to retire early on the grounds of poor health: she had been working for many years on the
hazardous acid-pickling line. My poor reaction had not deterred her in the least, and now her application had been
approved.
“I don’t want to be a worker!” I insisted, stamping a foot in disgust.
In my mind’s eye, I saw the blue canvas uniform and Ma’s coarse hands. A worker? I knew it was the likely
fate for children from our village, but I had grand plans for myself.
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“I want to be a journalist!”
“I told you before, don’t even dream about it,” she replied. “A journalist? Writing is a dangerous thing to do in
this country. Your dad is a good example.” She frowned: the sheer mention of my father seemed to vex her.
“Anyway, becoming a journalist is just one of your flights of fancy. You also wanted to be a pilot, a barefoot
doctor, and an interpreter, just to name a few!”
Ma had a glib tongue, but I was far from convinced.
“I’m good at writing, my literature teacher said so.” At school, teachers often read out my compositions, and
fellow students copied my prose.
“Whatever happens in the future, I want to go to university first,” I added assertively.
“Getting into university is harder than climbing to heaven!” she retorted. “I know you’re a good student, but
your school is very bad. Look, this year they ‘drew an egg’ again—not a single student passed the university
entrance exam.”
That much was beyond dispute. My middle school, like my primary school, had been established by Liming
for its employees’ children. Only later was the school’s administration transferred to the city’s education authority
and children from nearby areas allowed to attend. No self-respecting teacher would choose to work at either of
these remote and poorly equipped schools. After the humiliating failure of last year, the school introduced a new
strategy—streaming students into classes based on their abilities, so that the most resources and attention would
be spent on pupils with the greatest hope of reaching university.
But I was in the fast class, wasn’t I? As if reading my mind, Ma continued in a crisp and clear voice, with a
fluency that spoke of many rehearsals in her mind.
“Even if you do pass the entrance exam, your bad eyesight will probably fail you. Look at Weijia, she scored
quite well but only got into a teacher-training school.”
A fair point. My sister Weijia was training as a primary school teacher at Xingzhi Secondary Normal College,
not a “proper” university and hardly a place for an ambitious youth. However, poor sight (as in my sister’s case)
or any other physical defect was held against you. The university entrance system, only reintroduced in 1977 after
the chaotic years, demanded almost perfect physical health—a useful way to reduce the pool of candidates.
China’s proper universities could accommodate fewer than 4 percent of those who took the entrance exam. In
other words, only one out of six hendred Chinese children was lucky enough to experience higher education.
“But at least I can try, and if I score really high, some university will surely accept me. Can you wait for three
years, Ma?”
I knew someone from Weijia’s class had gotten into Peking University, China’s Oxford, despite his bad
eyesight. I didn’t need to remind Ma that university was one of few guaranteed routes to success for an ordinary
family like ours.
“Wait? I can, but not dingzhi. You know government policy is like a child’s face—three changes in a day.”
I wasn’t good at arguing with Ma. To be a good child meant tinghua, “to listen to words,” a phrase that
conveyed obedience, the most desirable quality for Chinese children. So I listened, obediently, to the words of my
teachers at school and my mother at home. Barely comprehending, I listened as she went on. If I failed the
university exam I would end up one of those jobless youths, or get a job in a collectively owned factory, if I was
really lucky. A good job with Liming? No chance! The prestige of state-owned firms remained high.
“The working class leads everything!” newspapers reminded us. “Workers are our elder brothers” and “the
masters of the nation.”
“Look at this house. We are so poor,” grumbled Ma, kicking her bedside table. One of the legs slipped from its
brick support. That table and a bed were the only furniture in the cramped room.
“We can’t rely on your dad. He is useless, and Nai is getting old. She nearly died from the stroke. It hurts me to
look at her hunched over the embroidery, like an old shrimp. After you become a worker, I can find another job,
and our lives will be better.”
Irritated by my wooden expression, Ma raised her voice.
“But above all, Little Li, let me tell you I’m doing you a big favor! I simply don’t understand why I have to
beg you to take over my treasure.” She blew her nose. “Your mouth still smells of breast milk; you don’t know
what’s good for you! You’ll go to work at the factory next week. That’s it!”
She got up and walked out, her back straight and erect. For me, her back always spoke volumes about her
proud, stubborn nature. Once she had set her mind on something, a four-horse cart couldn’t hold her back.
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I followed her lamely to the main room and met Nai's concerned look. Wide-awake in her usual place, she was
still clutching her embroidery. Ma banged and clattered around the flat for a while, voicing her displeasure, and
then went into her room.
“You didn’t agree?” Nai whispered.
I didn’t answer. If I’d been wearing a hat, the force of my rage would have shot it into the air. Agree? What
was the difference if I agreed or not? Everything had been decided. Although it was common practice for parents
to decide what was best for their children, I still felt shocked, even wronged. But how could I bring myself to say
anything unkind to Nai, the dearest person in my life? After raising Ma, her only surviving child, Nai had cared
for her grandchildren like a faithful servant. We called her Nai, slang for paternal grandmother: Chinese people
held paternal grandmas dearer than maternal grandmas.
Dingzhi is the best for you, said Nai, her soft eyes focusing on me as I sat down heavily. “If you can’t go to
university, no point in finishing senior middle school, right?”
My semiliterate grandma would not make such a connection herself. Ma must have fed her the lines. Despite
myself, I thought she must be the most beautiful grandma in the world. Since no manufacturer still produced
garments as elegant as her traditional-style jacket, which buttoned to the right, she had to seek out a village
dressmaker. But she clung to her dressing habit like a child to its comfort banket, regardless of how tricky it was
to tie the butterfly button. My sister and I loved admiring a particular black-and-white picture of her in her youth
—one of the few pictures to survive ransacking by the Red Guards—and wondering why Nai’s striking good
looks hadn’t been passed down to us. In that yellowing image, Nai’s beauty had a nostalgic quality. Her perfect
oval-shaped face, sweet dimples, and naturally wavy hair recalled the stylish film stars of 1930s Shanghai. Now
well into her sixties, she still had smooth skin and pitch-black hair. Even the mild stroke she’d suffered the year
before had failed to leave any marks on her.
I knew there was no point in asking Nai to plead my case since she absolutely respected Ma’s authority in the
household. Ma was the queen, the sole decision-maker. Even when Father was around, his opinions rarely
counted.
“I’ll have to think about it,” I said.
*
At sixteen, I still shared a bed with my brother and grandma, but when Weijia was away at college, I was
upgraded to her single bed. For once, however, I couldn’t enjoy the treat of sleeping alone. The bed’s creaking
legs groaned in complaint as I tossed and turned. There had to be some way out of this.
Would Weijia like to take over Ma’s job? I brushed the idea aside. After two years’ study, she would be
assigned a teaching job. My thirteen-year-old brother was too young. So, just about old enough, I was the only
candidate.
How I envied my older sister’s certain future! She even had a boyfriend in the village, which was why she tried
to sneak home whenever possible. I thought about that Foreign Languages School. If only I had passed the
censorship, I would have been studying there, on the way to university. My future would look rosy and certain,
too. If only, if only.
Instead, my life was about to take an unwelcome turn. So far, it had been highly uneventful, despite the drama
convulsing China. I was only two years old when the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution broke out in 1966. My
earliest recollections were of lighthearted, even comic moments: muddling along behind Nai as she tried to mimic
the “loyalty dance” steps to express her devotion to our great leader Chairman Mao, neighbors up and down the
street gathering in the morning to bow three times before his portrait; catching cicadas in the treetops with my
brother.
An inch long, with big, globular eyes and transparent wings, the cicada chirps loudest when the world swoons
under the midday sun. My brother and I used to roast the ones we caught over a small bonfire. The slightly burnt
smell was so inviting that we often devoured them before they were properly cooked.
But the tidal wave of politics and terror soon began to sweep China’s citizens. In Nai’s arms, I was too young
to remember, but later I learned enough to imagine the scene at the public struggle session: the accused would line
up on a raised platform, their hands tied behind their backs, their heads bent low by placards around their necks
that read “capitalist roader”—that is, one who has chosen the capitalist road—or “counterrevolutionary.” Activists
from neighborhood committees, the lowest and most interfering arm of state control, would invite everyone,
including the family and friends of the accused, to denounce them, spit on them, or kick them. Already troubled
by Parkinson’s disease, my granddad was nervous, like a bird that could be startled by the mere twang of a
bowstring. He feared that his business background would land him in one of these struggle sessions. One
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morning, Nai woke to find the old man’s stiffened body hanging from a wooden beam in the communal hall of the
traditional courtyard they shared with several families.
A year later, Ma secured a flat in Wuding New Village. I was too young to understand the pain caused by
Granddad’s suicide. Indeed, the adults had tried hard to shield us from troubles. Sometimes there was no hiding
place.
In 1971, a group of young workers with red armbands burst into our flat and ransacked it. They took pictures
from a photo album, Nai’s antique porcelain bowls, even a spoon carved with the letters “USA.” Harmless in
normal times, these items were suspect in a nation wild with xenophobic and anti-feudal rage. Then, they took my
mother. We children hid behind Nai, terrified into silence, fearing the sky was going to collapse.
It was a ghostly version of Ma that finally came back to us, half of her hair missing, her face death-white, and
her body bruised and purple. The ghost acted strangely too, hugging us tight—as a typical Chinese parent, Ma had
rarely showed emotion to her children.
“I would have committed suicide if not for you,” she said between sobs.
For several months, she was locked in a dark room inside the factory. Interrogations stretched for days to
deprive her of sleep and weaken her resistance. Mahad been accused of being a member of the so-called “May
Sixteenth Faction,” a counterrevolutionary group that might never have existed, except in the minds of Mao’s
ever-more-hysterical disciples.
She stubbornly denied involvement. She was lucky to get out alive—millions lost their lives during the
Cultural Revolution. Makeshift courts were set up everywhere, and executions often took place without any legal
proceedings. All in the name of making revolution.
Yet this was the only dark shadow on my childhood memories.
There was usually enough to eat, though the cicadas we roasted revealed a craving for meat not sated by the
one gram of pork rationed monthly for each of us. Everyone was poor, and we were only a little poorer than our
neighbors. We didn’t have any toys, but we didn’t know to miss them. Father was away; our indulgent grandma
let us do whatever we wanted; and Ma, if not in trouble, might not have let us run wild in the rice paddies and
vegetable fields of Red Flower Commune, the real village just a slingshot away from the concrete of Wuding New
Village. On hot summer afternoons, I would sneak out with Xiaoshi and other boys to swim and play in the Pig
Pool, a small tributary of the Yangtze. Soaking on the other bank, water buffalo watched our tanned naked bodies
slip in and out of the water like eels. There were shrimp too, delicious to stir-fry, if you dared to stick your hand in
their holes below the bank. Xiaoshi had once pulled out a water snake.
*
In 1972, I went to the village primary school, and later its middle school. By then, the revolutionary fever that
could turn children against their parents or students against teachers was cooling.
On the first day at school, my teacher asked me to shout, “Stand up!” when she entered the room. Only later
did I realize this was my appointment as class head. I guessed this was partly because Weijia was doing so well,
and in any case I didn’t let my teacher down. Good memory was the key to success in a system that demanded
learning by rote, not creativity.
My reward was political. At the age of twelve, I was chosen to lead the school’s Young Pioneers, the Chinese
communist version of Girl Scouts or Boy Scouts. My family’s less than pure background did not count against me
here: so many parents had black marks on their records that their children usually were not affected at school.
Only prestigious places like Nanjing Foreign Languages School enforced strict political censorship.
For me, this honor meant wearing the Young Pioneers’ red scarf to school each day, giving speeches, and
holding flags at open-air ceremonies. There were plenty of them that year. Our “great leader Comrade Mao
Tsetung” passed away in September 1976. Then the radical Gang of Four was arrested, convenient scapegoats for
Mao’s worst excesses. It would come to mark the end of the Cultural Revolution.
I could remember grieving over Mao’s death—he had been the only leader my generation had ever known.
But I grieved more for the time wasted embroidering at home when other kids played outside. With little
financial support from Father, our family was obliged to try all sorts of ways to make ends meet, from peeling
garlic and making matchboxes to shelling peanuts and babysitting. Eventually, we settled on embroidery: the
work was demanding but stable, and the pay better. To reward my siblings and me for our efforts, Nai would make
us sunflower seeds or sweet potatoes. When she was empty-handed, she told scary stories full of ghosts and fox
fairies:
“Suddenly, there was a gust of wind. The young scholar put his book down and saw a beautiful girl in front of
him, smiling sweetly …”
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“Is she that fox fairy?” I would ask keenly.
There were two types of fox fairy, good and evil, but both were beautiful women skilled at seducing men. The
good ones would fall in love with young scholars and even bear them children; the evil ones would suck out
scholars’ souls so that they could live longer themselves. Sometimes, I was so lost in Nai’s stories that I would
stab my finger with a needle.
Nai, like most women of her generation, never went to school. Her only education spilled forth in countless
folktales passed down for generations through word of mouth. I found such tales, officially regarded as “feudal
poison,” deliciously entertaining.
*
As the four years following Mao’s death slipped by, China sought to “bring order out of political chaos,” the
state-run newspapers explained. Many of those wronged in previous political movements, like my parents, were
rehabilitated. Once Deng Xiaoping, China’s most pragmatic leader, was back in power, he launched dramatic
economic reforms, opened closed doors to the outside world and demanded the “Four Modernizations” in
agriculture, industry, science and technology, and defense. I sensed that a better education would bring more
opportunities in this new environment. The rest of my class would charge ahead with the rest of the country. But
Ma wanted to drag me out of the race.
In Weijia’s single bed, self-pity gripped me, and I began to weep, silently at first. Not satisfying enough. I left
the room and went out to the toilet down the corridor, the only place that guaranteed some privacy. Squatting over
the smelly hole, I had a good cry, letting my tears flow freely. My eyes grew swollen and red. Resolved to savor
my right to play the tragic drama queen, I wanted to rest my head against the wall, completing the melancholic
image. But the wall was coated with dried phlegm and worse.
I went to the kitchen to wash my hands and face. We shared both the small toilet and spacious kitchen with two
other families, although we had individual sinks so we could pay for water separately. Before I could use the tap, I
had to shift a large basin brimming with water—Ma had been stealing it for years. She would place the basin
under a tap dripping too faintly for the meter gauge to notice. I had tried to dissuade her: water cost next to
nothing, and a whole month’s hassle probably saved just a few fen (cents), enough for just one oily breakfast
doughstick. But every morning she saw herself getting that huge basin of water for free.
So typical of Ma, I murmured to myself resentfully. She thought she was smart, yet she failed to see the bigger
picture. Why couldn’t she see that I was a brilliant student? If she let me stay at school and get a good education, I
might become successful, even rich, and then I would give her more money and pools of free water! My eyes
began to water again.
Roused by my noise, Nai padded quietly into the kitchen. She poured some hot water into another basin, and
handed me a hot towel.
“Tinghua!” Patting my thin arms, Nai added,
“Arms will never be as strong as legs.”
I returned to bed chewing over her idiom. Why can’t the weak contend with the strong? What if I disobeyed?
Ran away? But where to? Our relatives in another province? Even if I could make my way there, why would they
keep me?
Why run away anyway? I just wanted to continue my studies, live the life I was living. If I absolutely refused,
Ma would probably throw me out, as she had Xiaoshi, several times. Spoiled by Nai, he tried his first cigarette,
stolen from Father, when he was just eight. He engaged in countless fights and caused endless headaches for the
family. Just a few months earlier, after he smashed up our home in an argument, our heartbroken mother tried to
disown him and leave him in a juvenile delinquent center. But he was too young. If she disowned me, I wouldn’t
be able to support myself.
When I calmed down, I reached the sad conclusion that I had no choice but dingzhi. I never had many choices
anyway. Ma decided on my hairstyle and chose clothes for me. She owned me.
*
Eventually I drifted into sleep, with a Russian hero as my comfort blanket. Pavel Korchaguin was the
inspirational character in How Steel Is Made, a Soviet revolutionary classic set in the Great Patriotic War.\fn{ As
World War II was known in the Soviet Union, the successor to the old Russia, and the precursor to the new } Pavel’s motto became
mine, too:
“One’s life should be spent like this: when a man recalls his life, he will not regret wasting his youth or
achieving nothing. He will be proud that he has devoted all his life to the magnificent cause of Communism.”
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I had written out this motto in large characters and posted it on the wall beside my bed—or rather our bed. I
loved Soviet literature, not that I had much choice, for China’s isolation was such that foreign literature basically
meant Soviet literature. Pavel’s creator, author Nikolai Ostrovski, never went to university either. Perhaps my
firsthand experience with the sweat of the proletariat would enrich my life and writing too?
No farewell party for me. I was too embarrassed to tell my classmates from Number Forty-two School that I
was about to become a worker.
*
The last day of 1980, sunny but cold. In the morning, I went to the factory to register and the world went on as
normal.
Three dozen new workers gathered at Liming headquarters. Some looked young, fresh from school, but most
were considerably older. With darker skin and coarse hands, they had clearly been “repairing the earth”—their
scornful term for tilling the land. Now they looked happy, and with good reason. In 1968, after using the young
Red Guards to spark the fire of Cultural Revolution, Chairman Mao decided to send all students, upon graduation,
to the countryside to be reeducated by the peasants. Maybe the Great Helmsman felt his disciples had caused
enough trouble; maybe it was just an easy way to keep them productively occupied. At the end of the 1970s,
millions of sent-down youths somehow made their way home and found themselves competing for what few jobs
were available with recent graduates. The dingzhi policy was initially aimed at resolving their unemployment.
I was too young to be sent to the countryside. Without tasting the hardship of rural exile, or the bitterness of
unemployment, I couldn’t appreciate the joy of holding this “rice bowl” in the city. Sitting among my fellow
workers inside a meeting hall, I observed the proceedings as if watching a play.
With a speech of welcome and an air of importance, a factory official lectured us on the rules. One aim was to
instill us with a sense of secrecy. Under no circumstances could we reveal to outsiders that the Liming factory
produced rockets, nor could we say its code name, “105” (like all military factories in China, ours had a code).
“For any violation, severe punishment will follow, as it may jeopardize national security,” the official warned.
I paid greater attention to his unusual hooked nose. He reminded me of a parrot and behaved like one,
constantly repeating government slogans. He told us not to come to our posts late and not to leave early. Each new
worker had to serve three years’ apprenticeship, during which time courting was strictly forbidden. Any violation,
once discovered, would delay the apprenticeship. All factory property belonged to the state. Anyone picking a
flower or taking a nail home would be heavily fined.
“Aiya, are you from another planet?” hissed my fellow villager Chen Songling, furiously scribbling down
notes. I was pleased to have bumped into him that day.
“To leave a good impression on the leaders, get yourself a notebook and scribble something!” New employees
all had to go through such a training session. Mine had only just begun.
My mind soon wandered with my gaze out of the meeting hall, and up the high walls that encircled the
compound. Since this was a military factory, security was tight, with armed soldiers guarding the gate leading to
the production area. It all looked so forbidding and grown up.
Later that evening, my mother held a symbolic handover ceremony at home. With two hands, she passed her
toolbox to me, as if it were a treasure chest.
“Take it,” she ordered solemnly. “Working at a factory, you can always make use of these tools. I no longer
need them.”
I thought I saw tears lingering in her eyes, and I wondered why. In my dreams, I always saw myself grasping a
pen, writing beautiful, compelling things. Now I was holding a rectangular metal box, its green paint peeling
around the edges. A metallic smell rose as I opened the lid: no shining jewels or treasure lay within, but pincers,
pliers, wrenches, and screwdrivers, plus half a dozen bicycle wheel spokes—Ma never wasted anything. I picked
up a wrench and shivered at its cold touch. The tools coated my hands in a thin layer of grease.
Had Ma been happy as a young turner, standing in front of a turning machine; then as a foreman’s assistant;
and finally as a middle-aged acid-pickling worker? When I lifted the box to put it away, I felt its heft again. As a
young girl, I was ever so impatient.
“When can I grow up, Ma? When, when?”
Now. At this moment. Unwilling and ill prepared, I was thrust into the adult world.
*
Out of the tall workshop buildings black chimneys rose higher, interrupting the skyline like legs of a spider
dead on its back. Smoke seeped out, lingering awhile in the cold air, then dissolving slowly into nothing. At
school, we wrote about factory chimneys whenever teachers assigned compositions on our country’s great
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achievements. With stock phrases such as “magnificent chimneys soaring into the sky,” children across China
reinforced these symbols of socialist progress. But viewing the real thing, I found them abrupt and ugly.
On the last day of our month-long training session, we were taken for a walking tour around the Liming
production area. Although my mother worked there all her life, I had never gone inside: no one was permitted
entry without an official photographic pass. The tangle of pipelines at ground level struck a discordant note. Some
were bandaged with white plastic, others hissed violently as the gas fought to escape like a trapped animal. At
turns in the pipeline, white mist oozed out.
The tour started in the farthest corner of the southern compound and continued to the main compound in the
north, crossing a railway line that divided the factory in two. I didn’t expect the immense scale of the factory, nor
its utter bleakness in winter. Vast, impersonal, and downright ugly in parts, Liming mixed the monumental and the
plain messy—coal dumps, slag heaps, and massive buildings black with dirty windows. In one corner, I was
surprised to find an isolated stretch of railway line where steam trains puffed to and fro, transporting heavy goods.
On the tarmac roads, there were few people but plenty of slogans.
“Warmly congratulate the successful launch of the carrier rocket” read a massive sign papered over one side
entrance, the bold red characters fading into pink. Other slogans hung from wires across the road and decorated
the walls:

Work hard, build a beautiful socialist country
Thoroughly clear away the poison of the Gang of Four
Unite our thoughts, follow the Party
“The building to the right-hand side is Unit Twelve, the foundry,” droned the Parrot. “Opposite is number
thirteen, the forge.”
After walking around for the whole afternoon, we eventually stopped in front of an elegant facade.
“Comrades, this is the oldest building in the factory. Look carefully—you can still see the date on the plaque. It
was a typical construction of the late nineteenth century, wooden structure inside, brick and stone outside.” He
paused to find a satisfactory conclusion.
“I’m proud to say that few other plants boast such a long history!”
If there was pride in Liming’s history as a pioneer in China’s military industry, it was tempered with shame.
After a humiliating defeat at Britain’s hands in the Opium War, the Qing government decided China must learn
Western technology, and launched the Self-Strengthening Movement, China’s first modernization program, to
spur industrial development. In 1886, the “Jinling Machinery Manufacture Bureau” was established in Nanjing—
using the city’s alternative name, Jinling, or “Gold Mountain.” With imported machinery, the factory made
cannons, guns, artillery pieces, and cannonballs packed with dynamite.
The Korean and Cold Wars accelerated the development of China’s defense industry and transformed Jinling
from a small, workshop-style operation to a major military player, the Liming that I knew. Fearful of U.S. threats
in the 1950s, China turned to its Soviet elder brother for help. Though the Parrot played down the role of the army
of Soviet experts who had descended on China, everyone knew that China’s first missiles were Soviet-designed,
or modified versions of Soviet models.
Standing in the looming shadows, I was tired and cold. The factory’s past glory and continued prominence,
both exaggerated by our tiresome guide, failed to inspire. I wished I were at home, doing my homework, or even
my embroidery.
*
My glasses steamed up as soon as I entered the workshop. Before I could see again, the smell of grease, unlike
any smell I had known before, filled my nostrils. I was being led to my new post. After one month’s training at
headquarters, we were assigned jobs in different factory units. High marks in the exam for new workers won me a
desirable job—checking pressure gauges at Work Unit Number Twenty-three, which dealt with meters and
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measurements in the factory. My new world was hidden upstairs at the very end of Unit Twenty-one, by the back
gate of the main compound.
“This is our new apprentice, Little Zhang,” began Wang Dengshi, the short and energetic man who delivered
me to my new life. In a Chinese factory, all young people are addressed as Little, plus one’s family name, while
older people are known as Old something, to their peers at least. The “little ones” can’t address their elders
directly, but only with the respectful “Master.”
I cleared my glasses to see three men in the pressure-gauge workshop.
“This is Master Lin Decai, Master Cheng Jingming, and Master Lan Houling,” introduced Boss Wang. I shook
their outstretched hands awkwardly. Another new ritual to learn.
“Welcome, welcome!”
“Sit, sit down!” The masters all stared at me, smiling politely.
“Haa, haa, haa,” (Good, good, good) said Master Lin. “Eh, looks like someone who’s got wenhua!”
“Actually, I only graduated from junior middle school,” I confessed, pushing back the big glasses that slipped
down my small nose. I was embarrassed to claim the culture and education that wenhua implied.
“That’s not bad,” said Master Lan. Pointing at Lin, he went on in a high-pitched voice:
“Before, he knew only the two characters for man and woman, so that he wouldn’t go to the wrong toilet!”
Lan revealed that Lin was a farm boy from neighboring Anhui province, recruited because the factory
suddenly needed more staff during the Great Leap Forward. Lin had learned to write his name from the antiilliteracy classes organized by our factory.
“But look at him now,” Master Lan continued, “he’s so cultured that he practices calligraphy every day!”
He opened his big red mouth to release a girlish giggle. Everyone else laughed, too. I managed a smile,
without understanding why.
Master Lan was in his late thirties, thin, hunchbacked, with a boyish hairstyle. His pale face was as smooth as a
woman’s. The moustache on his upper lip was so thin you could see each individual hair. His brownish eyes,
unusual in a Chinese face, were clear and untroubled. There was something amiable and childlike about him. I
decided immediately that I liked this man. He wore a green army uniform, minus insignia, and rubber army shoes.
I soon came to know that he would wear blue when not in green; both sets were free gifts from his wife’s work
unit, an army uniform factory.
“Why so happy?” Master Lin said to Lan. “Eaten some bee droppings, haven’t you?”
There was no malice in his tone, but-bee droppings? Despite my curiosity, I stopped myself from interrupting
my elders, and only later learned that was farmer’s slang for honey.
“A country bumpkin, I don’t know nothing and you the wenhua man in our group, the general among us
dwarfs,” snorted Master Lin.
In his mid-forties and rather stocky, Master Lin’s peasant upbringing was all apparent, especially from his
earthy crew cut, the work of an amateur barber in his Anhui village—to save money, Lin had it cut when he
visited home every few months. A homemade woolen jumper stretched over his thick waist, round and solid as a
millstone. Below the jumper’s V-neck was the outfit’s highlight—a starched collar attached to strings under his
arm and over his holey undershirt. Since proper shirts were luxuries, most men wore cheap cotton jerseys under
their jackets. My father wore a similar collar device to work, in the hope it resembled a proper white shirt when
you buttoned up your jacket, or pulled on a jumper. But worn on its own, as Lin often had it, the collar resembled
a silly bib.
“Old Lin, you would have become a good calligrapher, I say, if you just copied a decent copybook, in free
style, or imitation Song Dynasty, anything,” cut in Master Cheng.
In a blue cloth coat, our uniform, he was cleaning a standard gauge with a blower. Similar in age to Master
Lin, Cheng had a noble, handsome, but rather serious face topped with fine black hair scrupulously combed back,
in the style of many top Chinese leaders. His sharp eyes, stern expression, and reserved manner left little doubt
that he would be difficult to deal with.
“I don’t know nothing. Unlike certain people, I don’t want to be anybody, a calligrapher or whatever,” said
Master Lin, looking down at his own desk.
A slight uneasiness swept across Master Cheng’s face, like a cloud casting brief shadows on a sunny day.
*
The masters asked some basic questions about me. I was glad when they switched back to gossiping about
people I didn’t know and factory matters I couldn’t follow. When that conversation dried up, they sipped tea from
white enamel mugs, stained deep brown by strong, cheap tea leaves. In China, no work is done without tea.

1077

They weren’t busy, I noticed. The factory was preoccupied by next week’s Spring Festival, the most important
date on the Chinese calendar, the masters explained, and we only had work to do when people brought gauges to
us for checking or fixing. Putting on his glasses, Master Lin began to copy lines from the People’s Daily. I threw a
glance his way and spotted the headline:

Workers All Over the Country
Enthusiastically Stick to Their Posts on the Production Line
Before Spring Festival
As the Party mouthpiece, the paper was so dull that people joked it worked quicker than sleeping pills. The fact
that it held only two types of stories contributed to this soporific quality: the paper either reported good news or
preached to China’s one-billion-strong population on how they should behave.
Yet Master Lin copied pages at a time, and I suddenly understood why Master Lan mocked him as a
calligrapher. One wouldn’t copy People’s Daily for the art of calligraphy, nor for its literary merits. But at least it
served one purpose—he looked occupied. Master Lan studied his tools for a while before dozing off in his chair,
his head drooping sideways, spittle dripping from his open mouth.
“Are there books I can study, Master Lin?” I asked my master—Boss Wang had decided that I was to be the
apprentice of Lin, the oldest member of the pressure-gauge section.
“Books?” My master raised a surprised look above his copying.
“Oh, yes, I’ve got one somewhere. I’ll look when I’ve got a moment, but no hurry, you’ve just arrived.”
I was not used to idling. Even during school holidays, I had homework as well as embroidery. I thought about
the class I left behind. My classmates must be very busy right now, preparing for the end-of-term exam. And very
cold, too, came a selfishly comforting thought. In the winter, we were not allowed to stamp our numb feet even
though the classroom was icy and broken windows sucked in the biting wind. The chilblains on my hands were
already shrinking.
Settling into a chair and desk that belonged to a colleague on sick leave, I looked around. The workshop was
roughly the size of my classroom, where fifty students squeezed into four neat rows. Here a large worktable with
a greasy plastic surface dominated the room, its wooden legs dark and shiny from countless greasy hands—only
close to the floor did the original color survive. Three devices for testing pressure gauges crouched on the corners
of the table, in hibernation under transparent covers.
Despite the warmth and bright light, I couldn’t feel at ease in the workshop. Perhaps it was the black iron
window frames. Unlike the wooden frames at home, these were heavy and cold, almost hostile. I imagined prison
windows would look like that.
So, this was to be my confinement. What could I do? I longed to pop across the corridor for a chat with Rong
Ling, another young apprentice assigned to the power-gauge section, in the room right opposite ours. But I wasn’t
supposed to. Our two sections, together with another that handled electric gauges, comprised the meter-and-gauge
group, all under the leadership of Boss Wang.
The only “event” of note that day had come when the boss introduced Rong Ling and me to all of our
colleagues. The head of electronics, Fatty Wang, squinted at us from top to toe, as if selecting a daughter-in-law.
“How young you two are!” she said in a singsong voice. Mourning her lost youth already? Fatty Wang, short
and fat, was only in her mid-thirties.
“You’ve got lots of hair!” she told Rong.
My fellow apprentice’s neatly braided plaits spread on her shoulders like broomsticks. Whenever bored, Rong
would chew their tips, sucking for inspiration, Each feature on her goose-egg-shaped face was pretty enough, yet
the whole combination somehow lacked vitality. Her well-formed body was buried under a yellow jacket that left
her face more yellow.
“Eh, not bad looking,” Fatty Wang’s thick palm rested on my thin shoulder. “Quite tall, aren’t you? Only a bit
too skinny. Still, you are earning now, your mother will fatten you up.”
I smiled at her awkwardly, for I knew I wasn’t pretty. A lumpy Chinese jacket covered my thin body. My oldfashioned, heavy-framed glasses made me look serious and my curly hair was a mess: just like my mother and
grandma, I happened to be one of the few Chinese with naturally curly hair.
Doing nothing all day was surprisingly tiring.
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*
That night, I dreamed I had become a steelworker. Dressed in the same canvas uniform and peaked cap as the
worker on our clock, I gripped a shovel and fed fuel into an insatiable furnace of dancing fire. My face glowed
scarlet and orange from the flames, as streams of sweat rolled down into the white towel around my neck. This
was a worker’s life, full of action, noise, and purpose!
But I woke up, only to face another empty day.
Luckily, Chinese New Year was fast approaching. On New Year’s Eve, as was customary, the off-work horn
blew two and a half hours early. No one did any work that day anyway. After a bit of cleaning up, workers chatted
and waited in excited anticipation of four consecutive days’ holiday, the longest of the year. We only had public
holidays to look forward to; there was there was no personal holiday allowance at all.
I rode home, my bike laden with ham, fish, and fruits: as part of the welfare package, wealthier state-owned
enterprises presented workers with gifts at festival time.
I had a rocket launch to thank for this year’s generosity. In May 1980, China successfully blasted a carrier
rocket into the Pacific. Meetings nationwide applauded this first launch from Chinese soil, a symbol of our everimproving rocket technology. We had watched a documentary about the launch during our training session. From
a top-secret location in Xinjiang, China’s nuclear testing ground in the desert northwest, the white carrier rocket
shot into the blue sky, its tail burning with flame. It landed, as planned, eight thousand kilometers away, near the
Solomon Islands. We didn’t know then that the launch would bring us practical benefits in addition to national
pride. And only later did I learn the real significance of the launch: capable of carrying multimegaton warheads,
the missile also enabled China, for the first time, to strike the continental United States.
I knew my factory had played some role, but not exactly what. Anyway, Peking rewarded all factories under
the Ministry of Aerospace.
Outside the factory walls, rationing was still in practice, though the quantity per person was steadily growing.
Queues were common. Ma carried half a dozen colorful coupons with her—a little pig on the meat coupon, a
cotton flower for cloth—so she could grab the shopping opportunity whenever it arose. You might wait years for a
bicycle, an indispensable item still hard to buy. Years of following in Soviet footsteps meant China prioritized
industrial goods over consumer products.
Arriving downstairs with the heavy load, I had to shout for help. Ma ran down like the wind.
“Aiya, mother of mine!” came her pet phrase, equally good for joy, surprise, or anger. “So many goodies!” she
added with a smile and a poke of the ham. Ma examined each item like a soldier studying a war trophy.
“Wonderful to have a work unit look after you, isn’t it? I gave you a good rice bowl. Cherish it.”
She rarely missed an opportunity to remind me that she had supplied this lifeline. It had become her hobby and
obsession. She could put it in many ways, depending on her mood. Today, she was in good spirits. Poverty had
always made Spring Festival a stressful time for her, for all Chinese families felt obliged to produce good dishes,
snacks for visitors, and new clothes for the children. This year’s free supply eased the pressure.
In the communal kitchen, Nai was bustling over the annual feast. An excellent cook, she had been working
around the clock. The evidence was piled up on different plates: cooked food, half-cooked food, and food still to
be cooked.
Bang! Bang! She crashed out a rhythm on the chopping board, mincing meat with a large chopper in each
hand.
Our neighbors were also busy in the kitchen. There was an unspoken competition to see which family could
produce more and better dishes. The chefs chatted and tasted each other’s food. Living on top of each other, we
got along well with our neighbors, borrowing rice and lending a hand whenever necessary. In a one-roomed flat at
the far end was a young couple with a little girl. The other family was a middle-aged couple with their daughter
Little Flower, who was still waiting for the government to assign her a job.
“Yesterday, an old colleague of mine came to see me. Moley Miao, the women with a big mole on her chin,
remember? She said I could join her as an administrator at Confucius Temple Market,” Ma revealed as I helped
her clean the flat. “They need more administrators to collect management fees from getihu during the Spring
Festival. If they like me, they may hire me as long term staff.”
Getihu were the new breed of private businesspeople running the market stalls and changing the country. Many
of them in Nanjing started their businesses in the Confucius Temple Market, the heart of a busy residential and
tourist area about twenty minutes’ bike ride from home, through Wuding Gate and toward the city center. Rows of
stalls there sold anything and everything of use: cooking pots, padded trousers, straw brooms, pickled pig tails,
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dried persimmon, frogs on skewers, and crickets in tiny bamboo cages. With better service and cheaper prices
than the state-run shops, such markets sprung up all over the city, like mushrooms after spring rain.
“Really? Are you going for it?” Good news, then. I knew that Ma, still young and active, would be
dangerously bored at home.
“I’ll start tomorrow,” she said, “just to give it a try. The pay isn’t bad, and the job itself doesn’t sound too
demanding. Ai,” she let out a sigh while dusting the top most windows with a chicken-feather duster. “There are
not a huge amount of choices for unskilled old bones like mine. It’s just … getihu,” she gave a disapproving tuttut. “Not sure about them.”
Confucius himself first placed the merchant class far down the social pecking order. In the 1950s, Chairman
Mao went much further—abolishing the private sector in his failed bid to provide wealth for all. All private
businesses were chopped off as “capitalist tails.” My mother felt it was degrading for a retired worker from a
state-owned enterprise to work with them. Yet she was pragmatic enough not to reject the opportunity.
Outside, kids started letting off firecrackers. Strings of explosives writhed in the air, deafening everyone
nearby. This year’s supply of firecrackers was the best in years, thanks, in fact, to the getihu. Children in our
village couldn’t wait to get their hands on them. With earsplitting noise and squeals of joy, an old year was
ending, and the new one was impatient to start. …
188.175 Artists At Home\fn{by Liu Fei (1964- )} Nanjing, China (F) 4
“When are you leaving?”\fn{The first speaker is the author’s husband, Pei; the second, a fellow-artist and friend from Chengdu }
“My plane ticket’s for the 26th. There just wasn’t enough time this trip.”
“You still want to come back, though?”
“Oh, I’m coming back. I want to do some really large scale sculpture in Tibet. Even if there isn’t any money in
it.”
“We’ll pitch in and lend a hand when the time comes. Shit, let’s do something really wild!”
“Yeah, there are some pretty nice spots here in Lhasa. Let’s come up with something really good.”
“We could do a whole bunch of Tantric-style\fn{ Tantrism, usually associated with Hinduism, entered Buddhism in about the
sixth century AD. It is a strong current in Lamaism, the Tibetan form of Buddhism. Tantric art features many kinds of figures, but the most
famous are the erotic or rather morbid protector deities } modern men. To top them off, we could put big yak skulls carved

with sutras on their heads.”
“Plenty of schemes to choose from. The trouble is, when you look at them closely, they won’t pan out. I’d say
the best thing we could do would be to find something that would cost us only for the materials. You know, pick
any old place to do the thing.”
“Ah, then gloria to us in excelsis! Ever more! Ai, these last couple of years, the money you’ve made is all
right. But just look at the toys you’ve been turning out. Come on, let’s put together some real works of art.”
“To tell the truth, the money hasn’t been exactly rolling in either. Just thinking about it makes me want to puke
blood. Actually, I’ve been meaning to give the whole thing up and wash my hands for good for a long time now.
So let’s get things all set up, wangle ourselves the go-ahead, and then I’ll come.”
“Eh. How much you got saved up now? Ten thousand?”
“Nah. My income’s somewhere near that figure now, but the bank account’s gone. Bought a couple of sticks of
furniture, you know. Very pricey.”
“What, did you get a piano or something?”
“Mmm.”
“What!? Who plays it?”
“My son. He’s one and a half.”
“Hai! There's where you're making a big mistake. It doesn't matter who's playing it. The Renminbi\fn{The
neational currency} is constantly depreciating now, you know. This could be a way of saving money, too. And think
of all the metal and timber in it.”
Actually, it was a real bargain. Got it for nineteen hundred. And it was really handy. The Emei Film Studio
shipped it right to my door. Now, you know, the price is right through the roof. If you haven’t got at least thirtytwo hundred, you’re out of luck. There are already folks offering me thirty-five hundred for mine. In another two
years you won’t be able to touch it for less than five thousand.”
“It’s too tough to scare up money in Lhasa. Your ‘old man’ here has been working in Tibet for sixteen years,
and all I have to show for it by way of household goods is a camera and this rubbish around here.”
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“Come off it! What about all the paintings?”
“What use are they? Can’t get them into any magazines, and if I try to send them to an exhibition, I’ll never get
chosen. Selling them off is even more out of the question.\fn{ There are several options open to painters, almost all of whom
work for the state. They may sell their work to magazines, which often reserve the back cover for paintings. They may send it to an
exhibition ouside their own work unit, but for this they usually require permision from the unit first. Pei probably tried to exhibit outside
the unit on a previous occasion without permission and was admonished for it. Finally, they may try to sell it. Several painters in Lhasa
have made considerable sums, often in hard currency, by selling paintings to foreigners. This is now legal, as is exhibiting or selling outside
the work unit}I just dump them all in here and watch them rot. Feed the maggots. Let the rats build nests with them.

I’ve applied for a transfer, even tendered my resignation a million times. Nobody cares. Got to wait until I’m old
and toothless before I can move back home.”\fn{ If you are unhappy with your work assignment, or if you simply want to live in
another province, you have two options. You can arrange for a transfer, which means applying to to another unit to take you, and
persuading your own unit to let you go; or, you can simply resign and hope to find work when you arrive. (But your unit may not let you
go.) Old people, on retirement, are usually allowed to return to their place of birth if they wish }

“I see you’re still too ‘left’ here in Tibet.”
“Change the channel, change the channel. Let’s not speak bitterness today. Hey, want to come to Tibet to do
business?”
“What business is there to do around here?”
“Aiya, you can hit it big with practically anything. Open a handicrafts shop, or a gallery. Your old man here’s
got the talent to rake the money right off the foreigners. This 203 kuai a month stuff won’t even buy vegetables
come winter. Look, there are ways of getting big money all around us. You could churn out Tibetan arts and crafts
on a mass scale, for example. You know, like ceramic Buddhas or fake jewellery, beat-up scripture-book covers.
All those ornaments and trinkets in the Barkhor these days are just like giving money to Nepal and India, right?
Why should socialist Tibet have to import all that rubbish anyway? Besides, Demon Li’s pottery just can’t be beat.
We can get him to turn out a little kilnful for us on the side, and that should make us enough to live in style for a
couple of years at least.”
“And don’t forget bronzes. All that stuff can be copied. It’s really cheap to get bronzes ‘processed’ in Chengdu
these days. Only ten kuai a vase.”
“And it’s even cheaper if you do it by the batch. Nothing simpler than making that kind of bronze look old. Cut
two holes, smoke it a bit, and it’s an instant antique. And there’s the money for the new camera lens, right?”
“Got to make sure you give a receipt, or they won’t be able to get it past customs.”\fn{ That is, they will have
to give the foreigners receipts or they won’t be able to get the fake antiques through customs. Of course, they’ll
have to fake the receipts, too}
“Absolutely! These days every business in Lhasa is so short on stock, they’re all collapsing in confusion. The
old stuff in the Barkhor is practically sold out. Even donkey bags and horse bells have gotten to be hot items.
What’s more, the Central Committee is calling for the development of a ‘Third Front’ of production.”\fn{ Agriculture is the first front, industry the second, and commerce is supposed to become the third }
“What, what, what? What’s this about three, four, five brands of production?”
“Ah, it means … big money production! The whole key is being able to manufacture all sorts of native-style
art stuff.”
“I heard somewhere that those bandits in Peking just sell off the paintings for practically nothing, but on the
other hand, they get quite a bit for pottery. Big hotels actually order the stuff.”
“Let me offer a little bit of useful information. Almost every foreigner that comes along would like to pick up a
T- shirt that says, ‘I climbed the Great Wall’ or something, for a souvenir. So, it’s simple. We just get ourselves a
block and etch an image of the Potala, and there we have it. We’ll make a fortune.”
“Small-time stuff.”
“Small profit, big turnover.”\fn{ When Tibet first opened up to foreign travellers in the late seventies, the policy was one of
bringing in small, wealthy tour groups that were well organized. In 1984, Tibet was officially opened to individual travellers, and at the
same time, nationwide, the slogan “small profit, big turnover” was launched to try to gear tourism towards less organized and less wealthy
groups. This was particularly important in Tibet } Every shirt costs three yuan. After we print it up, we can unload it for
ten. You know how many of the Lao Wai\fn{Foreigners} came this year? Fifteen thousand.”

“Well, the important thing is to get the art gallery set up. It might save a huge number of frustrated painters.
Say, me, for example. First and foremost.”
“We could call it the Tibet Art Gallery. That has a nice ring. You know, there’s a lot of interest in Tibet right
now abroad. It might help promote international understanding as well.”
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“We’ll have a mask done all in bronze, and then we’ll hang some bells and some bunting. The effect will be
devastating.”
“And we can have revolving exhibitions. Right at the entrance, we’ll have a huge photograph of the artist
himself with his paw stuck out like this: ‘Ha-lo!’\fn{ Hello}
“Yeah, showing a couple of inches of filthy cuff!”
“And then in the summer at the very height of all the tourist madness, we’ll do one for ourselves. During the
off season we’ll do them for the other monsters. Of course, at the door, we’ll recognize only money, no faces.
Makes no difference who comes.”
“Shit, though, we’re buggered. What about the site. Is there a place?”
“Easy! There’s this square office space by the Lhasa Exhibition Hall car park that’s already been contracted out
to somebody to use as a shop, open up a restaurant, or some kind of general store. Anything goes. So what’s
wrong with using some of our artistic creativity? Next year in February their contract’s up. We can get the
contract for ourselves. The rent should be about five yuan a square metre and half the profits, or else ten.
Shouldn’t be too much.”
“We’ll pay ten. Don’t haggle with the Exhibition Hall.”
“Only thing is, we’re short of capital. We’ve got to get other people to invest.”
“How much do we need?”
“Oh, ten or twenty thousand, say.”
“No problem! I’ll go back and scrape it together. I’ve got this friend who’s stinking rich now. He’s got a couple
of hundred thousand at least, and he’ll help us with no strings attached. Now, what about the taxes?”
“I think there’s some kind of regulation that tourist-related industries are tax-free for the first five years of
business. And some people say there is only a 5 per cent tax on merchandising anyway.”
“No sweat! We’ll pay!”
“But then we’ve got to go through the Office of Religious Affairs, ’cause we’ll want to produce some objects
of ritual use.”
“Ai! No use us lot trying to get into high places. Morning till night I do nothing but fight with that crowd. Soon
as I see a bureaucrat I feel like running. We’ll have to find some clever, courteous fellow to do it, you know, one
of these guys with a natural feel for business.”
“Isn’t that friend of yours an official of some kind? If we could just get hold of the highest officials in the
Autonomous Region,\fn{Tibet is officially called the Tibetan Autonomous Region:H } say X, or Y, and get them behind us,
the rest would be in the bag.”
“What we need is somebody who has a real head for business, and a hand for bureaucracy, you know,
somebody who won’t back out and leave us in the lurch when push comes to shove.”
“That’s impossible. I’d better take care of it myself, after all.”
“I wonder if we’ll be covered by the state Patent Law? We ought to get a patent on our tank-top business.”
“That’d only help if somebody tried to copy us.”
“I’m not a bit afraid of copying. After all, each edition will be in our hands entirely. We’ll change it any way
we like.”
“Just wait till somebody tries to print up a Potala shirt. We’ll have a Huanxi Porn Buddha all ready to
go.\fn{This really refers to the Huanxi Buddha, a Tantric deity depicted in the act of copulation } We’ll make mincemeat out of
them. And then there’s bicycle rental. The ritzy places in Lhasa are already renting them for ten kuai a day. Any
guesthouse where the workers can say so much as ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ is getting filthy rich these days.”
“We’ll rent them for five kuai.”
“Suppose we buy a hundred and get them reinforced. We could recoup the outlay in a month. Paint them all red
and nobody will dare to steal them, not even if you beg them to!”
“Great! Then I’ll just quit my job and become the new marketing director.”
“Okay. Sales Department and Office of Public Relations Manager.”
“First thing we’ll do when we’ve got money is buy ourselves a car. So as not to have to beg everybody and
their grandmother for lifts every time we go out to the countryside.”
“Right, buy a car. Go out to the countryside and start collecting stuff. I’ve always been really interested in
collecting antiques; at last I’ll be able to do it properly. I never wanted any children anyway; I’ll just leave the lot
to the State when I die.”
“Better still, you can leave this to me, right now.”
“How much does a car cost, anyway? Eighty thousand for a Toyota?”
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“Nah. Twenty thousand. There’s a kind of two-seater 0.7 ton pick-up. It’d be perfect for carrying goods. I can’t
remember the name, though.”
“We’ll rent it out when we’re not using it.”
“No we won’t. We’ll use it ourselves.”
“We’ll offer free room and board to artists from all over the world. But of course they’ll have to leave all their
paintings here.”
“Good idea. Bed and board can’t cost us much, and when the paintings start changing hands, they’ll fetch good
prices. If they don’t have any paintings, we’ll take all their sketchbooks and everything. Let them take
photographs and then go back and try to publish in their own good time,\fn{ The speaker is assuming that foreign painters
will want to publish their work in magazines, as they do in China. For this, a photograph of the work is sufficient } or just show them
to their friends and be done with them.”
“There are ways to make money everywhere you look. Sidewalk portraiture, you know, wearing Tibetan
clothes, riding a yak, in a monk’s cassock, or something. We could paint every wally who comes along.”
“And how about getting Jialin\fn{ Jialin is a well-known sculptor in Tibet, an acquaintance of the two speakers } to come out
in flesh and blood and do his stuff right on the spot? That wouid be sure to drive the crowd wild. Business would
explode. It’d be a wonder if we didn’t make him carve till his hands were dripping blood!”
“We’ll ask artists from all over the country and all over the world to come and exhibit. Exchange around a bit.
Me, I’ll first go to India, just to have a look around.”
“Get a cook, set up a sort of public kitchen, and never have to cook again.”
“You’re a pessimist! By then we’ll just stay in hotels. Toss out all those fancy chairs and tables. Put all our
rubbish in. That’ll really make the Lao Wai open their eyes.”
“I’m going to buy a game rifle. Hunt wild boars. Go to Ngari.”\fn{ Ngari is in the western region of Tibet, along the
border with Nepal, Kashmir and Xinjiang. It is underpopulated and very wild }
“Just get into straightforward arms trafficking and the money’d be even better. Or smuggle heroin.”
“Yeah, then you’d steal half the merchandise and be pilfering the munitions dumps one after the other.”
“I think it’d be better to get ourselves a couple of tanks. No, missiles. Aim them right at the Potala, blast a
great big hole. Pick up a couple of really high-class Buddha images to take home.”
“Nah, that’s a bore. We'll just stage an outright military coup. First of all, we’ll occupy one of those hotels for
top leaders, have a good feed or two in the mess …”
“Never wash dishes again!”
“Get the Dalai to come back and read us sutras.”
“No, let’s choose a new incarnation altogether!”
“No, you be the new Dalai Lama!”
“Ten thousand boundless longevities!”
“Bollocks!”
1965

188.66 Not A Single Day Of Peace II\fn{by Zhang Bing (c.1965- )} Shanghai?, China (F) 2
My name is Zhang Bing. My father, Zhang Xianliang is one of the best-known dissidents in Shanghai. He
joined the Chinese democracy movement in 1978 and actively appealed for human rights, freedom, and democ racy. He wrote articles attacking the corruption and autocracy of the Chinese Communist Party and suggested po litical reforms for China. He became so famous for the articles he pasted up on the wall of the Shanghai People’s
Square that you could often hear people discussing him by his pen name, Shen Mo. The citizens of Shanghai
clearly supported my fathers political opinions and this scared the government so much that in 1984 he was convicted of being a “counterrevolutionary” and sentenced to five year imprisonment plus three more years of depri vation of political rights.
After he completed his sentence, my father was dismissed from the factory where he had previously worked.
He applied for an individual work license and became a self-employed laborer. He had to work hard to support the
family. After the June Fourth Massacre, my father wrote articles criticizing the government and tried to stage a
demonstration in Shanghai. He was subsequently detained for over two weeks by the police and his work license
was revoked.
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I was still in college at the time and my mother was seriously ill. As my father was now unemployed, we had a
difficult time making ends meet; we often had to get help from our relatives and sometimes even sell furniture.
Despite all our troubles, my fathers political convictions have never changed.
The situation for dissidents in Shanghai has worsened during the 1990s. The police can arrest dissidents at any
time for any reason. In order to communicate and protect themselves, my father got an idea that all the dissidents
should gather once a week in Shanghai’s People’s Park. If someone didn’t show up, then they would know that
person was in trouble and could try to help him.
The first to go was Wang Miaogen who was forced into a mental hospital by the police in the spring of 1993.
When my father learned of this, he became so enraged that he gathered all the dissidents in Shanghai together to
submit a joint petition and distribute it to the press.
My father also organized a meeting to commemorate the fourth anniversary of the Peking Massacre in 1993.
He was detained for questioning by the Shanghai Public Security Bureau on June 3 and released the next day. After giving several interviews with foreign journalists, my father was detained again on June 5 and locked up in a
secret place for nearly two and a half months.
During this period, my mother and I went to the Public Security Bureau several times to inquire about him, but
they always refused to tell us where he was or what he was charged with. I was extremely angry that the police
could just act like kidnappers and then not even let us know whether he was safe or not. I tried to find a lawyer to
help us, but no one dared. Five other dissidents were also arrested at this time—four of them for fasting in front of
the Shanghai Municipal Government Building to protest my fathers arrest and the other for initiating a petition to
support him.
It is difficult to believe that all of these arrests took place right while the Chinese government was pushing to
host the 2000 Olympic Games.
In the middle of August 1993, we finally received a written judgment that my father had been sentenced to
three years of re-education through labor for disturbing public order.
*
I am an only child, so my father has always loved me a great deal and was saddened by the unfair treatment I
suffered because of him. When I graduated from high school, I was forced to write a statement admitting my fa ther’s “crime” and distancing myself from him if I wanted any hope of continuing my studies. I refused to do so
because I loved and respected my father and felt that what he had done was entirely right. What’s wrong with a
person loving his country and hoping for its improvement?
I was then sent off to a special college called the Chinese Youth College for Politics. All of the students in this
college would someday become the leaders of the Communist Youth League and the Communist Party. The government thought it was the best way to force me to accept Communism and reject my father.
Before I graduated, I was forced to write the same statement and threatened with never being able to get a job
in Shanghai if I did not sign it I did so against my will because we needed money to support our family. Even
though I had done so, I was still refused acceptance by any work unit because I was the daughter of a “counterrev olutionary.” I became unemployed just like my father.
In November 1991 I went to Guangzhou to look for a job on my own. I soon found employment at the Ramada
Pearl Hotel as a secretary to the financial controller. I liked the job and did fine. But several months later I had
some trouble again. The Guangzhou Public Security Bureau asked the hotel security manager to follow me and
make note of when I went out and returned to the hotel.
The hotel did not want any trouble and before long I was dismissed. I soon found another job because I had
good work experience and speak English. But the Guangzhou police continued to threaten me that they would
take further action if I did not leave Guangzhou.
I was forced to return to Shanghai and lost my job again. I was so disappointed in the government at this point
that I decided to go to the United States to continue my studies. But I was refused a passport when I first applied
for one. At that time my father was lodging an appeal from prison, but the police told him that I would not be
given a passport until he withdrew the appeal. I did not know that my father had given up his chance at freedom in
order to let me escape China until after I had arrived in the United States.
*
For me, China is a place full of fear, despair, and tears. I always wonder how I managed to remain sane under
such harsh psychological pressures for more than a decade. Our family has been under constant surveillance and
the police check our mail, tape our phone calls and follow us. My father and I would often be questioned by the
police who dared to call this kind of harassment “having a chat”!
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How can one live in such an environment? It drove me crazy! My mother, an ordinary Chinese woman, cried
so much over my father and I that she finally developed an eye disorder. Some of our own friends were pressured
and intimidated into keeping an eye on us and reporting our words and deeds to the police. Our hearts were in our
mouths every day. I was always afraid of losing my father, and my mother was afraid of losing her husband. One
time the police said to my father,
“You’re just a piece of meat under our knives: we can cut you any time we please!”
How can a person go on living in a country where the police and the government tread wantonly on human
rights? I will never forget the day my father was arrested for the first time. The police searched our home, rummaging through chests and cupboards and even checking the toys I had played with as a child. I was only a young
teenager at the time, and I trembled with fear.
All of these things remain like a nightmare to me. Even now I tremble again when I think of the terrible things
that have happened to my family. I am not willing to live in a shadow all my life. I yearn for freedom and a sense
of security—the basic rights of every human being. I fed so sad that I cannot get them in my own country and am
forced to lead a life wandering in a strange land.
Before I left China, I went to the labor farm in Qingpu to visit my father. His condition was terrible: he had
been forbidden to cut his hair or shave, and had not been allowed to read or write for three months. Sometimes the
guards didn’t even give him water to drink or wash with. At one point he fasted for three days before he was given
water. He has even had to drink his own urine because he had no water! The food is terrible and inadequate and
my mother is not allowed to bring him anything extra to eat. She is only permitted to see him once a month and
they just sit talking for several minutes each time. A guard sits beside them while they are talking to prevent my
father from telling the truth about his situation. Still my father managed to pass a note to my mother secretly in
which he detailed his sufferings in prison.
Recently I have received more bad news from my father. His jailers have treated him so badly that he has al ready developed several kinds of serious diseases, including heart trouble, rheumatoid arthritis, high blood pressure, dropsy and prostatitis. He often feels short of breath and dizzy. He has not been given proper medical care
and is in a cell that can barely fit a bed.
Meanwhile, the Shanghai police have disconnected the telephone at my parent’s home and keep harassing my
mother. They forbid her from contacting any foreign news reporters or international human rights organizations.
The authorities have cut off all communication between myself and my family!
186.43 A Batty Metamorphosis\fn{by Lily Kwanli Man (1965- )} Hong Kong, China (F) 2
The story:
She woke up one gray morning, glanced at the mirror and discovered that she was no longer Chinese. She had
acquired—overnight—blond hair, blue eyes and a big nose. Many mirrors later she had to accept that she no
longer looked oriental.
“Well, I thought I had a cultural identity problem before … now I’ll really need help.”
Blank mind, confusion and racing thoughts. How, why and was this permanent? But that is so mundane. Let us
be philosophical and look at the implications my dear—how do you feel now that you are white?
“Oh, my God—I’m white! But I was just getting used to being Chinese. I’m not sure I’ll be able to deal with
not looking different.”
But how you look is sooo superficial, my dear.
“Yes, I am still me. The inside me and the outside me are maybe not so different now. I grew up with Britain,
Smash and Coronation Street. I will go out and look like Britain, Smash and Coronation Street now. Fuck it, the
now is the now. Right … I’m getting ready and I will go to meet the world. I think I need a drink—athe pub. See
—am I even thinking like a Chinese person? Have I ever? What is a Chinese person?”
She fell back to sleep, having exhausted her brain cells.
She dreamt of black, black seas taking her boat to rocks and smashing it against them. She turned into a bird
and became part of the design on a blue-and-white China plate. She was being peered at through the Smash and
sausages—a fork being waggled in her direction.
“Those two birds on that plate are luvvers, innit Bert … that' s a willow pattern or somefink, innit?”
She hurls the plate.
“I will not be part of the willow pattern. I am blond and white now.”
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*
Time to get up.
“Yup … I’m still unChinese.”
Out to the pub.
“A pint of cider, please.”
Hello,luv, don’t I know you from somewhere?
“I don't think so.”
Retreat to the toilet. Shock again as she passes the mirror.
“Good grief—that’s me! But it’s not. How are people looking at me? Are they looking at me?”
Twitch, twitch, twitch goes the nerve at the comer of her mouth. This isn’t a game. This is life. And you might
think this is great … but is it?
Her father used to give long repetitive rants about white imperialism. She still feels the need today to enlighten
people about the Opium Wars. Those “white bastards”.
“Oh … but … well, so what if I am white? I always knew some of us were OK (? !)
She did not phone her friends, her mother, or anyone at all. The only person she might have gone to was her
Dad. He was on another planet anyway and would have appreciated the oddity and humour of the situation.
“I miss the sanity of his madness. Metamorphosis—one of his favourite stories, about the man who wakes up
in bed one morning to find he has been transformed into an enormous beetle. At least I can still feed myself.
Better a blond than a beetle—that’s what I always say.”
*
She could see herself, white, walking the streets like a raving Sinofile … practicing Taichi, reciting poetry
about the moon and her homeland, and inviting people home for a stir-fry.
“Wok would you like to eat? No. 46? It’s OK, I’m just practising being mad in case I become so. You might
too if you were Chinese one minute and then Anglo-Saxon the next. And—sudden thought—just imagine if you,
Anglo-Saxon, suddenly looked Chinese? Hey up! What a turnabout, eh?!”
*
Instead, she hibernated. She unplugged the phone, ignored the doorbell and only went out to the shops,
hurriedly, resisting the impulse to wear a paper bag over her head. All the time thinking but not thinking:
“What shall I do? Who am I? I am invisible—nobody knows me now.”
You are nothing if you are not reflected in the eyes or heard in the voice of others close to you. She consulted
the I Ching repeatedly, with a clink, clink of coins and a furrowed brow of concentration, and became more
confused—but then that often happened. Night-time was her world now—awake and strumming the guitar to
strange melodies and awful depressing lyrics. She couldn’t play the guitar anyway. Asleep she was told by a
jumble of faces that she was adopted, that she was dead, or they ignored her—family and friends drifted along
past her unaware.
*
A week later she cracked and headed for the phone. Her first chosen victim was Tommy, a fine young man—
staunch in his help, practical advice and decadent drinking.
“Hi, Tommy!”
“Hi Lisa! How’s it going?”
“Fine”—(but let’s get to the point, shall we?)—“listen, Tommy, I need to see you, but … I have to tell you
something first. Imagine I’ve dyed my hair blond, I’m wearing blue contact lenses and I’ve had a nose job. I don’t
look like me anymore—OK?”
“You're having me on, aren't you? (chuckling) NHS, was it? (ho ho ho).”
“Well, not exactly.”
Finally he arrived at her door, looked over her shoulder to find her, then remembered and focused back on her.
He did his goldfish impersonation, came in, sat down, then commenced questioning. It could have been worse.
His mind was broad enough (or had lost enough brain cells) to stretch and accept the ridiculous—though his
chuckles and jokes were a bit much really.
“You’re looking a bit off-color, indeed! I mean, really—this is serious!”
Something that had been nagging at her insides for years was threatening to break out.
“You don’t understand. You didn’t then and you don’t now. I am a bloody wanderer in life—no real home,
never at rest—always alien and careful, always in the company of strangers. Yes, I can cope of course—be
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practical, laugh, adapt. But now what? Where do I belong now? You go ahead and let me know! At least, before, I
belonged to not belonging. Aaaaaargh.”
Luckily, Tommy had brought some cider. She allowed the soft buzz of alcohol to envelop and comfort her and
restrained herself from vocalising her anger and frustration. Phew. That was close.
“Calling sense of humour, earth calling sense of humour … please come in.”
At least her “me” was now reconfirmed by Tommy’s presence. They talked and laughed about—“Always look
on the bright side of life, da dum … da dum da dum da dum…”—the probable and improbable consequences of
her metamorphosis: numerous identification problems, rejection by her family, scientific experimentation
—“Block out the images of those scalpels, steel-rimmed glasses and white coats”—confusions just waiting to
crop up …
But nothing toooo insurmountable—no need to panic, my dear. I am strong. I am me … I think.
The interview—two months later:
“So you claim to have previously been Chinese but to have woken up one morning to find yourself
transformed into how you now look: a rather attractive, if I may say so, young Anglo-Saxon woman.
“I am Chinese - I just don't look it any more.”
“Indeed—although you obviously have a British accent and seem very British to me. Tell me, how has your
life changed since your metamorphosis?”
“Hmm … my family and friends have been very supportive, though it obviously took some of them awhile to
accept that I was me. I do find it interesting how people’s reactions towards me, or perhaps my own reactions,
have changed.”
“And how have these changed?”
“Well, a lot of people think I’m mad, but in general I get a feeling—sometimes good but sometimes
uncomfortable—of equality with the powerful, which does make me wonder whether I’m still Chinese.”
“You’ve said that you are Chinese and yet that you also wonder whether you are—do you think you will
eventually come to some conclusion regarding this?”
“No—perhaps it doesn't matter anyway.”
The poem:
When dawn is breaking
and the light shines on your night before
When you are alive with …
Don’t tell me it matters what you are
or who
We are all very small …
Listen to Johnny Cash
and laugh.

The beginning:\fn{Below this, the fourth subtitle, the remainder of the book page is blank:H}
1966

187.94 An Autobiographical Statement\fn{by Chin Cai Ping (c.1966- )} in a village where Toishanese dialect is
spoken, probably southwest of Guangzhou, Guangdong Province, China (F) 1
Being in Chinatown is like being back in the village in China. Everyday I am with Chinese people, I speak the
language, and the food is the same, so it’s not like being away at all. It’s not unless I go into the country that I
really feel I am in America.
I met my husband in my village, and we married in 1982, and then he left for America. He returned for me a
year later. We arrived in Seattle, and my son still lives there with my mother-in-law. My husband and I moved
from there to Boston because we felt the wages in Seattle were very low. I found a job in a factory where I made
belts and accessories, so that was pretty good.
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But then my brother asked my husband and I to go to New Orleans to open a restaurant. But New Orleans was
very hot, and neither my husband or I could take the heat, so after a year, we moved to San Francisco. The
restaurant was sold. We all left because it was just too hot there, and there were very few Chinese.
In San Francisco, we couldn’t find work, so we were pretty concerned. Finally, my husband’s older brother,
who is in the jewelry business, told us to join him in New York. So we moved five times in four years.
New York is so hectic, it is hard to adjust to. I tried to learn how to sew and get a job in the sewing factory, but
it paid very little money. It is hard to find a way to eat with that kind of job. I only spent half a year at it.
Sometimes you got about fifteen cents for a skirt. Sometimes, when the style is hard, I make only seven dollars a
day. The most I ever made in a day, working ten hours, was about twenty to thirty dollars. That’s on a good day
when the pieces are easy to sew.
My husband works in a restaurant, in the kitchen, six days a week. Including the time it takes to travel, he is
gone for about fourteen hours a day. He gets up at about ten in the morning, and is on the subway by ten thirty. He
won’t be home until after midnight. And on weekends, it is even longer.
I studied a little English in Boston and in San Francisco. I really want to get a job with an American firm. But
right now, even if I study English, there is no way to practice it at home.
I like the freedom in this country, the freedom to go any place, and to find work. But what I don’t like is the
crime here. I was robbed when I was in Boston. They broke through a wall in my apartment and took everything.
After that, I was petrified, so we moved out of Boston.
We are planning to go back to China soon to take care of some paperwork on a building my husband’s family
owns. But I really don’t want to go back. I’ve gotten used to things here. The only reason I do want to go back is
to visit the ancestor’s graves and make sure everything is okay there. I feel very privileged to be in the United
States. I had heard when I was in China how many opportunities you had here. And I wasn’t disappointed. As
long as you work hard and are thrifty, you will have money. Even if you are thrifty and work hard in China, there
is no way to get what you want.
I have a three-year-old son who was born in America. I plan for him to grow up here because the politics in
China is so uncertain. But my husband feels the education is much stricter in China, so he wants to send him back
to school there. For instance, my niece is in fourth grade here, and when she writes, she’s sprawled out all over the
place. She doesn’t even know how to sit right. In China, you have to sit very straight to write. You can’t lean over
and you can’t lie down. You can’t do whatever you please when writing. There is just too much freedom for kids
here. It is not good. It’s a bad habit.
*
We try to keep the same traditions at home today as we did in China. On Chinese New Year and holidays, we
light incense and bow to our ancestors. We moved our family altar here from China. We still send money back to
the village to have people tend the graves for us, but here, we also pray to our ancestors. For the ancestors, I make
a chicken, prepare a large slice of pork, a whole fish, and saute all sorts of vegetabes, rice noodles, Chinese
seaweed, and soup, and little pastries. I place all that in front of the altar with three wine glasses and a plate full of
oranges, stacked like a tree. The altar would have the names of my husband’s ancestors going back several
generations. Then we would light incense and bow.
If we feel that one of the ancestors is especially influential to us in spirit, we would have a picture of that
person. For instance, we have a picture of my husband’s godfather. It is framed, and sort of set on the side. If we
have any difficulties or we feel we need some comfort, we might light some incense by his picture and pray to
him. You have to keep the direct ancestors of the family as the main part of the altar and any other relations, such
as the godfather, separate, on the side.
In China today, New Year’s is celebrated much more than it was in the past. That’s because things are more
liberated. When I was growing up, about fifteen years ago, we were not allowed to worship our ancestors, and we
were told to dismantle our altars at home. So if we bowed to the ancestors, my mother would tell us to stand guard
at the door to make sure there weren’t any red guards or patrols around. The cadres of local people would just
come in the house at any time and inspect it. So my mother would make us stand guard at the door, and she would
quickly light the incense, set up the table and altar and bow. And then she would quickly remove everything so
there would be no trace.
But today, it is different. New Year’s is celebrated in a much more liberated fashion.
181.103 Excerpt from Leaving Mother Lake: A Girlhood At The Edge Of The World\fn{by Yang Erche Namu
(1966- )} Zuoso Village, Zuoso County, Sichuan Province, China (F) 12
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1
My mother doesn't remember when I was born. She does not remember the year or the month or the day. All
she knows, she tells me, is that I cried too much.
“From the moment you were born, you were trouble.”But I insist:
“Ami, just try.” So my mother takes a sip of butter tea and says:
“Ask Dujema, she was there.”
Dujema is our neighbor. She is also my Ama’s best friend and they spend a lot of time together, working and
singing to keep their spirits up, and after coming back from the fields, sitting by the open fire, drinking butter tea
and talking. Usually they talk about the weather and the crops but just as often they talk about men. Dujema is tall
and strong and very beautiful, and she has many lovers. When my mother and Dujema talk about men, they laugh
or they cry. Or both. Right now Dujema is laughing, and in the glow of the fireplace, her beautiful brown face is
shining like polished amber. I slide on my hands and knees over to her side and sit close to her.
“Tell me, Ami Dujema. What was it like when I was born? Do you remember?”
“Oh, yes, I remember,” she says. And I nestle under her arm, and she tells me. It was the year of the horse, and
early in the winter. The mountains were already white but my Ama did not feel the cold or hear the stillness
settling over the snow-covered fields. Nor did she hear my sisters bickering and giggling on the other side of the
fireplace. My Ama was aware only of one thing: the boy inside her stomach stubbornly refusing to come out.
Dujema knelt on the grass mat on the floor near the fireplace, where my mother was lying. She wiped the tears
from my Ama’s face and smoothed her brow. She ran her hands over the tight belly to make sure the baby was in
the proper position. When the pain became unbearable, she put a dried-up corncob in my Ama’s mouth and told
her to bite on it. When at last my Ama was still, Dujema added wood to the fireplace and stared into the bright
flames, and the same &ightening thought again came to her.
“This is her third child. It should be much easier.” And when my Ama spat out the corncob and turned onto her
side and clutched at her belly with trembling hands, Dujema said:
“Latso, you know that boys always hurt more. This one must be a very big boy.” My mother closed her eyes
and held back her tears.
“Yes. A boy. It’s worth the pain,” she said. “It’s worth the pain.”
This went on for a whole day and a whole night. The next morning, shortly after the rooster called for the sun
to rise, Ama suddenly groaned louder and she gave a big push, and then another, and Dujema cried:
“That’s it, Latso! I see the head!” She laughed with relief.
“It’s a big head. A big boy’s head!” Then she pulled me kicking and screaming into the narrow ray of dawn
filtering through the opening in the roof, just above the hearth.
“Is he all right?” Ama asked anxiously.
She tried lifting herself on her elbows to see me, but she was too weak. She fell back onto the mat and closed
her eyes, leaving Dujema to examine me more closely by the warm light of the open fire.
“Yes, the baby is all right,” Dujema said, covering me with a blanket and turning to silence my curious sisters.
Awakened by my mother’s groans, they had gotten out of bed, and they were now pushing against each other to
get a better look at their baby brother. Dujema gathered her long skirt from underneath her and stood up, her
knees creaking from the long hours she had spent squatting near my Ama. She smacked her lips impatiently and
shouted to my older sister to hurry and fetch the scissors from the sewing basket. Then she reached into the
fireplace for a piece of kindling to light the holy sagebrush she had readied in the big iron pot almost two days
before.
The sagebrush crackled. Thick, scented smoke drifted slowly throughout our log house and then upward
through the opening in the roof and toward the gods in the heavens. And while the smoke cleansed every corner
and crack of the house, Dujema ladled warm water into our blue enamel basin. After such a long labor, there was
no time to waste in separating me from my mother. Dujema took the sewing scissors from my sister, passed them
through the sagebrush smoke, and then cut the umbilical cord. After that she dipped me into the enamel basin.
“All is well, all is fortunate,” Dujema chanted above my newborn screams. “The room is cleansed. The baby is
well. The water is pure. All is in harmony.”
When she had washed and dried me, Dujema anointed my forehead with a little pat of yak butter. She placed a
cloth diaper between my legs, bundled me up in the traditional square cotton cloth, and tied a tiny red-and-green
cotton belt across my belly. And then she handed me over to my sleepy mother.
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“It’s a girl, Latso,” Dujema said. My Ama opened her eyes.
“A girl?” she repeated, hoping she’d misunderstood. Dujema looked at my crinkled little face and smiled
above my tears.
“Yes! It’s a little girl!” My sisters started giggling again.
“Yes, it’s a girl,” they repeated. “It’s a big girl, with a big head!” And now I too giggle as I press my face into
Dujema's skirt.
“So why did it hurt my Ama so much to give birth to a girl?” I ask.
“Maybe you didn’t want to come out and disappoint her!” she jokes.
My mother laughs. With her sleeve, she wipes little Howei’s face, who is happily burping up his milk, and she
takes another sip of butter tea.
*
My mother’s disappointment at my birth was unusual. For we Moso tend to favor daughters over sons—which
is why the Chinese call our country the Country of Daughters. Among us it is women, not men, who inherit the
family house and rule the household. But a family needs sons as well as daughters. We need men to herd the yaks
in the mountains, to travel with the horse caravans to trade in the outside world, and to make the long journey to
Lhasa to study the holy Buddhist scriptures and become lamas. Without our lamas we could not name our children
or send the souls of the departed on to the next cycle of life.
There were no men in our family. We had no uncles, no brothers, and no sons living with us. But also we had
no grandmothers and no aunts. We did not even have relatives nearby. Our family was unlike any other in the
village, and all this because, years ago, my mother had broken with Moso custom.
According to our tradition, a family should never divide. Daughters and sons should remain with their mother
and other maternal relatives for their entire life. Ideally; all family members should die in the house where they
were born, the house of their mother and grandmother. But when my Ama was a very young and very beautiful
girl, she ran away from the house of her grandmother. She was curious and restless and she wanted to see the
world, the marvelous world where her uncles traveled with the horse caravans.
But she did not go very far. She stopped only two days’ walk away on the other side of the mountains, in the
valley of Zuosuo, where she lost her heart to a handsome young man and soon abandoned the dreams that had
beckoned from beyond the mountains. When her belly was round as the full moon, she decided to build a house
and raise her own family near his village.
A few months after our house was built, my oldest sister, Zhema, was born. Then, not long after Zhema began
to walk, my mother sang the courtship songs again, with another handsome young man, and some months later
she gave birth to another daughter, Dujelema. Then she fell in love with another man. His name was Zhemi and he
was from Qiansuo, where my grandmother lived. He often passed through Zuosuo when he traveled in Tibet with
the horse caravan. Zhemi was tall and he had the finest and most beautiful hands. Many times my Ama told
Dujema that she fell in love with Zhemi when she looked at his hands.
Zhemi was my father. Among my people this is how families usually live together. Women and men should not
marry, for love is like the seasons—it comes and goes. A Moso woman may have many lovers during her lifetime
and she may have many children. Yet each of them will perhaps have a different father, and none of the fathers
will live with his children. Moso children should be raised in their mother’s house and take the family name of
their maternal ancestors. They should grow up side by side with their cousins—the children of their mother’s
sisters. The only men who live in the house are the brothers and uncles of the women. So in place of one father,
Moso children have many uncles who take care of them. In a way, we also have many mothers, because we call
our aunts by the name azhe Ami, which means “little mother.”
When I was born, my father was away at his own mother’s house in Qiansuo, and since we had no relatives
living with us, there was no one to help my Ama. There were no sisters to help chop the firewood or cook dinner
and no uncles to hold her newborn baby. So when Dujema had fed her enough eggs and chicken soup and corn
gruel and my Ama was strong enough to stand up, she bound me to her back, and with my two sisters trailing
behind her long skirt, carried me with her everywhere she went as she cooked and cleaned and tended the
chickens and the pigs.
I soon proved quite a burden. From the moment I was born, I cried. I cried all day; and often through the night
as well, week after week, month and month. No-one could understand why I never stopped crying. My mother
tried everything. She sang me lullabies. She cradled me in her arms and bounced me softly on her shoulder. She
nursed me until her breasts emptied.
When she could not stand my crying any longer, she sometimes bundled me tightly into a goatskin and placed
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me under the kang, the wooden platform where the family sits at night around the hearth. Then she covered her
ears with her hands and rushed into the courtyard, where she shouted at the pigs and the chickens. And when she
was done with shouting, she paced back and forth until she felt calm enough to retrieve me from underneath the
platform—still crying and kicking.
One night when she left me crying alone under the kang, I wriggled my arms free of the goatskin and reached
out to the bright embers that had fallen between the cracks from under the stove. My tiny fingers closed around
the glowing coal, and I screamed with all the force of my baby lungs. My Ama rushed back into the house, but
already my hand was horribly burned. To this day, when she sees the scar on my right hand, my mother’s eyes fill
with tears.
After I burned my hand, Ama decided to seek some help. She snipped a corner of my clothing and set off with
a large bunch of wild sagebrush to consult with old Lama Ruhi. The holy man shooed away his chickens and
piglets, and my Ama stepped through the wooden porch and into his courtyard, where, as custom requires, she
respectfully undid her headdress and kowtowed three times, each time touching her forehead to the cold earth.
When she stood up, she straightened her long skirt, picked up her things, and followed Lama Ruhi across the yard
into another interior court, enclosed on two sides by the women’s bedrooms and, at the far end, by a little chapel.
There Lama Ruhi directed my mother toward a large clay burner next to the chapel wall, where she piled her
sagebrush and the old man struck a match.
The twigs crackled and the smoke rose up the chimney and into the sky. Lama Ruhi stared at the smoke for a
while before he led Ama upstairs and into his little chapel cheered by the perfume of sagebrush smoke and
burning incense and the glow of tiny flames dancing in the butter lamps on the altar. Again Ama lowered her
forehead to the floor, this time to honor the portraits of the yellow Buddhas gazing in serene benevolence from
above the altar. When all these formalities were finally over, Lama Ruhi sat himself on a large red cushion while
my mother knelt in front of him, on the bare floor, and politely joined her hands together with her fingers pointing
up toward heaven and her thumbs touching her heart.
“Uncle Lama, how is your health?” she asked. “How are your fields?”
“And how is your family in Qiansuo?” he replied, smiling. “Do you have news from your mother? And your
sisters and brothers?”
“Thank you for asking, Ape,” she said, “but the horse caravan has not arrived and we have no news.”
“There was hail in Qiansuo this summer,” he told her. “Did your family manage to reap a good harvest?”
“Thank you for your concern, Ape. Everyone is well. But I have not come because of my mother or sisters or
brothers, or because of the crops. I have come because my third daughter won’t stop crying. I have enough with
the noise of the pigs and chickens and cows. I can’t sleep at night. I am so tired. I am afraid I’m going to lose all
my hair. She cries and cries. No matter what I do she will not stop.”
My mother undid her hands and reached under her belt for the little piece of my clothing.
“Please, Uncle, help me,” she pleaded.
Lama Ruhi leaned over, took the cloth from her, and brought it to his nose. He sniffed it, closed his eyes, and
sniffed again carefully, and then he looked at my Ama and asked,
“When was the baby born?” Ama hesitated.
“When the rooster crowed.”
“Yes, and what is her zodiacal sign?” Ama frowned.
“Well, it is a horse year, so she must be a horse.” Lama Ruhi laughed.
“What do you mean, she must be a horse? Don’t you know when your daughter was born?” Ama lowered her
eyes.
“I know that it’s time she had a name. Maybe she’s more than two months old already. With four mouths to
feed and the pigs and chickens and horses to tend and without brothers or sisters to help me, I don’t even
remember my own birthday!”
The old monk repressed a smile. He half closed his eyes and began chanting a sutra in a deep, low voice. When
he finished, he gazed calmly into my mother’s face and said,
“Latso, your third daughter has a very special destiny awaiting her. But to solve your problem, you must first
of all find a suitable name for her.”
“But how will I find this name?” my mother asked eagerly, at once relieved to hear that there was a solution
and anxious to find it as quickly as possible. “Why don’t you give her a name, Uncle?”
“On the fifteenth day of the month,” Lama Ruhi answered gravely; “you must leave your house before the
cock crows and take this baby to the crossroads at the center of the village and you must wait there. You will ask
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the first person you meet to give her a name. Then she’ll stop crying.”
*
On the fifteenth day of that month, Ama got up well before sunrise. She wrapped me up tightly and tied me
over her back, slung a canvas bag filled with food over her shoulder, and set off down the road. At the crosswalk
she spread a goatskin on the ground and placed me on it. She took her food offerings out of her bag and carefully
laid them on the ground for the local spirits—a bowl of red rice, a slice of ham, and a whole boiled chicken—all
the while thinking that it was so dreadfully cold that no one in his right mind would dare venture out of his house
before the sun came up. And what if no one came? Would the baby cry forever? And what would the other girls do
if they woke up and found she was gone? And what if the baby caught a cold?
She reached for her prayer beads and worked a swift miracle. For she had chanted only a few mantras when
the tinkle of a lama’s bell rang in the nearby darkness. Ama squinted toward the dark shape moving toward her
along the road and smiled. It was the old Bonpo monk Lama Gatusa. He was walking very slowly, bent over his
wooden cane, his eyes fixed on the ground. He was on his way to the lake to collect water for the morning
prayers.
“Uncle Lama! You are so early!” she called out as she kowtowed. The dear old man looked at my mother
prostrate on the hard, cold road and at her offerings and at the whimpering child on the goatskin.
“What’s the matter with this child?” he asked.
“Uncle Lama,” Ama replied, raising her forehead from the ground, “this is my third daughter. She cries too
much. I went to see Lama Ruhi and he told me that today was a good day to name her, to come to the crossroads
and wait. I never imagined that the first person we would meet would be a lama. My daughter is so fortunate.
Please, Uncle, could you give her a name?”
Lama Gatusa bent a little farther toward the ground and reached out to my mother, somewhat shakily, to invite
her to stand. He then tried to reach for me but thought better of it and asked my Ama to pick me up from the
goatskin so that he could take a better look.
“She is pretty as the moonlight,” he said, his ancient face creasing into a kindly smile. He placed his hand on
my belly and gave me a long look and began chanting in a low, trembling voice. When he stopped he said,
“Her name is Erche Namu.”
Ama nodded. In our language erche means “treasure” and namu means “princess.” And since, at that moment,
I happened to be both awake and quiet, my mother was immediately impressed by the apparent magic of my
name.
“My Treasured Princess,” she repeated softly to herself. And when the old lama resumed his slow walk to the
lake, Ama followed after him, squeezing me in her arms and gratefully checking her own impatient steps in his
unsteady wake.
We Moso say that very early in the morning, before the birds drink from it, the water of Lake Lugu is the
purest. This is why lamas come to the lake so early to fetch the water for their morning prayers. When Ama and
old Lama Gatusa reached the shore of Lake Lugu, the night was still perfectly quiet, but the moon was fading and
the approaching dawn already glowed faintly in the darkness above the tall, jagged mountains. We had arrived at
the lake just in time, because the birds wake with the sun.
Following the lama’s instructions, my mother dipped her right hand into the lake and scooped up just enough
water to wash my face. Then she held me up to the sky under the approving gaze of our great mother goddess, the
mountain Gamu.
As for me, I was now thoroughly wakened by the icy water on my face, and I was screaming with all my
might.
*
Indeed, finding a name for me, even such a beautiful name, did not stop my crying. In fact, and quite in spite
of Lama Ruhi’s prediction, it seemed that my screams grew louder as the days passed by and my body grew
stronger from my mother’s milk. So much so that word now went around all the neighboring villages and far
beyond that my mother had given birth to a daughter who was supposed to be a son and who would not stop
crying. My tears had become legendary.
One day during the summer, Dujema came to our house to visit. She had brought barley cookies and wanted
my mother to sit with her near the fireplace and have some tea. As usual, I was crying. So while Ama placed
Dujema’s cookies on the ancestral altar and went to fetch the butter and the salt to churn the tea, Dujema took me
in her arms and began to pace back and forth, singing to me softly and bouncing me over her shoulder. When tea
was ready, Dujema sat down at the fireplace at the spot reserved for honored guests. Ama sat across from her, on
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the left-hand side, where the mistress of the house always sits.
“Look at this loud little piggie,” Dujema said, holding me up in the glow of the fire. “Little piggie,” she
commanded me, “little potato! Stop crying!” And she gave me her breast. I took it greedily and Dujema
concluded:
“Look, Latso! She’s not such a bad one after all.” And after a pause, she added,
“You really are fortunate. You have three girls now. I have only two boys!”
My Ama did not answer. She chanted the usual incantations and calmly poured several drops of tea over the
hearth to honor the fire god Zabbala. Then she poured two bowls of tea and, according to our custom, politely
extended a bowl to Dujema using both her hands. After this she placed the plate of cookies on the wooden floor in
front of Dujema. Dujema took a sip of tea and bit thoughtfully into her cookie.
“Without girls,” she said, “who will give me grandchildren? Everyone knows that the wealth of a house is its
women.” My Ama watched me gurgling at Dujema’s breast and wondered if perhaps Dujema’s milk was sweeter
than her own, but she kept silent and stared at the fire.
“She likes you,” she said at last. Dujema nodded.
“You can have her,” my mother said. Dujema smiled. She had expected no less. She looked up at my Ama's
tired face and said,
“I will give you Tsili in exchange for this one. He’s already two years old and he’s not nuch trouble anymore.
And you know what people say; Latso. If we exchange our children, the next time you beome pregnant, you will
have a son for sure.”
Thus, my Ama and Dujema agreed to exchange their children—a daughter for a son.
*
I, unfortunately; appeared not to like this new arrangement, for I resumed crying as soon as I arrived at
Dujema’s huse. And now I cried so hard and so long that all the members of the household spent the night holding
their hands over their ears. I cried so loud that my Ama said she could hear me through the log walls of our house
all night long. After fourteen sleepless nights, Dujema’s mother orfered:
“Give her back! If she continues like this, the whole house will break apart and fall down.” So Dujema
returned me to my Ama, and she took back her Tsili.
*
A year later, a woman from a neighboring village who had heard that my mother had grown weak from caring
for a girl who wanted to be a boy came to our house with offerings of tea, ham, chicken, eggs, and barley cookies.
She left with me.
The poor woman had tried for years to have children, but she kept me only two nights. On the third day she
brought me home, her eyes red and swollen from lack of sleep.
“This little girl has a terrible temper. We tried everything. To have no child at all is better than to have a girl
who will not stop crying.”
And so I was back with my Ama. Weeks passed, and then months. The trees around the lake turned red and
orange, and the cranes flew in from above the mountain peaks. Then snow fell on the hills. And then, one day, the
cuckoo sang in the forest and spring came again.
*
One sunny afternoon, a woman who looked just like my Ama appeared in our courtyard. She was holding a
little boy by the hand.
“This is your Aunt Yufang,” my Ama said. “And this is your cousin Ache. They have walked all the way from
Grandmother’s house to meet you.”
A few days later, Aunt Yufang loaded her little mountain horse, and my mother bundled me up in some warm
clothes. We waved good-bye to my Ama and my little cousin Ache and started on the trail back to Grandmother’s
house in Qiansuo. But as soon as we reached the last mud wall at the edge of the village, I began pulling on Aunt
Yufang's hand and refused to walk. And when Aunt Yufang picked me up in her arms to sit me on the little horse, I
screamed and I kicked and I scratched. We had not gone more than a few miles before she gave up and we turned
around. My Ama then swapped me for my older sister Dujelema and she kept Ache. And I became known as the
girl who was given back three times.
*
But certainly there was something fortuitous in this last exchange. For only a few months after she had sent
Dujelema to live with Aunt Yufang, my mother gave birth to my little brother Howei—thus proving the truth of
our tradition regarding the exchange of children. And that was not all. From the moment my adopted brother,
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Ache, came to live with us, I became entirely fascinated by him and stopped crying. It was as though, in a matter
of a single day, I had become a normal child. Or at least it seemed that way at first.
For the strange thing is, after I stopped crying, I never cried again.
According to Dujema, this was because I had shed a whole lifetime of tears in my first three years.
2
My mother, Latso, grew up in the region of Qiansuo, in the house of her maternal ancestors, a traditional log
house with three courtyards, a vegetable garden, and flower gardens. My grandmother loved flowers. She
especially loved yellow chrysanthemums because they made the best offerings at the Buddhist temple. But my
grandmother grew all sorts of flowers, and because of all the bright colors, you could see her house from a long
way off on the mountain road.
In her house, my grandmother was Dabu, the head of her household. As a mark of her status, she wore the key
of the granary on her belt and a proud expression on her face. She was the one in charge of planning and
organizing work and distributing food and other goods, and everyone in the family owed her their special respect
and attention. Still one should not think of my grandmother as a strict matriarch. In Moso families, decisions are
always made in consultation with the other adults, and Dabu do not really rule over anyone. Rather, they are
entrusted with responsibility because they are wise. My grandmother was Dabu, not because she was the oldest,
and not only because she was a woman, but because among all her siblings, she was the smartest and the most
capable.
Her sisters also helped run the house and worked in the fields, and they were like all Moso women,
hardworking and skillful. They could do anything, from plowing the earth and chopping wood to sewing clothes
and butchering animals. As for my grandmother’s brothers, they did what Moso men have always done: they
helped in the fields, built houses, and made furniture, and they took care of outside business.
My first great-uncle traveled with the horsemen to trade local products, musk, and medicinal herbs from the
forests, and also opium, in exchange for tea, salt, and metal tools. Sometimes the caravans went north to the
market towns in Sichuan; other times they went south into Yunnan province, to Lijiang or even as far as Dali, and
they also traveled west, into the Tibetan interior. In those days it took almost a week just to reach the Tibetan town
of Zhongdian, the first major town in eastern Tibet, and at least four months to reach Lhasa, and the horsemen
were often gone for a year at a time.
My grandmother’s second brother was a herdsman. He spent all his time in the mountains, where he took care
of our family’s and the other villagers’ yaks and came home once a month to deliver butter wrapped in dark green
leaves.
After the older generation had passed away; with her first brother trading in distant places and her second
brother herding yaks in the mountains, my grandmother’s household consisted most of the time of her two sisters
and the children—all of them her own because, although my great-aunts were beautiful and had many lovers, they
never had children. Strange as this may seem, it is not uncommon in Moso families. Many Moso women cannot
conceive, though we do not know why. Some people say that it is because we live in high mountains. And
according to others, it is often the prettiest women who remain childless. As for my grandmother, she was at least
as pretty as her sisters but she had five children: three daughters and two sons.
Following our custom, my grandmother educated her daughters to take care of the fields and the house, and
she entrusted to her brothers the rearing of her sons. When Grandmother’s eldest son came of age, he joined the
caravans on the long journey to Tibet and left his uncle and younger brother to trade in nearby Sichuan and
Yunnan. Whenever her oldest son was away; my grandmother counted the months, and then the weeks and the
days, to the time the caravan would return. On one of these trips, she counted and then she waited, but neither the
men nor the horses appeared on the mountain road. After a few weeks, she got word that the whole caravan had
disappeared on the way to Lhasa. After that there was another rumor, that the horsemen had gone to India. But
whatever happened, they never came back.
For years, when she was finished with her chores at the end of the day, my grandmother quietly walked away
from her house down the same mountain trail where her son had left. She went some distance to the turnoff,
where, if you stop to look back, the houses clinging on the hillside abruptly vanish from view. There, she sat on a
rock and listened for the horse bells, and she stared toward Lhasa, into the strip of heaven hovering just above the
mountain peaks. She stared and stared but no one ever came.
When Grandmother got old, she went blind. The people said that it was from staring into the empty sky
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looking for her son. Some months after her eldest son disappeared, Grandmother told her two brothers:
“The caravan took one son from me. That’s enough.” So her second son stopped traveling with the horsemen
and went to herd the yaks in the mountains with his second uncle.
*
My mother, Latso, was my grandmother’s third daughter, and she was also her favorite child. Grandmother
believed that my Ama had all the qualities needed to become Dabu and to succeed her as head of the family. And
because Grandmother had such hopes for her, my Ama says that third daughters are always smarter than the other
children. Perhaps she means it. But perhaps third daughters are not only the smartest but also the most
troublesome, because my Ama became a great disappointment to her mother-in truth, as I was to be to her.
My mother grew up without toys. Her only prized possession was a small micror in a pink wooden frame that
her uncle had brought back from one of his trips to Lhasa. When she became a young woman, she spent a lot of
time looking at herself in this little micror, practicing pretty faces, dreaming of summertime, when all the villagers
would gather at the hot springs for the festival of the mountain goddess. She imagined the young men watching
her bathe, standing helpless with love at the sight of her full figure, her smooth brown skin, and her long black
hair that graced her perfectly rounded buttocks like a yak’s tail. She imagined the young men falling over each
other to offer her the traditional multicolored belts in token of their admiration. And then she saw herself, at night,
coming out to dance in the light of the fires, wearing all her trophies attached to her waist, whirling in the glow of
the flames, with the bright-colored belts flying wildly about her waist as though she were stepping through a
blazing rainbow.
But my Ama could do a lot more than daydream in front of her micror. She spoke the language of the Yi tribes
and some Tibetan, and she was a hard worker, a good cook, and a skillful horsewoman who could use the bow and
arrow as well as any man. Aunt Yufang says that my Ama was both woman and man. She also says that my Ama
was too smart and too beautiful for her own good. Everyone gave her too much attention, and not only the men
but also my great-aunts, who could not have children of their own and who spoiled her rotten.
“Who in their right mind would ever want to leave their own mother’s house?” Aunt Yufang asks herself as she
draws on her clay pipe and blows out a little puff of gray smoke. She stares at the smoke for a while and then she
smiles at me knowingly.
“Your Ama was a bit like you, really. She was spoiled by all her talents. She was spoiled and she became bored
with the life that she knew.”
So, it was boredom that turned my mother into a revolutionary.
*
Toward the end of winter of 1956, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) left Lijiang town and marched across
the mountain to the banks of the Yangtze River. There the soldiers exchanged some shots with a few resisting
Moso who were firing their old guns from the other side, then they crossed the river and pushed on over the hills.
In less than three days, the Communists had reached Yongning, the Moso capital, where our feudal lords had
resided since the Mongol conquest of 1253, when the great Kublai Khan left an officer to rule over our ancestors.
In actual fact, we know nothing about this officer, not even his name, but legend has it that he married a Moso
woman and that it was not until much later, under pressure from the Qing emperors, that our Country of
Daughters came to be ruled by chiefs, who passed their charge from father to son. In any case, when the
Communists arrived in Moso country, the Moso feudal lord had already been deposed.
About a month before the People’s Liberation Army marched on Yongning, the Communist authorities had
summoned the Moso feudal lord and his younger brother Losan, our greatest saint and Living Buddha, to
Kunming, the capital of Yunnan province. From Kunming, the Living Buddha had been sent to Ninglang, the
county administrative capital some days’ walk east of Moso country. The Living Buddha needed to learn to work
for his keep like everybody else, the Communists had said. As to our feudal lord, he had died on the way to
Kunming. Of natural causes, they said.
On that fateful day when the people heard the approaching Communist army, they ran away to hide in the
mountains. There had been reports of bloody fighting in nearby Tibet, and without their chief to organize
resistance or to speak on their behalf, the Moso were terrified of the Chinese army.
But the Communists had not come to fight. They had come to liberate the Moso and bring about democratic
reform—to free the serfs and redistribute the land among the common people and to organize mass meetings,
where they encouraged peasants to speak against Buddhist monks and former overlords and aristocrats, whom the
Moso had long regarded as a divine class of persons. China had “turned over,” the Communists explained; the old
feudal order was dead, and a new era had dawned. The people needed to learn new attitudes and new ideas. This
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was a period of great confusion and strange new hopes for the Moso.
While they were helping the people of Yongning “turn over,” the Communists dispatched soldiers to carry out
the revolution in the rest of Moso country. That was how eight members of the PLA set off on the long trek to my
grandmother’s village in Qiansuo, where they changed our family history forever.
*
Few outsiders ever came to Grandmother’s village, and those who ventured in on occasion were almost always
of nearby tribes: Lisu hoping to trade their fertility medicines for Moso butter, or Yi slaves running away from
their masters. When the Communist soldiers arrived very late in the afternoon, exhausted and filthy from a seven
day walk across the mountains, the villagers came out of their houses to take a closer look.
At first the children hid behind their mothers’ skirts, but the mothers, although they said nothing, were more
curious than anyone. Moso women do not travel very far, especially when they are young, because they are
responsible for the crops and the house. So most of the women had never gone beyond the mountains of Qiansuo.
Very few had ever seen Chinese people before. And no one had ever seen Chinese in the dusty green uniforms of
the People’s Liberation Army.
The soldiers smiled and greeted the curious villagers crowding around them. Then one of them crouched
before a little girl hiding her face in her mother’s skirt and extended his hand. And the little girl, perhaps sensing
her mother’s own interest, took a few steps sideways and crept up toward him, in crab-like fashion, until she was
close enough to touch the strange cotton clothes, the boots, the cold gun. The soldier stood up and patted the little
girl on the head and asked if anyone could speak Chinese. A horseman stepped forward.
“Our point of departure is to serve the people,” the soldier explained. “We are wholly dedicated to the
liberation of the people and work entirely in the people’s interest. Do you understand?”
The horseman shook his head. He turned toward the villagers and said that the Chinese were tired and hungry.
Soon after, a woman made her way through the small crowd, carrying a tray with bowls of butter tea. After her,
another appeared with a plate of barley cookies, and then another with walnuts and pears. The soldiers squatted on
their heels and ate and drank gratefully.
Meanwhile the villagers looked on and commented on the way they ate, on their soft, pale yellow skin, the
short hair that stuck out from under their caps, the shiny guns, the dusty uniforms. Eight soldiers, they agreed, was
not a big army. You couldn’t kill a lot of people with only eight soldiers. And since it was dark already, some
volunteered to invite the Chinese into their homes, where they fed them chicken soup and told them to sleep near
the fireplace.
*
The next morning the soldiers were ready to get on with their revolutionary work. With the help of the
horseman, they gathered the villagers and began speaking with great enthusiasm about the modern world beyond
our mountain—the airplanes, the cinemas, the cars and trucks, and the Communist Party.
“China has turned over,” the horseman said. “Chairman Mao will give you everything you need.”
“Really; he will give me everything I need?” a young woman called out with a mischievous smile.
The villagers laughed. In Grandmother’s village, there were no aristocrats or feudal lords to overthrow, and the
people already had their fair share of the land, so the revolution was over quickly. But the Communists did not
leave immediately. Instead they hung red banners with large Chinese characters that no one could read all over the
village. Then they selected the largest courtyard, where they began to hold daily political meetings in order to
reeducate the local masses.
The villagers learned about many new things. For example, they learned that Tibet and Moso country had
always belonged to China and that the Moso were no longer Moso but members of the newly established Naxi
Minority Nationality, one of fifty-five official Chinese nationalities that made up the People’s Republic of China.
“Oh!” the people said.
The Naxi are our neighbors in Lijiang, on the western bank of the Yangtze River, and although we do not speak
the same language or eat the same food or dress in the same way; the Chinese had always insisted that we were
the same people. Except that, up to the revolution, they had also insisted on calling the Naxi by the name Moso.
“The Chinese have always had strange ideas,” the horseman explained.\fn{ In the 1950s, the People’s Republic of
China counted fifty-five official nationalities, among which the Han made up 93 percent of the total population. In 1978, however, the Jino
were added to the list of Chinese national groups. Thus, today, China has fifty-six nationalities, of which fifty-five are also known as
minority nationalities}

The villagers nodded their heads slowly. Overall, the meetings had a mixed success. The old people got bored,
and the horseman soon grew tired of trying to find Moso words that did not exist, but the young people were
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captivated. The Communists said:
“The young people are the most active and vital force in society. They are the most eager to learn and the least
conservative in their thinking. This is especially so in the era of socialism.”
My mother never missed a session. When she got up in the morning, she could hardly sit still long enough to
eat her breakfast before she gathered her long skirt and, barely taking the time to take one last glance at herself in
the pink mirror, flew out of the door. She made rapid progress in Chinese, learning to shout slogans against class
oppressors and to sing revolutionary songs. She truly loved the songs. She can still sing all of them today. Their
rhythms were so different, so inspiring: they made you feel like marching to the top of the mountains and going to
see what was on the other side.
*
Every night when my Ama came home &om the evening meeting, her cheeks were flushed and her eyes
shining. But Grandmother knew that this had nothing to do with love.
Indeed, it did not take long for Grandmother to realize that the class struggle was threatening to undo all the
education she had given my mother. Since the Communists had come to the village, my Ama had neglected the
crops and the animals. She even refused to do some of the house chores.
“China’s women are a vast reserve of labor power. This reserve should be tapped to build a great socialist
country,” Comrade Latso lectured Grandmother. Because custom forbids us to shout at our relatives, Grandmother
shouted at the pigs:
“What do you think you are saying? You’re just spoiled rotten! Don’t you have any shame? Don’t you have
any responsibilities?” But the pigs grunted and ran away.
Late at night, when my mother had done enough struggling against feudal oppressors and she had gone to bed,
Grandmother pounded her soybeans and sang the words we sing when we conduct rituals for people who have
lost their souls.
“Latso, ah! Come back to me. Don’t go into the far mountains, don’t go walking near the rivers far away. You
don’t have any friends or family there. Tall trees cannot protect you. When the wind blows, the trees will topple
over you. Don’t try to hide at the bottom of the cliff; if the earth shakes, the rocks will crush you. You must not go
to the wild side of the mountain, no one there can rescue you. All the gold and silver is at home. Outside, there is
only wind and rain. Your sisters and your mother are at home. Listen to your mother’s song. Let your soul come
back to me, quickly.”
Everybody in the family knew that a great change had come over my mother. Even the neighbors knew. But no
one said anything. My mother’s uncles and her brother kept quiet. Being men, they could not interfere in women’s
affairs, and least of all, in a fight between mother and daughter. As for my great-aunts and my aunts, they did not
dare talk because my mother was too headstrong for them. So the whole family listened to my grandmother’s
song and hoped that my Ama would heed her mother’s words.
But she did not.
One day the Communists announced that they were leaving. They were off to liberate the Moso people of
Zuosuo, and everyone in the village was welcome to join them. When Grandmother heard that my mother and her
girlfriends had volunteered for the revolution, she pushed my Ama out the front gate, locked the door behind her,
and said angrily:
“If you want to go with the Chinese, then go!”
That night my Ama went to sleep at some relative’s house. The next morning she woke early and jumped
straight out of bed to find that the sun had risen with a golden glow, that the air was crisp and pure as only
mountain air can be, and the sky was cloudless. This, she thought, was going to be a beautiful day. It was going to
be a perfect day for singing marching tunes and walking along the mountain path. It was going to be a perfect day
to discover the world. When she arrived at the revolutionary headquarters, however, my mother discovered that of
all the volunteers, only two young villagers had come to join the Communists, and that her girlfriends were
missing.
“Isn’t anyone else coming?” she asked, as the eleven-strong battalion set off down the narrow mountain road,
marching in step and singing in one voice. And when the revolutionaries reached that part of the trail where, if
you turn around, the village disappears from view, my Ama fell back and turned to look for her friends, and also
to take one last look at Grandmother’s house—the house where she was born and where, one day, she ought to
return and die. And she saw her mother standing outside the gates, looking toward her, silently pleading for her to
return.
After the rough way in which Grandmother had pushed her out the gate, my Ama had not expected this. So she
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stood there, on the mountain path, her eyes fixed upon the miniature stature of her mother, not knowing what to
do or feel. She had never thought that her mother could look so small. And then she squatted on the side of the
road and hid her face in her hands and cried bitterly, while the Communists kept going, their marching songs
growing fainter, slowly fading into the silence of the mountains.
When she could no longer hear the songs, my Ama turned her back on Grandmother and stared through her
tears at the diminutive soldiers marching ahead on the distant narrow trail, walking toward the world, carrying
away her dreams. And when she turned toward the village again, her mother was no longer standing outside the
gates. Then she remembered the harsh words spoken the night before, and once more she hid her face in her hands
and cried as she told herself that she could not bear to leave her village, and yet, she could not humiliate herself
and return to her mother’s house.
Who knows? Perhaps my Ama would have swallowed her pride and eventually run back to Grandmother—if it
had not been for her girlfriends, who, some time later, arrived by her side, hot and out of breath and filled with
revolutionary spirit. They had woken late, they explained, and missed the meeting. Then they had lost more time
because of Grandmother, who had called out to them as they passed by her gates and asked them to take some
food for the road.
“Please take this for Latso,” Grandmother had said. My mother looked at the basket her friend was holding out
to her, and the tears came flooding back. But the girlfriends were in a hurry.
“Latso,” they said, “if you’re so unhappy, you should go home.”
And because she hated being told what to do, my mother made up her mind. She repressed her tears, picked up
the food hamper, and headed down the path in the direction of Zuosuo with her two girlfriends following after her.
When the sun was high up in the sky, they sat down to take a rest and picnic on the ham and boiled eggs
Grandmother had given them. They opened a bottle of Sulima wine and drank a cup to the Communist Party and a
cup to the health of Chairman Mao and another cup to the revolution. And when they had finished the whole
bottle, they thought of all their relatives and friends who lived in the villages on the road to Zuosuo and who too
should hear about the revolution.
*
They never caught up with the soldiers. Zuosuo is not very far from Qiansuo: only two days’ walk away, and
there are not many villages on the way. But my Ama and her friends managed to stop with so many people and to
have such a good time that when they arrived in Zuosuo, the Communists had already left.
“The Chinese can’t stand butter tea, and they can’t take the fleas,” someone said by way of explanation.
“But where did they go?” my mother asked.
“They’ve gone to meet up with the rest of the People’s Liberation Army. They’re on their way to the Cold
Mountains to liberate the Yi tribes.”
The three girls looked at each other. The Yi were terrible people who raided Moso villages and stole little
children to make slaves of them. If the Communists had gone to fight with the Yi, they would never come back.
For no army, Chinese or Tibetan, had ever managed to subdue those ferocious tribesmen. Not even the great
Kublai Khan had dared enter the Cold Mountains.
As things happened, the PLA waged a bloody battle in the Cold Mountains and brought democratic reform to
the Yi tribes—but it did so without the help of my mother or her girlfriends.
The night they lost the Communists, my mother and her friends went to stay with some relatives who lived in
the village of Wuzhiluo, near Lake Lugu. After a restless night spent discussing impossible dreams, they
breakfasted on roast potatoes and butter tea, and the girlfriends resolved that, after all, they had been away long
enough and it was time to go back to their mothers’ houses in Qiansuo.
But my Ama was too embarrassed to go home. Too proud to admit her foolishness to her mother. Too stubbom
to change her mind. My mother stayed with the people of Wuzhiluo, helping with the house chores and the work
in the fields. Before long the summer rains began pouring and the narrow mountain path back to Qiansuo turned
into a sloshy; slippery, and dangerous prospect, and my Ama decided that it would be best to stay and wait until
the people gathered for the yearly festival of the mountain goddess to catch up with her family. She would return
to Qiansuo after the festivities.
In truth, quite aside from the problem of the weather and that of her pride, my Ama had begun to enjoy herself
too much to want to go home just yet. The young men found her exotic ways from Qiansuo hard to resist, and
although she proved equally hard to please and no one had won her heart, she had already amassed an impressive
collection of new belts and could not wait to show them off at the festival.
*
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That year, when the people came out to dance under the stars in honor of the mountain goddess, all the men’s
eyes were on my mother. Around the bonfires, the men danced in a group and faced the women, who likewise
danced arm in arm, their multicolored belts tied around their waists. My mother’s waist was thick with all her
trophies. Stomping the ground with their leather boots, the men moved toward the women, and soon both groups
were dancing in one circle, stepping and swaying their hips in a single rhythm.
Then the women pushed my Ama to show off in the center, and while she danced, a young man broke out of
the circle and snatched a belt from her waist. But my mother kept dancing by herself and the young man withdrew
from the middle back into the men’s group, and he threw the belt to one of his friends, who caught it and then
threw it to another. My mother laughed and skipped from man to man, but she did not catch her belt. She would
take it back only when a man worthy of her songs caught it.
And so the belt flew from hand to hand in one direction and then the other, and still my mother could not make
up her mind—until Numbu caught it, and he did not throw it to the next man but stepped into the circle and
handed her belt to my mother.
My Ama did not move, but Numbu smiled and stood his ground. My mother hesitated, and then she snatched
her belt from his hand and ran back to the women’s group. But the women, who had seen the way she had looked
at Numbu, pushed her back into the center. His hands on his hips, Numbu began the courtship song:
Little sister you are like moonligbt in the middle of tbe night sky,
But tbe moon needs a star above it.

And my Ama answered:
Night has not fallen and the moon had not risen,
But the butterfly is already looking for honey.

Then Numbu sang:
The butterfly had found a beautiful flower and
The moon is already high up above the lake.

She answered:
If the moon is high above Mother Lake, the water is untainted.
Mother Lake is where I wade and comb my hair.

And Numbu sang:
But why do you comb your hair little sister?
Oh, little sister, for whom do you comb your beautiful hair?

My mother and Numbu danced together in the middle of the circle, arm in arm, until a new song began and
another couple took their place. Late in the night, as the fires began to die and couples melted into the darkness,
my mother followed Numbu to the shore of Lake Lugu.
*
After she fell in love with Numbu, my Ama told herself that she was not ready to go back to Grandmother’s
house. Qiansuo was such a long way; two days’ walk away: Numbu might get tired of visiting her there. And
when she felt her daughter kicking inside her stomach, my Ama sent news with the horse caravan to let
Grandmother know that she was going to set up her own house in Zuosuo, within walking distance of Numbu’s
village. Grandmother sent some small presents in return, and a message:
“Tell Latso,” she told the horsemen, “tell her: I can’t hold your heart back.”
At these words my mother again cried bitterly, but she did not return to Qiansuo. My mother’s decision to start
her own family was a shocking one. Dividing the maternal house goes very much against Moso tradition.
Nonetheless, all the villagers helped her. Someone gave her a patch of land, and Numbu and his friends went into
the mountains to cut the timber to build the house. In those days people did not use money and it seemed natural
to get together to help each other. Besides, working together was always an excuse to dance and sing and have
picnics.
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“Can you sing for us, Latso?” one of the young men asked. Another joked:
“Latso, I hope you won’t mind if my nephew comes to visit your daughter in the evening!” And another,
“Yes, and I hope you won’t close the gates to mine!” My Ama laughed.
“In that case, you better not hinge the gates too tightly!”
So, in less than ayear, my mother’s house and all the gods and spirits who inhabited every nook and cranny had
been blessed by the lamas, and she was moved in. Hers was like all the other houses in the village. A log house
built around a single courtyard, with a mud wall six feet high forming one side and the outer walls of the house
proper forming the other sides. Behind the house, also enclosed by mud walls, was the vegetable garden.
Through the wooden gates and courtyard was the main room, which we call the Mother Room. This was where
my Ama cooked and ate and received guests, and where she slept. It was large and rectangular in shape, with a
Jurami and a Jurado, the sacred female and male columns that support the roof of all Moso houses—and by
extension, the sky—and two open circular hearths: the high hearth of the god Zabbala on the kang, and the
cooking stove on the lower level. Aside from the small ancestral altar that was behind the high fireplace, all the
furniture was arranged against the walls on the lower level and consisted of a tall pantry, where we kept dishes
and cooking utensils and foodstuff; a large alcove bed built over a grain storage trunk, where my mother slept;
and finally; against the far wall, a long bench where various things were stored off the earth floor, including, with
his snout pointing eastward, the salted, boneless whole pig we call bocher. There were no windows, and the only
light came from the openings in the roof above the fireplaces, and the front door.
On either side of the main room was a wing two stories high, with a balcony on the second level. The wing on
the right, at ground level, was a chicken coop and a storeroom for tools and animal feed; upstairs there were four
bedrooms divided from each other by plank walls, each with a door and a small window that opened straight onto
the narrow balcony. Those bedrooms were for the daughters my mother planned to have.
As for the other wing, it housed the stables for the horses and the pigs, and above those were three rooms for
guests and for my mother’s sons until they became men and could walk to their own girlfriends’ houses in the
evening.
My mother did not have any close relatives in Zuosuo but she had many friends—mostly because of her accent
from Qiansuo. All Moso speak the same language, but every village seems to have its own dialect and special
intonation. People loved my mother’s accent, and they came to visit her just to hear her speak, so that before long
she had become the villagers’ favorite confidante. Our beautiful neighbor Dujema came to our house more often
than anyone else. She came for a chat and a bowl of tea, and until my Ama’s own garden began producing, she
also brought her vegetables.
In the spring Dujema took care of my Ama when she gave birth to my older sister Zhema. Meanwhile, Numbu
lived in his own mother’s house, with his grandmother and great-aunts and great-uncles, and aunts and uncles, and
nephews and nieces—three generations all related through the female line. Following Moso custom, he visited my
mother every night and sometimes even stayed for a few days to help out with some chores, but eventually he
always went home to work for his own relatives.
Toward the end of summer in the following year, my mother did not see Numbu for a few weeks. He had left
with the horsemen to accompany the caravan to the Tibetan town of Zhongdian. And there he had met a beautiful
Tibetan woman, who had come home with him. My mother had waited and waited for Numbu to come and visit
her in the evening, but instead it was the Tibetan woman who came calling for her at the gates. Numbu had a new
lover, the woman explained as well as she could in her broken Moso. As for herself, she had no family or friends
in the village and she was lonely. Answering her in Tibetan, my mother invited the woman to sit around the
fireplace and drink a cup of Sulima wine. That evening my Ama made a new friend and decided to forget about
Numbu.
*
Some months after the Tibetan woman and my mother had become friends, Dujema introduced my mother to a
handsome young man. The man was really very beautiful. My Ama did not love him but she had only one thing
on her mind: to raise her own family and have her own big house, with her own daughters and sons and
grandchildren. When the man came knocking on her bedroom window in the evening, my Ama opened the door
for him, but when, a few months later, she was certain that she was pregnant, she hung his bag on a nail outside
her door—which, according to our custom, is the proper way for a woman to break off with a lover. When he
visited that night, he understood that she did not want him to come and see her anymore, and he left.
*
My mother’s time came and the Tibetan woman helped her deliver my second sister, Dujelema. Then one day,
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when the Tibetan woman was holding the baby asleep in her arms, she suddenly burst into tears. She was missing
her own family.
The next morning she said good-bye to Numbu and went back to Zhongdian. I am not sure how Numbu felt,
but my mother says that she missed her terribly.
Sometime toward the end of autumn, my Ama was putting out some corn to dry up on the roof of the house
when she heard the bells of the horse caravan. As the riders got closer, she recognized one of her cousins from
Qiansuo, and her heart leaped in her chest. She was always so happy to receive visitors from Qiansuo because
they brought news and small gifts from her mother’s house. She waved and shouted to them:
“Hey! The sun is almost gone. You better come in.” And she climbed down the ladder and rushed to open the
gates of her courtyard.
While the men unloaded the horses and took out the gifts that came from my grandmother, my Ama brought
hay and water for the horses. And when the horses were watered and fed, the men sat on the ground and rested
their weary backs against their knapsacks, leaving the youngest to do all the work: to light the campfire, take out
the cooking utensils, cook their dinner, wash up, and tidy up. He was a tall and good-looking young man, and
when my Ama came out again to offer the horsemen her best homemade wine, she made a point of pouring the
young driver a full bowl. He smiled at her and took the bowl with both hands, with all the respect our custom
requires. And that was when she saw that his were the most beautiful hands.
When the older men had stretched out their blankets and prepared to sleep near the campfire, Zhemi came
inside the house. He played with my sisters and told my mother stories. And when later in the night the little girls
fell asleep, he stayed up with my mother and they talked for a long time.
“Latso, why did you leave your mother’s house?” Zhemi asked. “It must be so hard to manage everything on
your own. Why don’t you go home? You could come with us. If you wanted to, you could leave tomorrow.”
My Ama’s eyes filled with tears. Zhemi was right, life on her own was so hard.
“Come home with us, Latso. Don’t be so proud.” But my Ama was proud. She dried her tears with the back of
her hand and said,
“I am going to show my mother that I can raise my own family.”
The next morning the caravan left without Zhemi. He stayed for a few weeks. He helped my Ama repair the
pigsty and gather a year’s worth of firewood and kindling for the winter nights. He was very quiet and very kind.
When he was sure that everything was set up for winter, he went back to Qiansuo, and my mother sang softly in
her empty house.
To the west of the mountains, the moon is full.
Why do you have to leave in such a rush?
The fireplace is still warm, my love,
My body is still warm for you.
One day without you seems so long.
Long too is the road where you ride your horse,
But my heart is following you.

Zhemi came back in the spring, and again he stayed with my mother for some time. One morning my Ama
woke earlier than usual, and when she sat near the hearth to drink her bowl of butter tea, she felt a familiar
sickness in her stomach.
She smiled. She loved Zhemi and she was going to have a son. She was going to raise her own big family. …
181.142. The Fear In Lhasa, As Felt In Peking\fn{by Tsering Woeser aka Weise; Sei Wei (1966- )}, Lhasa, Tibetan
Autonomous Region, China (F) 8
1
It was one day in April. When I met DZ, he was standing on the street with the lights just turned on near Saite
Shopping centre, dully watching the never-ending flow of cars and people. Earlier, I had heard from JM that there
was a Tibetan like this who had come from Lhasa and seldom went out of the house. He also hadn’t gone to
parties held by fellow Tibetans.
The reason is that his very typical Tibetan looks caught everyone’s attention in present-day Peking. This is not
an exaggeration. Even when Mr. Phuntsok Wangyal, the earliest Tibetan communist in Tibet, went out for a walk,
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he would be pointed at by a few young Peking people who would exclaim,
“Look at him, if he is not a Tibetan separatist, then he is a Xinjiang separatist!”
I was very surprised to see that DZ was greatly frightened when he heard his name. JM did not expect to run
into DZ, then he invited him to join us to go to a café. However, the reason I had gone to meet JM is because I
heard that he would go back to Tibet within the next few days.
Originally he had been working on temporary jobs in Peking fora few years, and the reason he was fired was
due to his national identity. JM told me that there were altogether eight Tibetans who had been dismissed, but it
was not the boss’s fault. This is all because the pressure put on the boss by the local police stations was too great.
JM thought it was not a big deal to go back. March twenty years ago was like March twenty years later, there
were also many Tibetans who rose in revolt in Lhasa. JM, in his early teens, burned the gate of a shop and, as a
result, was imprisoned for four years. It is probably because of such experience that JM could not care less about
what happened to him.
It seems that DZ dared not speak Tibetan unscrupulously like JM did, and I could also see he was hesitant
about the unexpected invitation, but why didn’t he decline the invitation? I was observing him quietly. It is
perhaps because at this moment this Tibetan man, who wears his hair long like herdsman and whose loneliness
could not be hidden though dressing in black clothes, needed to get together with a few fellow Tibetans.
Thete were no other people in the café who could understand Tibetan, but I still dared not hastily ask DZ about
what happened in Lhasa. DZ had the disposition of an aristocrat in old days, therefore, I teased him saying,
“You look more Tibetan than us. If you wore Tibetan clothes, you would look like a Tibetan in Chi-itsog
Nying-pa.\fn{Spyi tshog rning pa, old society} But, while laughing, JM said that he himself who was light in colour
and thin, definitely could fake his way into the crowd. Thus, DZ suddenly said,
“Now I often dream that there are soldiers holding their guns all over Lhasa; while walking on the streets in
Peking, when I see armed police and policemen, I am, for no reason, angry and afraid too.”
When DZ looked out of the window and said these words in a moderate tone, I knew that he was willing to tell
us some things.
*
“It happened to be March 14 when I fetched the foreign tourists from Dzam to Gyantse. On my way I received
a phone call saying that an incident had happened in Lhasa, and Tibetans from Ramoche area had revolted.
Originally it was decided that we would not go back to Lhasa, and would temporarily stay in Gyantse, but later I
received another phone call urging us to go back. As soon as we arrived in Lhasa, I quickly escorted the foreign
guests to their hotel. This was in the afternoon. On the streets near the east there were shops and cars being
smashed or burned. I ran to the area near the Post and Telecommunications Building, where there were many
people standing on the streetside watching how Tibetans protested. We can say that, for a few hours, Tibet seemed
to be independent. Not long after, I saw quite a few armoured cars drive over there, shooting tear-gas with the
noise thum-thum-thum. The crowd dispersed right away. Those who had experience were cleaning their eyes with
the water in shops. I only felt that my throat hurt greatly, and I could not hold back my tears..”
“Did you see firing at the crowd?” I asked.
“I didn’t, but my friend saw that a man was killed in the area near Lhasa Middle School, and he was a
Tibetan.” DZ gesticulated his forehead, then continued to say,
“I quickly ran back to my place. I was tired and frightened, so I fell asleep as soon as I lay down. But the next
day I had to go to take care of those foreign tourists. As soon as I stepped out of my house, I became stunned.
“In front of me there were soldiers everywhere, some holding sticks and clubs and others holding guns in their
hands. I wanted to go back, but the soldiers called out loud to me, ‘Come over!’ I had to force myself to go over
there. Two soldiers told me to hold up my two hands just like when one surrendered himself, then they searched
my body. I was terribly frightened. I had my amulets in the pocket of my jacket,”
DZ took out his amulets and showed us very quickly. I noticed that in addition to Sung-dud\fn{ Srung mdud, a
sacred cord} he also had Ten sung.\fn{Rten srung, amulate} The latter is a sacred object especially blessed by the
Dalai Lama and it symbolizes removing ill-fortune and avoiding calamities. It is very precious for Tibetans.
“I also had a badge of Kundun.\fn{ One of the honourific titles for the Dalai Lama } If the badge had been found by the
soldiers, then I would definitely have died. I was quietly praying to Kundun. Indeed Kundun was protecting me.
Thought that soldier held my pocket between his fingers several times, he did not find it, then he howled at me,
“Beat it!”
I denoted a sense of gratitude in DZ’s expression of rejoicing at his good fortune. Of course, this was his
gratitude toward the Dalai Lama. He prayed, then his prayers were answered.
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“I heard that those soldiers also checked Tibetan’s necks, if they found a badge of Kundun hanging on the
Sung dud, they would pull it off and threw on the ground. Is that so?” I asked.
“Yes, after throwing it on the ground, they also had Tibetans step on it. If anyone refused to trample it, he
would be arrested and taken away. Some young people wore rosaries on their wrists, but when they were found by
the soldiers, they were also arrested and taken away.”
DZ pointed at the rosary on his left wrist.
“Is that the case that only men, men like you would be searched by raising your bands high as if you were
surrendering?” I asked. DZ looked into my eyes, and said slowly,
“No, not just men. As long as you are Tibetan, no matter whether you are a man or a woman, old or young, just
like me, you would be searched by raising your hands like you were surrendering. Do you know that I had never
experienced such an insult before? I saw we Tibetans raising our hands as if we were surrendering and being
searched by soldiers with guns in their hands. Even the old people were not spared, neither were girls. I
remembered the movies I had watched. Those movies about Japanese ‘devils’ invading China or about the
nationalists fighting against the communists were just like what were happening in front of my eyes.”
*
I also looked into DZ’s eyes, and saw that his eyes were full of humiliation. I could not help telling him my
maternal Uncle’s story. It was nine years ago when Tibetans revolted like today in Lhasa, but later they were
suppressed by soldier, led by a steel-helmet-clad Hu Jintao. In addition, martial law was also imposed in Lhasa.
One day, when my Uncle went to work, he forgot to take his pass with him. Consequently, he was searched by
the soldiers and he was also ordered to hold his two hands high as if he were surrendering.
This greatly irritated my Uncle and later whenever he talked about this experience, he would be so angry as to
be choked with sobs. He had followed the Chinese Communist Party as early as since the beginning of 1950s, and
he was an old party member and a scholar employed by the government, but since then he understood that as a
Tibetan, he would never be trusted.
It was probably because I was a little bit excited, my tone was comparatively high. DZ was a little nervous and
looked around. After a little while he continued his account.
*
“The house I rented was also searched. Fortunately, I had already moved to stay with the guests in the hotel. I
had a Thangkha in my house which is a portrait of the Dalai Lama but painted like a traditional Thangka. Later
my neighbours told me that the house had been searched twice. One time it was searched by armed police, and the
other time it was by cadres from the Neighbourhood Committee. Those armed police probably did not recognize
that image on the Thangka as the Dalai Lama who is portrayed like Manjushri, so they did not touch it. Cadres
from the Neighbourhood Committee were certainly able to tell and I am sure they must have taken pictures and
kept a copy for the record.
“I have a small chest in which I put Tibetan coins I had collected and currencies of various countries given by
tourists when I served as their tour guide. This small chest was taken away. I do not know whether it was taken by
the armed police or by cadres from the Neighbourhood Committee. They were just like thieves.
“I thought that I could not stay in Lhasa any more and I had to leave, otherwise I would probably be arrested. I
heard there were tour guides who had been arrested, at least five of them. I know a few reporters from CCTV in
the hotel and they were willing to help me by taking me with them when they left Lhasa. Because of my looks, it
would be very difficult for me to pass through many checkpoints guarded by the soldiers, so these reporters told
the soldiers that I was a member of the video and photography team. In this way, we went to the railway station
together. At the railway station, I saw that a young man with very short hair was arrested and I think he was
probably a monk.
“The train stopped for a little while at Tuotuo River. Outside the window I saw many military trucks and
soldiers. The reporters from CCTV probably thought it was fun, so he began to videotape them, as a result, a few
solders were very tough, they not only deleted everything in the video camera but also made a record. If a Tibetan
had been videotaping, he would definitely have been arrested and taken away.
“When we arrived in Xining, hotels did not allow Tibetans to stay. Thanks to the reporters from CCTV, at last
two molas\fn{Old women} and I had a room where we could sleep.
“During the first few days in Peking, when I walked on the street people asked me where I was from, I
truthfully told them that I was from Tibet but immediately those people’s expressions became very unsightly. It
was as if I were a terrorist. Oncel was even interrogated and examined by the armed police. Therefore, if I do not
have any errands or business to attend to, then I will not go out, but I feel very bored. Then I watch TV.
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“On TV there were only programmes showing Tibetans beating, smashing, looting or burning but there were
never any programmes about how Lhasa and other Tibetan areas are under the control of soldiers. It never
mentioned how many Tibetans were killed or arrested. All those officials are lying, claiming that the troops had
never fired on people and saying that the troops went on the street to clean the streets. It is right that they came to
clean the streets, and what they wiped out were us Tibetans, because we are garbage in their eyes.”
*
DZ laughed softly. But I perceived the anger and despair in his laughter. For a short while we were all silent. A
few Westerners passed by outside the window and we saw that a sense of carefree diffuse from their mien and
even every pore of theirs. That is a sense of lightheartedness without any fear, and that is a kind of a lighthearted
attitude of people who do not have to be afraid any more. It was for this freedom that DZ fled to Peking and was
enduring every fearful day in Peking, patiently waiting for the permit of a certain embassy.
I remembered it was late at night when we left the café. The lights were brighter and the Chinese were still
rushing about like tidal water. Suddenly DZ, who looks more Tibetan than any of us, opened up his fist and said in
a very low voice,
“I worry that they would recognize me as a Tibetan, so I dare not wear it any more.”
And in the palm of his hand was a small turquoise earring.
2
One day in April I used the pay phone at a news stand to call and say hello to my two friends in Amdo and
Kham, and it is fortunate that they are both safe. What made me want to laugh and make me feel sad is that
though they live in different Tibetan areas, both of them repeatedly urged me to zab zab je.\fn{Zab zab gsogs byas, be
careful and cautious} It reminded me that when I was in Lhasa during Losar\fn{ The Tibetan New Year} last year, my
friend who only tells me his true feelings said that now we should not use Tashi Delek\fn{ Bkra shis bde legs,
auspicious and good fortune} to greet each other because we are neither tashi\fn{Auspicious} nor delek,\fn{Fortunate} so
what we should use to admonish others is zab zab je.
So does WD. When he said goodbye to me, he just said zab zab je, then he disappeared into the crowd of
people. He is a Tibetan man who would be recognized as Tibetan even if he did not wear Tibetan clothes. I only
recently got to know him, and I have met him three times. But I can not describe it in too much detail, as he
repeatedly told me,
“Do not write who I am. I still want to go back to Lhasa. My I.D. card was recorded by them and they also
took my picture. Do not write who I am, otherwise they will find me.”
He is a young and handsome Arndo Tibetan, but his two eyebrows were knotted showing that many worries
were weighing on his mind, and frequently he would suddenly look around as if he were frightened. In spite of the
situation, he readily agreed to my request to interview him. At that time we accidentally met each other, and it was
so accidental that it appears to have been destined. Meeting each other at that place and at that moment
unexpectedly seems as if he just wanted to tell me about his experience.
However, it did not go smoothly when we tried to meet again. Soon we parted with each other and each went
our own way because there were people following us. Only when we met the third time very cautiously, perhaps
because no one paid any attention to us, I was able to have a complete record.
On one afternoon we chose to sit at a table in a corner facing far away from the windows and the door so that
we could see whether there were any unusual things going on. The backs of our seats were comparatively high, so
it was not easy for people to notice us. Also there were not many people around us. They were either playing
cards or chatting, and they hardly interfered with each other’s business. When WD saw me getting ready to
record, then he said:
*
“I need to start with March 10. About 5:00pm that afternoon, when I just arrived at Makye Arne,\fn{ The Tibetan
restaurant located at the intersection of the South Street and East Street in Barkhor } I ran into a friend who told me that an
incident happened at Tsulhakhang\fn{Jokhang Temple} square. We ran to see what happened and we saw eight
people were arrested and thrown into the police car. Four of them were Ku zhab,\fn{Sku zhabs, monks} and some
said that the other four were Khampas but others said that they were from Amdo.
Anyway, they were very young. Still others said that before this some monks were already arrested. It seems
that the policemen were from Barkhor Police Station and they beat people viciously. There were many onlookers.
Some Tibetans said quietly “Nyingje, nyingje”\fn{Rnying rje, pity, pity} a few mola were crying, covering their
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mouths. My friend used his cell phone to take pictures, then a policeman in plain clothes came over and snatched
the camera away, and confiscated it. We were very frightened.
“On the second day, the policemen in plain clothes increased greatly right away in the Barkhor Street. There
were also thirty or forty women with very short hair, and all of them were Han Chinese. When they saw there
were people chatting with each other, they would walk over to listen to the conversations. I do not know whether
they could understand but they scared people.
“They had their lunch and dinner on the square, they ate food in boxes delivered to them. There were cars that
sent boxed lunches and dinners. The crowd did not disperse until it was about to be dusk.
“All Tibetans knew that they were policemen in plain clothes, and we were reminding each other quietly. There
were also more policemen, who looked very serious, and were walking back and forth in the square. Oh, that’s
right, I heard that monks from Drepung and Sera Monasteries had staged a demonstration but they were beaten
back by many armed police. The Jokhang and Ramoche Temples were also closed [to the public].
*
“On the day of 14th I remember very clearly that I left at 11:20am. Before that time, I had already heard
shouting—” I interrupted him and said,
“I heard about this on TV. Only Tibetans, and only Tibetans from the countryside and grassland could make
that kind of sound. Tibetans in the cities could not make any such sound as their throats have already
degenerated.” Furthermore, I also wanted to say it is a pure Tibetan-style whistle, but it was portrayed as “howling
of wolves.” WD nodded his head, and said:
“Yes, it is exactly that kind of sound. After 11:20 am, like any other day, when I, together with a few of my
friends, passed by Ramoche Temple, an incident had already happened there. Many Tibetans were shouting, and
were throwing stones at the soldiers. We were all stupefied. We heard somebody near us saying that for these last
few days there had been police cars at the gate of Ramoche Temple, and just now some monks rushed out to
overturn the cars as they claimed that the cars were blocking the road to the monastery.
“Immediately, the policemen called the armed police to come to assist them, then those armed police who had
shields and sticks in their hands began to beat the monks. Tibetans on the streets could not bear to continue to
watch the zhim jang; thus the people began to demonstrate.
“I saw many Tibetans were very young, and not well dressed. While throwing stones, they were shouting
‘Come out, tsampa eaters.’ A Tibetan peddler wanted to join the others, but his wife exerted all her strength to
drag his arms while crying, and pleaded [with] him not to go. There were also many girls, who said to us
“Young man, are you still a Tibetan? If you are, then come over to join us!” And when they saw we did not
join them, they spat on the ground, and said scornfully,
“Ngo tsa, ngo tsa.”\fn{Shame on you} To tell you the truth, I was very sad, but I dared not to participate, and
only stood aside to watch. Among my friends, some of them ran over there and threw a stone, but immediately
they came back again.”
“Wait,” I again interrupted him, “do you think this is an organized and pre-meditated event?”
“Kun chok sum,\fn{Vow to the Three Jewels of Buddha, Dharma and Sangha} it is not so.” WD sadly waved his head. He
continued to say:
“The stones they threw were those used by people in the neighborhood to build their houses. Some of them
were holding knives, but they were not Tibetan knives, instead, they were long knives. I do not know where they
got them either. Many people were waving khatas, and it is possible they seized them from the nearby shops,
anyway, there were many khatas in those shqps. Then they poured into Tromsikhang\fn{ The market at the corner of
Barkhor Street} from Ramoche Temple. On the way; many shops owned by Chinese and Chinese Muslims\fn{ Hui}
were destroyed. Part of the Tromsikhang market was also burned down.
“The Chinese all ran away, and the Chinese Muslims took off their white caps and ran away, too. It is strange
that no policemen were there, and all of them also ran away.” I asked,
“Don't they know there are video cameras all over the Barkhor area?”
“They know. Many people know that there are video cameras, but they weren’t afraid,” WD paused for a little
while and he appeared to be hesitant, finally he said,
“They did it for the sake of our nationality. They are really tough.” This is what WD said, and I had a rather
deep impression of his words.
*
“I had been following the people all the time. There were more and more people pouring from Tromsikhang
into the Barkhor area. There were about 100 people. There were people from Amdo, Kham and Lhasa. There were
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also a few monks. People walked around the Barkhor twice. While walking, they were shouting
“Gyawa Rinpoche kutse trilo tenpa sho!”\fn{Long live the Dalai Lama} [and]
“Bo Rangzen!”\fn{Tibetan Independence} While they were walking around, they destroyed the shops owed by the
Chinese and Chinese Muslims. Silk and satin in one shop were thrown out, which was colourful and they were
scattered all over the ground. Some people also set fire to Barkhor police station diagonally across from Jokhang
Temple but it did not burn fiercely.
“I called JM in Peking and he was very excited when he heard the news. It was because in March 1988, similar
things happened. At that time JM was a teenager, he burned the gate of a shop and he was imprisoned for four
years. Probably when it was nearly 3:00pm or it just after 3:00pm, people in black clothes came, their faces
covered and only showing two eyes. They were holding guns and they fired at people.
“Who are these people?” I asked surprised.
“Special police! Like the ‘Flying Tigers’.”
Flying tigers? I did not know who they were, they probably have something to do with some films or TV
programmes but I know who the special police are, thus, I did not interrupt him again.
*
“There were about thirty or forty people who were all dressed in black with their faces covered. They only
showed their eyes and were holding their guns high. At that time, I was at the entrance of North Barkhor street, I
saw them rushing to Tsulhakhang Square, and they threw teargas bombs into the crowd. People in the front were
stopped and arrested. Then they fired and killed people in the back.
“I, together with many people, was frightened and we retreated back into Barkhor Street. But not very far from
the entrance of North Barkor Street, it was right there when a teenaged girl picked up a stone and was about to
throw it, the special police fired at her, and the bullet pierced through her throat. She fell on the ground right
away.
“At that time I was over ten or twenty meters away from her and I saw it very clearly. Many people saw that. It
was really horrible. I think she was only seventeen or eighteen years old.”
I realized that WD was shivering, and it seems that he still had lingering fear. This made me feel anxious, and
the pain I was feeling was just like I was on that scene. After quite a while WD began to recall again,
“That girl fell on the ground, twitching and bleeding. Very soon the car of the special police drove over, their
car looked like a Toyota 4500 in a dark color. The car stopped right in front of the girl, then two special policemen
jumped off the car, and threw the girl’s corpse into the car. The car again continued to drive forward a little, then
turned back. It is very strange that after the car drove back and forth, there was no blood on the ground. There was
not even a blood stain on the ground.”
I had never heard this before. This was apparently a police car, not a street cleaning car! But WD insisted on
this and said,
“Yes. It is not a street cleaning car but it is just like a street cleaning car which completely cleans the blood on
the ground.”
Can that be a new-style police car? Does that even have the function to clean the slaughter scene? Later I
searched for the police car for special police on the internet, and I found a police car which can spray water.
Except special police cars which can spray water up and down as well as left and right, there are also those
equipped with supervision video cameras which can revolve 360 degrees. There were also those equipped with
revolving platforms from which to shoot tear-gas canons. But I still do not know whether there are any police cars
equipped with cleaning functions to clean blood stains and others. Are they any such kinds of police cars? WD
said,
“Except this girl, I did not see any dead people. But a friend who owns a restaurant in Barkhor saw from the
roof that the special police fired and killed many people in Barkhor. It is strange that these special policemen
seemed to be in charge of Barkhor only, not other areas.
“At that time, we saw that the corpse of the girl was being taken away by the police car, I, together with other
people, started to flee. I ran all the way to Makye Arne restaurant, then turned a corner, and ran across the small
alley. Most of the shops on both sides were destroyed, and many messy things were scattered all over on the way.
As you know, this area is mostly Chinese Muslim and the mosque is just ahead.
*
“I saw some Tibetans burning cars. Three cars and one motorcycle were set on fire in front of the mosque. I
dared not stay, so I walked through the crowd and walked through that especially high gate. TAR Public Security
Bureau is located just across the street.
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“What is more strange is that there were over ten policemen in front of the gate of the TAR Public Security
Bureau, but they only stood there looking on. But only one street away, there were actually Tibetans smashing and
burning things. I remember two butcher shops owned by Chinese Muslims and seven cars were destroyed, but the
policemen did not do anything. They acted as if this had nothing to do with them. There were also many
onlookers, who were standing on the edge of the streets. They were watching and discussing things amongst
themselves.”
“They did not do anything? Why?” I asked.
“Who knows? Right, I saw a few policemen taking pictures. Ah, there were also policemen videotaping.” WD
was recalling.
“Now I remember that it is indeed very strange. There was only one street between these two sides, but they
were like two worlds. Even now I still do not understand why the special policemen in Barkhor fired and killed
people, but the policemen outside of Barkhor did not go to stop [the people] at all. It seems that not long after
there were three tanks that drove over from Jiangsu Road, and arrived at Lingkhor East Road. All the soldiers in
the tanks were holding guns.”
“Tanks?” I asked in disbelief, “were they tanks or armoured cars? Those government officials said that no
tanks entered Lhasa.”
“Of course, they were tanks, only later were there armoured cars.” WD said absolutely, “Do you mean to say
that I can not even tell apart tanks from armored cars? They are tanks with tracks. When the tanks drove over, the
ground was vibrating. As soon as people saw tanks coming, all the onlookers dispersed. I ran away too, but I
dared not to go back to the nearby house I rented, so I had to go straight to the left side. I have a friend living
there.”
“What were the tanks doing?" I again interrupted his recalling. What appeared in my mind were the scenes of
the PLA tanks rolling over the civilians and students on Peking streets on June 4th, 1989.
“I don’t know what the tanks were doing because I simply fled,” WD said.
*
“I ran away to my friend’s house. He had also just came back home from somewhere. Both of us were still
badly startled, so we drank some alcohol to help us to get over the shock. I never drink any white liquor, and if I
want to drink, I only drink beer, but my friend only had barley beer from Huzhu County in Qinghai, a few bottles.
Later two more friends came to my friend’s house, thus, we started to drink one bottle after another. We drank
beer until past 11:00 at night, and we were all drunk. We were not very drunk, but it seems that we all had courage
now and no matter what, we wanted to go back to our own places.
“When we three arrived at the crossroads of Jiangsu East Road, we were stunned, and almost sobered up.
Because forty or fifty soldiers were standing there, with their guns in their hands, and they were also holding
rubber clubs, batons or something like them. We were ordered to stop and hand in our papers. Luckily we had our
I.D cards in our wallets, then the soldiers said ‘beat it.’ One of my friends shot off his mouth,
“‘We have our papers, on what grounds do you scold us?’
“Immediately we were done for. The soldiers pounced on us and started to beat us. Two of them held our arms
and two others started to randomly beat us right in the face. My eyes were beaten severely and began to swell and
at that time I thought I would be beaten so severely that I would become blind. These soldiers kicked us and
scolded us, until we fell down (this part was omitted)
“We were taken to the police station. There two policemen came who took our pictures and recorded our I.D.
numbers. When we were interrogated, one Tibetan police said in Tibetan
“‘Don’t say too much.’
“He sounded very vicious, so the Chinese policeman must have thought that he was scolding us. I did not
expect at this time there would be a policeman who would help Tibetans. Perhaps because they could not get
anything out of three drunkards, eventually they released us. Luckily the house I rented is not very far from the
police station. Because I heard gun shots all the way home, so I do not know, I really do not know how many
people like that girl were killed.”
*
“My two friends live in the area over the Tibet Academy of Social Sciences, but they dared not go further so
they stayed at my house. But we did not expect that they had to stay there for four days. On the morning of 15th, I
wanted to buy some food, drinks and cigarettes, but I began to regret it as soon as I went out of my house.
“Soldiers were everywhere on the streets. Some were holding guns and pickaxes without the tips. I was about
to turn back, but a little boy ten metres away, who was only seven or eight years old, actually threw a stone at the
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soldiers. Immediately, the soldiers started to shoot teargas.
“Suddenly, people were running everywhere. I dared not to go out any more. Luckily the house I rented was
used by a work unit to store odds and ends, thus, no soldiers broke into to check the house. But there were soldiers
on the roof of the building, and there were also soldiers in the courtyard. In addition, there were many military
trucks and cars.
“For the entire four days, we closed the curtains, sat in the room to watch TV, or to sleep. At the beginning we
still chatted with each other, but later we seldom talked any more, and each was thinking about the weight on his
mind. During the daytime, sometimes we couldn’t help but open the curtain a little to look out, but no matter
when we looked out, all we saw were soldiers.
“When it was dark, we dared not turn on the lights, nor did we dare to watch TV. While sitting in the dark, we
dared not make any noise, and we were very hungry.”
“Then what did you eat?” I can not help asking him.
“Ah, ah, we were lucky that I had bought a box of milk earlier, and I also had bread I had brought back from
home when I went back to celebrate New Year. At the time, I did not want to eat these, because there were so
many restaurants in Lhasa, so who wanted to eat bread at home? As a result, there was green mildew on the bread.
But at that time we had to eat the bread with the milk. After we got rid of the green mildew on the bread, we
would swallow it together with the milk. There was a disgusting taste, but we could not afford to care about that.
“As I said before, fortunately the house I rented belongs to a work unit, later I heard that all three of my friends
who rented rooms at the big compounds inhabited by many families were all arrested. Though they never shouted
a slogan, did not throw a stone, nor were they even among the onlookers, they were actually arrested and taken
away. What made it very funny is the reason for their arrest is that one of them has very long hair and looks like
an impressive Khampa, the other has very short hair and looks very much like a monk. As for the reason for the
third one, ah, ah, he has a gold tooth inlaid in his mouth.”
“Gold tooth?” I was so astonished that I promptly asked him why.
“Oh, As you know, many Khampas and Amdo people love to inlay gold in their teeth, and there were many
Khampas and Amdo people who participated in this uprising. The reason he was arrested because of his golden
tooth is probably because he was suspected to be a Khampa or an Amdo person. I heard he was arrested because
of this reason. But I do not know what happened to them now.
“The person who is in charge of houses in the work unit from which I rented my house was very nervous. He is
from Lhasa, and he is very timid. Every night he would come to my house quietly to remind me not to turn on any
lights, but later he simply drove me out. I told him that I rented the house for three months, and it was not three
months yet, then he gave back part of the rent to me, and wrote a testimonial for me. He insisted that no matter
what I should move out. On the 19th, I was forced out of the house. Since then I bid goodbye to my two friends,
and went out on our own separate ways.
*
“I stayed at a friend’s house for three days, then I heard that they had begun to sell train tickets, then I directly
went to the train station. On my way to the train station, only two kilometers from my friend’s house to the
railway station, I was checked by soldiers with guns and clubs seven times. They all spoke Sichuan dialect. They
were thin and small, and looked like mice, but they were more frightening\fn{ The text has “frightened”} than tigers.
“They repeatedly checked my I.D card and my certificate of temporary residence. If the person does not look
like the photo in the papers, he would be arrested and taken away right on the spot. They also checked very
carefully the text messages and pictures in people’s cell phones. Fortunately, I can not take pictures with my cell
phone. My luggage was also leafed through and checked. I had one small album in it, and they opened the album
and looked at the pictures one by one. The strangest thing is that they actually told me to roll back my sleeves, and
stroked my two arms back and forth several times. Why? Were they looking for rosaries? If a person was wearing
rosaries on one’s wrist, if one is not a monk, then one is somebody who believes in Buddhism. Later I heard there
were people who were arrested because of rosaries.
“Eventually, I was able to buy a standing room ticket. After I entered the train, before I had time to feel that I
was lucky, over a dozen policemen came. So many people came over and surrounded me, they actually only
checked me. When I saw they only checked me, not the Chinese who filled the railway carriage, and also
witnessed that they leafed thought my bag and messed it up, I was so angry that I began to quiver, and I almost
burst out.”
*
“It is fortunate that you did not burst out.” I gazed at the young Anldo man with bushy eyebrows and big eyes,
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thinking to myself that after all he endured and survived all this.
“I understand what you mean,” he said, “you feel that I am like a refugee, and there is only the last moment. I
should absolutely not resist, is that so?”
“Certainly.” I said.
WD lowered his head, then raised his head and looked around, then he bowed down his head again. After a
while, he said in feeble voice,
“In fact I regret very much and have been regretting all the time. After I saw with my own eyes that the girl
was killed, I began to regret. But no matter how regretful I feel, I will not do anything. Because in my ears, I
always hear a voice saying “Zab zab je”.
By then I knew WD’s recalling had ended at last. When he rose and left before me, and repeatedly told me to
“zab zab je”, I sighed with unspeakable emotions. Apparently he is still afraid, but he did not keep silent because
of fear, on the contrary, he was willing to allow me to record and make public his experience full of fear. Why?
Once I read an article by Aung San Suu Kyi\fn{ The paramount leader of the Democracy movement in Myanmar } about
fear and freedom, and she used verses to describe people who show courage when they were attempting to free
themselves of suppression. When I read it again at this moment, I found that it to also be true for Tibetans:
Emerald cool we may be
As water in cupped hands
But oh that we might be
As splinters of glass
In cupped hands.

186.131 Excerpt from Paper Daughter: A Memoir\fn{by M. Elaine Mar (1966- )} Hong Kong, China (F) 13
My memory begins with the taste of chicken blood. Coaxed from the two-bone middle section of the wing, the
crack of bone splintering between my teeth, the clotted marrow heavy on my tongue—the memory of sweetness
began before language, desire born before knowledge of the words to describe it.
Until I was five, I lived in a tenement house near the Hong Kong airport, on the Kowloon side of Victoria
Harbour. Our building was a narrow eight-story walkup, a tired-looking column streaked dark with humidity and
soot, faceless, unadorned, indistinguishable from any other building in the project. Inside, the walls were concrete,
the stairways dimly lit, the landings littered with residents pausing to rest on their climb to the upper floors.
Passing neighbors’ hellos, their whines, complaints, and words of encouragement, were obscured by the roar of
airplane engines vibrating through porous cinder block.
My parents and I lived on the fourth floor—a stroke of luck, according to my mother, who recognized good
fortune in any guise. She didn’t mind that we shared a five-room flat with four other families; that our central hall
stunk of salted fish and day-old rice; that water only ran three times a week. For her, it was enough that we could
make it home without once resting on the stairs. Home, with breath to spare—what more could we ask?
My father was different. He didn’t talk about luck, preferring instead to rely on his own wits. He’d discovered
our flat the old Cantonese way—through long afternoons grumbling in tea shops with his cronies, slipping
housing inquiries inbetween puffs on his cigarette, in between the obligatory complaints about the government
and Hong Kong’s outrageous cost of living. He’d waited through the useless replies: the long-winded formulas for
improving the economy; the canny, ever-changing predictions about Hong Kong’s future; the wistful, oft-repeated
plans to leave Kowloon’s projects for untold riches in America. He’d listened to old men describe their latest
ailments. He’d commiserated with the young ones who cursed their bosses. He’d nodded and sighed, swirling the
tea at the bottom of his cup. And finally, after weeks of tea and cigarettes, he’d heard about the flat on Ying Yang
Street, near the Hong Kong airport.
Four rooms each measuring ten feet by ten, a smaller fifth room, every room opening onto a central hallway. A
toilet at the end of the hall, shielded by a sackcloth sheet. Enough floor space to cook in the entryway. Overall, the
apartment totaled less than six hundred square feet—but the number was irrelevant: Who could afford an entire
flat? One family, one room—that was the way we lived in Hong Kong.
My parents, newly married, chose one of the larger rooms, away from the stench of the hall toilet. They
furnished it with a sturdy metal bunk bed, a chest of drawers, folding chairs, and a collapsible table. They filled
the bureau’s drawers with thin cotton undershirts, flannel pajamas, my mother’s nylon stockings, my father’s
brown knit socks. On the bed’s top bunk they stacked rice bowls and chopsticks, cases of noodles, sacks of rice,
glass jars heavy with dried herbs and bark. Then, amid the foodstuffs’ delicious wild scent, my parents lay,
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squeezed together on the bed’s lower berth, blessing the room with their desire for a family.
Afterwards, duty-bound, my father set out for the tea shops again, spreading the news about rooms for rent.
*
My father was a carpenter who worked on a construction crew, building the skeletons of offices and
apartments high into the sky. It was not a profession that he’d chosen, but one that had found him. In his youth,
my father had been clever with his hands—he could weave birdcages out of twigs, repair any piece of broken
furniture, create toys from scrap cloth. His hands were quick and gentle, able to capture baby birds without
squeezing the breath from their lungs. They were hands that loved the feel of warm earth, hands that coaxed
vegetables to spring from the sandy ground. As a boy of six or seven, my father had dreamed of the things he
could do with these hands: He’d imagined becoming a farmer, a sculptor, an inventor. He’d imagined a future
shaped by his own hands.
But the force of history had intervened. My father, Mar Yat Shing, was born to a peasant family in the Toishan
region of China in 1930, two years into the military dictatorship of Chiang Kai-shek, one year before Japan seized
Manchuria, presaging the invasion that was soon to come. These events—and their repercussions—came to shape
my father’s life more profoundly than any childhood games, his parents’ stories, or the strength of his hands.
By the time Father was seven, China was at war with Japan. My understanding of this war comes primarily
from textbooks—from them I know about the bombings, the forced-labor camps, the widespread famine. From
these same books, I learned about the years that followed—the civil war between Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists
and Mao Tse-tung’s Communists, Mao’s ascension to power, the decades of violence afterwards. I’m a good
student. I’ve read a lot. But I still don’t understand what my father lived through.
In truth, I know very little about the early part of my father’s life—he prefers not to talk about those years, and
I’m required to respect his silence. Ours is a culture that expects the young to revere elders, women to revere men.
Forever his child, forever female, I am not allowed to ask any questions. I am not supposed to know about my
father’s weaknesses.
At the age of twelve, while China was still at war with Japan, my father started smoking, a sign of manhood.
He rationed his, smiles, saving laughter for the rare soccer game or bicycle ride, those reminders of childhood
pleasure. He caught songbirds in the yard and kept them in bamboo cages. He marveled at their tiny talons, the
flutter of their wings, their high-pitched voices. He fed them rice and water until they were plump. Then his
family killed them for food.
Huddled on a packed-dirt floor with his parents and four siblings, listening to the sound of war outside, my
father remembered how much he’d loved school. He remembered being so excited that he would arrive at school
early, before the other kids, before his brothers and sisters. Almost dizzy with anticipation, he hadn’t minded
waiting on the front steps, crouched down, squatting like a little man, blowing into cupped hands to keep warm.
He remembered the first day classes were canceled due to war. He remembered the long wait outside the building,
the artillery sounds nearby, the Japanese soldiers shooing him home. Lying there on the floor, he thought about
returning to school. He imagined the chill of the early-morning air, the vaporous breath escaping his mouth. He
cupped his hands and blew into them. He returned to school eventually, though for how long, I don’t know. To this
day, I’m not sure how much education my father got—it’s yet another question I can’t ask.
*
In 1957, when he was twenty-seven, my father moved to Hong Kong, leaving his parents and two brothers
behind. His family was starving, he was desperate for work, and he’d heard that there were plenty of jobs in Hong
Kong. His two sisters, Bik-ying and Bik-yuk, had left Toishan already. Bik-ying had been married off to a Chinese
living in America. Bik-yuk had married someone in Hong Kong. .
Unfortunately, the highest-paying jobs in the British Crown Colony required a knowledge of English—which
my father didn’t have. He only spoke Toishanese and a bit of Cantonese that fit awkwardly in his mouth. Still, he
was thrilled by the vibrancy of city life. He attended soccer matches and saw movies like Ben-Hur and West Side
Story, with Chinese subtitles. He wore narrow-lapeled suits in varying shades of gray, dove to slate, with thicksoled black shoes and skinny ties. He permed his hair, a sign of the hip, modern man. With his clever hands, he
became a carpenter. As long as he remained healthy, he had work.
My father was thirty-five when he married, thirty-six when I was born—an old man, by his own reckoning:
“Too old,” he used to lament, sitting in the middle chair at the barbershop in our Denver neighborhood. These two
words, spoken in English, had the weight of a confession, heavy with the memory of childhood, of the many
things he’d wished for but never accomplished. And I, aged nine or ten, watching him from a hard plastic chair
against the wall, could never understand how he thought himself a failure. I could only see the man whose gentle
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hands had carried me through the streets of Hong Kong, the man whose clever hands had twisted scrap cloth into
makeshift dolls for a daughter who had no other toys.
*
I can only remember my mother's age by adding twenty-five to my own. It’s that hard to imagine her life
before me. With a child’s egoism, I believe that my body shaped hers, rather than the other way around. I’ve never
called her by a diminutive. She burst forth fully formed from my lips: Mother.
Strapped to her back, clutching her hand, curled against her in sleep. When I was a child, we were never apart,
and I don’t know the moment when I became separate, don’t know when thoughts and memories became my own,
don’t remember when I learned to say I.
My mother, Lau Woon Ching, was born in the Toishan region of China in 1941. She was one of four, my
grandmother’s last baby, born only a few months before my grandfather left the family in Toishan to find work in
the U.S. They were starving, so of course he had to go, what can you do? Like many sojourner laborers, he left
with a promise to return. But one year became five, and five became twenty, and still he wasn’t a rich man, not
rich enough to retire and move home. So he satisfied himself by sending money orders and letters scrawled on
thin blue aerogramme paper. And Mother had to be content with these signs that her father existed.
There was no possibility of the family joining him in America. For over half a century no Chinese had been
allowed to enter the country. Americans had complained about the small-boned foreigners stripping the gold fields
and stealing the railroad jobs, so they had to be stopped. In 1882 the United States Congress had passed a law
banning the entry of Chinese laborers. In order to circumvent the immigration restrictions, Grandfather traveled
under an assumed name, as an American. He purchased fake identity documents, becoming the “son” of an
already-arrived Chinese man. During those years, birthing “paper sons” was a lucrative business; enterprising
Chinese-American immigrants recorded one new child per year, always male. Once in America, some paper sons
reverted to their original names. My grandfather did not. Born in Toishan without documentation, he lived out his
life in America with the only name recognized by law. Alone.
For many years, Grandmother and the children remained in China. Every night, Grandmother gathered the
children around her for the lessons that would ensure memory of their father. Mother sat with her siblings,
shoulder to shoulder, on a hand-sewn mattress low to the floor. They tried not to fidget when the rag stuffing
balled and pressed into their buttocks. Slowly, Grandmother spoke the names of the children, their parents, and
their grandparents, pausing between enunciations. When she finished, the children took turns reciting their
ancestry. Ordinarily, they called each other by familial erms—big sister, big brother, little sister, little brother.
They spoke the formal names only during instruction time, preserving history.
“Your father is doing his duty,” Grandmother said. And the children shivered at the word duty, more powerful
than love in the Chinese language.
In this way, Mother came to accept her father’s absence as one more sacrifice that individuals make for family.
Because he immigrated to the U.S. shortly after her birth, Mother has no memory of Grandfather’s face, not even
in photographs. When he died in Washington, D.C. in 1969, she only said,
“He grew too fat. His blood was no good.”
*
My grandmother’s lessons. The sound of war. The word hunger.
Mother reveals little about her life in mainland China, so this part is not mine to tell. I know only that her
family survived on Grandfather’s wages, because nobody else could find work. In 1958, starving, my mother, age
seventeen, moved to Hong Kong with Grandmother and my two uncles. My aunt remained in China with her
husband and children.
The relocation disappointed my mother. In Hong Kong she discovered the disadvantages of not speaking
English. She wandered from building to building, looking for work, only to be turned away. She spoke three
dialects, Toishanese, Cantonese, and Mandarin—each so different it’s surprising they’re all called Chinese, like
saying French, Spanish, and Italian are the same because they’re Romance languages. But she didn’t speak
English, and frustrated by rejection, thought herself too old to learn. She decided to take odd jobs wherever she
could, no matter how menial. Money was money, what could she do? With her first pay, my mother bought two
new pairs of chopsticks, one for herself, and one for my grandmother.
Eventually, her brothers managed to find steady work. Her eldest brother, whom I came to know as “Big
Uncle,” was a clerk in a jewelry store. Her second brother, “Little Uncle,” turned out piecework in a clothing
factory. Big Uncle married but never had children—a tragedy the Chinese do not discuss. Little Uncle remained
single. He lived with Grandmother, accepting her care as his duty, a role that Mother would have chosen happily,
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if marriage weren’t the greater duty for Chinese women.
A traditional Chinese, she saw herself in relation to family. She was a daughter, sister, and aunt. She spent her
life waiting to become a mother. In late 1964, when she was twenty-three, family members arranged a meeting
with my father. They were ready for marriage.
“It’s what we all need to do,” Mother explains simply. “How else can we have children?”
My parents married in November 1965. A marriage license and banquet pictures verify the union. I was born
on Chinese National Day the following year—October 1, 1966. A month later, on November 2, 1966, my parents
paid $1.50 to list my birth with the Registrar General’s Department, Hong Kong. I was the first in our family to
have this honor, the first life documented on paper.
My father shocked relatives with his happiness at my birth—he should have wanted a boy. Instead, he insisted
that I was the baby he wanted all along.
“What could be better than a girl?” he asked.
“Hew! Crazy man, don’t say such things!” the stunned relatives cautioned.
Father only laughed. He lit another cigarette. My parents named me Man Yee, two characters meaning
“intelligence” and “righteousness,” respectively. They chose Man hoping that I would be smart, and Yee to
commemorate Mao’s Cultural Revolution. To my father, I am either a reference point for history or vice versa. All
my life, he has said to me,
“You were born on a special day, do you know that? 1966 is important for the Chinese, do you know that?”
These words became as familiar as a nursery rhyme or the sound of my own name. But as a little girl, I didn’t
understand their significance; I accepted the questions only as proof of my importance in Father’s life. I had not
yet learned that history and culture were irrevocably bound to my identity.
My parents took me home to the fourth-floor flat on Ying Yang Street, the ten-by-ten room rich with the smell
of dried herbs and bark. They laid me to rest between them on their bunk bed’s bottom berth. Outside, thieves
wandered the streets and airplanes took off for the fabled gold mountains of America. I was oblivious to these
happenings. Safely nestled between my parents, I believed, as Mother did, that we were the luckiest people on
earth.
*
Due to the shortage of housing in Hong Kong, my father had quickly found tenants for the flat’s other rooms:
A single woman in her twenties moved into the room next door. In the two rooms across the hall, there were a pair
of brothers, thirtyish, and two young parents with a child my age. And at the end of the hall, in the smallest room
of all, a grandmother lived with her two adult grandsons.
To show respect, I called the adults ”aunt,” “uncle,” or “grandmother.” But because I was slightly older than
the baby, I was allowed to call her Moy-moy, meaning “little sister.” She, in turn, called me Jia-jia—“big sister.”
Understanding the importance of seniority, I was proud to be accorded such status.
The families requested permission before visiting one another, we padlocked our doors before going out, we
never loitered in the hall—living in such small quarters, we needed this strict code of conduct to have any privacy
at all. From birth, I was expected to abide by the adults’ rules: A good baby didn’t cry. She was tidy. She didn’t
raise her voice. She helped with the housework.
I did the best that I could, mimicking Mother’s voice, which was always so soft that it could barely be heard,
even when she was angry. I greeted visitors in adult tones, asking after their health and offering them
refreshments. I learned to play quietly in the corners of our room, demanding nothing from the adults. In return, I
was praised as “clever,” a compliment invariably twinned with the words “well-behaved”—which, in Chinese,
translates exactly as “listens to instructions.”
*
“Your daughter is so clever,” Moy-moy’s mother said to mine, her eyes averted, habitually self-deprecating.
“Our daughter is foolish by comparison! Every night we tell her, ‘If only you could be a little more like Big Sister
across the hall!’”
“Oh, no,” Mother replied, understanding these remarks for what they were—a friendly neighbor’s show of
respect, politeness that must be answered with an equal degree of self-effacement. “Little Yee listens well, we’re
grateful for that,” she continued. “But there must have been ten thousand things she did wrong yesterday! Not so
quiet and feminine as Moy-moy!” Mother leaned forward and clucked Moy-moy under the chin.
“Isn’t that right, Moy-moy?” she cooed, her voice suddenly genuine. “Aren’t you cute?” As if on cue, Moymoy’s mother exclaimed,
“Isn’t auntie kind! Oh, see how much she likes you!”
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Moy-moy, who was two, tottered off to fetch her chamberpot for me, prompting laughter from the two
mothers.
“See how much she likes you, little Yee?” they asked.
Perched on the rim of Moy-moy’s toilet, I began to understand the meaning of subservience, a proxy for
affection in our culture.
Relatives said that I looked like my father—the same square forehead, the same serious eyes. In a culture
where physical attributes were believed to determine character, the resemblance was seen as a mixed blessing.
“Shing’s a pretty boy, that’s for sure,” Aunt Bik-yuk chuckled, “look how carefully he combs his hair! But he
has such fierceness, such passion!” She grimaced.
“These traits aren’t so good for a girl.” She studied my face with a pitying expression.
“We’ll teach her to be feminine,” Mother promised. “Yee will always wear dresses. We'll grow her hair long
and protect her skin from the sun. She’ll be pale as a movie star.” Father laughed, dismissing the women’s foolish
notions.
“Yee’s a little child! All little children are the same—they like to make noise, dance in the dirt, so what? Boys,
girls, it doesn’t matter, they all like to roughhouse. The most we can do is feed her, comb her hair, wash her face
and feet before bed. She’ll turn out fine!” He squinted at the meal laid out in front of him.
“Yee, are you hungry yet?” I nodded, and he pulled me onto his lap.
“Here, a chicken leg, how about that, huh?”
He passed me a drumstick, which I proceeded to devour in big, furious bites. My aunt watched in horror.
“So extreme!” she gasped. “I’m warning you now: Drive that fierceness out of her, or you’ll be in trouble.
How will you ever marry off a daughter like that?”
*
It was true: Whenever Father was home, I’d forget how to be feminine. I would laugh as loudly as he did. I
would slurp at my soup. I would climb onto his lap or dance around our visitors’ legs, begging for attention. One
time, I became so rowdy that I actually yanked down a family friend’s pants, exposing his naked genitals.
“Aiya!” the friend exclaimed, doubling over to cover himself.
“You’re not wearing underwear!” Mother blurted.
“Time to leave, we’ve stayed too long!” the man’s wife cried.
“More tea?” Mother said quickly.
“These things happen,” Father choked out, before collapsing in giggles. And suddenly the man was laughing
too.
“These elastic pants!” he sputtered. “Never wear elastic pants around children!”
“Aiya!” his wife said, her face red with embarrassment.
Mother could no longer control herself; she rocked forward, laughing so hard tears streamed from her eyes. So
finally the wife had to join in, she had to admit it was funny. Watching the adults and delighting in their mix of
embarrass- ment and hilarity, I reached for the man’s pants again.
“Oh, Yee, no,” Mother gasped, pulling me away.
“Too clever,” the man wheezed, holding his pants tight to his waist. “So young to be so clever.”
“Mischievous,” Mother corrected. “Not clever. Mischievous.”
I clapped my hands. I didn’t care what the word was. I just wanted to make everyone laugh.
*
Mother worked hard to reform me. Whenever I jumped on the floor, she’d whisper,
“Quietly, gently. Remember your modesty—you’re a little girl!” At the sound of airplanes overhead, she
covered my ears.
“Remember to be frightened,” she instructed. Hearing her, Father lifted me to the window defiantly.
“See that?” he asked, pointing to a streak of white raking the sky. “That’s an airplane trail. Say ‘Wow!’”
“Wow!” I laughed. Mother lowered me to the floor and covered my ears.
“You’re spoiling her,” she hissed at Father.
“Oh, don’t fuss,” Father grumbled, waving her away. He lit a cigarette.
Mother sighed. Then, because he was the father, male, the acknowledged head of our family, she obeyed—she
silenced.
*
Only on water days did Mother lose her sense of decorum. Water was precious, piped in from mainland China
three times a week, four hours at a time, from 4:00 P.M. to 8:00 P.M. Anticipating these days, my parents used to
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collect the largest containers they could find—pots, bowls, barrels, anything at all. And when water flowed, they
would race the other families down the hallway, elbows and arms flying, rushing to gather enough for the days
inbetween. During these hours, Mother didn’t care about being quiet, she didn’t care about modesty, she didn’t
care if she shoved a man out of the way. We needed this water, and she was going to collect her due.
We stored the water in the corners of our room, in pots, bowls, barrels, anything at all. Overnight, microbes
bred arid parasites flourished. We couldn’t drink any water without boiling it first. Years later, when I moved to
the U.S., the first taste of cold water was like a miracle to me.
*
Every day at 3:30, while Father was still at work, Mother and I went to buy “accompaniments” for the evening
meal—rice being the main course. My job was to remind Mother when it was time to go. As soon as I awoke in
the morning, I would ask,
“Is it three-thirty yet?” Mother always said no. All through the day, the same question, the same answer, until
the sun slanted in a lazy, three-thirty-ish way, and Mother finally answered yes. I laughed out loud, glad to have
done my job. Mother quickly tidied my hair, slipped her hand into mine, and we were out the door.
The markets near our apartment were always crowded. No one in that neighborhood had a refrigerator, so we
all shopped for one meal at a time. Women and men squeezed up to the storefronts, examining the produce piled
in boxes near the doors.
“How much for the bok choy? Are the green beans fresh? How dare you charge that for pears?” the customers’
voices screeched.
“Ah, missus, a deal for you, I promise! Look at this tofu, so delicate, doesn’t your mouth water at the sight?”
the shopkeepers replied.
Fish stared blank-eyed from beds of shaved ice. Clams rattled as they were poured from buckets into plastic
bags. Nearby, a chicken squawked. Seconds later, the air thickened with the scent of fresh blood. On the corner,
golden egg custards gleamed in the window of a bakery.
“Mother, let’s go there!” I squealed. Mother laughed knowingly.
“Crazy girl, we can’t eat egg custards every day!” I tugged on her hand.
“Just a look?” I wheedled. And she would indulge me by standing in front of the bakery window for several
long minutes, letting me breathe in the odor of my favorite sweets.
We were only allowed to spend a dollar a day on accompaniments. Mother searched hard for good deals—that
one handful of watercress to boil with pork bones, that bit of fish to steam with ginger and scallions. It was only
on special occasions that money didn’t matter. On those days we listened to the spirits. For instance, eating
chicken gave you luck, so Mother always bought a whole one for the lunar new year.
“Always take a little bite, just one, even if you’re not hungry,” she taught me. “Otherwise the spirits will be
angry.”
I nodded solemnly. I didn’t know who the spirits were, I only wanted to obey Mother. I wanted to be the
perfect child. On the way home, we passed a store with feather dusters in the window. Mother pointed.
“Do you know? That’s what parents use to beat their children.” Wide-eyed, I asked,
“Why?”
“To teach them. A good mother needs to teach her children right from wrong. When children misbehave, when
they don’t do as their mothers say, they need to be hit. It’s the only way.”
I was confused. I said,
“Father hits my legs sometimes. But I don’t do anything wrong.”
“He pats your legs,” Mother corrected.. “Hitting’s different. It hurts—like when you bump your head.” Noting
my expression, she added,
“Don’t worry, you’re still too little to hit.”
I didn’t feel any better. Shivering, I pulled my mother across the street. I didn’t like this store.
*
At home, Mother prepared our meal in the hallway. I peeked out at her from our room’s open door.
“Little daughter, have you lost your senses?” she admonished. “If you leave the door open, the smell of food
will stink us to death! How will we sleep at night? Come into the hall or stay inside.”
I ducked my head in shame. I should have known better—I was a big girl, almost three! Closing the door, I
crept out and leaned against the wall. Mother stuck her hand flat in the rice pot.
“Look here,” she said, pointing to the back of her hand. Water covered her fingers and knuckles, stopping just
below the point where her thumb joint curved into her wrist.

1114

“This is how you measure the water for rice. First you wash the rice, then you pour water over it. To here.
Always put your hand in the pot to test. Understand?”
I nodded. Mother removed her hand from the pot. Water swished and settled. Beneath the liquid lay a dense
bed of rice, a mosaic of white on white. Mother set a small metal rack inside the pot. On top of this she placed a
small bowl of fish and salted eggs. She covered the pot and plugged it in. The accompaniments would steam-cook
with the rice. She said,
“Let’s go back inside to wait. It’s best not to clutter the hallway—our neighbors need to cook too, you know.”
*
Dinner was ready by the time Father got home. Mother boiled him a cup of water, and he set up our folding
table, which crowded our room so there was barely room to move. I helped serve the meal, carrying Father’s full
ricebowl in from the hallway, cradling it carefully in my two hands. After I’d brought in his bowl, my mother’s,
and my own, I was allowed to sit. But before I could take. a single bite, I needed to show my respect by asking
my parents to begin. Solemnly, I said,
“Please, Father, eat. Please, Mother, eat.”
If we had guests, I needed to repeat the gesture with each of them. Etiquette dictated that I mention each
person in order of seniority, male before female. Fascinated by the mysteries of hierarchy and relationship, I was
strangely enamored of this exercise. I loved to puzzle out who belonged to whom, who was older, younger, more
or less powerful, and why. Over time, my ability to determine these things became almost instinctual, so that I
could sit at a table full of strangers and, without prompting, bid them all to eat in the proper order ahead of me.
*
For food that couldn't be prepared in our electric rice pot, we had a small, kerosene-powered camp stove.
Mother made soups and stir-fries on it. Because soups took a long time, they were reserved for special days—the
August moon festival, the lunar new year, Father’s days off. Stir-fries were quick but required a strong flame, so
we rarely ate these, either—Mother was afraid that the flame would jump up and burn her.
She made noodles on lazy days. This was easy, just a big pot of ramen, the broth enhanced with fresh
vegetables and hot pepper flakes. My parents called the ramen “doll noodles,” because the packages came with
stickers that depicted round-faced cartoon children slurping wavy pasta strings. Each bag contained a different
two-inch drawing, with eight or ten variations in all. My favorite was the one of a girl feeding herself with
chopsticks held between her toes. I often threatened to try this pose, but ended up laughing too hard to succeed.
When we ate doll noodles, I wore the stickers on my shirt. I loved lazy days.
On special occasions the entire family went for tea. Yum cha, we said, “drink tea,” referring to the ritual
Americans call dim sum. We ate at the storefront restaurants in our neighborhood, inviting friends and relatives
for feasts of chicken feet, solid lumps of boiled cow’s blood, and sweet egg custards in flaky pastry shells. After
each meal the adults fought over the bill, and even as a little girl I understood the argument: you dishonored the
host by paying, but you dishonored your family by not offering.
Laughing adults, pretty clothes, golden custards, digging baby clams from their shells—1 looked forward to all
these things. But nothing could compare to the two-bone middle section of chicken wings. I liked everything else.
I craved chicken wings. A true Cantonese, I never cared about the meat; I wanted the bones. Watching the adults, I
learned to crack the thin-shelled, hollow bones with my milk teeth, voraciously sucking out heavy, clotted
marrow. In an overcooked chicken, it clumped, soil-brown and mealy, almost not worth the effort. In one done
just right, it spilled out bright red, the color of life, rich and smooth on the tongue. I hungered for that fertile
interior where blood cells begin: I wanted to eat the bird’s soul.
The adults wouldn’t feed me cow’s blood—it’s too hearty and luxurious for the young. Chicken marrow warm
in my greedy mouth, I watched my parents enviously. My legs dangled from the chair seat. I swung them faster,
propelling myself to adulthood.
*
For the first five years of my life, my bare feet never touched the ground. I wouldn’t get out of bed in the
morning without a pair of plastic slippers on my feet. If we left the house, I traded these for red leather baby
shoes, or, as I grew older, shiny black Mary Janes. In Hong Kong, this behavior meant a good upbringing, since
only the most uneducated, ill-mannered peasant went without shoes.
From earliest childhood, I was taught that a person’s manners were determined by her clothes. According to
Mother, a proper lady always wore dresses, never pants. A lady’s hair was always coifed, her shoes always shined.
Likewise, men shouldn’t be seen in public without jackets and ties. Male or female, your outfits should always
match. Your shoes and purse should be the same color.
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“But Mother,” I pointed out, “you wear pants to the market.”
“Rotten girl, don’t be so clever,” Mother snapped. “I’m old and married, it doesn’t matter any more. But you
listen to what I say. Act like a little lady, wear nice dresses, and don’t muss your clothes. Otherwise, people on the
streets will shame you. You won’t be allowed in restaurants or stores. People might even think you’re crazy;
they’ll call the police to come get you.”
“Yes, Mother,” I answered quickly, terrified of the police. Only the elderly were exempted from these rules.
“Live a long life, reap the rewards,” Mother said.
“Like Po-po?” I asked, meaning my maternal grandmother, who was allowed to do anything she wanted-wear
her house slippers outdoors, part her hair crooked, grow her fingernails long. She didn’t even have to learn proper
Cantonese; Mother taught me Toishanese for Po-po’s benefit.
“Grandmother language,” we called it.
“Oh, yes,” Mother said softly. “Always honor your parents and grandparents.”
“Of course,” I thought.
I admired Po-po tremendously. I had thick unruly hair that tangled in my sleep. In the mornings, I cried when
Mother combed it. I couldn’t wait until I was old enough to go through the day with snarled hair.
*
Every night after work—after he’d hung up his jacket and tie—Father would tell Mother and me stories about
his day. He kept us informed about the progress on a building, he described the heat of the sun.
But one night he came home with a sad story: A man he worked with—a friend, someone who liked to joke
and tease, someone with whom we’d shared tea—fell from a high beam that morning. He was seriously injured.
He might die.
A few weeks later, my father flew off to America, Mei Guo, “Beautiful Land.” Remembering the sad story, I
believed that my father left because his friend had died. In my mind, injury and departure became inextricably
linked.
I don’t know how my parents explained his leaving. I don’t remember saying good-bye to him at the airport. I
only know how I felt afterwards, walking home with my mother in a world gone gray.
It was December, two weeks before Christmas. Leaving the airport, Mother steered me past shop windows,
trying to distract me with their bright displays. But I refused to look. My stomach hurt. Father had left. There
wasn’t anything I would want from a store.
Overhead, airplane engines continued to thunder, taking off every few minutes, streaking the sky with their
white exhaust. I tilted my head back, my mouth opened wide, whispering, Wow. I clamped my hands over my
ears. As soon as we got home, I flung myself onto our bed and cried.
In my mind’s chronology, the next two years are bracketed by recollections of airplanes departing Hong Kong
—my father’s in December 1969, and my own in April 1972—memories so deep I sense them with my body,
primal, visceral, unfiltered by intellect. Sometimes I still dream that I am climbing the boarding ladder. I am very
small, and the ladder is endless. In that dream life I am afraid of heights, as I never am waking.
*
The Chinese language is very specific with regard to familial relationships. Even our pet names for relatives—
the equivalents of words such as “auntie” and “grandma”—specify maternal or paternal, younger or older.
Therefore, when Mother said that Father lived with my aunt, I knew she meant Father’s younger sister.
Her name was Bik Ying, but the Americans called her “Becky.” Her first husband had died, and she now had a
common-law husband, a Chinese who had randomly chosen the name “Andy.” Andy could not marry my aunt
because he already had a wife in Taiwan, but he lived with her and helped raise her son, a little boy named San—
Chinese for “rise” or “upward”—who was almost exactly my age.
“Do you know?” Mother said, “we were expecting babies at the same time, your aunt and I. What a thing! We
wondered, who would give birth first? We waited and waited. Then, just three months before you were born, your
aunt had a little boy!”
“What if Father likes him better than me?” I fretted.
“Don’t worry,” Mother assured me. “Your father likes girls best. He was so happy when you were born,
everybody wondered what was wrong with him. They thought he’d gone crazy! ‘Boys are best,’ they told him, but
he didn’t care. He wanted a girl, so strange for a Chinese.” I leaned against Mother’s arm happily.
“Do you know?” Mother went on. “Your father lives in a place called Wich-i-ta. He works in a motel kitchen.
Very soon we’ll go live with him.”
I saw Father climbing down off a skyscraper scaffolding, his thick black shoes touched the ground. He was
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somewhere far away, but it didn’t matter. He was safe now. He would never fall off a building and die.
“What does Wich-i-ta look like?” I asked, pronouncing the foreign word carefully.
“I don’t know,” Mother said. “I think there's sand there, like a desert, and big streets, no buildings. That’s what
your Father wrote.”
*
Father sent money so I could go to a private school. I was three, old enough to learn English, Mother said, so
that when I grew up, I would get a good job, not suffer so much. She enrolled me in a class with a bunch of fiveyear-olds, but I didn’t have the discipline to wake in the morning. Every day, my mother lifted me from bed still
asleep, dressed me, strapped my shoes on, and carried me to class on her back. Along the way, she bought a bottle
of unpasteurized milk to coax me awake, dribbling the sweet liquid into my mouth over her shoulder. When I
came to the U.S., I knew multiplication tables up to nine-times-nine, wrote one hun- dred Chinese characters, and
spoke five words in English—cap, ball, hello, yes, no. But none of these lessons were as powerful as the taste of
milk fed to me as I lay stomach down, curled on my mother’s back.
Moy-moy didn’t go to school, so I showed her my books when I got home.
“I like helping Mother clean,” I read, pointing at the picture of the girl smiling and making beds. “I take care of
my little brother. I keep him away from danger.” I showed Moy-moy the drawing of the girl pulling a smaller boy
away from an electric fan. Moy-moy’s parents said,
“Wah! Isn’t she smart? She obeys instructions so well!” Moy-moy just laughed and brought me her
chamberpot.
During walks I recited multiplication tables for Mother. She rewarded me with stories, fables that always had a
moral, even if she had to make it up herself. Her favorite was “The Boy Who Cried Wolf.” I heard it at least once
a day. Mother’s voice rose when the boy cried “Wolf!” Her words tumbled over one another as the townspeople
rushed to save him. There was a dramatic pause just before she revealed the hoax. And I always shuddered at the
end, when the boy is eaten, a victim of his own foolishness.
“You must never lie,” Mother added each time.
I nodded sincerely, although I’d heard it all before. But the most important lessons were the ones she’d learned
from Po-po. Remembering how her mother had honored her father, my mother told me stories about my father
every night. She said,
“When he was around, you never had to walk—he carried you everywhere. You were three years old and the
bottom of your shoes like new! All you had to do was touch his hand, and he’d pick you up. Remember? One time
he patted your legs and asked, ‘What are these for?’ And what did you say? ‘For you to pat!’ Such a clever girl!
Such a loving father!” I hugged my mother’s arm.
“When will Father come home?” I asked. She sighed.
“Ah, daughter, don’t ask these things! He’s in America making money so you can eat and go to school! Where
do you think your pretty dresses come from?” I started crying.
“I want Father to come home!” Mother stroked my hair.
“Don’t cry, little daughter, we’ll see him soon. We’ll move to America to live with him.”
I wiped my eyes on Mother’s shirt. I didn’t know where America was, but if Father lived there, it couldn’t be a
bad place.
“Tell me more,” I begged. “Did he send another letter? Did he say I was a good girl?”
“Of course,” she whispered. “He thinks about you all the time.”
*
In my father’s absence, Grandmother helped to raise me. Mother and I went to visit her every day. Usually we
waited for the bus, but if it didn’t come, we would walk, my mother carrying me part of the way. Between my
small steps and Mother struggling with my weight, sometimes it took an hour and a half to get there.
At Grandmother’s flat, Mother’s composure unwound. She felt free to complain about her loneliness and the
way I awoke crying for my father every night.
“I don’t know what to say,” she sighed. “Yee refuses to eat at mealtimes, so she’s always hungry at night. She
wakes up crying with a stomach ache. I’m afraid the neighbors will complain—you know how small the flat is!”
Grandmother shook her head sadly.
“There’s nothing you can do when a child cries like that. Feed her warm milk, like she’s a baby, and she’ll go
back to sleep.”
“Oh, I do,” Mother said. “But you should hear! And she’s become so thin! Last week, at the doctor’s office, the
nurses accused me of starving her, my own child! I started crying myself, I was so scared they would call the
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police on me!”
“Did you explain about your husband moving to America?”
“I did, for all the good that will do—”
“It’s enough, believe me. Everyone knows, it’s so hard to make a living around here. Men are leaving for
America all the time.”
Mother gazed at Po-po uncertainly. Po-po said,
“Believe me, daughter, they understand. Husbands and fathers leave. We have to put up with it in order to eat.
How do you think I raised you?” Mother looked down in shame.
“Mother, of course you’re right,” she said quickly. “How dare I question you? I’m just so frustrated! That
rotten girl! I can never sleep through the night!”
“Oh, relax,” Po-po soothed. She changed the subject:
“Your brother will be home soon. He’ll take little Yee to the park. We can go with them or stay here. Sit in the
sunshine or stay inside, it doesn’t matter, whatever you want. Relax, daughter.” Mother nodded.
“Do you think …” she began uncertainly. “Do you think it’ll help if I hit her? Will she eat if I hit her?”
“Not yet,” Po-po answered. “She’s still too little, just a baby. And hitting’s for times when she misbehaves,
when she breaks things or talks back to you, not for things like not eating her rice.”
Crouched at my grandmother’s feet talking to my imaginary friends, Big Dragon and Little Dragon, I barely
registered her last comment. For a long time, I’d been aware about the punishments that parents imposed on
children: Sometimes at market I would see the flailing mothers and the howling children.
“See what happens when children are bad?” Mother would warn. “Don’t you ever misbehave!”
I didn’t think I had anything to worry about. Didn’t everyone always say how clever I was? And didn’t
“clever” mean the same as “obedient”?
*
Our days at Grandmother’s had a lively, party-like quality. My aunt, Mother’s sister, had moved to Hong Kong
from mainland China, and she often visited Grandmother with her two youngest children, Manyee and Leo, who
were in their late teens. Leo liked to chase and tickle me. Manyee prided herself on tricking me into doing rude
things, like smacking my lips while I ate. Whenever Grandmother had this many guests, we all needed to go
outside, because there wasn’t enough space for everyone to sit in her room.
We would go to the zoo or the park or simply sit on public benches by the side of the road. If Little Uncle was
home, he would bring his camera and take pictures of us to send to Father in America.
Days flowed into weeks, and weeks into months, caught in the easy rhythm.
*
One day when I was five, my skin suddenly erupted in itchy red blisters. For the first time in two years, Mother
and I couldn’t go to Po-po’s.
“You have chicken pox,” Mother explained. “Lie still in bed so the blisters don’t break. Otherwise you’ll be
scarred forever!”
She went across the hall to tell Moy-moy’s parents, who brought Moy-moy over to kiss my face.
“Best to get it over with,” her mother said. “Best to have chicken pox when you’re young. I’ve heard such
stories about how you suffer if you catch it when you’re older!” Mother agreed.
“If you grow up without ever having chicken pox, you’re scared to be around children the rest of your life.
You’re too worried about catching it yourself. You can’t be a good mother that way.”
“Thank you,” Moy-moy’s mother said. “Now it’s time to go home and rest.”
Sadly, I watched them leave the room. Now I had no one to play with. I said,
“Mother, when do we go to Po-po’s?”
“Not today. You need to rest.”
“I’m not tired,” I protested. “I’m all sleeped out!”
“1t doesn’t matter. You lie there and be good; you can’t move when you have the chicken pox. If you burst the
blisters, you’ll be scarred for life!”
I tried to be good and lie still, but the blisters itched. I scratched at my arms and face. Mother pulled my hands
away.
“Yee, what did I tell you? If you scratch, you’ll ruin your skin! Now lie still.” I whimpered,
“Mother, I caaaan’t!”
She sighed and cradled me with one arm.
“Lie still and I’ll tell you a story,” she bribed. I held our quilt tight, fighting temptation.
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“I want to hear a story,” I whispered.
“Once upon a time …” she began. And I only fidgeted a little bit.
*
Late in the afternoon there was a knock on the front door. Mother went to answer it, and a minute later I heard
Grandmother’s voice.
“Po-po! Po-po!” I shrieked, leaping out of bed. I danced around her legs.
“Mother says I’m too sick to come visit you!”
“Ah! What’s wrong?” Grandmother asked, her voice a mixture of alarm and amusement. “You don’t act sick.”
“I’m not!” I laughed. “Mother, make Po-po a cup of tea!” Mother shushed me,
“Shh! Crazy girl, get back in bed.” To Grandmother, she said,
“She has the chicken pox, look at the spots on her face. All the children at her school have it.” Grandmother
said,
“Ah, it’s wise to be careful then. Always be careful with your health. The body’s not a toy, you know.” I
nodded at Po-po.
“That’s what Mother always says. ‘Don’t be so rough, you’ll break your arms and legs.’” Mother said,
“You rotten girl! How dare you mimic me?”
But I could tell she wasn’t mad. She was just teasing. Po-po unfolded a chair and sat down.
“I was so worried when you didn’t come visit! Ah, what could be wrong, I wondered? I had to come check.”
“Mother, you must be careful,” my mother admonished her. “You’re older now, you can’t go wandering
everywhere!”
“Just a short walk to the bus stop, and a bus ride here, very easy,” Grandmother said. She gestured to me.
“No matter what, I needed to see how little Yee was. Huh, Yee, isn’t that right?”
“Woo-hoo-hoo-hoo!” I sang, bouncing around her chair.
“Yee!” Mother snapped. Then, “Mother!” She sounded exas- perated. “It’s the chicken pox! Burst those
blisters and you’ll be scarred for life!”
Grandmother chuckled.
“Po-po’s here! Po-po’s here!” I sang.
“Mother,” my mother repeated. “You taught me this yourself. You said that if chicken pox blisters break, the
child will be scarred for life. I don’t want to have a deformed child—what would I do with her? Who would marry
her?”
Grandmother motioned toward me.
“Little Yee, let me see your face.”
I hopped to a standstill in front of her. She cupped my face between her hands.
“No blisters popped,” she mumbled. Then, more loudly, she said,
“Yee, will you be a good girl and promise Po-po you won’t scratch?”
I bobbed my head. Po-po looked up at Mother.
“You see? Everything’s fine.”
Mother unfolded our table and plunked a cup of tea on it. She said,
“Yes, Mother. Of course you’re right.”
I climbed onto a chair next to Grandmother. I didn’t understand the fuss. No matter what happened, even if I
was sick, even if I wasn’t allowed outside, Po-po would come find me. That’s what grandmothers were for.
*
Mother said there were things no one could protect me from. She said that Hong Kong was rotten, we needed
to be careful on the streets, or the thieves would steal money right out of our hands. She sewed a secret pouch into
the waistband of all her trousers. When we went for groceries, she folded dollar bills into tight one-inch squares to
tuck inside the secret hiding place, and before leaving, we always padlocked our door, to protect against thieves.
They got to us anyway. As we were walking up the stairs one day, returning home with our groceries, an
anxious voice called down,
“Mrs. Mar! Is that you?” Mother picked me up and ran the rest of the way.
“Yes, sister, what is it?” she panted.
Our flatmate, the young single woman, waited at the front door. She looked like she was about to cry.
“Your room! Thieves broke into your room!”
She flattened herself against the wall quickly, for Mother was out of her mind, she pushed past without a word.
Still in Mother’s arms, I felt my foot brush against our flatmate. My mother’s heart thumped against my own.
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Our thin wooden door was splintered where the hinge had been screwed for the padlock clasp. The lock hung
down sadly, connecting two useless pieces of metal. Inside, the room was a mess, our things thrown everywhere.
The front of our white veneer dresser had been kicked in; the panels swayed at odd angles. I looked at Mother’s
face. Her eyes were bright, her mouth a colorless flat line.
“They didn’t steal the furniture,” she said finally. “We’re lucky. They didn’t steal the furniture.”
“Your room was the only one,” our flatmate said apologetically. “Everyone else was home, so the thieves
didn’t dare come to our rooms. I was so scared, huddled inside, not looking, afraid they’d come and kill me!”
“It’s the second time,” Mother said somberly. “My bad luck. Do you remember the first time, when my
daughter was little, maybe eighteen months?”
I didn’t remember the story—I was too little the first time—but our flatmate covered her face. She’d heard it
before.
“I was carrying my daughter on my back, tied with cloth,” Mother continued. “I was walking up the stairs,
coming home from grocery shopping. The stairwell was so dark, I nearly collided with the boy! He had a knife!
He said,
“‘I’ll kill you if you move!’ I didn’t know what to do.
“‘I’ll give you money,’ I said. I’d gone out with ten dollars, you know, and I bought less than one dollar’s
worth of food, maybe ninety cents, that’s all. I was carrying a change purse.”
Mother paused for a moment. She looked at her empty hand and into our flatmate’s eyes, as if for
confirmation. I clung to Mother’s shirt, afraid that she’d forgotten me, afraid that she’d drop me.
“I held it out,” Mother said, demonstrating with her hand. She raised her voice for the next part of the story:
“The boy screamed, ‘No! Drop it on the floor! Drop it on the floor or I’ll kill you!’ I started to drop it, then I
thought, I need to get my daughter home, I need my keys.
“‘Please let me take my keys out,’ I begged him.”
Mother shuddered. Her skin felt clammy against my body. She continued the story:
“‘Yes, yes, quickly!’ he said. He was waving the knife. I thought for sure he would. kill me! Immediately I
opened the purse and found my keys. I threw the purse on the ground, so quick! He grabbed it and ran. I stood
there, frozen. I waited until I heard him leave the building.”
Mother’s voice faded. She blew out a breath. I hugged her neck.
“Hong Kong is so rotten,” our flatmate whispered. “I was frozen, so scared I didn’t have the chance to feel it
until I got inside,” Mother finished.
Our flatmate didn’t say anything. Mother sighed.
“Ah, sister, it was kind of you to warn us,” she told our flatmate.
The woman nodded. She returned to her room. Mother set me on the ground, and we went inside to begin
cleaning. Together we pieced together the dresser drawers with transparent tape that yellowed in scars along the
seams.
“At least we have something left,” Mother kept saying.
*
“America will be better,” Mother promised. “People there wear nice clothes all the time. It’s safe, you can walk
the streets and not worry about thieves stealing from you.”
Father had sent for us. He had moved to a place called Denver with my aunt’s family, he’d saved enough
money, and there was room for Mother and me. But I didn’t want to go. I was still waiting for Father to return to
Hong Kong.
“He’s not coming back,” Mother said gently. “We need to go there.”
“With Little Uncle and Po-po?” I asked.
“No, Yee, just you and me.”
“Why?”
“The government won’t let them. Father only has papers for you and me.” I started crying.
“I don’t want to go. Why won’t Father come back home?”
“Yee, this was the plan all along. Remember? We explained it to you wheu he left.” I shook my head wildly.
“No you didn’t. You didn’t say anything.”
Mother sighed. She was quiet for a moment.
“Maybe you’re right,” she finally muttered. “We didn’t tell you anything. But you’re so young. Who thought
you’d be so stubborn and remember so much?” She brushed my hair off my forehead.
“Little daughter, we have no choice. He’s your father, my husband, our family. We need to go.”
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I continued to cry.
“I …” Mother's voice broke. “I don’t want to leave Po-po either.” We sat in silence for a long time.
*
We had no choice. We prepared to leave.
“We’re moving to America, a place called Den-veah,” Mother told my teacher.
“Ah, no time to win the ‘best student’ award!” my teacher said.
“Yes, she’s only gotten the ‘neatest work’ award for two years,” Mother answered. She laughed suddenly, a
little too loudly.
“I don’t know how she got that, to tell the truth—every day when I came to pick her up, she was sitting in the
middle of the floor with her braids undone and her face covered with ink! Do you remember? Do you?”
There were tears in Mother’s eyes. She wiped at them.
“Ah, I’m laughing so hard,” she mumbled. My teacher smiled indulgently.
“Where is Den-veah?” she asked. “Is it a big place or a little one?” Mother’s forehead crinkled.
“I think it’s little, not big like San Francisco. I think that’s what her father wrote.” My teacher answered
briskly,
“Ah, well, it’s America, that’s the important thing! And it’s best for children to be with their fathers.” She bent
down and gave me a bunch of pencils tied with ribbon.
“Be a good student in America,” she said. I promised that I would.
Everywhere we went, we got presents. Before we announced our departure, my only toys had been a scrap of
cloth and rubber bands, but now I had two dolls, one blonde and one brunette. Moy-moy and I spent hours staring
at the dolls. We agreed that the blonde was prettier—like a movie starr—but the brunette was larger and had
blinking eyes. Mother wouldn’t let us play with either one; she said that we were saving them for America, so
they had to stay wrapped up.
Moy-moy’s father gave me a jewelry box he’d made himself. It had pounded brass corners and faux jade
carvings set into the wooden lid.
“1t won’t mean much to you now,” he said, “but you save it for when you grow up.”
He set it in my hands gingerly and rocked back on his heels, settling into the squat that Chinese men find so
comfortable. He blinked rapidly and smiled extra bright.
“When you grow up, you can put your pretty things in it.”
“Thank you, uncle,” I squeaked, surprised by his somber tone. Why wasn’t he laughing and teasing me, the
way he usually did? Mother reached down and took the box from me. She wrapped it in plastic bags and tucked it
into our luggage. She said,
“I’ll keep it safe until you’re old enough to understand.”
For luck, relatives gave us ceramic figurines: two wild geese, their necks elongated and wings spread in flight,
to hang on the wall. A girl in pale blue pants and a pink pinafore, carrying a schoolbag and an orange, to
symbolize wisdom and prosperity. A boy with his sleeves rolled up, leaning on a shovel and pulling on work
gloves, a sign orhard work. A lion roaring, to protect our home. A horse cantering, to carry us safely. As art
objects, these items were worthless, but my mother invested them with real power to secure our safe passage. She
cried when one goose broke en route to Denver.
*
Mother and I needed to buy presents, too. It was only polite.
“Something good to eat for Cousin San!” I said, so we got a pound of beef jerky, half of it flavored with chili,
the other half with orange.
“Lucky cousin,”I thought, mouth watering. We’d gotten him the best brand—the jerky was tender and flaky,
dried beef enhanced with hints of fruit and chili. I knew that my cousin would like it.
We shopped and packed, shopped and packed. We bought herbs and boxes of Father’s favorite chrysanthemum
tea. Mother ordered a crate of rice bowls and flat-bottomed china soup spoons. We bought new clothes—three
fancy dresses and two coats for me; dresses, pantsuits, and coats for Mother; packets of underpants, t-shirts, tank
tops, and pajamas for all three of us—everything we’d looked at but only touched in the stores before. Now, with
the money that Father sent, we could buy things. And we bought enough for a lifetime.
We went to the hair salon. Mother got a perm, and I had my braids cut off. I clapped my hands.
“No more tangles! Now it won’t hurt to comb my hair in the morning!”
“Your hair’s very stylish,” Mother laughed.
In a moment of hopefulness, she purchased a guidebook, which I immediately claimed for my own. It was a
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paperback, about five inches wide by eight inches long, 150 pages thick. It probably provided advice on the new
country’s customs and culture. I don’t know, because I wasn’t interested in that part of it. To me, the entire book
existed in a four-page section at the back.
These pages were filled with tiny, detailed ink drawings in jewel tones. Next to each drawing was a caption in
Chinese and one in English.
“A picture book for adults,” I thought.
I made my mother sit with me over the pages for hours, pointing out the airplane, the shoes, the frock. My
memory tricks me into believing that Mother pronounced these words in English, with a British accent, although I
know this was not possible. In the years that followed, long after my mother tired of it, I continued to sneak this
book from my mother’s drawer to study the back four pages. I passed entire afternoons in Denver this way,
recapturing that moment when Mother could teach me everything about America.
On our final round of visits, I heard an English conversation for the first time. Some of Mother’s friends owned
a television set. They tuned it to a British program, pointing out,
“Little Yee, that’s English. That’s what you’ll speak in America.” I listened for a minute before responding,
“How strange. It sounds like they’re singing, not speaking!”
I thought the adults must be teasing me—I would never speak like that!
*
No amount of planning could put off the day. We were leaving.
Little Uncle gave me a photo album, half-filled with pictures of me, my family, Hong Kong. The rest was
blank—for pictures of America, he said. Mother put the book in our luggage, and we left for the airport. It seemed
as if everyone we knew accompanied us: Grandmother, aunts and uncles, cousins, friends, Moy-moy and her
parents. We filed into the terminal and waited for our flight to be announced. The adults conversed in short, stilted
bursts, punctuated by long silences and the sound of sniffling. Grandmother held my hand for a long time, but she
would not speak. She looked like she might never smile again.
“I’ll call when we get there,” Mother whispered to her. “I’ll call to let you know we’re safe.”
“Little Yee, you behave for your mother,” Po-po managed to croak.
“Take care of Mother. Don’t let her walk around in dangerous neighborhoods,” Mother said to Big Uncle and
Little Uncle.
Suddenly impressed by the enormity of my adventure, I handed Moy-moy the yellow-haired doll.
“You can hold her for a while,” I offered generously.
Little Uncle smiled, his eyes moist.
“Such a big girl already,” he said. “Come.” He lined us up and snapped pictures to remember us by.
Then the loudspeaker crackled. It was time to go. I said good-bye to Po-po and climbed the endless metal
stairs. …
186.87 Excerpt from Little Green: Growing Up During The Chinese Cultural Revolution\fn{by Chun Yu (1966)} “in a small city near the East Sea,” China (F) 12
The year was 1966, I was told, five o’clock on a late spring afternoon. Mama had been in labor for eight hours.
Baba\fn{Father} was pacing up and down in the hall, having just come from a mass political meeting in the city
square.
The doctor held me up in the air; I was a ten-pound girl, screaming loud with a little red face. Outside the
world was changing, a revolution was in the making for my country. Darkening clouds gathering in the sky above,
smothering thunders rolling on the horizon afar. Mama sat on Baba’s bike, holding me tight in her arms; Baba
peddled toward home against the cold night wind. Mama’s face was as pale as paper; she caught cold on the way
home, during the weakest time after her labor.
*
Little Green—Xiao Qing—was the name they gave me. Qing, the green of tree leaves in early spring, of clear
water in a deep pond, my baba said; of beautiful youth, the evergreen of life, my mama said; and of precious jade
worn close to the heart, my nainai\fn{Or waipo, grandmother} said.
*
Mama still says, telling me the story, luckily for the illness, she escaped the first struggle meeting in the school
where she taught just by a day.
The beginning of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution was announced, people waving red flags on the
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streets and shouting loud the slogans on their red banners:
“Ten Thousand Years Chairman Mao!”
“Ten Thousand Years the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution!” Chairman Mao called to the country,
“Let’s hold the large flags of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution and completely expose the reactionary
position of those so-called ‘academic authorities’.”
The school where Mama taught was in the countryside, but there was no escape even there. It was declared to
be “a revolutionary battlefield,” like many other schools around the country. The day before Mama went back, in
the school ceremony hall the Red Guards stood on the stage, the teachers were gathered around the stage, and
other students gathered around them. The teachers picked were denounced on the stage, forced down on their
knees and beaten in front of the crowd. They were asked to slap their own faces while denouncing themselves
aloud until the Red Guards were satisfied.
Mama’s name has a “phoenix.” The only child of our grandma and grandpa, they called her Cheng-Feng,
which means “becoming a phoenix.”
“You have no idea what trouble this could be,” Mama told me. “Phoenix is too traditional for the revolution.”
Some said the old world needed to be destroyed for the new world to come. That’s the idea of the revolution I
was born into. That summer\fn{Of 1966} around the country—our Middle Kingdom\fn{The ancient name of China}—
so many people died, I was told many years later.
Spring 1967
:”The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution,” Chairman Mao said, “is a great revolution that will touch
people’s souls.”
A year after the revolution started, Liu Shao-Qi, the other chairman of the country then, besides Chairman
Mao, was “downed with” completely. People used to call him respectfully “Our comrade Liu Shao-Qi,” but an
uncle teacher used these words one day too late.
It was his turn to criticize the denounced leader in a struggle meeting.
“Our comrade Liu Shao-Qi,” he started with. Just as he realized the mistake and turned pale, his head was
already forced down.
“Down with the counterrevolutionary!”\fn{ A person who performs a political activity in opposition to an earlier revolution or
who is against a revolution} people shouted, throwing their arms up in the air, trembling at this new discovery. The
uncle teacher slapped his own face, calling himself one who “deserves to die.” He carried the label ever since I
remembered.
*
A dream was the first thing I ever remembered. Mama was holding me in her arms, snakes hanging from a big
hollow tree, wolves and hyenas running on the ground.
Mama was standing among these things, holding me tight in her arms.
1968
I have a brother two years older, who I called Gege.\fn{ Older brother} Mama told me that until the year I was
two years old and Gege was four, the three of us had lived and traveled between our home in the city where Baba
worked and the country school where Mama taught. The city, like everywhere in the country, had been deep in
revolution. The streets were filled with roaming Red Guards, struggle meetings were held in every work unit, and
counterrevolutionaries were “downed with” every day. A time of unpredictable changes, a city of unrest.
Chairman Mao called to the whole country:
“Go up to the mountains and go down to the country, to receive reeducation from poor and lower-middle-class
peasants.” Baba was sent down from the city to labor in a May Seventh Cadre School in the countryside. We lost
our home in the city. My gege and I stayed with Mama in the country school after Baba was gone.
*
We lived in a long one-story house facing south in the country middle school. It had gray-blue tiles on the roof
with a brick wall of the same color. Eleven other teachers’ families lived in the same building. Eight of the
families had children; there were twelve of us altogether.
A river ran in front of the house. Past the full-moon gate to the west of the house, a brick bridge crossed the
river. On the other side of the river was the school where Mama taught.
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Between the house and the river was a long stretch of garden. Right along the bank was the short bamboo bush
where wild red berries grew underneath. Closer to the house were flowers mixed with vegetables: daisy, tomato,
and eggplant, rose, pepper, and radish, all between rows of cucumber frames.
Although Gege and I were too young to go to school, our baba was sent away, and our mama worked all the
time, we had many friends to play with. We sometimes would sit in a circle and sing,
“Look, look, and look for a friend. Find a good friend, give a salute, shake a hand, you are my good friend.”
Our nannies, young girls and grandmas from the nearby villages, would be clapping hands, laughing and
singing along with their country accents. The river was running and murmuring slowly by, fish boats floating and
wandering on the water, red dragonflies dancing and gathering like dusk clouds.
Rice fields around our house turned from green to golden yellow, rose bushes along the river bloomed and
withered, months of spring and summer passed. At these times, for us children, the revolution seemed to be far
away.
*
People called Mama Beauty Lu. Lu is her last name and she was a born beauty. Her face had a smooth oval
shape. Her short black hair glowed under the sun. Her skin had a light olive color. Under her eyebrows like
willow leaves, her eyes were bright and clear as the sky. In them I never saw a trace of fear or doubt.
*
“The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution must be carried on to the end,” Chairman Mao said, and
“The class struggle shall never be forgotten.”
After the political meetings and teaching during the day, every night Mama had to go back to work. The party
wanted her to study Mao’s Little Red Book.
When night fell, all of the children were locked up at home. To save energy, no lights were left on for any of
us.
Mama would get Gege and me to bed; we heard her walking to the door, pulling the string attached to the
lightbulb; then in darkness, we could hear the sound of her putting the lock on the door. It was too early to fall
asleep, so we would call to each other, checking if the other was asleep. Our friend Maomao was four years old
and lived right next door. Being left alone all by herself, she cried loud every night, with such a bright voice,
angry, stubborn, and sad. The whole building of locked-up children listened to Maomao’s cries night after night.
Sometimes in the middle of the night I woke up to the sound of Mama unlocking the door. I heard her come
inside, sit down on a wooden bench in the kitchen, and sigh alone in the quietness of the night.
*
One night, deep in our sleep, we were startled by a loud cry outside.
“Get up, all the teachers and staff. We just got a new indication from the Party and Chairman Mao. Get up,
let’s form a parade to celebrate. Quick! Quick!”
There were footsteps outside the door, and a flashlight shone through our window.
“Old heaven!” Mama mumbled, getting up. She scrambled to change to her day clothes. I sat up on my bed,
dizzy, confused, and still half dreaming.
“Mama!” I cried, and Gege called too.
“Go back to sleep. It’s not morning yet. Mama will be back soon,” she whispered.
We heard doors opening and footsteps hurrying. Mama rushed out but quickly rushed back. She grabbed her
Little Red Book and hurried out again. It sounded like a group had formed in front of our house. Someone started
shouting slogans outside:
“Ten Thousand Years Chairman Mao. Ten Thousand Years the Great Cultural Revolution! Ten Thousand, Ten
Thousand, and Ten Ten Thousand!”\fn{ At dawn on the morning of the Imperial Birthday, the Emperor China would present
himself all alone on a balcony overlooking Tienanmin Square. Before him, in that vast and open space, would be assembled thousands of
courtiers, provincial representatives, ambassadors of tributary states, the liaisons of foreign dignatories: the entire civilized world. There
would be ovserved a moment of complete silence. Then, with no vocal command but in unison, the vast assembly would kneel as one, and
as one bow their heads to the pavement three times, and after each kowtow, raise themselves to a siting position and shout three times, “Ten
Thousand Years”. I did not myself see this; I was born in 1943, and the Empire had become a Republic in 1911; but I have heard that it was
so:H }

And the rest of the people followed with sleepy voices. Through our window I could see shadows of hands
holding and waving the Little Red Books. Maomao started crying next door again, her voice louder and brighter
than the slogan shouting.
“Wake up! Show your respect to our Party and Chairman Mao!” the slogan leader taunted the parade group.
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My heart trembled and I woke up completely, hoping he was not yelling at my mama. Then the group started
marching toward west. The shouting grew weaker as they marched away.
After a long time Mama came back, dragging her steps. She shut the door behind her and said to herself,
“We all must be crazy!”
Mama told us later that they had marched through the rice fields in the darkness to the nearby town, where
there was a single street—the only street around that they could march on, and so it would be called a parade.
Their slogans echoed on the empty dark street, where everyone was asleep and no lights were on. They went back
and forth on the same street for a whole hour. Nobody came out to watch the “parade.”
“People,” each time Mama told the story she would sigh and laugh, “all must be crazy then.”
*
Uncle Xie lived three doors to our left. He was a chemistry teacher sent down from Shanghai, leaving his wife
and three children behind.
He had a strange habit of turning his radio on loud, so loud that the whole building could hear it; soon we no
longer needed our own radio. He left his door open whenever his radio was on, even during the coldest winter
days.
One day Mama and I were passing by and Uncle Xie had his radio blasting toward the door with an army song
broadcasted:
Forward, forward, forward!
Our army is facing toward the sun,
their feet stepping on our grand motherland!

Mama said hello and asked curiously why he always had the volume so high. Uncle Xie smiled and said:
“If everyone listens to the radio with me, who can say that I am listening to the enemy station?”
Some years later Mama told me that Uncle Xie was born in a capitalist’s family. When he was young, he
studied in Japan as a chemical engineer and came back to New China to serve his motherland, but only to become
the kind most suspected to be a spy.
Spring 1969
My dear grandma, my mama’s mama, our waipo, who we called Nainai, came to take care of all of us. So did
many other grandparents.
My grandpa, our waigong, died a long time ago, many years before I was born. Nainai lived alone in the
country, close to her own baba and mama. She was a petite little woman who never stopped being busy. Cooking,
washing, sewing, and gardening kept her busy all day long.
*
Every day at six o’clock, Mama came back to have dinner with us, before she rushed back to her political
studies in her school.
At night things were quiet. Nainai sat down under the dim yellow lamp, sighing with great relief. She liked
smoking tobacco in a brass water pipe, with water bubbling and smoke surrounding her face. Gege and I leaned
next to her; I loved the scent of tobacco and cooking on her clothes.
Often the electricity went out, an oil lamp was all we had—the light glowing only in a sphere—beyond that, it
was pure darkness.
I played the game of walking into the dark with my eyes wide open. At first I couldn’t see anything; my heart
felt like it stopped beating for a second. There was a temptation to turn back to the light. But I stayed in the dark
longer, and the world started to take shape again.
“Somewhere in the darkness, I thought, Mama must be under another sphere of light with Mao’s Red Book in
her hand.” Baba was too far away; we couldn’t imagine what his life was like and whether he had a sphere of light
too.
*
Chairman Mao said,
“All the bad things in the world started from not laboring.”
Baba lived in a May Seventh Cadre School, where he was being reeducated. The cadre school could only be
reached by boat—sometimes just a wooden boat, slowly moved by a long bamboo stick. It took a whole day each
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way. We saw Baba only twice a year, in the summertime and Chinese New Year. After not seeing him for a long
time, it felt so strange to call him Baba again.
The cadre school was a big farm with all sorts of grown-ups from the cities. Intellectuals or people from
wealthy families, and also some people who stood “on the wrong side” during the revolution. Some of the grownups couldn’t tell wheat from weed; Chairman Mao thought it was good for them to know. Those people were all
sent to the country to labor in the field and to learn the life of the peasants who were exploited in the “evil old
society.”
There was little I could remember about Baba. When I was old enough to remember things, he had already
learned to work in the field.
Spring 1969-1970
Nainai missed her own baba, mama, brothers, and sisters who still lived in her village, where the house and the
fields needed to be tended, where she was a production team member in the People’s commune.
She brought Gege and me to the country to visit—sometimes both or one of us at a time. We lived in an old
house she and our waigong\fn{Grandfather} had built many years ago. It became a home for us all.
*
Like every old Chinese house, Nainai’s house faced south. We lived in the west chamber, where Nainai had her
old red wooden wedding bed with trees, flowers, and ancient beauties carved on the red wood frame.
When springtime came, the ground thawed, softening, moistening underfoot. We left the door open, to the
warm wind and the swallows it brought from the south. They made a nest on our long beam and stayed for the
whole spring, busy carrying grass and worms in for their new babies, who made little noises in the nest above our
heads.
*
Nainai’s baba, who we called Taiye,\fn{Great-grandfather} and her mama, who we called Taitai,\fn{ Greatgrandmother} lived close by to the west in a small house on a meandering creek that connected to our pond.
*
Beyond the field behind our house was a long riverbank lined with Chinese scholar trees heavy with white
flowers in the spring and early summer. Beyond the riverbank with the trees was a river called the Ocean River,
running to the East Sea and the grand ocean far away. Behind the riverbank and along the water was a long, long
graveyard field where everyone’s ancestors were buried, where Mama’s baba, our waigong, was buried. Snow
white geese with red beaks, crossing the green water in a long line, hurdled idly by a farmer on a little boat with a
small red flag. Thin black dragonflies flew by, gliding, and lingering ever so lightly among the green grass and
graves, with wings like half-transparent black veils. Ghost dragonflies, the villagers called them.
*
We had a pond to the west of our house. Midsummer in the country, lotus bloomed in the pond. Pink, white,
and rosy flowers standing among round big green leaves, waving and reflecting colors on the water, like beauties
wearing jade in the wind, next to the humble water chestnuts shyly presenting little moon-white flowers. The
pond was full of scent, floating through the air far beyond.
A wooden bathtub moving in the water was my little boat for the summer, where I napped in the afternoon and
played with my friends, under the lotus and in the chorus of cicadas.
*
The system in the countryside was a People’s commune. Under each commune were the production teams.
One village was one production team. Nainai was made a member of the team, which she reported to every
morning, and where they assigned her work through the day. She came back for morning, lunch, and afternoon
breaks. From the house I could see her working in the field, bending over to weed the field, stretching up to wipe
off sweat.
*
Every house in the village had a loudspeaker installed by the production team. In the morning about five o’clock
the loudspeaker in Naina’'s bedroom would start to play The East Is Red.
The east is red, the sun is rising.
A person named Mao Tse-tung has been born in China.
He seeks happiness for the people,
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he is the great savior of the people.

Then Nainai got up first and cooked breakfast in the kitchen. A little later she would wake me up as the
loudspeaker echoed through our home broadcasting commune news:
Under leadership of Chairman Mao and the Party, the situation in the country is great! So many and so many tons of
summer season rice and cotton were produced, it was double the expected production. When production is good, we do
not forget about class struggle; every production team is studying Marxism and the thoughts of Chairman Mao.

Sometimes Nainai would ask me to invite Taiye and Taitai for breakfast, especially if it was a warmer day, so
they would not catch morning cold on their way.
The morning air was so fresh, I started running fast on the small dirt road. Endless rice fields beside the road,
changing color during seasons—from tender to dark green in the summer, from dark green to golden yellow in the
autumn. Brushing against sesame plants and long weeds, with morning dew splashing all over, soon I would be in
front of their house, calling Taiye and Taitai to corne to the breakfast. As I was running back ahead of them, Taiye
and Taitai followed behind me. Taiye had a long white beard that he often let me braid. It waved in the morning
breeze next to Taitai’s white hair. The gray-blue smoke was thinning from the chimney on Nainai’s house. We
knew breakfast must be ready—rice soup, steamed buns, and pickles, and maybe also a few boiled eggs with
shells still hot to warm my hands.
Taiye and Taitai would ask Nainai about her day before and her day ahead; Nainai answered describing work
in the fields. The loudspeaker of the radio would keep on talking, but after a while we didn’t hear it anymore.
Winter 1969
During the winter when I was four, there were only Nainai and me staying in the old house. A few days before
Chinese New Year, we were looking at the moon one night. It had a foggy ring around it, like the smoke from
Nainai's tobacco water pipe. Nainai said thoughtfully,
“Spring fog, wild wind. Winter fog, white snow. White snow promises a prosperous year.”
We stood by the open door as she spoke. I smell the rich soil of the earth.
The next morning the whole sky was covered by a large cloud, thick and heavy like a gray quilt. By the time
night was falling, goose-feather snow was falling from the sky.
After dinner Nainai said that she wanted to see her younger brother, who lived on the other side of our pond.
She put a pair of red-and-yellow tiger shoes on my feet and a red silk cape with a hood on my shoulders. She lit
an oil lamp and put it in my hand, then lifted me from a bench onto her back. She blew out the oil lamp on the
table, closed the wood doors behind us, and started walking toward the pond, carrying me on her back.
The air was fresh, the snow still falling. Winter fields under the snow stretched endlessly into the night. Nainai
stopped walking for a second, pausing to listen to something. The lamp waved gently and stopped in my hand. I
heard, for a long second, the snowflakes falling from the sky, delicate, gentle: a little whisper as each one passed
by my ear, landing ever so lightly on my shoulder.
Perhaps this was Tian Lai, the sound from heaven that old folks in the village spoke of.
“Only a lucky one would hear, and perhaps, only once in a whole lifetime,” Nainai told me.
*
That winter I stayed with Nainai for the New Year. Mama took Gege to visit Baba.
Nainai had two sisters. During every New Year they came to visit their baba, mama, sister, and brothers. Since
our house had the most room, they always stayed with us, until the first full moon of the year.
Late in the winter, before the spring, the fields were still frozen and quiet. A few firecrackers went off here and
there, echoing in the crisp air near and far. We went around to visit relatives and neighbors every day for lunch
and dinner. The rest of the time we stayed at home, gathered around lit bronze hand and foot warmers. I had my
own little hand warmer where I roasted peanuts and broad beans. When I heard the popping sound and smelled
the roasted scent, I knew they were ready to be eaten.
Nainai sat by the table with her sisters, brewing a pot of hot tea. Cracking sunflower seeds and eating small
crispy fried dough, they were sharing old stories they remembered. They giggled with sparkling eyes, as if they
were young girls. They talked about songs they knew, songs I had never heard before. Holding my hand warmer, I
sat among them.
The first time I heard Nainai sing, she sang a song called Mengjiang Nu, a story from two thousand years ago
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about a young girl whose husband was sent far away from home to build the Great Wall in the north for the
emperor. He died while she was on a journey to find him. It went like this, beginning in January:
In January the new spring,
every home lighting red lanterns,
husbands and wives reuniting,
Mengjiang Nu’s husband building the Great Wall.
In February warm outside,
swallows come to the south.
All of them in pairs, in couples,
Mengjiang Nu is alone without her husband.
In March the Qing Ming festival,
every family visiting ancestors’ graves,
Mengjiang Nu’s family graves deserted.
In April busy caring for silk worms,
Mengjiang Nu collecting mulberry leaves to feed the worms.
The basket hanging on the tree,
a handful of tears, a handful of leaves.
In May the beautiful sun,
every family busy in the field.
Others planting young rice seedlings,
Mengjiang Nu’s field full of weeds.
In June so very hot,
mosquitoes and bugs flying and biting.
I’d rather have thousands of bloody bites on myself;
please spare my husband Wan Xiliang.
In July autumn wind cold,
every family sewing new clothes,
only Mengjiang Nu’s clothes old and worn.
In August the wild goose door open,
frost under feet of single swallows,
Mengjiang Nu as sad as the single swallow,
love birds forced to separate.
In September daisies blooming yellow,
scent of daisy wine fills the vat.
Others’ wine, couples drink together,
Mengjiang Nu is all alone.
In October north wind blowing,
reed catkins flying in the air.
The weather cold and bitter in the Great Wall,
how could Mengjiang Nu’s husband survive at all?
In November the snow flowers blooming,
Mengjiang Nu reunited with her husband in a dream.
Walking thousands of miles to bring him winter clothes,
where is my love, my dear husband?
In December busy for the New Year,
every family sacrificing pigs and sheep,
Mengjiang Nu is watching her mourning room full of white.

Nainai’s voice wandering in the air up around the beam and down to my ears, just like when she spoke—not
too high and not too low, and not in a hurry at all. Her sisters joined her here and there. As she was singing,
Nainai was looking through the open wooden door, into the field stretching far away.
I saw my nainai being Mengjiang Nu herself, with her long black hair in a shiny long braid, standing alone in
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the open field, looking far away, waiting for my waigong to come back, from whatever Great Wall and emperor
he had left for. Seasons changed around her year after year, and she was still waiting there.
1970
Just after the spring festival, Taiye became very ill.
A bed was set up in his oldest son’s home in the large living room, the center of everything. The bed was set
close to the floor so he could move to the ground easily. But he lay there quietly, most of the time with his eyes
shut, as if he needed a long rest.
Nainai came whenever she had a break from the field, helping Taitai to take care of Taiye. She sat by him on a
wooden bench, with a bowl of porridge or soup in her hand. She gave the food to Taiye by the spoonful. He took a
few spoonfuls each time, then shook his head slowly from one side to the other. She put the bowl down and wiped
his white beard carefully with a wet warm towel.
Summer came slowly that year. Nainai’s garden was full of green. One afternoon Nainai picked up a small
watermelon, and we went to see Taiye with the melon. She cut the melon and said to me,
“Half for you and half for Taiye.”
Then she gave me half the melon and a spoon. I held it in my hand like a rice bowl, and went to sit by Taiye.
“Taiye,” I called.
He opened his eyes slowly, as if waking up from a dream. When he saw me sitting there, a faint smile came to
his face, as if from somewhere far away. I scooped the red melon, and gave it to him. He drank the juice and
slowly chewed on the melon. It was a hot late summer day and the melon seemed to soothe him.
Nainai was sitting at the table in the middle of the big empty room. Taiye couldn’t really see her from his bed,
but I saw her wiping tears from the corners of her eyes.
Autumn came, and the days were getting cooler.
One afternoon I was in front of the house playing with my friends. Suddenly all the adults looked serious, and
they told us to stop running and not to make any noise. Then I heard crying like singing from the house. It was my
taitai, the wife of Taiye, and my nainai, the oldest daughter of Taiye. Nainai was telling Taiye something:
“My dear father, without you how do you expect us to manage? How tough your heart is, to leave us like this.
Ever since I was a child, you have been there for me.”
Then I listened to Taitai and everyone else, each of them singing their own stories. I’d heard this kind of
singing by women in the country funerals, where men usually cried silently. Then I knew Taiye must have died.
In the country a funeral was called a white ceremony. We had a white ceremony for Taiye that night. They put
him in a wooden coffin, in the courtyard under the moonlight. I went over to look at my taiye; he was sleeping
peacefully with his white beard resting on his chest. The neighbors all came over for the white ceremony banquet.
Each of them brought home a rice bowl for good luck. The next morning they carried him, crossing the golden
wheat field of autumn behind our house, and buried him under the Ocean River bank, alongside my waigong.
A big sailboat with a tall white canvas sail passed by soundlessly in front of my eyes. I wondered if Waigong
and Taiye were on the boat, going somewhere else.
“Perhaps they are going to the ocean, where the river is running toward. Perhaps they are going to cross the
ocean, where lies the unknown land. Will I go there one day? Will they all come to visit me on a big sailboat?”
October 1970
After Taiye passed away, Nainai and I returned to the country school where Gege and Mama were. Baba was
still in the cadre school. Mama told me a baby was coming, her belly was like a small mountain.
Every morning before going to work, Mama went to the river to wash our clothes. Gege and I followed her.
When we came back, Mama had a basket of washed clothes in one hand and a bucket of water in the other.
“Aiya! You shouldn’t carry heavy things,” the neighbor aunties and uncles cried as they saw her, trying to
carry the basket and bucket for her. But she walked fast, shaking her head “no” and thanking them.
One morning, after we came back from the river, Mama didn’t go to work. A midwife from the nearby town
rushed into our apartment with two other teacher aunties. Gege and I were kept outside. After a short while we
heard a baby crying. Our meimei—my little sister—was born. When Gege and I were allowed back home, the
midwife and the two other aunties were taking care of Mama in her room. In the living room Nainai was wrapping
the baby in a red cloth. She gently tied the cloth around her and hooked the wrap onto an old steelyard made of
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red wood and yellow bronze. Moving the sliding weight carefully to balance:
“Six jin,” she announced.\fn{Six pounds, six ounces}
I smiled to myself, knowing that I was still the biggest baby born to the family. But my little sister was born
the quickest.
“All that clothes washing and water carrying did it,” Mama said.
Since the baby was the third child, we called her Sansan, Little Three. Baba could not come to see the new
baby. She cried often day and night.
“More than you and your gege ever did,” Mama told me, rocking Sansan gently back and forth in her arms.
*
After Sansan was born, for a while we all stayed together in the country middle school—except Baba, who was
far away. Nainai stayed home to take care of Sansan. Mama was called back to school.
There were two political groups in Mama’s school: the “rebels” who wanted to “down with” everything and
the “emperor protectors” who wanted to “down with” only some things. Mama didn’t belong to either of them,
which made her life difficult.
The head of the rebellion group was a young sports teacher. Born into a family of three generations of
peasants, he proclaimed his roots were the most revolutionary of all. Mama told me that after the Cultural
Revolution began, instead of teaching, this man held struggle meetings, calling teachers onto the stage and
deciding their fate according to his wishes. He also organized a propaganda team. With red bands on their arms
they performed “loyalty dances” to Chairman Mao every day. They threw one arm up to Mao’s picture; with the
other arm they held Mao’s Little Red Book pressed against their chests. I couldn’t help thinking that the head of
the rebellion group looked like a puppet, not a man.
Like many teachers in the school, my mama avoided him as much as she could.
One day after classes were over, I was waiting for Mama on the bridge while playing with my friends. Mama
came with some other teachers. The rebellion group leader passed by Mama and sneered her name, which means
“becoming a phoenix.” He said,
“I guess your dead rich father was hoping you would become a phoenix. We received documents from your
hometown. Your background needs to be checked again; there are suspicious things going on here. Given the
family you are from, you could have counterrevolutionary motives.”
My heart jumped to my throat. I didn’t understand what he was saying, but 1 sensed that my mama was in
trouble.
But Mama seemed to have been prepared for this. She turned to face him.
“Comrade Li,” she replied, “I have been reading Chairman Mao’s Red Book. I am sure, being the rebellion
group leader, you study very hard too. Could you point out on which page our great leader said the poorer you are,
the more revolutionary you are?”
There was silence in the crowd. Everyone was looking at him. They knew that except for carrying and waving
the Red Book during slogan shouting, this man had not read much at all. Mama then continued calmly,
“If you cannot answer the question about the Chairman’s Red Book, it’s hard to say that you are more
revolutionary than the rest of us.” He flushed and yelled angrily,
“What is your attitude toward the revolution?”
No one had embarrassed him like this before. Mama replied,
“I don’t have any attitude. But these people were once your teachers. They have taught you how to read and
bought you books when you could not afford them. If you have not lost your conscience, think about what you
have done to them. Did Chairman Mao tell you to destroy their lives? You are probably the one that is blackening
the revolution.”
His face now looked like a purple pig liver on a butcher’s bench.
“We will inform your husband’s work unit; you could be a counterrevolutionary couple together!”
Mama had fire in her eyes. Before anyone had time to react, she gave Li a big slap right on his face. The two
uncle teachers standing next to Li quickly grabbed him by his arms, reciting loudly a quotation from Chairman
Mao,
“No armed struggle, only literal struggle!”
Li yelled and screamed like a wild dog. So many admiring eyes around Mama, she took my hand and said,
“Mama will explain things when you grow up.” Her eyes were as clear as the sky again.
*
I was scared for the things she was to explain, and suddenly was afraid to grow up, but my heart was soaring to
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the sky, full of admiration for my mama.
We walked out of the crowd toward home and never looked back.
Winter 1971
There was a movie called The White-Haired Girl, one of the “model plays” developed by Chairman Mao’s
wife,\fn{A former Shanghai actress:H} one of the only few movies allowed to be played. It was about a peasant girl
named Little Happy who lived with her widowed baba. The movie began on a New Year’s Eve. Little Happy’s
baba was hurrying home in a snowstorm, dancing on the snow-covered road.
Little Happy opened the door for her baba. She brushed the snowflakes from his shoulders, as he presented her
with a red hair string. Jumping with joy, she held the hair string between her hands, dancing on her toes as she
sang to her baba,
“Others’ daughters have flowers to wear, my father had no money to afford them, he pulled two feet of red hair
string for me, Little Happy, to make my braid. Ah, to make my braid.”
All of a sudden the music grew dark and nervous. A group of the landlord’s “dog legs”\fn{ Anyone who works for
someone with power} rushed in, led by the ugly young son of the landlord. They asked for the field rent that the old
man couldn’t afford.
They beat him to death in front of his daughter. The villagers and a neighbor boy came, and they fought the
“dog legs” bravely, but the young master pulled out a gun, and they helplessly watched as Little Happy was
snatched away.
She ran away from the landlord’s house to a cave in the mountains, and her hair turned all white. Finally her
sweetheart, the neighbor boy, who had joined the Communist Party’s army, came to the cave to save her. The
army liberated the village and captured the landlord’s family. The White-Haired Girl, Little Happy, danced on her
toes and condemned the evil of the landlord’s family and the old society. The neighbor boy, a soldier now, pulled
out a gun. The landlord and the young master were executed while the villagers celebrated.
I was fascinated by the strange dance on the toes and insisted that it would be the only way I was going to
stand. Soon all of my shoes had open mouths on the toes. Mama said that if I kept on doing this, I wasn’t going to
have any more new shoes. Nainai put patches on the shoes to cover my toes as she and Mama laughed. Gege and
the other children laughed at my shoes too.
Gege was in second grade that year. Every night he went to school to practice in the school plays. I followed
him each night. Watching him and other older children on the stage, I danced on my toes, hoping to grow up soon
to be in plays too.
The teacher in charge of the plays was our neighbor. She saw me dancing around and asked my mama if I
could play the White-Haired Girl, even though I was not in school yet. Jumping on my toes, I yelled,
“Yes! Yes!”
By the end of the year, the special day came. All the teachers, students, and their families gathered in the
school theater, Mama and Nainai among them. Gege was also performing that night.
I had never performed in front of such a big group of people. When they announced the White-Haired Girl, so
nervous, I forgot the dance. But with my arms up in the air, I moved to the middle of the stage on my toes. People
started applauding and someone yelled
“Good!”
I tried to dance, and most of all, keep myself on my toes. When the music reached its height for the final pose,
with great relief, I kicked my leg high into the air and spun around, and landed on the front of the stage with my
arms stretched forward to the future.
The light from above was blinding; I couldn’t see anywhere beyond the stage. But I knew Mama and Nainai
were somewhere there, watching me from the crowd in the theater. After what seemed like forever, I heard the
sound of applause and got back to my toes. With a smile I took a bow.
*
The previous year Gege played a Chinese traitor working for the Japanese army, which he was not very proud
of.
But this year he was a young heroic peasant boy in a play called The Rooster Crowing in the Middle of the
Night. His classmate who played the evil landlord was a school bully who once broke Gege’s head with a brick. I
still remember the blood dripping from Gege’s head when Mama carried him, running to the school clinic.
On the stage, in the middle of the night and behind a big tree, the landlord pretended to be a rooster crowing at
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dawn,
“Cock-a-doodle-doooooo! Cock-a-doodle-doooooo!”
All peasant workers were tricked to get up. They labored in the landlord’s field, as the landlord waved a whip,
threatening and hitting them left and right. This brutal exploiting went on for an hour. At the end Gege came to the
stage with a big bag of grain on his shoulder. Bending under the heavy weight, he staggered all over as he walked.
Holding the whip and taunting loud, the vicious landlord dashed onto the stage.
Gege threw the bag of grain on the ground and gripped the landlord’s collar. The bag was stuffed with cotton
and bounced around but we all ignored it, holding our breath, watching what was to happen.
Gege lifted his fist high up in the air and gave the landlord, the school bully, a big punch on his right cheek.
The landlord fell onto the ground, his face full of surprise and confusion, mumbling something in disbelief,
just the way it should be.
I knew Gege must have really hit him instead of pretending and suspected the whole theater knew this too. But
then the audience cheered with excitement. In the middle of the stage Gege was trying to hide the smile of victory
on his face and look righteous as a young hero. All the other peasants joined him, waving their sickles and hoes in
the air.
I jumped up and down on my toes, so proud of my gege.
Summer 1972
During summer vacation Mama went with our little sister to see Baba. Gege and I stayed with Nainai at her
house in the countryside.
At night, under paulownia trees standing tall and straight, we sat on a bamboo bed. Stars glimmered in the sky
above, bugs and frogs sang in the rice fields, scent of lotus floated in the night air.
“Nainai,” I said, “would you tell us a story tonight?” Nainai waved her palm-leaf fan and told us stories from a
long long time ago.
“We once lived in a town by the East Sea. A year before your mama was born, terrible stories came from the
south in the winter. Hundreds of thousands in the city of Nanjing were killed by the Japanese. Streets, palaces, and
city walls were stained red by blood. I was pregnant with your mama when the Japanese came to our area, killing
people and burning houses along their way. For almost eight years we were running and hiding—not a day we
lived in peace.
“The Communist army came to fight the Japanese. They were mostly guerrillas. When they passed by at dusk,
they stayed in people’s houses for the night. There were both boys and girls; the youngest I remembered was only
thirteen. They loved to play with your mama, laughing and jumping together like little children. We cooked dinner
for them with the biggest wok we had. The poor young things moved around only by foot, many miles each day.
We laid hay under blankets on the living-room floor; dozens of them slept side by side with their weapons beside
them. They always moved out silently before dawn.
“Sometimes messengers from our army would come to inform us that the Japanese might be coming. The
whole town would evacuate to the reed marshes and fields that stretched along the ocean.
”Once we were told that the Japanese were coming from the west. We kept watching the west for the sign, until
someone screamed,
“‘They are coming from the south!’
“We all looked over to the south about half a mile away; the Japanese were coming to the town, thousands of
bayonets in the air, reflection of the shining blades blinding in the sun.”
I felt afraid for Nainai, Mama, and Waigong. Then I asked carefully,
“What happened then, Nainai?”
“Then we heard gunshots in the air, busy like firecrackers on New Year’s Eve. Bullets suddenly were flying in
the streets; we all hid behind the kitchen stove. Your mother’s teacher, old Mr. Gu, lived next door, to the west of
our house. When the shooting started, his youngest son was in a store on the other side of the street. A bullet hit
him as he ran to his family. The older son tried to rescue the brother and was shot on the street too. Two sons
killed in front of his eyes, the old teacher went insane overnight, his hair turned white within days.”
“What about other neighbors?”
“Our neighbors to the east were a widowed mother and her son. The son was a hot-blooded man, big and
strong like a bull; he fought the Japanese in the Communist New Fourth Army. The mother was sick at home for
several years, running and hiding from the war. In the end she gave up. The son came back home the day after she
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died, crying and wailing through the whole night like a little baby boy. He buried his mother the next day, wiped
his tears, and went back to the army. News came a few months later, his head was hanging on a city wall a
hundred miles away from home. The city was once the headquarters of the New Fourth Army, lost to the Japanese
in a big battle. That city was where you were born.
“Now it is late, Little Green. It is enough for you to know. And it’s time for bed.”
Lying in bed, my eyes were wide open, staring into the darkness, where images from Nainai’s story still
vividly played.
“Go to sleep, Little Green,” Nainai whispered, and gently she waved her palm-leaf fan for me. I closed my
eyes and slowly fell asleep next to her.
*
I was six when I was changing teeth; I lost one of the top front ones first. Nainai said,
“Toss it to the ground until you can’t find it, then it will grow down again.”
Then I started losing the bottom ones too. Nainai said,
“Toss it to the roof until it doesn’t drop, then it will grow up again.”
One day, busy tossing my tooth toward the roof, I heard somewhere the sound of a flute coming near, and
children were yelling and running toward it.
“Malt candy!” they cried.
I stood up and looked to the road beyond our garden: A man carried on his shoulder a wooden shoulder pole
with one basket on each side, waving heavily as he walked. He was blowing a small bamboo flute, moving his
head from side to side. A group of children followed behind. Running toward them, I forgot my tooth.
The man stopped one house down the road. He opened the covers of the two big baskets, our eyes all widening
and sparkling in awe. Each basket had a flat case on the top. The one in the front had a big malt candy cake with
pieces cut so finely into small fan shapes. The one in the back was full of small ribbons and hairpins with shining
bright colors arranged so nicely next to one another.
The man took out a yellow brass gong from underneath the front flat case. He hit it once and announced:
“The size of the shoes will be the size of the candy!”
We squeezed around the baskets looking at things we had dreamed of for months. The loudest kids already
brought shoes with them; some others presented coins.
I pushed out of the crowd and ran to the house. I went to the back of Nainai’s bed, found the pair of half-new
leather shoes I had. I squeezed to the side of the candy man. He took over the shoes and looked at me with
suspicion.
“You want to trade with these shoes?” he asked.
I bit my lips with my loose teeth and nodded my head. Surrounded by envious eyes, I got a piece of malt candy
big as the size of a shoe, so heavy and chunky in my hand.
Then I saw Nainai coming toward us from the field. She saw the candy in my hand and the shoes in the candy
man’s. She reached to her pocket and took out a few small bills wrapped with a handkerchief.
“How much?” she asked.
“One yuan.”
Nainai hesitated; a couple of yuan was all she made in a month working in the field.
“We will take half of the candy.”
She gave him fifty cents and took back the shoes.
Nainai went back to the field and never spoke of this again.
Winter I972
Winter had come to the country. Ice was forming on rivers and ponds. Nainai was still working in the field,
cleaning dried cotton plants off the ground.
I was running along the creek next to Taitai’s house and beating ice with a tree stick. The ice, like dark glass
glimmering under the paling sun, was tempting to step on. As my friends watched, I stepped on the ice and moved
to the middle little by little.
All of a sudden there was a cracking sound, sharp and brittle, but unknown to my ears. I was trying to make
out the sound, when the world suddenly vanished as my body sank and my head went under freezing water.
Kicking and grabbing, I stood up in the water high to my neck, so cold that everything hurt. My friends were
giggling first, then screaming,
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“Help! Help! Little Green is in the water!”
Dragging myself through the water and ice, I saw Nainai and Taitai running toward the creek, Nainai in front,
Taitai behind. They both had bound feet. One ran with more difficulty than the other, one with hair grayer than the
other, both with frenzied looks on their faces.
They each grabbed one of my arms. The next thing I knew we were in Taitai’s house. My teeth were chattering
while everything else was numb, and I could neither speak nor move. After a long while I heard Nainai’s voice.
“Little Green, come back home!” she called, clapping her hands in the air, around the house again and again
and then she went out to the small dirt road.
“Little Green, come back home!”
The sound of her voice and clapping of her hands were going away and then coming back toward the house, as
if leading someone back from far away. I gradually stopped shivering and found myself tugged under a quilt.
Taitai was next to me, holding a bowl of hot brown-sugar water.
“Little Green, come back!” Nainai called again.
Warm tears slowly came to my eyes. I heard them landing on the pillow like raindrops from the sky.
“Life is like walking on thin ice.”
In the years after, my baba would say this many times to me.
Summer 1973
The summer when I was seven, Gege and I were with Mama in the middle school, while Sansan stayed in our
old house with Nainai in the country. Our baba was still away from us. One day Mama said,
“We are moving to the city where you were born. Your baba might come back to the city. We can be together
that way.”
I didn't know Baba very well. It would be strange to live with him.
We packed our belongings on a tiny wooden boat, said good-byes to the families in the gray-blue tiled house
and our little friends. They all followed us to the small dock down the river, where Mama washed our clothes and
fetched water every day. We got on the packed small boat, half sunk in the water. The boat was rocking and so
was my heart. I couldn’t stand up. I had a feeling that this was not to be easy.
The farmer on the boat pushed with a long bamboo stick. The boat moved and we left the shore, heading to the
city twenty miles away.
The boat had a bamboo hut on it. That was our room to spend the night. Gege and I slept on a bench. Mama sat
on a little stool next to the door, leaning against the wall and looking so tired.
In the middle of the night I was thrown off the bench. The boat was rocking like a cradle out of control, with
cold rain leaking nonstop from the roof. Gege and I looked through the bamboo wall. Under the flash of bright
lightning Mama was struggling to retie the boat to a tree. The farmer was holding the boat with the bamboo stick,
which was about to break and fly into the wind.
I don't remember how, but we got to the city harbor the next dusk with all of our belongings drenched in the
rainwater.
The storm never left my life. …
187.74 Excerpt from No Tears For Mao: Growing Up In The Cultural Revolution\fn{by Niu-Niu (1966- )}
Chengdu, Sichuan Province, China (F) 10
That was the year, the month, the very day. I was in the courtyard of our house in Chengdu, playing with my
big sister, Mimi. Inside, my parents and grandparents were quietly chatting over tea. I remember the lovely
flowers in the garden, the light wind that caressed my cheeks—suddenly the door flew open and a screaming
hurricane roared past me.
It consisted of about fifteen or twenty men carrying rifles and waving their Little Red Books. I couldn’t
understand why they broke our windows and turned everything upside down in our house. I cried out, horribly
afraid. When I ran towards my parents, the men formed a wall around them, beating them, screaming insults at
them. I didn’t understand the ugly words, all I saw was that these men were pointing their fingers at my father and
mother.
“Papa! Mama!”
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My stunned grandparents suddenly roused themselves as they heard our cries. They scooped Mimi and me into
their arms, while one of the men bellowed,
“Shut up, you little bitches!”
I saw my parents stammer something under the blows. My grandmother, suddenly panicked, put me down
hastily and tried desperately to stop these savages. My grandfather begged them to stop, but they knocked him to
the floor. At that point no one was paying any attention to Mimi and me. Terribly frightened, I screamed. On all
fours I crawled toward my parents; one of the men picked me up by the neck like a kitten and threw me aside.
After they had broken everything in the house, gathered everything that could be burned—our old paintings,
books, papers, photographs—they stole the clothes, the furs, the jewelry and the two little golden Buddhas on the
altar of our ancestors. They even wrecked our ancestral altar.
They jerked my parents’ hands high behind their backs, and tied them there with strong cords. Then they
pushed their heads down and shaved off all their hair.
“You’re criminals!” the leader screamed. “Counterrevolutionaries! You have to pay for your crimes!”
He gave the order to take my parents out. But they resisted, struggling. For this their faces were beaten bloody
with belts. I saw blood running from their mouths.
A final plea, one last effort. My grandparents, Mimi and I grabbed the legs of these men to stop them from
taking our parents away. But that was stupid. They began to beat us as if we were rabid dogs, crushing our hands
under their enormous shoes.
We were overcome by pain, by humiliation. We crawled on our bellies, choking. I saw my parents swallowed
up by a truck which vanished in a cloud of dust. I could hear them calling,
“Niu-Niu! Mimi!”
Then, after this nightmare of tears, blows, fire and blood, their voices too seemed to fade away into nothing.
*
The four of us stayed in the courtyard for a long time, dazed, staring into space. My grandparents were
trembling like autumn leaves in a storm. Silent tears rolled down their cheeks. They muttered hoarsely,
“My God, what’s happened? What have we done to deserve such punishment?”
At last we turned back into what was left of our home. What destruction! Piles of charred books were still
smoldering. The wind blowing through the tattered curtains stirred the grey cinders. Only smothered sobs broke
the silence. My. grandfather held his hands over his eyes, shaking his head. He could not grasp that the house was
suddenly so filthy, so empty—devastated.
My grandmother, her arms around me, tried to console me. I realized then that tears tasted of salt.
*
My memories began on that day when I was four years old. Ten days after I was born, on May 16, 1966, the
“Great Cultural Revolution” had erupted. From a haze of banners and ubiquitous posters, the Red Guards had
emerged, harbingers of death. I am haunted to this day by nightmares from that time.
I could not understand why my parents had to leave, why their mouths were bleeding. Were they hurt? Where
had they gone? Why had the house been ransacked?
A few days after my parents left, “they” came back to search the house again. They chased us out as if we were
animals. Apart from a few clothes and some dishes, we had lost everything.
They made us move into a disgusting, damp old shack. Cold rain trickled inside the walls; the wind blew
through innumerable cracks. Even in this slum, we still had no peace. The neighbors put up posters covered with
writing all over the outside walls of our shack and even on the door, and forced Grandpa to read them aloud. That
must have been too much for him, because after dinner he started to go out and tear them all down; but Grandma
stopped him, insisting that the posters protected us from the wind.
“The house is too cold for the children,” she said.
Grandpa must have noticed the look of hopeless fear in our eyes; his own became teary and red. It gave me a
strange feeling to see him throw himself weeping into my grandmother’s arms, like a child who has been
punished unfairly. Mimi went up to him and pulled gently at his sleeve.
“Grandpa, don’t cry. We’re warm, we’re really warm. We really are.”
I think that those words just added to his bitterness. He panted with exertion as he lifted my big sister up in his
arms.
“Mimi, my grandchild, I’m not crying. I’m glad you’re so understanding.”
*
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Somehow in this cold, bare place we had to sleep. The four of us huddled together for warmth on a wooden
platform supported by bricks, that served as our bed. The night seemed long to me. I was filled with a new
emotion: I no longer believed in my lucky star. Everything could change: from one day to the next, people could
suddenly be hungry, in rags, and a child could lose her parents. I was afraid of what tomorrow might bring.
Some days later, Mimi was looking at photos of our parents while she was writing. Her tears fell softly on the
paper.
“What are you writing, big sister? Why are you crying?”
“I’m writing them a letter. It’s been so long since they left. I’m asking them to come back right away.”
“Where have they gone? How will they get the letter?”
“I don’t know, Niu-Niu. I think you just put the letter in the mailbox. That’s what I've seen grownups do.”
Her envelope had no address. I asked her to write a letter for me. I needed them so much.
“Don’t cry, Niu-Niu. Don’t cry, little sister.” She stroked my hair, but she was weeping harder than I was.
*
Mimi often took care of me. On one occasion she gave me her red hair ribbon, on another, a flowered
handkerchief—the little that she had. She kept telling me that Papa and Mama would come back soon. But they
still hadn’t come when Mimi herself went away.
It was getting very dark. My big sister should have been back from school. We began to worry and went out to
look for her. We found her at last cowering in a corner of her classroom, her hair disheveled, her face scratched,
her clothes torn, the contents of her schoolbag scattered everywhere. She was sobbing. Grandpa spoke to her
softly,
“What happened? What are you doing here?”
She looked up at us as if she were seeing angels. She cried out and threw herself into my grandfather’s arms.
He understood. There was nothing to say. He kept his arm tight about her while we walked silently back to our
shack.
“Grandpa, I don’t want to go back to school. I want to see Papa and Mama again. I’m scared, I’m so scared.”
With each word Mimi’s whole body trembled. Grandmother washed her face and combed her hair, hoping to
make her feel better.
“They threw stones at me, they spat in my face, they pulled my hair, they tore up all my notebooks and they
threw my schoolbag into the mud. They said terrible things about you, Grandpa and Grandma, and they said
terrible things about Papa and Mama. And when I went to the professor, he said that it was my fault that I was
your granddaughter, that I deserved what they did to me. I don’t want to go back! I don’t want to be your
grandchild any more!”
Her harsh and bitter words stung my grandmother. Grandpa shook his head, trying to think of something
soothing to say. He said he knew that Mimi was a good girl; he and Grandma loved her very much. Those others
were the ones who were at fault. They were the ones who were mean and cruel. He told Mimi not to cry; she
wouldn’t have to go to school tomorrow.
But Mimi could not stop.
“What did my parents do?” she cried. “Why do people treat us like this?
My grandparents had reached the limit of their strength. For a long time, we all clung together.
*
Two days later I woke up suddenly in the middle of a stormy night to see my grandparents packing a large bag.
A woman whom I didn’t recognize was standing next to them. My big sister, dressed in her good clothes, was
crying with her head bent. I heard Grandpa say to her,
“We’ll see you soon, Mimi. You'll go with this nice lady to the country. Darling, you know that you can’t stay
here any more. There you’ll be able to attend school and no one will insult you any more. Everyone will be nice to
you. I’m sure of it.”
“Don’t make me go! Papa and Mama are already gone; don’t make me go too!”
“We’re not abandoning you. We love you very much; we’re going to visit you soon. That’s a promise.”
For me it was like a clap of thunder. Mimi was going away; it had to be my fault. I leapt up, throwing off my
covers.
“Mimi, don’t go! Don’t leave me! I’ll give you back your hair ribbon! And I won’t cry so much, I’ll do
everything you tell me!”
She ran to me and caught me in her arms.
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“Don’t send me away,” she begged. “Niu-Niu and me, we’ll be good, we promise! I’ll go back to school
tomorrow and I won’t whine even if they hit me, even when it hurts! I’m not afraid of anything any more except
losing you.”
That was too much for our grandfather. Tenderly, he stroked Mimi’s cheek with his emaciated hand, trying
desperately to reassure her.
“How will I find the courage to let you go? I feel as though I’m being torn apart. It’s even worse than that—but
believe me, Mimi, you must go for your own sake, to protect your future.”
Mimi understood, and, clinging to the hope of an early visit from us, she finally accepted the fact that she had
to go. She gave me her small pencil and I gave her back her red ribbon. I promised to save some candies, just for
her. Then Mimi vanished into the pouring rain.
She surely could not have imagined for one moment that she was seeing Grandpa for the last time.
*
I have forgotten when my grandfather had to start working so hard. He had to get up long before dawn to
sweep the street and move the garbage cans. Once he finished his job, they made him carry heavy stones from one
place to another. There was no point to it but to humiliate and exhaust him.
He became a veritable beast of burden from morning to night, all the while wearing a kind of harness that cut
into his emaciated body. Thus weighed down, he amused passersby who showered him with insults. As soon as he
dragged his feet or even sighed, the Red Guards whipped him with their heavy-buckled belts. Never allowed to
utter one word in his own defense, Grandpa endured the torment, while his tormentors kept on insulting him and
beating him.
Grandma tried to help him bear the burden of the stones and the anguish. She was bitterly ashamed, but she
made a strong effort to stop my grandfather from answering back. She begged the Red Guards not to beat him, to
leave him alone. She forced herself to say that our family had done wrong, that we really were criminals. They
laughed at her.
“Not even a thousand deaths could make up for crimes like yours. Although we’ll help you die, anyway.”
Just to get a little bit of respite, my grandmother agreed that everything the Guards said and did was right.
Gradually their tormentors let it drop. Oh, yes, it’s true that the Red Guards used every means to “aid” my
grandparents.
Every day they forced my grandfather to do the same job over again. Every day except Saturday: that was
different. Then both my grandparents would return with bruised, swollen faces and bloodied lips. At night I
noticed black and blue marks on their bodies. I could not imagine what this special Saturday work was; my
grandmother locked me in the house so that I would not find out.
I had to know. One Saturday I climbed out of the window and went outside to watch. I saw my grandparents
on a kind of platform. They were bent over, hands behind their backs. A heavy iron placard was hung around their
necks by a chain that forced them into an even more awkward position. Behind them were the colored posters of
Mao Tse-tung that were to be seen everywhere at that time. “Long Live Mao,” was on the left, “Glory to Mao,” on
the right and “Let Us Pursue the Cultural Revolution to the End!” on top. On the side was another poster, “Let Us
Criticize and Annihilate that Terrible Criminal, Liu T'ai-Lung”—my grandfather—on the other side was a poster
naming my grandmother.
The meeting had attracted three to four hundred people, all neatly dressed with their little portraits of Mao
pinned to their jackets and their Little Red Books grasped tightly in their hands. They sang a hymn to the glory of
Mao and then shouted in unison,
“Long Live Mao! Long Live Communism!” The meeting could now start.
Speaker after speaker succeeded each other, seemingly never at a loss for words. I did not learn until later that
all their speeches were denunciations of my grandparents. A man who appeared to be a leader approached the
microphone, waving a cane and a white shirt stained with red.
“Comrades!” he shouted. “This shirt is proof of one worker’s death under the bloody cane of Liu T’ai-Lung,
who demanded back the yuan he had lent out. This swine killed one of your comrades. Have we the right to
ignore this terrible crime?”
“No, we can’t ignore it!” the spectators shouted in unison. “Comrades, have we the right to let this cruel killer
live?”
“No, we cannot let him live!” Then, like automatons, they all shouted together,
“Let’s criticize and annihilate this terrible criminal, Liu T'ai-Lung and his wife!”
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The purpose of this incessant bellowing that filled heaven and earth was to force my grandparents once again
to confess their errors and their worthlessness and to demand their own deaths. Yet they remained silent. All the
fabricated evidence and these hateful lies left them mute, but they paid for their silence and their innocence with
more violent blows to the face.
So this was the work they did on Saturdays! Paralyzed by horror at this ghastly game, but with my eyes now
wide open, I witnessed clearly what to me was more unspeakable than a thousand deaths. I didn’t want my
grandparents to submit to this. I wanted to—I felt I had to—help them somehow. I called out to them to go back
to the house. Stiffly like a little puppet, my heart beating, I walked up to the edge of the platform.
“Grandma, Grandpa, what are you doing here? Let’s go back to the house!”
My words halted the stream of denunciation. The eyes of the chief accuser rapidly searched the audience.
Finally locating the sacrilegious voice, he shouted,
“Bring me this insolent little bitch!”
I felt large hands lift me, pushing me up onto the platform. The accuser appealed to his audience as witnesses.
"Comrades, look at this child of criminals! At her age she already opposes the Revolution and the Party. As the
great Mao has said, ‘The offspring of a dragon is another dragon; the offspring of a Phoenix is another Phoenix.’
And ‘A mouse is born able to dig a hole in the wall.’ This child of criminals has been fed on the blood of the
workers.”
None of this made sense to me. Everything was turning before my eyes. I called on my grandma for help. She
went crazy, like a mother who has suddenly lost her child. Her large eyes were red with anger. It was as though
time and space dissolved. Nothing could stop her. She cried out,
“Niu-Niu! No, don’t hurt her! She’s still a baby! Yes, we’ve made mistakes! Yes, we ought to die! But she
hasn’t done anything! Don’t hurt a mere child!”
She slipped and fell painfully against her placard. Immediately covered with blood, she crawled desperately
toward me, evading those who sought to stop and beat her. I saw her bleeding and suddenly I stopped crying. I
was no longer afraid; a blinding hatred came over me. With all my strength I bit the large hand holding me. That
must have hurt. Blows rained down on me, but I no longer felt that kind of pain. By not fighting back I was able
to escape, flying like a freed bird toward my grandmother.
“Grandma, you’re all bloody! Your head is all red!”
Blood, dark red blood, the kind I’d seen too much of: the bloodied mouths of my parents when they were taken
away, the blood that ran from my grandfather’s nose when he came back in the evening; the blood on the
scratched face of my big sister and here the blood that spurted from my grandma’s head. So dark! How much
more blood did my family have to spill for no reason?
My grandmother held me tightly to her. She dabbed at the blood and tears on my face.
“My little Niu-Niu, don’t cry,” she stammered. “I’m here with you, as always.”
Then the others surrounded us, trying to separate us. They beat us, pulled at us, but they couldn’t pry away my
grandmother’s arms. We were welded together by an invisible force. My grandma held me with almost
supernatural strength.
If, as they had claimed, I had been nourished with blood, it was her blood, drop by drop, that had sustained me.
It was she who had endured the shame and the poverty so that I might survive. I had drawn my very breath from
her energy. And it was as though with each step that I had taken I had stepped on her body. No, they could never
separate us!
They gave in, but not without further denunciation.
“With criminals like that, you can’t go easy. From now on, no one will be permitted to help them, anyone who
helps them will be treated as a criminal! Now let’s go back to our session of self-criticism. Old or young, what’s
the difference! We’ll criticize them all together!”
But Heaven did not cooperate. It poured its anger on our tormentors. A thunderstorm forced the crowd to
disperse, leaving us alone. We rejoined my grandfather, still tangled in his bonds and black and blue from the
beatings. I hugged my grandma.
“Grandma dearest, forgive me. I disobeyed. I left the house. It’s all my fault. But I didn’t want you to die. I
love you so much. Does it hurt, Grandma dearest?”
“Niu-Niu, it’s not your fault. It’s because of our family. Forgive us. You’re so young. Don’t hate us!”
“I’d never do that!” All I wanted was to stop her bleeding. I was afraid of red, I was so afraid. The rain came
down in sheets, the thunder sounded very close. My grandmother freed Grandfather from the metal plackard and
picked me up in her arms. The three of us walked down the rain-drenched street to our house.
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*
Rice had disappeared from our table long ago and it was some time since we had tasted even feed corn. For
weeks and months all we had for our one meal a day was a mash of old potatoes, turnips and rice bran. I finally
got so sick of this mash that I could no longer touch it. My grandmother patiently assured me that if I ate the mash
I would grow up to be very pretty. Of course I wanted to be pretty, so I ate it. I was convinced I was ugly because
I had no friends at that time. When they saw me, all the children either fled or yelled insults at me.
One day I was playing with a little boy on a big sandpile. We were having fun throwing it around. Because I
was still young and awkward, I threw some sand in his eyes. His mother, who had been sitting near us, came
running up in a rage and began to scold her son, reminding him over and over again that she had absolutely
forbidden him to play with me.
“Why didn’t you obey me? You see how nasty she is! She threw the sand in your eyes. She’s mean because
she’s the child of criminals. Now let’s go!”
My little companion didn’t want to leave; we were having fun. He said it wasn’t my fault. But it was as if she
were deaf. She walked off with long, determined strides, pulling him after her. The little boy looked back at me,
sad and helpless. It made me so unhappy to lose my only playmate that I followed close behind them, catching
hold of her skirt.
“Please let him play with me, Ma’am. I’m not mean. I won’t be nasty any more. I won’t throw any more sand
at him.” With a furious look, she shrieked,
“Scram, little bitch! You disgust us!”
I went back to the sandpile by myself. My eyes filled with tears that also filled my heart before they dripped
down on the sand. I realized what a mangy dog I was, one of those mangy dogs everyone hates. My grandmother
came to me and tried to comfort me.
“Come on, let’s go home. I want my little Niu-Niu, she’s the nicest little girl in the world. I’ll play with you at
home.”
But it wasn’t any fun at home because I didn’t have any friends. That was all there was to it.
*
My grandmother began to teach me to read and write and especially to recite some classical poems. Very soon
I knew one by heart, repeating it endlessly. My grandfather was surprised and delighted listening to me. One
evening he said to me,
“Niu-Niu, if your parents could hear you, they would certainly be proud. Recite it once more for them.”
Could they hear me over there, wherever they were? Could they see us? I had searched the sky in vain; there
were no stars. Still, in the depth of the darkness, I could see my Papa and Mama whispering to me, ‘Recite your
poem for us.’
Behind the window
The moon’s radiance
Seems to frost the earth.
I lift my eyes toward the moon,
Then bow my head
Thinking of my parents.

I added two lines of my own. .
Papa, Mama, come back soon.
I miss you so!

I hated to see children walking with their parents on the street. It made me unbearably jealous. To my
anguished questions, my grandma said that Papa and Mama were working far away and would come back some
day. Some day! How could I know then that they would be gone for eight long years!
*
“His name was Chang Ta Pao which means “‘big firecracker,’” Grandmother said.
“He was a peasant’s son who couldn’t read or write, but he could really talk. Before the Cultural Revolution he
had been a barber. One fine day he accidentally nicked his boss’s ear while he was cutting her hair. He was sacked
on the spot and then had to work as a streetsweeper to earn his living.
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“But when the Cultural Revolution began, he became the head of a group of Red Guards. In fact, he destroyed
his old boss’s house just the way ours was wrecked. For the first time in his life he was top dog, a leader of men.
He owed all this to the man who had sparked the Revolution, the great Mao Tse-tung. He adored Mao as if he
were a god, much more than he had ever loved his own parents.”
At the time that my grandmother told me this story, Chang Ta Pao was at the height of his power. I recognized
him from the day that my parents were taken away and had seen him again at my grandparents’ self-criticism
session on Saturday. It was he who had been the little barber. His face was to be more deeply etched in my
memory as a result of yet another demonstration—a mass meeting in honor of Mao which we had been ordered to
attend.
It was a beautiful day. Everyone stood dressed in his or her best, solemnly waiting for the ceremony to begin.
Finally, after a long delay, they all turned their heads toward a man who was slowly mounting the steps to the
platform.
“That’s Chang Ta Pao,” murmured my grandmother.
He wore an army cap, a handsome white shirt, khaki pants, and was holding something wrapped in red paper.
Slowly he approached Mao’s portrait and prostrated himself in front of it several times before he turned to the
audience.
“Comrades! Today I am going to do something special to prove that my heart belongs to Mao. Comrades!
Before the Liberation, I was miserable. It’s Mao and the Communist Party that saved me. Yet even then the
criminals and capitalists continued to harass me. With the Cultural Revolution, Mao saved me for the second time.
All that I have today, Mao gave me. That’s why I swear before Heaven that I will give every drop of my blood for
Mao …”
Short of breath, he was unable to continue, his eyes welling with tears. He was really crying!
Carefully, he unfolded the paper to reveal a large pin with the image of Mao on it. Suddenly, he became
nervous. Then, opening his shirt, he bared his chest. The silence was so intense that a cough from someone in the
audience was like a clap of thunder. His little fingers trembled feverishly as he held the sacred object. He turned
his back again and bowing deeply before Mao's poster, addressed it.
“Mao, you are like a god to me and I will do all in my power to please you. Accept the prayer of your humble
servant.”
Saying this, he turned around and before our disconcerted eyes, he pierced himself with the pin of the
medallion, pinning it to his chest. It was astounding!
Seeing his convulsed face turn white made one feel sick, as if the pin had entered one’s own flesh. A woman
began to cry out, but she stopped under the pained yet stern gaze of Chang Ta Pao. He was sweating profusely, but
bleeding very little. Suddenly, the crowd began to react with spirited applause, shouting,
“Long live Mao Zedung. Let’s follow the example of Chang Ta Pao!”
He wanted to smile, but he could only grimace from the pain. Later I learned from my grandfather that Chang
Ta Pao had to go to Emergency because of the infection. The doctor who removed the pin was treated as a
criminal: Chang Ta Pao would have preferred to die rather than to be separated from the medallion. Even though
no one in the hospital dared to speak to him, he had to be cared for. Because he was acclaimed by the populace as
a model revolutionary, to let him die would have been to risk one’s own life. Finally, the problem was resolved
with shots and medicines.
*
I saw Chang Ta Pao for the last time two or three months later. He had changed. One would have said he was a
ghost, he was so thin and dirty. What was he doing carrying heavy stones along with my grandfather? He too was
being beaten with belts. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Nevertheless, it was he. Somewhat afraid, I quietly
approached him. Curiosity overcame my fear and I asked,
“Why are you here? Don’t you go to the meetings any more?”
With a slow, lizard-like movement he turned toward me. His face became sinister and dark. He recognized me
and began to shout like a madman,
“Get out of here, daughter of criminals! I am not like you. I’m not a criminal!”
His greenish face trembled. Suddenly, he fell to his knees, imploring Heaven in a sombre, throbbing voice,
“Mao, Mao, Mao, you know I adore you. My heart, my blood belong to you. Pardon me, for I have sinned. I
deserve death because I misspoke. I must go to hell. Order your punishment … but please don't leave me with
criminals. I’m ashamed and I have to die … I’m ashamed … I have to die …”

1140

Bending down as though in prayer, he kept striking his forehead on the ground until the guards rushed up and
forced him with their straps to go back to the drudgery of carrying large stones. Watching him sadly shuffling off,
I no longer felt hatred, but only pity.
When I asked my grandmother how Chang Ta Pao had become a criminal, she told me that in the middle of a
meeting he had shouted,
“For the love of President Mao, I decided to name my newborn son Mao Tse-tung!”
No one could believe his ears. Hundreds of pairs of eyes stared at him with contempt. A second later there was
a general outcry,
“Down with Chang Ta Pao who brought such shame on Mao! Chang Ta Pao is a criminal! Let’s get rid of
him!”
Before the wretch had time to understand his error, his hands were tied behind his back and he was savagely
beaten. My grandmother added,
“He’s an illiterate peasant. In China one shouldn’t even pronounce the name of the emperor. How could he
dare to give that name to his no-account son?”
Chang Ta Pao died a little while later. Like other gawkers, I went to see his body in the shack where his family
had been “relocated” just as ours had been. I was still very young and horrified by the spectacle. The dead man
was on his knees, his head on his chest. He had pierced his torso with another medallion of Mao. A piece of paper
on his thigh read,
“Forgive me, Mao.”
A fragment of his bloody tongue was sticking to the paper. He had slit his wrists with a kitchen knife and cut
off his guilty tongue.
He left behind a son not yet a year old who was already branded a criminal. It seemed to me that life was
becoming a farce. This could happen to anyone! One day you were a role model, the next day you were shouted
down! First executioner, then suddenly, victim.
Later I saw a woman in rags, a baby on her back, crouching on the main square amidst half-burned charcoal
debris. She no longer seemed to have a soul. If she had not been muttering, I would have taken her for a corpse.
Her baby wept and cried out, but the passersby paid no attention. She was the widow of Chang Ta Pao. His family
went on paying for his crimes. The poor woman had gone mad and wandered around the whole day, yelling.
Then one day, she and her baby were no longer there. Was the baby still alive or left to die like an abandoned
puppy? I asked Grandmother what the poor woman was muttering about in the midst of the coals.
“She was reciting from Mao’s Little Red Book.”
*
Time was passing slowly and seemed somehow out of order: I was now five years old. May sixth, which is my
birthday, is the beginning of summer in my part of China.
My grandma carried me in her arms to an old temple destroyed by the Red Guards. Of course, it was forbidden
to come near it. However, in the bronze cauldron a few sticks of incense testified to the defiance of the faithful.
The place was desolate and overgrown with weeds. My grandpa was already there, dressed in the traditional long
robe of the educated. With a bouquet in his left hand, he was obviously waiting for us. Smiling, he came towards
us and explained to my grandma, who was deeply touched, that he had not forgotten what day it was. Offering me
the bouquet, he said that he had come to ask Buddha to look out for my future.
“Niu-Niu, today’s your birthday. You’re five years old and a big girl. I have only this bouquet of wild flowers
to offer to you. Happy birthday, my darling! I hope that you become as beautiful as these flowers.”
Holding hands, the three of us entered the temple. We burned the make-believe paper money that we had made
at home, lit sticks of incense, then knelt before Buddha to pray. My grandpa told me I had been born under the
sign of the Fiery Horse.
“It’s a good star, but often those who are born under it must endure a difficult youth. Now you have only a few
flowers as your present, but I’m sure that when you’re grown, you’ll receive roses every day.”
My grandma couldn’t help but tease Grandpa for his flight of fancy. Naïve as I was, I asked my grandmother
just when I would see those beautiful days.
“Later, no doubt, but don’t expect them too soon.” I would have to study hard, learn other poems and work
diligently.
“If I write a hundred characters a day, will that be enough?” My grandparents burst out laughing.
“That will be quite enough.”
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When we got back to the house, I had the pleasure of a priceless gift from my grandmother—a hard-boiled
egg! It really was a day of surprises.
I began to study with a new intensity to hasten that wonderful time when I would get roses every day. But life
remained as it had been, dreary and leaden; each day we seemed to sink a little more deeply into the swamp of
shame, cold and poverty.
*
Grandpa’s pittance of a salary was hardly enough for the three of us to survive on. I found him oddly changed.
Sometimes, with an absent smile, he would mumble the poems that I was reciting. More often, he was both
depressed and irritable. What was he thinking of?
Yes, Grandpa had changed a lot. He had been tall and robust; now he was bent and feeble. He talked less and
less and became increasingly morose. And now he would also lose his temper with my grandmother:
“The food is terrible! I just can’t swallow this garbage any more!” He would get angry seeing our daily meal
on the table, but my grandmother knew how to appeal to his feelings.
“Look, Niu-Niu has an appetite. She likes it!” He let himself be persuaded, but immediately put down his
chopsticks again.
“T’ai-Lung, you have to eat,” she urged him. “You work so hard. Think of your health!”
“What health? They’ve taken all the fat from my flesh. There’s nothing left to wait for but death.”
Grandpa talked more and more about death, something that I could not yet fully imagine. One night in bed I
overheard a conversation between my grandparents. Grandma had decided to scavenge for paper to help buy
better food. She knew some old women who were doing that with their kids, but my grandfather would have no
part of it. Not only did he think I was too young to carry the paper, but he refused to be dishonored before our
ancestors. So on all counts, it was no: Grandma was not to do it!
Our house was really empty. In the one room, thirteen by sixteen, there were only a crude table and three chairs
and a poor excuse for a bed. We had no mattress, only old newspapers and dried leaves to soften the wooden
platform. Cotton filling escaped from the torn coverlet. The rickety table lacked a drawer and its top was falling
apart. We kept our clothes on a shelf that we had put together with bricks and boards. In a bowl covered with
paper, my grandmother carefully kept a pork rind, which, since we had no cooking oil, was used as the fat for our
meals.
Our shack had two doors, one opening on the street, the other on a court in the back where my grandfather had
built an oven of sand and stone. You could leave the doors wide open; no thief would bother to come in. The place
was too poor to attract even the wind.
*
One afternoon, while my grandfather was working and my grandmother had left to find something to eat, I was
alone at home, looking through some comic books recovered from a garbage can. As usual, when my grandfather
returned his face was red and swollen. He had been beaten again. He sat down on a chair, staring into space.
Hadn’t he heard my greeting? Didn’t he want to talk to me? I thought he must be tired and didn’t dare to disturb
him.
Suddenly he leapt up and began to pace back and forth, gesticulating like a puppet and talking strangely.
“What to do? … No, I can’t … Not like that … But there’s no other solution … Too bad … Too bad about
everything … That’ll be better … Yes, it’s best like that.”
I watched him furtively, hoping to figure out his mood, but he turned around towards me, stared at me, shaking
his head, before talking to himself again. This time it was clearer.
“My son, where are you? Mimi, do you think of me? My wife, do you hate me?” He called on all the family
members, imagining that he was talking to each one.
“Grandpa, you’re crying. Grandpa?”
I didn’t want to see him like that. I knew I could reach him; he had heard me. He trembled. His face had never
looked so bereft of hope.
“Niu-Niu, my darling. Grandpa is going far away. I won’t see you until you’re both grown up, Mimi and you.
Will you forget your Grandpa?”
“No, Grandpa, no! When I grow up I’ll stay with you all the time.”
“Remember everything I’ve taught you. Never forget to be good and kind and to love and respect your
grandmother.”
“Grandpa! Where are you going? I want to go with you.”
I knew he was holding back his tears. He was talking to me as though I weren't there.
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“It’s no place for children over there. It’s dark and cold. There are no flowers and there’s no sunshine, but for
me it will be peaceful.”
He was describing a place that he seemed to have visited before. I followed his gaze, but I couldn’t see
anything there.
“Niu-Niu, tell your grandmother I am very sorry I led her such a hard life, that in another life I’d offer her
something better. Niu-Niu, let me look at you and hug you one last time.”
His voice broke with a sob and he held me tightly in his arms. Pressed against his heart, I heard a muffled
rattling sound that seemed to come from deep inside. He let go of me, moved toward the table like an automaton,
took the kitchen knife in his hand and then stopped. He frightened me. His skeleton-like silhouette made my
blood run cold.
“Grandpa, what are you doing? Don’t go away!”
He hadn’t heard a thing. He was already a ghost as he left the house. I must have called after him once more.
No doubt I wept. I didn’t know what to do.
Suddenly my grandmother appeared like an angel from Heaven.
“Grandma! Grandpa left … The knife … He said he felt sorry for you.”
“Where did he go?”
I pointed. She screamed and flung herself out the door, dropping the miserable food she had scrounged. There
was a terrible cry, followed by my grandma’s tremulous, tearful voice.
“No, don’t do that!”
I ran like lightning. My grandfather lay on the ground limp as an old doll, with one bloody hand fluttering in
the air. My grandma had caught hold of the hand holding the knife. He tried to thrash about, shouting like a
madman.
“Let me die, let me go, I can’t stand it any more! I can’t stand it any more!”
My grandmother seized the knife, throwing it as far away as she could. She held tightly to my grandfather’s
wrist to staunch the bleeding.
“T’ai-Lung, why did you do this? How could you have the heart to leave us? Didn’t you think of your son?”
“I know he’ll never come back. He’s dead. I want to go over there to look for him, to meet him. I want to
leave.”
Talking exhausted him. Letting his hands drop, he began to weep.
“T’ai-Lung, you have to live and keep your hopes up. Our son will come back, I’m sure of it. You have no
right to abandon us. We have to remain together.” My grandfather was clinging to my grandmother’s jacket.
“I want my son. I want to go back to our old home. This is too much for me!”
I was frightened and at the same time I felt a terrible sadness. I hated not being able to help him. But most of
all I hated those who had done this to him.
Somehow or other, we half-dragged, half-carried him to the house. Fortunately the cut was not too deep. The
two of us had saved him in spite of himself—doctors, of course, were denied to us. We didn’t dare let the
neighbors know either; they would have accused my grandfather of secretly rebelling against the Revolution and
they would have made him pay for it.
With a few shreds of cotton from our bed cover and our clothes, we made a bandage. The poor man was so
exhausted he fell asleep immediately, but in his sleep that night he kept shouting and crying out. Grandmother
watched over him, bathing his forehead with a moist cloth, waiting to offer him something to drink.
In this terrifying nocturnal stillness, lit by the yellow glow of the candles, my grandmother told me the history
of our family.
*
“Long ago, we lived in another city. From my earliest childhood, I had heard of your grandfather’s family, a
powerful clan that owned a bank, a salt factory and some land in town. My own family was comfortably off but
had little more than their good name. My parents had enough money to lead the peaceful life of the educated class
at that time. I was taught all the social graces: my sister and I filled our days at home with embroidering, playing
the lute, writing the calligraphy of classical poetry and playing checkers.
“The first time I saw your grandfather was the day of his wedding to my older sister. What a celebration! I was
attracted immediately by his elegance and good looks, but my upbringing did not allow me to stare. I knew I
would probably not see him again because in those days it was improper for a young girl to be seen on the street,
and whenever my sister visited us she came without her husband. I never expected that when I next saw him it
would be at my sister’s funeral.
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“She died in childbirth, together with her baby. At the funeral he and I never spoke a word to each other. I
noticed that he looked very thin. A short time later he asked my parents for my hand—at that time it was
customary for a man to marry his dead wife’s sister. It was my parents who decided on this union, but deep inside
me, I was delighted. I’m still grateful to them for having given me such a good husband—so handsome, so
considerate, so kind. He never lost his temper with me, and he was never arrogant towards the servants—he
helped them out financially whenever they needed it. He inherited the salt factory and the bank and ran them, but
your grandfather didn’t care that much for money, Niu-Niu.
“We lived in a large, traditional two-story house; it had an upturned roof covered with glazed tiles. There was a
wide, lush garden in front that ran down to the Blue River below. It was a family residence: uncles, aunts and their
families lived with us. Counting the servants, there were about seventy or eighty of us. It was always very lively.
“Then your father was born. Grandpa couldn’t contain his joy at having a son and he shared his happiness—he
gave everyone red envelopes with money in them and we drank lots of rice liquor to celebrate. We were happy,
but the good times never last. The war broke out; the Communists came. Our friends fled to other countries with
their families. But your grandfather could not bring himself to leave this country and tear our big family apart.
“The war ended in 1949 and China was declared liberated. In fact, at Liberation we had to surrender our bank
to the People’s Bank and give up the factory, as well as all our other property, to the new government. Only the
house was left to us, but the servants were no longer allowed to work there. Your grandfather gave each of them
some money. I could not stop grieving over that; to me they had always been members of the family.
“The young woman who had been my personal maid since the age of thirteen was like a sister to me—in fact,
when my parents died, she wept as much as I did. I gave her some beautiful clothes, and we stayed in touch. She
wrote to me the day she married your grandpa’s former chauffeur. She was the one who came to take Mimi to a
safe place in the country. She’s really a lovely person! I can never repay her for all her kindness and devotion.
Niu-Niu, when you’re grown up, remember to go see her, and tell her of my deep affection, my very humble
gratitude.
“Your father took it into his head to become an actor. For us, this seemed shameful—he should have been a
banker to carry on the family tradition.
“That’s how your grandfather and I came to move to this city, where your father had his professional start. It
was around that time that our problems really began. The government forced us to write letters declaring how
much money we had, how many servants and employees worked for us, whether we had ever killed anyone and
whether we were still in contact with friends who had left China. Each detail was carefully checked. The fact that
your grandfather had had two wives made matters worse. New sworn statements, new inquiries, new
interrogations. Finally, everything seemed to return to normal.
“Our new house was the home that you knew so well: five rooms around a square inner court, just off a small
street. The first thing Grandpa did was to set up a room for his last treasures: his library, art books and old
paintings. The next room became the living room, where we took our tea and played mahjong. We made sure we
hid our ancestors’ altar, we camouflaged it in our bedroom, because the government forbade prayers to God. That
didn’t stop us from burning incense for the two little Buddhas that I loved so much.
“Your father turned out to be a good actor in the modern theater—that soon became the socialist theater. A little
while after we moved here he met your mother. I didn’t think she was very pretty, but she was certainly
intelligent. Anyway, parents no longer have any say-so and he decided to marry her. Little by little, I discovered
how really nice she was. She’s a very fine actress, too, but sometimes I thought she was too jealous. One day
when she was home alone, she burned all your father’s fan mail. But they really loved each other passionately.
“Your grandfather was a salaried director in a government bank. He worked every day, and I took care of the
house and looked after Mimi.
“In May 1966, the family was all excited waiting for you to be born, because the doctors said you were going
to be a boy. We were all counting on that. Your grandfather was the happiest of us all; he asked me to make a furlined coat out of a tiger skin I had. He claimed that a boy who wore a tiger skin from his earliest days would grow
up tall and handsome.
“What nonsense! I cut up my tiger skin for nothing! What a disappointment that you were only a girl! That day
you really played a joke on us. That’s why we called you ’Niu-Niu’—‘ill-natured.’ Your grandfather didn’t smile
for days. But then you turned out to be so sweet; you weren’t bad-tempered at all. You charmed people on the
street. Grandpa said that this was because you were so proud of the joke you played on us. It was a good idea to
give you this little name.
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”As soon as you could walk, you were full of mischief. Once when your father was in a new play at the theater,
before anyone noticed, you went up on the stage to talk to him. I’ll never forget it. You said to him,
“‘Papa, this woman is not your mother. Grandma is sitting back there in the audience.’
“What a mess! Your father had some problems with the theater administration on account of it.
“Ah, it’s true, my poor Niu-Niu, you were not born at a good time. Not only were you not a boy, but on top of
that, the Cultural Revolution began ten days after you were born. The Red Guards began to kill the ‘intellectuals.’
Mao said he was a Red Guard himself; he set a percentage—three to five percent of those who were to be found
guilty of ‘revisionism.’ They said they were fighting against what they called the four outmoded ways: ‘old
culture, old customs, old habits, and old ways of thinking.’ They even changed the names of streets. Now each of
their heroes has a boulevard named after him.
“They changed old-fashioned names for places of business—restaurants used to be called things like The Best
Taste; florist’s shops were called Delicate and Subtle Fragrances. Now they’re all called things like Triumph of
the Revolution—all you see in shop windows are large portraits of Mao. It used to be different. There were
streamers all over—a kind you don’t see any more. All these dazibaos—wall posters—what a waste! All that
paper, ink and paintbrushes …
“Your parents and their friends decided to write articles and post them in public to present their point of view.
That caused them a lot of grief—as if they had touched the rump of the tiger, they had roused the wild beast. Their
subversive opinions and our family’s past were enough to make us criminals and counterrevolutionaries. You
know what happened then.
“But it’s important that you know, Niu-Niu, that your family was always honorable. We’ve never lied. We were
accused of murder, of keeping in touch with relatives who fled abroad and so forth. We thought that they were
finished with us after the Liberation, but they never give up.
“You’re terribly young, Niu-Niu, and I don’t know if you understand everything that I’ve told you, but you
must remember that when they torment us this way, when they push your grandfather to the brink, they do it out
of malice, pure and simple. We’ve never been criminals. Don’t hate us. You must respect your parents as much as
they love you. We’ve always been honest and we’ve always told the truth.” …
191.28 Excerpt from The Eye Of Jade: A Mei Wang Mystery\fn{by Diane Wei Liang (1966- )} Peking, China (F)
10
In the corner of an office in an old-fashioned building in Peking’s Chongyang District, the fan was humming
loudly, like an elderly man angry at his own impotence. Mei and Mr. Shao sat across a desk from each other. Both
were perspiring heavily; outside, the sun shone, baking the air into a solid block of heat.
Mr. Shao wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. He had refused to remove his suit jacket.
“Money’s not a problem.” He cleared his throat. “But you must get on it right away.”
“I’m working on other cases at the moment.”
“Do you want me to pay extra, is that it? You want a deposit? I can give you one thousand yuan right now.”
Mr. Shao reached for his wallet. “They come up with the fakes faster than I can produce the real thing, and they
sell them at under half my price. I’ve spent ten years building up my name, ten years of blood and sweat. But I
don’t want you talking to your old friends at the Ministry, you understand? I want no police in this.”
“You are not doing anything illegal, are you?” Mei wondered why he was so keen to pay her a deposit. That
was most unusual, especially for a businessman as shrewd as Mr. Shao.
“Please, Miss Wang. What’s legal and what’s not these days? You know what people say: ‘The Party has
strategies, and the people have counterstrategies.’” Mr. Shao stared at Mei with his narrow eyes.
“Chinese medicine is like magic. Regulations are for products that don’t work. Mine cure. That’s why people
buy them.”
He gave a small laugh. It didn’t ease the tension. Mei couldn’t decide whether he was a clever businessman or
a crook.
“I don’t like the police—no offense, Miss Wang, I know you used to be one of them. When I started out, I sold
herbs on the street. The police were always on my tail, confiscating my goods, taking me into the station as if I
were a criminal. Comrade Deng Xiaoping said Ge Ti Hu—that individual traders were contributors to building
socialism. But did the police care for what he said? They’re muddy eggs.
“Now things are better. I’ve done well, and people look up to me. But if you ask me, the police haven’t
changed. When you need protection, they can’t help you. I asked them to investigate the counterfeits. Do you
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know what they told me? They said they don’t do that kind of work. But whenever there is a policy change, an
inspection, or a crackdown, you can bet they’ll jump on me like hungry dogs.”
“Whether you like the police or not, we must play by the book,” Mei said, though she knew her voice was less
convincing than her words. Private detectives were banned in China. Mei, like others in the business, had resorted
to the counter-strategy of registering her agency as an information consultancy:
“Of course,” agreed Mr. Shao. A smile as wide as the ocean filled his face.
*
After Mr. Shao had left, Mei walked over to stand next to the fan. Slowly, the faint breeze flowing throug her
silk shirt began to cool her. She thought of the time when she was “one of them,” working in the police
headquarters—the Ministry of Public Security: Most of their cases were complex or politically sensitive;
otherwise, they would not have been sent up by the Ministry’s branches. There were always a lot of agents,
bosses, and departments involved. At first Mei liked the excitement and buzz. But as the years went on, she began
to feel lost in the web of politics and bureaucracy: It was hard to know what was going on and how to figure out
all the pieces of the truth.
Mei moved a little to get the full benefit of the fan. She looked around. Her office was a small room, sparsely
furnished and with a window overlooking the dirt yard. Next to it was an entrance hall. Everything inside the
agency said low budget and second-hand. Yet she was happy. She liked being her own boss and having full
control of the jobs she took on and how she went about them.
The door opened. Mei's assistant, Gupin, tumbled in, looking like a cooked lobster. Without a word, he dashed
over to his desk in the entrance hall and drained a glass jar of tea that had been there since morning. He slipped
the army bag from his shoulder and dropped it on the floor.
“Was that Mr. Shao, the King of Hair-Growth Serum, I saw leaving?” He looked up, catching his breath. He
spoke with a faint but noticeable accent that gave him away as a country boy. Mei nodded.
“Are you going to take his case?”
“I told him I would, but now I wonder. There is something odd about that man.”
“He wears a toupée.” Gupin came over with a small packet wrapped in newspaper. “I’ve collected five
thousand yuan in cash from Mr. Su.” He smiled. His face, still red from exertion, shone with pride.
Mei took the package and squeezed it gently: It felt firm. She made space for Gupin in front of the fan.
“Was he difficult?” she asked. Gupin was now standing next to her, his bare arm almost touching hers. She
could smell his sweat.
“At first. But he can’t scare me or distract me with his tricks. I’ve seen weasels like him before, and I’ve
traveled many roads. I know how to make sure you get your fee, Ms. Mei. People get worried when they see a
migrant worker like me in that kind of place.”
The word weasel sounded especially nasty in Gupin’s accent. Mei smiled. At times like this, she couldn’t help
thinking how right she had been to hire him. And how odd it was that she had her younger sister to thank.
*
When Mei had opened her agency, Lu, her younger sister, was critical of the idea.
“What do you know about business? Look at yourself—you don’t socialize, you can’t cope with politics, you
have no Guanxi—none of the networks and contacts you need. How can you possibly succeed? Contrary to what
you might think, my dear sister, running a business is tough. I know; I’m married to a successful businessman.”
Mei had rolled her eyes. She was too tired to fight any more. Since she had resigned from the Ministry of
Public Security, everyone seemed to want to lecture her.
“Well, I suppose you are at the end of your rope,” Lu said at last, sighing. “If you can’t hold on to your job at
the Ministry, what else can you do? You might as well work for yoursel£ But I can’t watch you jump into a
churning river without knowing how to swim. Let me find someone who can teach you the basics of business.”
The next day Mr. Hua had called to invite Mei to his office. There, she sat on a dark leather sofa and was
served coffee by his pretty secretary while Mr. Hua talked about Guanxi, about which procedures could be
avoided and a few that couldn’t, about creative organization and accounting, and most of all, about the importance
of having sharp eyes and ears.
“You need to be sensitive to the change of wind and policy,” he said. “Make sure you always watch out for
people who might stab you from behind. And one word of advice”—Mei had quickly learned that “one word of
advice” was a favorite expression of Mr. Hua—“don’t trust anyone who is not your friend. You want to succeed,
then make sure you have a good Guanxi network, especially in high places.”
Mr. Hua topped up his coffee for the fifth time.
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“What about secretaries?” he asked Mei.
“What about them?”
“Have you thought about what kind of secretary you need?”
Mei told him that she had no plans to hire a secretary, not before she had any clients. Mr. Hua shook his head.
“You can hire someone for very little money: There are plenty of migrant workers from the provinces willing
to work for almost nothing. The cost of having someone answer the phone or run errands is small, but the benefit
is considerable. Your business won’t look right without a secretary: If you don’t look right, no one will come to
you. Look around and tell me what you see.”
Mei looked around. The office was big and full of expensive-looking furniture.
“You’ve got a great place,” she said.
“Exactly. What I have here is what people call a ‘leather-bag company.’ I invite foreign investors to become
part of a joint venture. All foreign firms are required to have a Chinese partner, as you know: They come here to
meet me, they see a grand setup, the best address. But they don’t realize that I have no factory or work-force of
my own. They think I’m important, the real thing. I go and find factories only after I receive money from the
foreign firm. If I can do one deal a year, I’m set. Two, I can take the rest of the year off
“You see, making money is easy: The difficult part is getting people to pay up. That’s why I like to do business
with foreigners. It’s much more difficult with the Chinese. One word of advice: When you hire someone, think
about payment recovery and make sure your girl is tough enough to do the money chasing.”
Seeing the sense in what he was saying, Mei advertised for a secretary: Among all the applicants, Gupin was
the only man. Mei had not considered hiring a man to be her secretary: But she decided to interview him.
Gupin had come from a farming village in Henan Province and was working on Peking’s construction sites to
get by:
“I finished at the top of my class at our county high school,” he told Mei. “But I had to go back to my village
because that’s where my official record was. I wanted to work in the county town, but my village head didn’t
agree. He said our village needed a ‘reading book man.’”
It took Mei some time to get used to his accent and understand what he was saying.
“My ma wanted me to get married. But I didn’t want to. I don’t want to end up like my brother. Every day he
gets up at dawn and works in the field all day: By the end of the year, he still can’t afford to feed his wife and son.
My da was like that, too. He died long ago from TB. Everyone says there is gold in the big cities. So I thought I’d
come to Peking. Who knows what I can do here?”
Mei watched him. He was young, just twenty-one, with broad shoulders. Packs of muscle were visible under
his shirt. When he smiled, he seemed bashful but honest.
Regretfully, she told him that he couldn’t do the work she needed. He didn’t know Peking, and his Henan
accent would put people off
“They will assume many things about you and probably about this business, too. Some people may even think
that I’m running some sort of con. It’s stupid, I know; that’s how people are, though. The same would happen to
me if I were to go to Shanghai. I’d probably be cheated by taxi drivers and given all the wrong directions.”
But Gupin was persistent.
“Give me a chance,” he begged her. “I’m a quick learner, and I work hard. I can learn about Peking. Give me
three months, and I promise I will know all the streets. I’ll get rid of my accent, too. I can, believe me.”
In the end, Mei decided to give him a chance. She remembered what Mr. Hua had said, and she thought Gupin
would make, if not a brilliant secretary, at least a more threatening debt collector than anyone else she had
interviewed. He was also by far the cheapest.
“I’ll give you a year,” she told him. ‘You have no idea how big Peking is.”
*
Over a year later, Gupin had proved to be everything he’d said he was: hardworking, smart, and loyal. He had
spent much of his spare time riding through the hutongs, narrow alleyways, and streets of Peking on his bicycle,
and he now knew more about certain neighborhoods than Mei did. He became another pair of ears and eyes for
her.
“Well done,” Mei told Gupin now; “Mr. Su is not the sort of man to part with money easily; Let’s finish up”
They packed up and checked all the locks on the door. It felt cooler in the dim corridor.
“I hope the weekend won’t be as hot,” Gupin said as they walked out of the building. His military bag bounced
over his shoulder. “Are you doing anything special?”
“A picnic in the Old Summer Palace.”
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“Going so far for a picnic?”
“It’s my university class reunion.”
Outside, the sunshine was hazy and the air thick as syrup. The two of them said goodbye and parted, Gupin
heading to a young aspen tree to which he had chained his Flying Pigeon bicycle and Mei to her two-door
Mitsubishi, parked under an ancient oak tree.
2
That night Mei was awakened by a violent thunderstorm. The thin windows of her apartment rattled. Thunder
cracked and roared, lightning flashed. The sound of rain flooded the space around her, calling to her mind lost
thoughts and memories.
She thought about her old classmates and who among them she might see the next day. She remembered
Sparrow Li, the small, gloomy boy who had played guitar. She thought of Guang, a foul-mouthed giant at six feet
three. Big Sister Hui’s round face came into her mind, too. She remembered their cramped dorm room with its
four bunk beds. She remembered the chestnut tree outside their window and the loudspeaker on one of its
branches, blasting out music at six-thirty every morning. She remembered how young they were.
Slowly, the storm began to settle. The rain still poured, now monotonously; Mei tossed about in her bed. In her
mind’s eye, she saw the courtyard of a temple. It was getting dark, and Guang was working over a small gas
stove. It was the time her class had gone on a weekend trip to the West Mountains. It was before dawn, and they
trod carefully, using flashlights, along a path hanging over what they later saw in daylight to be a sheer drop of
hundreds of meters. They held hands and followed each other’s footsteps.
She was holding Yaping's hand. She could feel the warmth of his touch. Her thoughts drifted; in her dream, she
began to float. They reached the summit, and the sun was shining. As they looked around, they saw nothing but
endless mountains covered in red azaleas. Only now it wasn’t Yaping’s hand she was holding.
She was six years old. She was holding her father’s hand. They were walking down a long mountain trail, led
by the guard of the labor camp. Behind them, tumbling like a lost leaf lurched an old woman who had come to
visit her son and who was now going home. She was to take Mei as far as Kunming, the capital of Yunnan. There
Mei would be met by an acquaintance of her mother’s who was going to Pekng by train.
Over his shoulder, Mei’s father carried a gray bundle containing Mei’s possessions—her clothes, two labor
camp standard-issue hand towels, a toothbrush, an aluminum mug, and small toys made from wire, cardboard, and
toothpaste caps. There was also a notebook her father had made from yellowed paper he had found. Inside, he had
written Tang poems from memory: Mei had carefully pressed the leaves she had collected between the pages.
They chatted, as fathers and daughters do, about the time they had spent together and the time they would
share again. Mei ran her fingers through the azaleas they passed, making the red flowers dance happily like
butterflies.
At midday, they reached the dirt road at the bottom of the mountain. By the side of a.cliff, a cold waterfall
jetted into a small pool and then through a half-buried concrete pipe to the river below; They waited by the
waterfall. Birds sang from beyond the trees. Along the cliffs ablaze with the bright colors of the south, the road
stretched in front of them.
How long does the road go on? Mei wondered. How far do the trees, the giant mountains, and the river go on?
Time ticked away unhurriedly: An old bus appeared in the distance. They watched it draw closer and closer
until it finally halted noisily in front of them. Met’s father handed the bundle to the bus driver, who put it on top
of the bus with the other luggage. The old woman, whom Mei was told to call Old Mama, held her hand.
“Don’t worry, Comrade Wang. Little Mei will be fine with me.”
Old Mama started to board the bus. But Mei’s father did not let her go.
“Tell your mother and sister that I miss them. Tell them I will be back soon.”
“Bus is going!” shouted the driver, climbing into his cab. Old Mama hurriedly pulled Mei on board.
“Be a good girl, Mei,” cried her father. “Listen to Old Mama. I’ll see you in Peking! I promise.”
The bus started to cough and shake. Mei ran to the muddy back window and knelt on the wooden seat. She
feverishly waved her tiny arms.
“Goodbye,” she screamed, smiling wide as if the sun were inside her and would always shine. “See you in
Peking, Baba!”
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The road began to pull her father and his guard away, first slowly, as he waved, and then faster. At last they
shrank into two lost figures. The green cliffs leaned over as if about to crush them. Then the bus turned the corner.
They were gone.
Mei woke up. Blinding sunlight had stormed into the little apartment she rented by the busy ring road. She
never saw her father again after they said goodbye on that dirt road twenty-three years ago.
Mei turned her head to look at the black alarm clock ticking on her nightstand. It was late. But she couldn’t get
up. She felt that she had been drained of her will. Next to the clock was a small black-and-white portrait of her
father. The photo had faded over the years. After Baba died, Mama had thrown away all his things—his
manuscripts, his photos, and his books. This portrait was all Mei was able to save. She had carried it with her,
hidden inside a copy of Jane Eyre, to boarding school and university: She didn’t show anyone the photo, nor did
she talk about her father. It was her secret, her pain, and her love.
Mei saw her father smiling at her from inside the picture frame. She heard her heart beating an echoless beat.
She thought about the happiness that could have been.
*
The thunderstorm had brought fresh air and a comfortable temperature to the shoppers packing the pavement
along College Road. Clothing stores, hair salons, and supermarkets enticed passersby with new styles and
discounts. Fruit and vegetable vendors, their goods piled high on flatbed carts, shouted out prices. A peasant
woman in wide-legged trousers waved a straw fan over a heap of watermelons. The flies had returned, too.
Stopped by the traffic light at Three Village Junction, Mei tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. She
couldn’t afford to stop; she was terribly late. She had spent too much time washing, drying, and styling her long
Straight hair. She had put on makeup and then taken it off again.
Why did she even care? She shook her head. She never had when she was at university: Then she was an
outsider who never wanted to be in. What had changed?
At the end of College Road, Mei turned north along the high walls of Tsinghua University: The traffic had
thinned. Cyclists rode at a leisurely pace in the shade of the aspen trees. Mei passed a group of students on their
bicycles. It looked like they were going to the West Mountains for the weekend.
She remembered traveling on this very road as a student. Peking University, her alma mater, and Tsinghua
University were sister universities, so by tradition, Mei’s class was linked with a friendship class consisting of
forty-five electrical engineers from Tsinghua University: The engineers, mostly men, enthusiastically organized
friendship disco parties; there were a lot of girls in Mei’s Chinese literature class. She remembered sitting on the
back of Yaping’s bicycle, her long hair flying in the wind. There was warmth in the air on those nights, and the
stars flickered like eyes. Streetlamps glowed softly through the jasmine-scented breeze. The night was pure, and
crickets sang under the pagoda by Welming Lake.
Over the years, Big Sister Hui had brought Mei news of Yaping: He got married; he finished his MBA; he
started working; he bought a house.
From time to time, Mei still thought about him, tried to imagine him dressed in a business suit, riding the el
train. She wondered whether he still wore the same pair of black-rimmed glasses. Sometimes she remembered his
intelligent eyes and shy smile. When she hated him, she imagined him old, no longer slender or gentle. But most
of the time, she couldn’t picture him at all. The names didn’t mean anything to her: Chicago, Evanston, North
Shore. She had no image of them, nor could she picture Yaping’s wife or their life together. She turned on
Qinghua West Road and caught sight of the Old Summer Palace.
Since their graduation, Big Sister Hui had organized yearly reunions. Big Sister Hui had stayed in the
department, first as a graduate student and then as a lecturer. At first Mei hadn’t gone to the reunions because she
didn’t want to talk about Yaping or their breakup. Then she was too busy: After having spent a year on a rotation
program in various departments in the Ministry, Mei was picked by the head of public relations to be his personal
assistant. Her academic credentials, her intelligence, and the fact that she could write well in both Chinese and
English made her a desirable candidate for the job. She was allocated a one-bedroom apartment and high-profile
responsibilities.
She became desirable in the eyes of matchmakers. They introduced her to sons of high-ranking officials and
rising stars of the diplomatic services. She went with them to restaurants, concerts, movie premieres, and state
banquets. She sat with their parents in airy apartments overlooking Renaissance Boulevard. She spent her spare
time getting to know them so they could get to know her.
But everything had changed when she resigned from the Ministry. People with whom she had worked for yeqrs
and thought of as friends shunned her.
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Maybe this was why she cared so much about today, thought Mei, about how she looked and what her
classmates might think of her. These people were her old friends. Though she never seemed to need them before,
she needed them now.
3
Big Sister Hui was waiting for her at the main entrance of the Old Summer Palace.
“I can’t believe it! You, the person with the luxury of a car, ae late. We’ve been waiting for forty minutes. Ding
had to take Little Po inside so she could have a run around. A four-year-old kid is like a dog. If she doesn’t get her
run in the park, she bites.”
Big sister Hui had lost weight, showing curves that Mei had not known she possessed. She was clearly pleased
with her new shape and had wrapped it in a tight-fitting dress of rainbow colors.
“I’m sorry,” Mei apologized. “I overslept.”
“It’s the undisciplined life of a singleton. You ought to get married. It would do you good.”
Big Sister Hui took Mei’s arm, and they walked into the park like old girlfriends, arm in arm. A light breeze
skipped across the long grass in the dried-up lake. Somewhere in the woods, broken columns stood, half hidden.
Farther on, piles of fallen stones were scattered by the winding paths. Before it was burned down by British and
French troops during the Second Opium War more than a hundred years before, scholars had likened the Old
Summer Palace to Versailles. Mei had seen pictures of Versailles in books, yet standing among the ruins, she
could never imagine the palace’s former splendor.
“So, how is life, princess?” Big Sister Hui was jolly, as usual.
“Why do you always call me ‘princess’?”
“Well, if you had married any of your princes of revolution while you were at the Ministry—”
“Not that again.”
“Okay, okay.” Big Sister Hui put up her hands in surrender. “Tell me about your work.”
“Work is going well. So many people come to see me for this and that. I think there are two things that people
have too much of these days: money and sexual affairs.”
“I’m not surprised. Rich people are everywhere. Just look at the traffic. Motorbikes were the big deal when we
were at university: Remember Lan? She had a boyfriend who had a motorbike, and we all thought he was a
criminal.” They both laughed.
“I’m glad things are finally going well for you,” Big Sister Hui said. “What a terrible ordeal you had to go
through at the Ministry: You didn’t deserve that.”
Mei nodded and tried to smile. The road forked out. They left the path and went up a small hill. Climbing soon
made them hot.
“What a heat! It’s only spring. The old sky is certainly messed up this year,” Big Sister Hui said, panting.
Mei felt the dry grass being crushed beneath her feet. When they reached the top of the slope, they looked
down on a meadow in the valley. A group of people were assembled there, sitting on plastic sheets.
“This is where we came to celebrate our graduation,” said Big Sister Hui, basking in the sunshine. “Do you
remember?”
A large shell-shaped stone that had once belonged to an ancient ornate fountain stood, in the middle of the
meadow; its white marble gleamed.
“Of course,” said Mei softly.
Suddenly, the memory of that day was with her again. They were sitting around the remains of a picnic,
smoking cigarettes and singing. Sparrow Li played guitar. Yaping read one of his poems. Mei was twenty-two
years old, graduating at the top of the class with a plump job at the Ministry of Public Security.
“Hey!” someone shouted from the party, dragging her mind back to the present.
“It’s Fat Boy,” Big Sister Hui waved, and they started down the hill.
Sparrow Li was sitting on the plastic sheet, smoking, drinking beer out of a can, and playing guitar. He looked
even smaller and thinner than Mei remembered. His face, which had never looked young, now clearly showed
age.
“You are late,” he said.
“It’s not my fault. It’s the princess here.” Big Sister Hui flung her round body onto the sheet and pointed a
finger at Mei.
“Big Sister Hui!” protested Mei.
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Fat Boy said hello to the newcomers and offered them drinks. Mei took a bottle of water.
“How are you, Li?” She sat down next to Sparrow Li, causing him to blush. Everyone knew that Sparrow Li
had always been in love with Mei.
“I'm going to Shenzhen. I’ve had enough of Peking and Xinhua News Agency,” Sparrow Li declared.
“What?” Fat Boy shouted. “You didn’t tell me! You are giving up the Steel Bowl\fn {I.e., a guaranteed wage. In
Communist China, certain types of work carry with them a guarantee of immunity from being fired; they used to be called “iron rice
bowls,” and this appears to be a modernized terminology for the same thing:H } for a private local newspaper? Are you out of

your mind?”
“What's so great about Xinhua News Agency? We have no housing, and the pay is lousy. When we graduated,
it was all about getting a job with the big ministries. Now it’s about money: If you are rich, you are somebody:
I’m going to be the chief editor and make a lot of money.”
“Don’t be naïve.” Big Sister Hui popped open a can of Tsingtao beer. “What’s money compared to power? Mei
had a beautiful one-bedroom apartment when she worked for the Ministry of Public Security: She traveled in
official cars and dined in the best restaurants. She wasn’t rich, but didn’t she live a good life! Look at your chief
He doesn’t need to be rich. He gets everything he needs and more from his job.”
“Well, I’m never going to be the chief of Xinhua News Agency: It takes a special kind to climb the power pole.
It’s not me. I am going to be rich. I’ll have my own car and my own apartment.”
“I don’t need a car. But I would like to have a roof over my head.” Fat Boy sighed. “Beijing Daily is much
worse than Xinhua News Agency: It doesn’t even give me a dorm room. I’m thirty years old and still living with
my parents. So I told the matchmakers that I’m only interested in girls whose work units have housmg.”
“In Special Economic Zones like Shenzhen, people like us will be able to afford our own apartments.” Sparrow
Li puffed on his cigarette.
“What about your Peking residence?” Mei asked Li. “You’ll lose it if you leave. Don’t you ever want to come
back?”
Mei felt sad. Sparrow Li was always the hopeless, suffering romantic. He did things out of passion, sometimes
without due consideration. Because of that, he had never fit in with the pragmatic Chinese way of life. In some
ways, Mei felt a close connection to him. They were both outsiders, albeit different types. Sparrow Li longed for
approval and acceptance by others. Mei, on the other hand, thought that no one understood her and so had grown
not to care about what they thought of her.
“Who doesn’t want to come back?” a thick voice roared from behind them.
Everyone turned around and saw Guang’s six-feet-three frame and black-smudged face towering over them.
He had been working on the little gas stove on the other side of the stone shell.
“It’s Sparrow Li. He is going to Shenzhen,” said Fat Boy, shaking his head.
“Good for him,” said Guang, sitting down. He fanned Sparrow Li’s cigarette smoke back into his face. “You’ll
finally be with people your own size.” He laughed at his own joke. Although Sparrow Li came from the land of
giants—the northern province of Dongbei—he was the smallest in their class.
Big Sister Hui smacked Guang’s back.
“Don’t be an ass.” The blow produced no effect. Guang laughed again.
“But don’t think about running over to Hong Kong. Hong Kong is coming back to the motherland in a few
months, so we’d catch you.”
Guang’s wife produced a can of beer. He opened it, took a sip, and spat.
“You didn’t chill it, like I told you!”
“It was chilled when I bought it,” his little wife answered. She spoke in a slight voice, avoiding his eyes.
“Get me a bottle of water!” he shouted at her. Mei threw Guang a reproachful look. But he ignored it.
At last Big Sister Hui’s husband, Ding, came with Little Po and the food bags. They had to navigate the hill
slowly with the laden bicycle. Guang’s wife cheered up and went to unload the food to make lunch. Ding chatted
with her by the stove. Little Po wanted to play with her mama so Big Sister Hui took her to find flowers in the
grass. The rest of them spread out plates, bowls, chopsticks, cold cuts, steamed buns, and cooked rice. When
Guang went to find his cigarettes, Mei followed him.
At the time of their graduation eight years earlier, the Hainan Project was just taking off. The government’s
plan was to build the nation’s biggest free economic zone on the island of Hainan, with five-star hotels,
international resorts, and modern industries. Guang, being an enthusiastic Party member, answered the first call
and went to Hainan straight after graduation.
The experience had made him bitter.
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“Guang, why do you treat your wife like that?” Mei asked. Guang lit a cigarette and puffed.
“Ah, I shouldn’t have married her.” He leaned against a young aspen tree. “I was wasting my life in Hainan.
We met, and I thought at least if I got married, I’d have achieved one thing. I can understand what Sparrow Li is
doing. I’ve done that, I’ve chased money. For heaven’s sake, I spent six years in Hainan. Get rich? Bull! No one
got rich except the damn officials. There was so much corruption that millions of yuan just disappeared. If you
were a little guy like me, what did you get? Six years of your life gone, and a wife you can’t stand.”
“That’s not your fault. The whole Hainan project was corrupt.”
“That’s no consolation to me, is it?” Mei shook her head.
“No. But is battering your wife any consolation?”
“Oh, bull.” Guang threw down his cigarette. “Why can’t you be kind for once? Give me a little sympathy.” He
ground out the cigarette with his foot and strode off
Lunch and beer were set on the picnic sheet, and they all gathered around. The sun had risen high in the sky;
The day was becoming hot.
The old classmates swapped news about life and work. Under the watchful eye of Big Sister Hui, everyone
avoided the topic of Mei’s departure from the Ministry of Public Security. It seemed Big Sister Hui had warned
them that Mei still felt hurt by it. Mei smiled at her friend and thanked her with her eyes.
“Lan will be coming later,” Big Sister Hui informed them.
“Is she the rich mistress?” Guang’s little wife asked.
Guang ignored her. “I ran into her once at the Lufthansa Center. She had loads of shopping bags, and her
chauffeur was carrying them for her.”
Big Sister Hui nodded. “I’ve met her man. He’s special, someone who is going to do very well one day, maybe
like Mei’s brother-in-law: He bought an apartment for Lan and another one for her parents. Her parents have
moved to Peking now:”
“See, this is what I mean,” exclaimed Sparrow Li. “You don’t need a job with a Peking residence if you have
money; you can buy your own apartment and pay for your own health care.”
“But is he going to marry her?”
“Oh, Mei.” Big Sister Hui laughed. “He already has a wife and daughter.”
“Is she pretty? Lan, I mean. She must be,” said the little wife.
“Not as pretty as Mei,” said Fat Boy;
“Then how did she get so lucky?” shrieked the little wife.
“Good question,” they all murmured.
“For goodness’ sake, stop envying her. Is there no one here who thinks this is wrong?” Mei cried.
“I don’t see anything wrong.” Guang sat up. “She is well educated, intelligent, and good for his business. He
obviously appreciates her. The wife benefits, too. The more successful her husband gets, the better off she is. If it
doesn’t work out, Lan gets to keep her apartments and money. It’s a good arrangement, if you ask me.”
From beyond the woods, a breeze had picked up the sweet scent of pine oil and spring leaves. Fat Boy lay
down on his back and traced the traveling clouds. Sparrow Li played Spanish love songs on his guitar. Mei
thought again about the time of their graduation, when they had come to this meadow. They had been young and
pure, their hearts filled with ideals. They’d had dreams and been ready for the world. They had sung the first
Chinese rock-and-roll hit, Cujian’s I Have Nothing.
She truly had nothing back then, not a car nor a business nor an apartment to herself
But she’d been happy: She’d been in love.
4
Driving home from the reunion, Mei could not get Yaping out of her mind. Having seen their old friends after
so long seemed to have made his absence, which she thought she had buried, sharp again.
Mei had noticed Yaping on the first day at university. He was a surprisingly tall boy from the south, with
sensitive eyes, a shy smile, and soft hair that fell over his forehead. It did not take long for everyone to see that
Yaping was the most talented in their class.
Mei and Yaping started going out in their third year. They discussed literature by Weiming Lake. They took
trips to the West Mountains to visit temples and shrines. They went shopping in Wangfujing and Xidan, to browse
through books and eat traditional Peking specialties. They watched movies in the university hall, the best place in
Peking to see both imported and avant-garde Chinese films. Together they saw Love Story and Roman Holiday,
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the only two films from non-Communist countries. After Red Sorghum won the Gqlden Bear at the Berlin Film
Festival, director Zhang Yimou took his film to Peking University. Following the showing, the director and his
leading actress came on stage. Mei still remembered how beautiful Gong Li looked and how everyone cheered.
But Mei’s mother, Ling Bai, did not approve of Yaping. She thought him good-looking—“in a soft southern
river-town-boy way”—and very bright, but he came from the provinces, which meant he would most likely have
to go back there after graduation. Ling Bai never would have allowed Mei to move out of Peking.
Ling Bai was a painter who worked in the art department of a propaganda magazine called Women’s Lift. She
was an ordinary employee who had gained seniority in her old age, if not authority. Although Ling Bai had little
ambition for herself she expected her daughters to succeed. She might have been able to overlook Yaping’s
residency problem, for with luck and talent, he could be allocated a job in Peking. But he could not change his
upbringing. His parents were merely schoolteachers. Yaping was not someone who could give Mei prospects and
protection.
“One cannot live long on a diet of poetry,” Mama told Mei.
But Mei went on seeing Yaping anyway. They were in love.
In their last year at university, Yaping won a scholarship from the University of Chicago. After they graduated,
he went to America. At first his letters were long and enthusiastic. Then they became shorter, more infrequent. A
year later, after not having written for a long time, Yaping wrote to tell Mei that he had fallen in love with
someone else.
Mei wasn’t entirely surprised. But she had not expected him to fall in love with another person so soon. She
felt that all the things he had said about loving her forever were lies. She felt betrayed. She tore up his letters. She
wanted to throw them in his face. But Yaping was far away: All she could do was curl up in bed and cry:
“I told you so,” said Mama. She was.sitting in a folding chair on the balcony of her apartment with a cup of
green tea. “Now you see that I was right to be against it, don’t you? I only wish you had listened to me. You arE
like your ba, too romantic.”
It was typical of Mama, thought Mei, clenching the steering wheel. Mama was good at making Mei feel that
she could do nothing right.
*
Before the Cultural Revolution ended and Mama was given the job at the magazine, they moved around a lot,
following her temporary jobs and temporary housing. Mama became more fragile each time they moved. Mei and
her sister learned not to do things that disturbed her. These might include noise, silence, things not in their proper
place, dirt, and bad news. But no matter how careful they were, Mama still cried.
It seemed to Mei that only her sister could make their mother smile. Lu was three years younger and extremely
beautiful from an early age. She was sweet, charming, and talented. Lu’s teachers had only the best things to say
about her. She was always praised as special, intelligent, and kind. Mama loved her so much that Mei thought she
had no more love left for her older daughter.
So it was a relief for everyone when, at the age of twelve, Mei went to boarding school, though even there, she
failed to fit in. This became clear to Mei when Ling Bai was summoned to the school to see Mei’s class mother.
Mei sat outside Mrs. Tang’s office, bored because Mama had been inside for a long time. What could they be
talking about? She tiptoed to the door and put her ear to the keyhole. She heard the voice of Mrs. Tang.
“Mei is a good student. But it is unhealthy for a girl of her age to be alone all the time.”
“I am afraid she’s got her father’s temperament,” said Mama. “He was a solitary person, the type who lived his
life through literature, ideals, and principles. He was a brilliant writer. But he didn’t understand how the world
worked. Eventually, his personality destroyed him. Whenever I see Mei, I see her father. They have the same eyes.
She’s even got his expressions. I am scared. I try to help her, but she won’t change. My other daughter, Lu, is not
like this. She’s good with people and understands everything automatically. I don’t know why Mei is so different.
Not because of anything I did, I hope. I love them both and treat them the same. Yet Mei has turned out just like
her father—always looking down on others, always judging. It is as if no one is good enough. No one is up to her
standards.”
“Perhaps you could take her to see an herbalist,” suggested Mrs. Tang. “They know how to soothe the
temperament.”
“If only they could,” said Mama.
When Mei heard her mother coming toward the door, she ran back to her seat.
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The herbs and the reading of chi, life energy flow, did not help. Mei continued to live in a world of her own,
surrounded by her books and her thoughts. She read everything she could find. She wanted to be a writer, like her
father.
“Absolutely not.” Her mother put her foot down. “How can you even think of being a writer? Writing is the
most dangerous profession in China. Whenever there is a political movement, writers are always the first to go to
jail.”
But Mama couldn't stop Mei, and neither could she convince her that pragmatism was better than principles.
*
They had been in Ling Bai’s living room when Mei told her that she had resigned from the Ministry for Public
Security. Mei had shrugged, trying to look lighthearted.
“I will be fine. There are plenty of private companies out there. I will have no trouble finding a job. I can make
more money.”
“But you won’t have the same kind of future. Don’t you know that power is all that matters? When you got
that job at the Ministry, I was so happy and relieved, to tell the truth. You know how I felt about your
determination to be a writer or a journalist. I was glad that you didn’t have to be either. I thought finally you were
safe and I could stop worrying about you. But once again you prove me wrong.”
Mama had paced in front of Mei.
“There must be something in you that is self-destructive. All those perfectly fine young men you were
introduced to, not a single one worked out. Why?”
She stopped moving and stared at her daughter.
“What happened to all the things I told you about? Guanxi networks? Compromise? Has it all gone in one ear
and out the other?”
Mei had bitten her lips until they hurt.
“You could really learn from Lu,” Mama had said. Mei couldn’t stay quiet.
“I’m not like Lu. You must know that by now. Frankly, I don’t want to be like her. I don’t want to be anybody’s
pretty pillow.”
“That’s a horrible thing to say about your sister.”
“How much do you think she loved those boyfriends of hers? How much do you think she loves Lining? She
loves his money:”
“You’re jealous because she’s happy.”
“She’s happy because she lives for the moment and loves only herself.”
“That’s not fair. No one asked you to carry a burden. I sacrificed my life so that you could have it easy—good
school, nothing to worry about. But you choose to make life hard for yoursel£ All your principles and morals,
what good are they if they can’t make you happy?”
Mei had tried to find a retort, but the words had stuck in her throat like fish bones. She’d gotten up from the
sofa and walked to the window. Below, someone was coming out of the bicycle parking hut. Mei had watched him
get on his bike and ride away: She’d watched the empty afternoon. She’d seen the same story repeating itself—the
odd child, the disobedient daughter, the failure.
“You are just like your father. You must act big. You set yourself up on a pedestal. You don’t care about who
you hurt.”
“If anyone, I hurt only myself.”
“You hurt me, your mother. I’m worried about you.”
A violent urge had stirred inside Mei like never before. She’d turned around. All the anger and betrayal she had
felt exploded.
“Then I ask you to stop worrying about me. I can take care of myself. I learned to do that when I was five,
thanks to you. Have you any idea what it was like for me to see my father being beaten up and humiliated every
day? If you really worried about me, you wouldn’t have left me in the labor camp. You wouldn’t have left Baba
there to die.”
“How dare you? You—you ungrateful little beast! You have no right to judge me.” Mama had begun to shake,
her voice cracking with suppressed tears.
“What do you know about love? All you do is read books. You think life is like a novel. No, reality is much
darker than that. I didn’t abandon you or your ba. If I could have taken you out, I would have. But I could only
take one child with me, and your sister was just two years old and very sick …” Tears had rolled down her cheeks.
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“I got you out eventually, didn’t I? You don’t know how difficult it was. But you’ve never appreciated it. I
gave up so much for you and Lu. All I want is for you to be happy. But look at what you’ve done.”
What, indeed? Mei asked herself now, turning off College Road. Was her mother right about her? Was she
really the assassin of her own happiness? But no—as difficult as it had been to leave the Ministry, she couldn’t
have stayed. There can be no place for lies in true happiness, she asserted. As she turned onto the ring road and
saw, in the distance, the Gate of Moral Victory, she decided that she had done nothing wrong and that she would
waste no more of the weekend brooding about the past. …
1967

40.45 Da Ma’s Way Of Speaking\fn{by Zhu Wen (1967- )} Quanzhou City, Fujian Province, China (M) 7
It was the summer of 1989 when I graduated from college and was assigned to work in an electric company in
the city of Nanjing. The train arrived at one in the afternoon. With two colossal bags on my shoulders, I maneuvered my way out of the station and was immediately surrounded by a cluster of rustic-looking girls soliciting
guests for cheap hotels. Drenched in sweat and in a terrible mood, I yelled:
“Leave me alone! I’m not traveling anywhere, I’m going to be stuck in this hole for a while!”
A brother-in-law living in Nanjing was supposed to come and meet me at the station, but he hadn’t shown up
yet. I had told him not to come at all because I was sure that a bookworm would be more trouble than help, but he
insisted on coming anyway. I figured in the meantime I’d better find some shade and get something to drink. It
was the sort of weather that made you, and everyone else for that matter, feel like a sticky pile of viscera stuffed
in the city’s sweltering gut, and wriggling around.
As soon as I sat down near a phone booth, a few of the more confident girls sauntered over. They swayed back
and forth trying to lure some business out of me. What a pain! Who could possibly think about something like that
in this sort of weather? Maybe you can, but I just couldn’t. They sneered, called me a loser, and then, twisting
their huge asses around, threw themselves on the other passengers. Thank goodness, finally some peace.
It was then that I noticed a voice behind me in the phone booth. He was talking rapidly, in an excited and
rhythmic way. The phrases he repeated the most were “it’s fuckingly good!” and “I’ll slash you!” And the way he
laughed—an intermittent cackle with gulps of breath, as if he were convulsing—went way beyond the normal
operations of vocal chords.
All of this instantly brought on a warm feeling of familiarity. I was sure that I had found an old friend in this
alien place, but when I turned my head to greet him, I discovered that the man in the booth was a complete stranger. A tall and thickset guy, leaning on the side wall with one hand, he continued his conversation in the same
animated way. I continued observing him through the tinted glass. The more I listened, the more unbelievable it
became that I didn’t actually know the guy. By now he had already felt me watching him and responded by
throwing me an angry and hostile look. Ignoring his threat, I continued staring.
A few moments later he hung up, came out of the booth, and charged straight at me. As he shoved me hard on
the chest, I caught sight of a coiled snake tattooed on his outstretched arm. But the guy in front of me was much
more terrifying than the snake, and it only then dawned on me that I was in trouble.
“What the hell are you looking at?”
His tone was now unfamiliar, not the same one he had just been using on the phone. In fact it was so strange
that it almost seemed as if he had suddenly put on another face.
“Well, I was just thinking that we might have a mutual friend.”
“We do?”
“Yes, I’m sure you must know him, Da Ma.”
“You a friend of his?”
“Yes, we were classmates for a while in Peking, I’m sure …”
“Okay, I’ll let you go, but not because of him. I don’t give a shit about that sonuvabitch!”
He reached into my shirt pocket and took a cigarette, lit it, and then hurriedly walked past me to Bus stop
No.1.
“Wait a second! Could you tell me where Da Ma lives?”
“I’m looking for that sonuvabitch myselfl He’s a fucking good liar, if nothing else. He’s going to pay!”
*
This all happened on my first day in Nanjing. I’ve now been here five years, but have never once come across
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Da Ma. Not that I’ve gone out of my way to track him down. Da Ma was not the kind of friend I really needed to
find, nor was he for most of my other classmates. You’d be happy enough to run into him on the street, but that
was it. He was the restless and agitated type, which you could feel in the way he spoke. I suspect he might not live
in Nanjing anymore, but I’m certain that lie did live here at some point.
Three of the people I’ve met since coming to Nanjing definitely knew him. They all speak the same way he
does. It’s amazingly easy to pick out, even in a noisy crowd. Everyone’s impression of Da Ma is basically negative. They’ve all been entangled in his snares, and none of them knows where he’s at. Talking to them is exactly
like talking to Da Ma; at first my interest is piqued, and then I’m thrown for a loss. I actually feel as if I’ve come
across Da Ma several times since graduation.
And that’s exactly what it is: it’s Da Ma’s way of speaking. It’s a contagious disease, a kind of spreading
fungus. Once you pick it up you’re doomed. Whenever you’re upset, you exclaim naturally: “I’ll slash you!” and
when you’re feeling good, “It’s fuckingly good!”
Isn’t that amazing? I can still remember the narrative rhythm Da Ma used most often, it goes like this (you can
wave your arm the way Da Ma would to get a better feel for it): 4/4 xxx xxx xxxx xx I xxx xxxxxxx xxi.
*
It all began in the university. The day after registration, all the freshmen were packed and sent off to a
Liberation Army station in Baoding, Hebei Province, for one month of military training. Freshmen now have to
undergo three months of training because they are a more pampered and disruptive group in general, and military
training has proven itself to be an effective method of strengthening discipline and organization. From the first
day of training, I couldn’t wait for the final chapter—the firing range. I wanted to really show them what I could
do. I had been a master bird shooter since junior high, though that had been using a bird gun. The sun was
ferocious that day. Dressed in combat fatigues, we all sat in formation on the ground, waiting for the company
commander’s order to line up and be led to the shooting range. We were led ten at a time, because there were only
ten shooting positions in the range.
It was then that I first noticed the short figure in the front row. He seemed even more anxious than I, and was
talking incessantly to a reluctant audience nearby. When the first group’s shots sounded, this short figure gave out
a loud cry and jumped up from the ground where he should have been sitting, turned around, and shouted at us:
“They’re firing! They’re finally firing!”
His hysterical yelling brought a wave of unrestrained laughter from all over. As soon as he was done yelling,
he began to sprint toward the firing range. A dark-faced soldier who was in charge of maintaining order caught
him in time, lifting him up by the collar like a chicken. He reluctantly sat back down in his original spot,
murmuring to himself the entire time. That brought on another round of laughter. They tried to taunt him, but he
remained silent. He sat there motionless—one leg folded on top of the other. So, please allow me to introduce you
to the main character of our story. This short figure is none other than Da Ma.
As luck would have it, our section was the last to shoot that day. We had been roasting under the sun, listening
to shots that we weren't firing for more than two hours. Our heads were spinning and stars were flashing before
our eyes. If it had been permitted, I would have left. But, when our turn was finally called, I was instantly brought
back to life. Da Ma was in the same group. He was at the fourth position and I was at the seventh. The company
commander was stationed behind the first position. He hollered: “Lie down!” and we all lay at our respective
positions. As I loaded my rifle, I felt my hands shaking—out of excitement of course. Guns loaded, we all waited
motionless on the ground for the final order to pull the trigger. I took several deep breaths of the pungent odor of
gunpowder lingering in the air. I loved that smell.
It was then that Da Ma scrambled up from the fourth position and aimed his semiautomatic rifle at everyone on
his left.
“Freeze! Or I’ll slaughter you!”
In first and second positions were two girls. They gave out a loud shriek, and hands over their heads, shrunk
into a trembling pile on the ground. In third position was a boy from Shandong, who stammered:
“Damn you … that gun is loaded! D-D-Damn you.”
“I know that. That’s why I told you not to move. Put your hands over your head!”
The face of the company commander—who was standing behind the first position—lost all color. Pointing at
Da Ma, he said:
“Careful! You bastard! This is no joke, no joke!”
He walked slowly toward Da Ma as he spoke.
Suddenly, Da Ma turned his rifle and pointed it at the commander, shouting in a stern voice.
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“That means you, too! Stop right there!”
The company commander stopped.
Viewed from my position, Da Ma, semiautomatic in hand, seemed the perfect image of a Children’s Corps
member during the Revolutionary War. It was a pity I couldn’t see the expression on his face at that exact moment. I could only guess at it by the reflection of the commander’s frighteningly white face. They remained in that
stalemate for quite some time.
Then Da Ma suddenly started to laugh. It was that special cackle of his and gulps of breath, like he was convulsing. He laid the gun down at his position and got back on his stomach, ready for the order to fire. For Da Ma,
his joke had come to a smooth end, and everything was supposed to snap back to normal.
But it was far from the end. The company commander charged over, dragged him up by the collar of his uniform, and shoved him out of the shooting range, cursing incessantly. I remember that Da Ma left the range with
great reluctance, complaining all the way:
“Why? Why are you doing this to me?”
When military training was over and we returned to the campus, the final punishment for Da Ma’s misbehavior
on the shooting range was publicized. The incident was recorded as a Serious Offense, which according to our
teacher was already lenient treatment. We didn’t know what Da Ma thought about it; after all he had his own
ways, his own way of speaking. He was seen wandering from one dorm to another, always engaged in an endless
stream of babble. Before the end of the term, Da Ma’s roommates all picked up his special way of speaking,
which they then used to accuse Da Ma of his various misdemeanors. Before the end of the school year, most of us
in the department seemed to be hopelessly under the sway of his speech’s eccentric rhythm.
To me, however, Da Ma appeared to be someone under the constant torture of an agonizing anxiety, hands
wringing in an amorphous desire to grasp something, but what—with such small and pitiful hands—could he
grasp? To tell you the truth, no one could possibly deal with him every day, for he had this excruciating habit of
bedding his small gleeful head of happiness on your pain and embarrassment at the most unexpected moments.
For us, Da Ma was out of tune; a wretched and stray black sheep. When he realized that he was being avoided,
Da Ma started hanging out with the guys out on the street, taking part in their nefarious operations. During those
days, a scar on his face or a new, expensive jacket would become a most heated topic of discussion and conjecture.
His next felony happened on a Saturday afternoon during the first semester of our junior year. He had just
returned to campus and, as usual, was wandering through the dorm. Seeing a classmate sitting on the sill cleaning
the windowpanes, he stalked his game on tiptoes and gave him a push. Taken completely by surprise, the guy fell
out of the window. He was fortunate enough to break only one leg due to the fact that he had been on the third and
not a higher floor. Da Ma tried to explain, in his own unique way, that he had meant for it to be a joke, and only a
joke, and that he had no idea that he wouldn’t grab hold of the sill. I really did believe that Da Ma was only
joking, but we all knew he was done for this time.
When Da Ma packed up and was ready to go, our teacher tried to comfort him. The conversation went, as I
remember, in Da Ma’s way of speaking, and concluded with Da Ma saying:
“It’s fuckingly good!”
Then he hurled his bag over his shoulder and marched out of the dorm. But as soon as he got out of the
building he stopped, sat on the ground, and started weeping. Our teacher went after him and told him that he could
stay around for a few days if he liked; that no one would chase him away, but that he would eventually have to go.
Hearing this, Da Ma wept even harder. It was a sad sight. Da Ma was expelled from the university and sent back
to his hometown.
After that his name came up frequently in conversation, not that we missed him, but because he still owed
some of us money and meal tickets that he had never paid back.
*
The second year I was in Nanjing I met Xiao Chu, my current girl friend. It was a summer day in a fast food
place called The Big Three. I remember hearing a girl at the neighboring table chatting excitedly to a young man
who—chopsticks frozen in mid-air, enchanted—was listening to her humbly. I went over and told her that I had to
ask her something very important. That was how Xiao Chu became my girl-friend. Before that she had been going
out with that fair-skinned, gentle-looking young man over there. But ever since then Xiao Chu and I have been
seeing each other. That alone, I’m sure you can understand, has not been an easy thing to manage. And in the end
I have that bastard Da Ma to thank, because he was the one who really made this relationship possible—which
sometimes makes me feel like I’m in the middle of a swamp.
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“Miss, You must know a guy named Da Ma.”
“Da Ma—Big Horse? What do you mean?”
“No, Da Ma, it’s a name. Da as in MADA—motor—and Ma as in MADA.”
“OK. But I don’t know anything about motors.”
“No, the guy’s name is Da Ma.”
“I don’t know anything about Da Mas, either. Did you want something else?”
That was the beginning of our love. For a long time Xiao Chu insisted that Da Ma didn’t exist; that it was a
name I’d invented in order to start up conversations with good-looking girls. But I continued to trust my instincts.
Xiao Chu must have known Da Ma. I searched for traces of Da Ma in the Advertising Company she worked for,
her family, and even her ex-boyfriend, but found nothing suspicious.
“Xiao Chu, have you always talked like this?”
“How would I know?”
“Trust me, you must have met Da Ma at some point! Maybe you just didn’t know his name.”
“Will you drop this Da Ma thing? I won’t dump you if you don’t mention his name again.”
“No, I’m serious. You must have—”
“Shut up! One more word about Da Ma, and I’ll slash you!”
I was determined to find out how she had been “infected;” I needed to map out completely the disease’s route
—this “Da Ma’s Way of Speaking.”
You think I’m crazy? No, not if you’ve ever heard Da Ma speak, and not if you’ve heard her speak. Just as my
investigation seemed to be going nowhere, things took a rather unexpected turn. That is, one day I realized that I
had fallen in love with Xiao Chu, this very girl who often gave in too easily to her impulses. That naturally diverted my attention, and I had to forget about Da Ma for a while. But not completely. Our love grew more intense
through our frequent quarrels, which occurred, if not daily, then once every two or three days. To let you in on a
little something, I’m not a lightweight when it comes to this sort of fighting. I can guarantee that you wouldn’t last
a round with me, but I was no match for Xiao Chu.
The moment she opened her mouth, I saw Da Ma descending from the ceiling, arms thrashing in the air. Fighting with him was like playing squash—the harder you hit, the faster the ball bounces back at you, and the more
unpredictably it bounces. Repeated defeat taught me humility. It was in this way that the ship of our tender
relationship sailed through yet another turbulent storm, entering a stretch of water that was deeper and calmer
than our treacherous sea of emotions.
Xiao Chu loved photography—not that she loved to take pictures, but rather loved having pictures taken of her.
Each time a fight ended, she would straighten her hair, drag me out to the eastern suburbs of the city, and force me
to take pictures of her. I had never known a girl with such a morbid desire to pose in front of the camera. Xiao
Chu had had three boyfriends before (not including me) and each of them had left at least one entire album of
photos. It was a good opportunity for me to appreciate their vastly different aesthetics, as well as the different
degrees to which they understood Xiao Chu.
Xiao Chu had a confidante named Lian Xiang. They had been close friends since childhood. Lian Xiang
worked in a photo studio, and over the years had provided logistical convenience for Xiao Chu’s photo craze. I
didn’t like this friend of hers at all. She would have been pretty if not for the grayish complexion that she had
acquired from her perennial sullen and cheerless mood. But the worst thing was that she was a loyal co-breeder of
all of Xiao Chu’s bad habits. She was my biggest headache. She’d never let me get near her the entire time I’d
known Xiao Chu. She told me she studied self-defense. How could I be sure? But I’ll tell you right now, you’re
better off giving her the benefit of the doubt. What I really couldn’t stand was the way the two of them lay
crammed together in the same small bed, gossiping for hours on end. They had an inexhaustible list of topics to
prattle on about, of which I was sometimes one. Lian Xiang’s intelligence was indisputable, and she kept teaching
Xiao Chu all sorts of dirty tricks to try on me. Of course that’s the way I saw it. I should have hired someone to
kidnap her and sell her off to a distant mountain village. Only then could I have a stronger hold on Xiao Chu. But
was this really an option? Even this idea was thought up by Lian Xiang, and then passed on to me through Xiao
Chu. She was a real pain. There were times when I wanted to say to her:
“I’ll slash you!”
But what am I telling you all this for? What happened between Xiao Chu and me belongs to another story. I
should say that I normally have a great deal of restraint. The reason for my temporary loss of control is due simply
to the inextricable shadow of Da Ma.
Sometimes I felt real pity for Da Ma. One day when I was washing my clothes in the laundry room, I saw him
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wandering aimlessly from one room to another like a stray dog. No one would even acknowledge him. I called his
name and he gave me a friendly smile. He quickly walked over to me. Only later did I realize that this had been a
salvation to him, but an unwise move on my part.
“Do you consider me a friend?” he asked in a grave, serious tone.
“Well, up until now, yes.”
“And in the future?”
“In the future—I have no idea.”
What I was trying to say was that if Da Ma would be kind enough to leave me alone, so that I could wash the
clothes that had accumulated over the last six weeks, I would still try to be his friend.
Da Ma nodded, closed his eyes, and drew several deep breaths. Then he suddenly opened his eyes and fixed
me with an intense gaze.
“I’m going to tell you something. I have to tell someone about this right now. If not you, then someone else.
Anyway, I have to tell someone today. I have to. I slept with Li Yu-yu last night.”
“With who?”
“You heard me.”
“What? You and her? How could …”
Li Yu-yu was our English teacher. She had just graduated from Peking Foreign Language Institute, was tall and
strong, and had a ridiculously high notion of herself. Most of her male friends were foreigners. And Da Ma was
such a thin and short guy—not even the right size.
“She thought the exact same thing at first—and that’s why I went. I talked at her almost all night, and I was
standing the entire time. We were in her dorm room. I knew I’d break her. Finally at about five in the morning,
just before dawn, she couldn’t take it any more. She yawned and then said to me, ‘Oh, what the hell, come over
here.’ And that was that.”
Before I was able to recover from the shock of his stunning narrative, Da Ma, cackling in his usual way,
executed a perfect about-face, just as we had done many times before in military camp.
“That’s all. Now wash your clothes.”
That was his final sentence. To tell you the truth, the real truth, I hadn’t believed a single word.
Was there some jealousy involved? Maybe, I don’t know. But Da Ma did have an amazing academic quarter.
He slept in his dorm room whenever we had English class, he never did any of his homework, but at the end of
the quarter he still got full credit for class. No one was too surprised. There were a lot of other things about Da Ma
that caused a greater amount of curiosity. It was just, how do you say, fuckingly good!
In those days, forensics was very popular and contests were being held all over campus. At the time it seemed
like there were quite a few things worth debating, and the rules of the contest were not as refined and strict as they
are nowadays. I seriously recommended Da Ma to our teacher to represent our department in a debate contest
sponsored by the school Communist Youth League Committee. We all figured Da Ma was the right person, and he
accepted the post readily. In exchange for his effort he bribed our teacher to lend him ten yuan’s worth of meal
coupons.
Our first opponent was the Department of Marxism. You could tell by the name that it was going to be a hard
fight. Before the contest began, I saw Da Ma huddled up at the rightmost seat of the forum, his shoulders
hunched. He seemed a little maladjusted to the setting. Students were bustling about the noisy room, making
endless preparations—a line here, a microphone there. When the judge announced the start of the contest, Da Ma
was almost asleep. Someone poked him. He jumped up. Then, slowly and somewhat wretchedly, he stood.
It was a completely unforgettable night. He talked, and he talked, and he talked. He stood there and went on
and on all night, pausing only briefly when the judge interrupted him with repeated shouts. His opponents were
furious, the audience was in turmoil, even members of our own side were in a frenzy. Everyone was yelling by the
end of the competition. The judge had realized much too late that there was absolutely nothing in common
between the given topic and what was being hurled across the room, except for the fact that they were both in
Chinese.
Wiping the beads of sweat breaking out on his forehead, the judge stood up and walked around the table to
where Da Ma was standing. Young man! He patted Da Ma on the shoulder. No response. He patted him again. Extremely irritated, Da Ma turned around and hissed at him:
“I’ll slash you!”
Needless to say, we lost the contest.
It was our fault. It was too much to expect Da Ma to fit into any set of rules or regulations. When it was all

1159

over, we found him soaked in sweat, nervous and ashamed, without the heart to face us. Though he did know just
how brilliantly he had performed that night. His way of speaking would soon be popular all over campus. Let me
show you the rhythm of his speech: XXX XXX XXXX XXOXI XXXX OXX XXXXXX.I
Isn’t that a forceful, heroic delivery? And at the end of a paragraph he would conclude, unexpectedly, with a
series of triplets, like this: XXX XXX XXX XXX
If he was in a good mood or if his audience happened to be a girl, he would then throw in some syncopation:
4/4 XXX OX.X IXXX XX X I
When he was begging the chair of our department not to throw him out, he drummed like this: 4/4 OXXX
OXXX OXXX OXXX I XXXX XXXX OXXX XI
It was not an easy rhythm to handle, especially the brief pauses before the semiquavers. Try it yourself.
You know, I really am beginning to miss Da Ma.
I was distressed to see that Xiao Chu was getting more and more out of line. One day in a clothing store she
wanted to try on a red T-shirt, so I went looking for the fitting room. When I turned back around she had already
taken off her own T-shirt in front of everyone and was putting on the red one. People were shocked by her
exhibition, and I, of course, was the most embarrassed. On April Fool’s Day, she made me wait for her at Sun Yatsen’s Mausoleum the entire afternoon.
It would have been all right if she had stopped there. Foreigners have their Fool’s Day just once a year, but I
had the luxury of celebrating one whenever she was in the mood. I was forced to use intuition to examine each of
her invitations, to figure out which one was just another April Fool’s trick. But I was often wrong, and as a result,
she would come to me in tears, throw a tantrum, and reiterate her innate repugnance at anyone who stood her up.
You can see how this couldn’t continue. Her condition was making me seriously uneasy. But, where had it all
gone wrong?
“Listen, Xiao Chu,” I said to her. “You have to … all right, all right, take it as a request: please, please stop
talking this way!”
“Which way do you mean?” she kept wriggling in her chair.
“The very way you’re speaking right now, Da Ma’s way of speaking!”
“Again! Again about this Da Ma! What is it? Is it male or female?”
“It used to be male, but if you keep this up, I’m sure there’ll be a female one very soon.”
The other day, in order to prove my earnestness, I ransacked all my cabinets, cases, and cardboard boxes for a
photo with Da Ma in it. In the end I did find one. It was a group shot of four people including me and Da Ma. The
photo had been taken in our freshman year at the Summer Villa in Chengde. In the photo, Da Ma’s hair is tousled
and his eyes are looking off God knows where. The baggy white undershirt he’s wearing dangles loosely by the
shoulder straps. It was indeed very impressive. On the far right, a young man with a crewcut beams in his revolutionary vitality. That’s me.
“You looked fuckingly good back then, like a peasant-worker new in town.”
“I want you to look at him! Him! This is Da Ma!”
“You could easily point to any of the three and tell me this is Da Ma. It wouldn’t make any difference to me,
would it?”
“No, no. Look carefully. This and no one else is Da Ma.”
“Oh … yeah, now that you mention it, he does look slightly more interesting than you.”
“Slightly! Get real! A lot more! All he’d have to do is stand right here and open his mouth, and girls like you
would run away with him on all fours.”
Xiao Chu stopped and lowered her head. We were hurled into a silence, a dreadful silence. She slowly raised
her head and stared at me, and then the tears began streaming down her face.
“How could you say such a thing!”
Oh, God! Tears, what the hell are they! The incident that afternoon ended with the precious photo being torn in
half. But thankfully, both Da Ma and I escaped unscathed. Xiao Chu had intentionally spared the two of us. From
this action I surmised that she was not completely beyond salvation. Even in her anger she hadn’t gone over the
top, but instead picked, as her point of attack, a guy with a flat face whom I couldn’t care less about.
Yes, I’ve always been an optimist. From then on whenever I was with Xiao Chu, I restrained myself from
speaking as much as I possibly could. For all communication that I could manage with gestures, I used gestures.
All of this was to reduce her chances of speaking, which was a key step in the treatment I had planned for her
disease.
Nevertheless, Xiao Chu was never short of company for chatting. Lian Xiang, for one, would never reject her.
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I decided that I needed to talk with her, to bring her over to my side in this operation. I was aware that it was
probably not the best way to go about it, but I had no other choice. So I invited both Xiao Chu and Lian Xiang
over for dinner one weekend.
You can imagine how painful it must have been for me. I had seen Lian Xiang on a couple of earlier occasions,
but it was that night that she left the deepest impression on me. She seemed to be a girl of an incomparably serene
nature. Her wispy voice and soft, gentle steps reminded me of a vulnerable kitten—before you heard anything she
was already there standing next to you. As a matter of fact, she seemed a better match for me than Xiao Chu. I
figured if I revealed this to Xiao Chu, it might get her jealous enough to lose Da Ma’s way of speaking. That of
course would serve as a backup plan. But for the moment I decided to get right down to business. I brought up the
topic of my concerns quickly with Lian Xiang when Xiao Chu was busy in the kitchen. Xiao Chu might have
heard something, because she called out from the kitchen:
“I’ll slash you if you dare say anything bad about me!”
Slash me or not, I had to get on with it. I went through my script in a most summary fashion. A faint smile
flitted across Lian Xiang’s face; even when smiling, her face was pale and gloomy.
“That Da Ma’s way of speaking, is it really such a mystery?”
Yes. I reiterated my conviction several times, but felt a little weak-hearted without any persuasive evidence. As
a last resort, I dug out the half-torn photo and handed it over. She stared at the photo for a long time. Slowly, I saw
a dark cloud move into the clear sky of her eyes.
“What did you say his name was?”
“Da Ma.”
“That’s Da Ma?”
“Yep, that’s him.”
A week later, Xiao Chu found me at my place. She appeared to be exhausted and asked for a cigarette as soon
as she stepped in the door. I watched as she smoked intensely, leaning back on the sofa. The usual worry and
agitation was gone. I wasn’t prepared for such a transformation. I liked the way she smoked, and almost felt the
pleasure she was drawing from the cigarette. She drew a second one from the pack when she had finished, and
said’
“I never guessed you were telling the truth.”
“What do you mean?”
“There really was a guy named Da Ma.”
“Of course there was! You should’ve believed me.”
Xiao Chu lit her second cigarette. I lit one as well. The gentle and smooth way she spoke revealed something
new about her, a certain tenderness that I had never seen.
“Lian Xiang, you know, she knew Da Ma. Aren’t you shocked?”
“She did?”
“She met him and … they spent a night together, but just one night.”
“She told you this?”
“Yes, she told me. But that night he wasn’t Da Ma, he was Li Jing. That was how he introduced himself. And
the address and the phone number he gave her were all false. Lian tried contacting him later, and of course she
couldn’t find him. That was a year ago. Where’s the bastard now?”
“I really have no idea. He must be somewhere. But I don’t know.”
“Maybe he’s already dead.”
“Not necessarily. But it doesn’t really make a difference, does it?”
“I hope he’s dead. Let him be dead.”
Xiao Chu stubbed out the cigarette in the ashtray and remained silent. I didn’t quite follow her. I wanted to ask
her something else, but her silence hushed me.
“I can’t believe it.”
Suddenly she started again, tears in her eyes.
“How could Lian have gotten involved with that kind of guy? How’s it possible? I just can’t figure it out. This
Da Ma guy, he’s not worth feelings like that.”
I disagreed, but restrained myself because I didn’t want any more trouble. Please, no more. But by then the
solution to the other matter seemed to have emerged. I had finally sniffed out the origin of Xiao Chu’s strange
way of speaking. It all started with that one-night stand. Mysteriously, Da Ma had planted the disease in Lian
Xiang; then from Lian Xiang, Xiao Chu picked it up in a way that seemed to me even more mysterious.
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That’s all I know. Therefore, on this matter, which is quickly becoming dated, I can tell you only this much and
no more.\fn{A note by the author reads: Da Ma was killed in the autumn of 1993, on the trucking route from Sichuan to Tibet. A quicktempered native stabbed him with a dagger, which cut right through his liver and killed him on the spot. I learned about this through an
electrical engineer named Chen Ran. He and Da Ma had set out on a hiking trip to Tibet from Xian that summer. He told me that Tibet was
not their planned destination. They had decided to go as far as possible until they used up all their money. Somewhere on the road Da Ma
told him that he might not go any further if they reached Tibet. At this point in his story, Chen Ran came to an abrupt stop. I could see he
was sinking into his memories, which he must have tried hard to erase but had failed. He was aging visibly in front of my eyes. “Actually,”
he said, about half an hour later, when he’d recovered from his depression, “no one killed Da Ma. He killed himself. It was late in the
afternoon, and it was still light, but there were very few travelers or vehicles on the road. As we climbed up a slope, we saw a man walking
down the other side. I suggested resting a while, and Da Ma agreed. We took off our packs. Then all of a sudden, I saw Da Ma dashing
toward the man up ahead. Seconds later he was at the man’s back. He yanked out a dagger and shouted, ‘Give me your money! Or I’ll
slash you!’ That was the third time he’d pulled this prank on the road. He enjoyed it so much, and I had no idea it was going to be his final
act. The man turned around slowly, and then before I could see his face, the dagger, Da Ma’s own, was stabbed into him beneath the ribs.”
Sometimes I thought of writing something more detailed about my friend Da Ma, but it wouldn’t do him justice. I actually know so little
about him, which is the way most of his companions end up feeling. But we all remember his peculiar way of speaking, his thin lips, his
black teeth, and the few words that were jammed in there, trying to get out: I’LL SLASH YOU! Finally, I would like to pin a photo here of
Da Ma, so that you might gain a deeper impression of him.}

40.52 Cui Wei-ping\fn{by Guo Lu-sheng (1967- )} Fujian Province, China (M) 4
It was an evening in the summer of 1993—the curtain of darkness already drawn—when I heard someone call
from outside. I opened the window and looked down: Mang Ke was the only one in the group vaguely recognizable.
“Come on up!” I called.
“Guo Lu-sheng.”
His head inclined somewhat to one side and his jaw jutted slightly upward as he made his self-introduction.
“We have come unannounced,” he said with an apologetic smile.
I felt a sudden warmth—I had not, as a hostess, heard people talk with such politeness for a long time. Most of
the “vagabond” poets, whom I’d had the fortune of receiving, appeared as if they all had bombs under their arms,
which they would not hesitate using to level my whole family along with themselves.
Also in the group were Huang Xi-ang from Guizhou, and Hei Da-chun and his girlfriend from Peking. After
making tea, pouring water, and seating my guests one by one on the sofa, I began to size up this legendary figure
of the poetic circle.
“Speaking of tradition,” Duo Duo once remarked, “Guo Lu-sheng is our own small tradition.”
He appeared to be too big—head, hands, feet—at least that was my first impression. In fact he was very thin—
not someone who’d been born frail—but as if part of his body were purposefully hidden somewhere, or that after
undergoing repeated omissions and deletions, what was now left was only this hollow, capacious frame. He
tended to smile as he spoke, and when he did his eyes became a single line. He slipped into his role in the conversation with such rapidity that there was hardly any transition. The tone of his speech was a mixture of resolution
and ambiguity. He talked about Whitman, Hemingway, Eliot, and many others. Mang Ke mentioned a novel he’d
just finished, at which point Guo inquired with considerable interest:
“How does one write a novel?”
Mang Ke spread out his hands.
“Well, you write from beginning to end.”
And that, perhaps, was the most succinct and interesting exchange on literature between these two contemporary writers.
A patch on the knee of his pants caught my attention. It was an old pair of pants whose color had become difficult to identify. The patch was of a slightly darker shade, but still quite in consonance with the rest—apparently a
product of his own sewing skill. It was extremely rare in Peking nowadays to wear clothes with patches.
He asked for a pen and a piece of paper and began to concentrate on his writing. The conversation, however,
continued, and people did not bother to lower their voices for his sake. After a while he looked up and asked if I
should put the child to bed first. I waved with a smile, telling him that it was the holidays.
“Then I’ll read you a poem.”
There was a certain determination in his tone.
“One I wrote in the hospital.”
Reading the poem, he became almost a different person. All those elements in him that were out of harmony

1162

with each other all of a sudden grew compliant. He read with ease and composure, extending to its limit every
single syllable, as though he were trying its endurance and attempting to unfold all its beauty at the same time.
While he indulged himself in such intoxication, a kind of rhythm gradually took hold and quickly spread itself
among the rest of us.
We applauded.
“I’m in there, I’m not free.”
This he repeated a number of times.
His departure that night threw me into a long contemplation of the differentiation of various degrees of mental
disorder made by modern medical science. A person like him could certainly live a normal family life, whereas
many others around us were in greater need of psychotherapy. I did not see why he had to go to the mental
hospital. My suspicion was later confirmed in part by my friends: that is, he is essentially a “large-sized” man
willingly bound by chains, with or without form.
To understand his poems and his person, one must first understand the meaning of these chains.
Believe in the Future
When the spider’s web ruthlessly seals off my blast furnace,
When dying smoke from the embers sighs over the sadness of poverty,
With the same old stubbornness
I smooth out the ashes of disappointment,
And write down in beautiful snowflakes:
Believe in the future!
When my purple grapes turn into dews of deep autumn,
When my flower snuggles in someone else’s arms,
With the same old stubbornness,
I pick up a withered, frost-coated vine
And write upon the cold gray earth:
Believe in the future!

Unless you keep reading these lines out loud, you will not be able to appreciate the balance, the connotation,
and the beauty of their sound. There are six full feet in every line of the Chinese, which is rather unusual in either
ancient or modern Chinese poetry. It is precisely these prolonged moments that serve as the elaborate vehicle for
such heavy sentiments (yearning, disappointment, and the recovery therefrom). They are released slowly, and
gradually. In order to read these lines in one breath, the reader has to further extend the pause after each foot, thus
producing an illusion of endless extension. Meanwhile, some great effects are also attributable to the four-line
stanzas, the strict parallels between the feet of adjacent lines, and the rhyme scheme. These are but artificial
elements, but it is precisely such artificial assembling that creates on the whole a different kind of space and time,
effecting a selfsufficient world of poetry. Those heavy sentiments are rendered clear and accessible, here and now,
as if they were objects hanging before one’s eyes, perceptible and touchable, so that they lose the oppression
latent in human beings and acquire a sense of emancipation and liberty. For people of that time this was
undoubtedly a luxury of intellectual enjoyment. Through Guo Lu-sheng’s harmonious and beautiful meter, what
was obscure is elucidated, and what was frozen released. Lin Mang once wrote:
“His poems cast a ray of warm sunlight into our vast and empty spiritual world.”
At a certain point in my life I began to have suspicions about those “artists or poets for survival’s sake,” a
small army in itself. For these people, the primary concern is the fact of their own existence; what they experience
in and out of art is nothing more than the pains and worries of their individual lives, including the anxiety of not
being recognized. All these flow like mud into the brain and blood of the poet so that what comes out finally is a
“poem of survival,” in which the experience of survival, raging and tearing through the fabric of the poem,
making it as cacophonous and hysterical as this world, greatly undermines the experience of poetry.
The other category of artists (I dare not call them “artists for art’s sake”) do not exclude the fact of their
existence in this world—only they dare not place its importance above art. What they are concerned with is how
to produce a harmonious and balanced artistic whole and how to obtain and transform the contents of life into
objects to which art can refer. Their conscience is expressed above all in their respect for and love of the art with
which they are engaged; it is reflected in their professional ethics. The resistance to the disorder and darkness of
the environment can only take the form of a new order. Otherwise, one disorder would replace another, and a new
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disintegration an old one, which is ultimately meaningless. In this sense, the modern metrical poetry to which Guo
Lu-sheng has devoted nearly thirty years of concentrated experimentation could perhaps always be a starting point
and an example.
For the avant-garde poets of China who have had so many painful lessons, this is a point particularly worth
taking. I always contend that in this field, collapse begins with form, and is deepened by the disorder thereof. Hai
Zi and Gu Cheng are two such examples.
One chilly, windy day this spring, a few friends and I paid Guo Lu-sheng a visit in the hospital. Very soon the
topic shifted to He Qi-fang. Guo recalled the latter telling him years ago that poetry was the “thousand-year-old
snow on West Mountain outside the window.”
“You need to have a window,” he said, gesturing with his hands, “a form, then you can look through it.”
He appeared far more clear-headed than many of us around him.
The following question is more or less puzzling, something I don’t know what to make of.
Mad Dog is one of the pieces in A Collection of Lyric Poems by Shi Zhi-ani! Hei Dachun, an anthology
published in 1993 (Shi Zhi—Forefinger—is Guo’s pen name). It is said that he once wrote a statement about Mad
Dog to the effect that when the poem first appeared in Today, it was dated ahead of its actual time of composition,
that the poem was actually written in 1978. Apart from this correction, we’ve also noticed a subtitle for Mad Dog
in the Collection—To Those Who Indulge Themselves in Mere Talk of Human Rights—which had never appeared
on any previous occasion. That ten years later Guo Lu-sheng insisted on its restoration should not be without
reason. Indeed, every line and every word of Guo’s poems are the result of careful consideration. What does Guo
Lusheng intend to say through this act? Why did he want to break away from the society of the then avant-garde,
of which he was one (Jiang Qing once singled out his Believe in the Future in her condemnation)? Reading over
the entire poem Mad Dog again, what, can we say, does Guo Lu-sheng wish to express, if not the sense of irony
that people suspected it of?
Mad Dog
After being duped mercilessly time after time,
I no longer think of myself as a human being,
As though I’ve become a mad dog,
Roaming the world, aimless.
I’m not yet a mad dog,
Not having to take risks for hunger and cold.
Yet for that very reason I wish to be a mad dog
So as to experience fully the hardships of survival.
I’m less than a mad dog!
In desperation a dog can still leap over the fence,
But I can only endure in silence,
More miserable than a mad dog.
Only if I could really be a mad dog
Could I then break the invisible chains,
And then I would, without the least hesitation,
Give up my so-called inviolable human rights.

Mad Dog is the central image upon which the whole poem rests. Yet what is built around it is a logical
framework with distinct gradations: as if a mad dog; but not quite one yet; even less than a dog; if really a dog. To
compare oneself to a mad dog apparently implies a grieving sense of self-mockery, yet self-mockery is not selfpity. Behind such self-mockery is an unexpected leap: the poet laments that he can not break away from all the
chains, inside and out, with and without forms, that he cannot roam farther in the world and apprehend life at a
deeper level!
Guo Lusheng obviously sympathized with the other side of the vast world, with those who led a harder life,
who are the unfortunates. The “mad dog” is intended to signify both such a world and the unfortunates, for whom
there certainly existed no such thing as “human rights,” of which they had not the least comprehension. What
seems to be implied here is such a premise: that “human rights” is still a sort of restriction in reality, an operation
within the existing order; and that there is within the concepts it emphasizes a sense of superiority; though it
appears to involve everyone, it is in fact not the case.
What I’ve chanced to see in him, which is not often seen in people of this generation, is that Guo Lusheng
would rather regard himself as one of the unfortunates than style himself as “avant-garde,” or compare himself to
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a “swallow,” or “Prometheus” or the “disseminator and spokesman of truth.” His posture involves lying back
rather than leaning forward; it begins with a low pitch rather than a high one; and is inclusive, tolerant, rather than
aloof and discriminating. Note that the imagery he frequently uses includes “among people,” “life” and “people”
instead of “world” or “sky,” which are favorites of other avant-garde poets, and are abstract and condescending.
More often than not, Guo Lusheng “places himself back into it,” although what he receives there is the same
unfair treatment.
Thus, Guo Lusheng has escaped from a cruel age characterized by power and strong voices. He does not
participate in its game, nor is he concerned with its rules. Hence for him the question of withdrawing oneself does
not exist, neither does that of martyrdom. He keeps away from the battleground resounding with reports and thick
with gun smoke. None of the various new weapons—ornate diction, color, and packaging—indispensable to
many, is part of his vision. He had no umbrella for protection, not even the skill of self-preservation.
Such a state cannot be free of danger. He does not go ashore or work for some small change for survival. There
were no navigation guides or lighthouses on the sea where he wrecked his boat. He is indeed “aimless,” as he puts
it himself, for which he has paid a dear price. The critical point where he constantly positions himself defies
language’s power of description—there, he has nothing and would keep nothing: wealth, fame, all those small
comfortable conventions, not even a voice in his own defense. What he is able to give he has given. What then has
he got in return?
My heart is overcast with black heavy clouds
Inside it the chill blustery wifid blows
At its bottom rests the sediment from brine
From its head rises a mountain covered witfi unmelted snow
…
But still it is a heart
And it still beats right in my chest
—“My Heart”

He repeatedly mentions this “heart.” In fact the “wounded heart” is an image that appears frequently in poems
he turned out during his stay in the hospital the past several years. He appears to be a mute, who cannot help
pointing from time to time at the part of his chest that is still beating.
“As stormy waves subside from the heart/only emptiness and desolation remain at the bottom” (“In the Mental
Hospital”). “I have no choice, but to open my chest/to let you take a look at this wounded heart—it is covered
everywhere with pried-off caps of beer bottles/and scars left by cigarette stubs” (“Wounded Heart”).
These lines evoke in the reader such a fearful bleakness that the poet must have exceeded a certain limit,
otherwise he would not have experienced such pain and bitterness. You may call such a heart humble and
impoverished, where nothing is left but throes, but it is also lofty and self-restrained, irreplaceable and
incomparable. To this world, it looks worthless and negligible, yet since it is completely aware of itself—it knows
its own pains—it is at the same time full of self-respect. Nothing else can measure its weight. It is independent
and expansive; detached but sentient; misty, amorphous, but undoubtedly at once determined and faithful. Its past
madness can be viewed as having risen out of a courage that approaches religious fervor, such as allows one to
“challenge the law with his own person,” but at the same time it is also so cautious that it seems to “hover over an
abyss” or “walk on thin ice.”
Anyway, it is not like what it is perceived to be. You may feel your own heart is similar to this, but not before
taking off various masks. We may now try to understand from another angle why Guo Lusheng takes such
gingerly steps with form. A heart as expansive, amorphous, and sympathetic as his not only needs, but loves the
small shackles of form, and through those delicate chains it beats out a rhythm, a breathing, a steady pulse of the
spirit.
40.136 Excerpts from The Atlas: Archaeology Of An Imaginary City\fn{by Dung Kai Cheung (1967- )} Hong
Kong Special Administrative Region, China (M) 6
1: Possession Street
… Possession Street got its name from a historical event of great significance for Hong Kong. When the
British first took possession of Hong Kong, they landed at the north-western part of the island, at a spot which
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they subsequently called Possession Point. Hence the street there was called Possession Street. However, this
street was also the place where a watercourse entered the sea, local people therefore called it Shui Hang Hau,
meaning “mouth of the watercourse.” In fact, not too many locals knew that the street was related to the invasion
of the island.
In January 1841, after the first Opium War, when Charles Elliot, the British Plenipotentiary and Superintendent of Trade, and Qi Shan, the Chinese Commissioner representing the Emperor of the Qing Dynasty, were still
negotiating the terms of the Convention of Chuanbi, the British man-of-war, Sulphur, received the order to occupy
Hong Kong Island. Edward Belcher, captain of the boat, recalled in his book, Narrative of a Voyage Round the
World in HMS Sulphur, the moment of landing:
We landed on Monday, 25 th January, 1841, at fifteen minutes past eight a.m., and being the bona fide possessors, Her
Majesty’s health was drunk with three cheers on Possession Mount. On the 26 th the squadron arrived; the marines were
landed, the Union Jack hoisted on our post, and formal possession taken of the Island by Commodore Sir J. G. Bremer,
accompanied by the other officers of the squadron, under a feu de joie from the marines and the Royal Salute from the
ships of war.

At first, the British troops were stationed at Possession Point and lived in tents and sheds. For this reason, the
district was also called Sai Ying Pun (“West Camping Site”). Owing to poor sanitation and the disagreeable climate, many soldiers died of fever, creating panic among the troops. There were even rumors that an evil spell had
been cast on the watercourse’s drinking water. After the barracks were moved to an area east of Central District,
the rumors gradually subsided, but the curse was not dispelled. As the city developed, the open ground next to
Possession Street became the gathering place of entertainers, practitioners of herbal medicine and fortune-tellers.
Local people called the place Dai Dat Dei (“Large Ground”). Among the fortune-tellers was one called Sun Suen
Dzi (“Master of Divination”), who professed that the tung shui (literally, “wind and water”—a term connoting the
supernatural effect of the environment on people) of Possession Point was unfavourable to the British. On their
part, the British also kept away from this potentially dangerous district of suspicious Chinese characters.
The British probably did well to steer clear of this place for the word “possession,” besides meaning ownership
and control, also refers to the condition of being under the control of an evil spirit, or to madness. Later on, Possession Street was renamed Shui Hang Hau Street in Chinese. Before the government moved the brothels to Shek
Tong Tsui, all the high-class Chinese prostitutes conducted their businesses in Shui Hang Hau.
There was one British Health Officer J. A. Davidson who, defying the foreigners’ taboo, cultivated a liking for
Chinese bawdy-houses at Shui Hang Hau instead of those for Westerners at Lyndhurst Terrace. He fell madly in
love with a local courtesan, Dip Yi (“Little Butterfly”). After a night’s romance, the giddy Davidson, drunken with
passion and alcohol, took a stroll along the waterfront, slipped, and was drowned. Some said that Davidson was
drowned because he was “possessed” by the spirit of Dip Yi’s father.
Professor S. Clark, who taught at the History Department of the University of Hong Kong before the Second
World War and took an interest in the study of Chinese fortune-telling, described in his book, The ABCs of
Chinese Fortune-telling and its Application to Hong Kong, the view that the English word “possession” was too
ominous. He suggested changing the English name of the street to “Exorcism Street” so as to restore the rightful
order of things. In Chinese, “exorcism” translates as gon gwei which means “to chase away ghosts, evil spirits,
and foreign devils.”
2: Scandal Point and the Military Cantonment
In a map drawn in 1880 and showing the military facilities of the City of Victoria, the motives of the military
were fully revealed. The map represented the district later called Admiralty. Murray Battery was situated on the
slope down Government House on the left of the map. On the lowland to the north-east of the Battery was Murray
Parade Ground. To the east of the Parade Ground, separated by an uphill road, was Murray Barracks. Further east,
on a knoll, was Head Quarter House, also called Flagstaff House. In the middle of the coastal areas was Naval
Yard, with Military Hospital and Wellington Battery to the east. On the slope to the south of Military Hospital
were Victoria Barracks and magazines. They occupied the right-hand portion of the map.
Judging from the array of military facilities on the map, one can surmize that the garrison of the City of
Victoria was quite sizable. According to historical documents, in the very early phase of the city’s development,
there had been disagreements between the first Governor Sir Henry Pottinger and the military. Pottinger originally
planned to allocate a plot of land in Sai Wan (Western District)—to the west of Possession Point where the British
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forces first landed—for military purposes. But. the army insisted on stationing right at the heart of the city and
demanded the hills in Central, where the future Botanical Gardens and Government House were to be situated.
The matter was later brought to London, and was finally settled by having the military cantonment located to the
east of Central, on a portion of land commanding strategic control of the east-west main thoroughfare on the
northern shore of the island.
These are the facts presented by historical records and historical anecdotes. Yet later map researchers, by
studying the above mentioned map, arrived at an entirely different conclusion. They argued that the layout of
military facilities of the early City of Victoria revolved around Scandal Point (Han Wa Kok} for in the above
mentioned map, Scandal Point was situated right in the middle (on a knoll to the south of Naval Yard and in
between Head Quarter House and Murray Barracks) and the military facilities of the area surrounded Scandal
Point on its east, north and west sides. It was as if Scandal Point was the center which the fortifications were
designed to defend.
The name “Scandal Point” was invented by the British. It is impossible to trace the actual origin of the name.
Strictly speaking, the word “scandal” implies a measure of public offence, but in its Chinese translation, han wa,
it became “gossip,” limiting its meaning to “true or false talk which brings harm, shame, or disrespect to others.”
According to Yip Ling Fung’s A Record of the Vicissitudes of Heung Island, every Sunday, after attending mass at
St. John’s Cathedral, foreign believers would usually make their way home to the Mid-levels via Scandal Point.
On the way, they would, quite naturally, exchange news of the most insidious nature, comment on the social and
private lives of personalities, and spread embroidered stories and malicious gossip. Although such an explanation
sounds reasonable enough, there is no sound basis to it.
Some teleological map-readers insist that the relationship between Scandal Point and the military cantonment
around it was not fortuitous. The purpose of the military garrison was clearly to defend the scandals, and at the
same time to imprison and contain them within the invincible walls of guns and cannons, preventing them from
leaking out, and also preserving their multiplication.
3: Aldrich Street
Aldrich Street was situated in Shau Kei Wan in the north-eastern part of Hong Kong Island. It was so named
because there used to be a bay here called Aldrich Bay, and one end of the street reached the waterfront. Up on the
hill at the other end of the street, there was once an Aldrich Village. The Cantonese transliteration of the name
“Aldrich” was Oi Dit Dzui, which means “love of order.”
Aldrich Bay (Oi Dit Dzui Wan) was named after Major Aldrich. After the signing of the Treaty of Nanking in
1842, Major Aldrich was sent to Hong Kong by the British military to take charge of the plan for the stationing of
troops in the newly acquired colony. He proposed a grandiose plan which included a large military cantonment
laid out in a beautiful symmetry, as well as a foolproof defence scheme. The location he chose for the cantonment
covered areas which later were to become Admiralty Barracks, Central District, Government Hill, and the
Botanical Gardens. Aldrich fondly imagined that this invincible giant fortress would become the center and the
symbol of Hong Kong Island in future. But the Governor of the time, Sir Henry Pottinger, was firmly opposed to
Aldrich’s plan and insisted on retaining Central District for commercial purposes. In the end, Aldrich’s dream of
the military city was left unrealized.
Major Aldrich’s main contribution to Hong Kong was, instead, the straightening out of the army discipline.
Since many British soldiers were unaccustomed to the climate or infected by diseases, the army’s morale was low.
The situation was aggravated by the poor discipline of the soldiers, who took robberies, alcoholism and brawling
as the order of the day. Major Aldrich punished the unruly soldiers by having them stationed at the remote A Kung
Ngam (Grandpa Rock, where the Lei Yue Mun Battery was later located. He also introduced new rules of conduct
and decreed more severe punishments to keep a tight rein on the soldiers. It was probably to commemorate Major
Aldrich’s contribution that the government named the bay at Shau Kei Wan after him. Certainly, the name Aldrich
Bay already figured in an early topographical map of Hong Kong drawn by Lieutenant Collinson in 1845. It was,
therefore, most appropriate to translate the Major’s name as Oi Dit Dzui (love of order).
Major Aldrich was a man of stem self-discipline, down to the most minute detail in his everyday life. For
example, even when he was on the battlefield, he would maintain his habit of having afternoon tea at four o’clock.
The Major also spoke in a very orderly and well-structured manner, and he never allowed interruptions. In some
ways, Major Aldrich could be regarded as an opponent to war because he had a profound dislike of chaos and
couldn’t tolerate the sight of dead bodies strewing the field in sorry disarray.
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Nobody knew when and how the apotheosis of Major Aldrich came about. Perhaps it was because local
villagers suffered a lot from the looting of the pirates in the early years, and the predilection of the Major for
strong fortifications protected the area from being ravaged, so he was venerated as the god of peace by some villagers. As the legend passed from generation to generation, Aldrich the man became enshrouded in mystery. Still
later an Oi Dit Dzui Miu (Aldrich’s Temple) was erected by the seaside, housing a statue of Oi Dit Dzui Kung
(Lord or Grandpa Aldrich) that looked as dignified as the venerated Kwan Dai (General Kwan), a famous warrior
in ancient times. Soon, Oi Dit Dzui Temple became as popular a place of worship as Tam Kung Temple at A Kung
Ngam nearby. It was reported that during the riots caused by the fare increases of the Star Ferry in 1966, the spirit
of Oi Dit Dzui Kung had appeared several times, admonishing people to obey the Royal Hong Kong Police Force.
In the Hong Kong Streets Directory of 1997, Aldrich Bay had disappeared due to reclamation works. Oi Dit
Dzui Temple and Aldrich Village also no longer existed.
4: Ice House Street
Ice House Street was a steep road located in Central, its upper end was connected to Lower Albert Road and its
lower end intersected with Queen’s Road. Originally there had been an ice warehouse there. Established in 1845,
Ice House imported ice blocks from America for the consumption of foreigners and for food refrigeration. It also
provided ice for free to local hospitals. In those days Queen’s Road was by the waterfront, so it was convenient
for cargo ships to unload ice blocks and have them transported to the warehouse. It was not until 1866, when an
ice-manufacturing factory was set up in Spring Gardens in Wan Chai, that the business of Ice House was threatened. In 1880, Ice House stopped importing natural ice from overseas. In 1918, Ice House and its competitor,
Hong Kong Ice Manufacturing Company, were finally taken over by Dairy Products and Ice Manufacturing
Company Limited.
Interestingly, the Chinese name of the street, Suet Chong, does not correspond to its English equivalent, “Ice
House.” “Ice” should be translated as bing, but local people had the habit of calling “ice” suet, which actually
means “snow.” Furthermore, the translation of “house” as chong, meaning “factory,” is also incompatible with the
fact that the “house” was not a factory but a warehouse (fu). The accurate translation, therefore, should be bing fu.
But there is also a contrary view which maintains that suet chong (snow factory) is an accurate description of
the company, or at least an accurate description of one of the businesses of the company. According to this view,
in the early days of Ice House, besides providing ice for local consumption, it also carried out a research project
on snow production. What it did was to recreate the weather of the expatriates’ home country by reproducing the
virtual experience of snowing. This was supposed to ease the suffering imposed on them by the heat and the
humidity, as well as to alleviate their homesickness in a land without a truly freezing winter. Suet chong,
therefore, is not a mistranslation, but a most appropriate description of the purpose and function of the enterprise.
Compared with bing fu, suet chong in fact comes even closer to revealing the essence of a colonial society.
Nobody knew whether the snow production project was eventually successful or not, but one thing was certain
—to experience the chilly winter days of the motherland in the ice-storage room at Ice House had once been a
popular entertainment, although it was also a closely guarded secret. It was said that a fully furnished Englishstyle living-room had been installed in the factory for the ladies and gentlemen of the time to enjoy in blissful
serenity the warmth of a fireplace and the comfort of afternoon tea.
In the early years there was a story that circulated widely among the local Chinese: the British, arriving in
Hong Kong for the first time, would head straight to Ice House to have their memories and dreams stored and
preserved there, lest they rot in the unbearable heat of the subtropics.
Local people called ice-cream suet go (snow cake). Dairy Products and Ice Manufacturing Company Limited,
which bought Ice House, was a large ice-cream enterprise. At first, the Dairy Company was located at Ice House
Street, just next to Ice House. Later on, the premises of the Company became the home of the Fringe Club, an arts
organization which provided venues for artists to act out their dreams, be they sugary or icy.
5: Sugar Street
Sugar Street (Tong Gai) was a short street lying between Yee Wo Street and Gloucester Road in Causeway
Bay, hardly worth mentioning from a cartographic point of view. Its name originated in a sugar factory situated
there ages ago. But the street also had another, informal name—Silver Coin Street—for the sugar factory had been
preceded by a coinage factory. The two factories, moreover, actually had an interchangeable role and this is of
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intriguing significance in the development of local history.
In 1866, the government invested $400,000 in the construction of a coinage factory in Causeway Bay, with the
objectives of minting silver coins locally rather than in Britain, and of reminting old silver coins for customers.
But the business of the factory was unsatisfactory. As a result, the factory was closed down in 1868 and its
machinery sold to Japan for $60,000, while Jardines Co. Ltd. bought the site for $60,000 and rebuilt it into a sugar
factory.
There was, however, another story concerning the closure of the coinage factory. Rumour had it that a strange
thing happened when the minting machine first went into operation. The workers had poured in melted silver, but
what came out of the machine were white and sparkling sugar grains. The same thing happened time and again in
the next two years, and the government, for fear of creating a scandal, compensated the customers with its silver
reserve, resulting in a severe drain on its coffers.
At first, this huge amount of sugar—an extravagant by-product of the coins to be minted—was allocated only
for internal consumption, and high officials and various departments found themselves spectacularly well-provided for with sugar at tea-time. Later, certain portions were allowed to be sold in secret in black markets, or
shipped to other British colonies in South-East Asia, or even to Great Britain. It was said, probably with a touch of
exaggeration, that Queen Victoria and members of the Royal family were particularly fond of the sugar pro-duced
by the Hong Kong coinage factory because of its inestimable value. But although the side-effects brought about
by this strange malfunctioning of the mint were not too unacceptable, the Hong-Kong government still decided to
close it down because of its astronomical costs and for fear that the truth might leak out.
Commentators believed that the sale of the factory to Jardines was only an attempt on the part of the government to cover up the scandal. Some went further and speculated that Jardines had actually invested in the
construction of the coinage factory in the first place. After Jardines had formally bought the factory and installed
new machinery, its sugar trade business thrived and was probably its major source of profits apart from opium.
But this was not the end of the story. In his book, A Record of Strange Happenings in Heung Gong, Lo Tung
(Old Child) quoted the account given by a worker at the Jardines sugar factory. The worker recalled how every
day the machine would be filled with raw material for the extraction of white sugar, and what came out were
stacks and stacks of silver coins—glittering, saccharine.
The sugar factory was destroyed in 1874 by a disastrous typhoon, all its machinery and stock devoured by the
sea. Some seamen and fishermen bore witness to the fact that the sea water of Victoria Harbour turned sweet after
the catastrophe, and the marine products netted in the harbor were all bloated and had a sweet taste. For reasons
unknown, the sugar factory was not rebuilt, only the name “Sugar Street” remained as a testimony to its existence
once upon a time.
Lo Tung concluded his narrative enigmatically with a Cantonese colloquialism: “as the saying goes—a mouthful of sugar, a mouthful of shit.” It remains unclear whether the saying was intended as a general observation on
the ruling style of the colonial government in its exercise of political and economic power, or as a comment on the
operation of divine justice.
6: Sycamore Street
Sycamore Street was situated at the edge of Tai Kok Tsui on the Kowloon Peninsula. On the map, it looks like
a bow: the arrow passing through the middle of the bow is Maple Street, while the smaller street running parallel
to the bow is Willow Street. There are many stories about how this street came to be known as Sycamore Street.
The mainstream view is that the English name was the original and the Chinese a translation. According to this
view, when the district first began to develop, the government’s policy was to name new streets after the names of
trees. In the same district there were Pine Street, Oak Street, Beech Street, Elm Street, Ivy Street, Cherry Street,
Maple Street, Willow Street, Poplar Street, Cedar Street, etc. All these streets had English names as originals and
were then translated into Chinese, so Sycamore Street should not have been an exception. It is obvious, however,
that the Chinese name of Sycamore Street, unlike all the others just mentioned, was based on phonetic rather than
semantic translation.
One quite convincing explanation runs as follows: the semantic translation of sycamore in Chinese is mo fa
guo (fruit without flower)—a meaning which would almost certainly have been frowned upon by the Chinese,
who in those days cared a great deal about yee tau (good omens) and would have preferred to see “flowers
blooming and fruits ripening” (hoi fa kit guo). Since at that time Tai Kok Tsui was a residential area for local
Chinese, the name mo fa guo was rejected out of respect for local culture and “sycamore” was transliterated into
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the much more elegant Si Go Mo Gai (The Street of Poetry, Singing, and Dancing). Certainly it was much more in
tune with the residents’ wish for peace and prosperity—poetry, singing, and dancing being the sort of activities
associated with the good times.
This view, however, is open to challenge. It has been said that there is no knowing what tree the word
“sycamore” actually refers to. In Europe, it is a type of maple tree; in America, it is a type of plane tree; but in
lands east of the Mediterranean, it is a type of fig tree. So even if “sycamore” were to be translated semantically, it
would not necessarily have to be translated as mo fa guo (fig tree). Perhaps the problem was simply glossed over
by a transliteration because local translators of the time were unable to decide on the exact meaning of the word.
There was another widespread story—not so credible but more appealing. It was recorded by Leung Kwun Yat
in his book, A Study of the Oral History of the Kowloon Area. In the eighteenth century, well before the arrival of
the British, the area which was later to become Sycamore Street was adjacent to Mong Kok Village, one of
Kowloon’s largest villages, and it grew into the center of cultural activities of the entire district. In those days
there was an ancestors’ shrine, a school, and an acting troupe in the area, catering for the religious, educational,
and leisure needs of the community. Later a shou choi (a scholar who has passed the local examinations) from
Mong Kok Village named the place Si Go Mo, and said that the meanings of these words could be traced to an
ancient work of Chinese literature—The Mao Commentary of The Book of Poetry (Mao Shi Xu, Shi ling):
“Poetry (si) has its root in feelings. When kept in one’s heart, it is feeling, and when expressed, it becomes
poetry. When something is deeply felt, it takes form in speech; if speaking is not enough to express it, one sighs
and exclaims; if sighing and exclaiming is not enough, one sings (go); and if singing is not enough, one moves
and dances (mo).”
At the beginning of the twentieth century, with the decline and eventual disappearance of Mong Kok Village,
Si Go Mo degenerated into a den of libertines and whores; the cultured pursuits of poetry, singing, and dancing
gave way to licentious laughter and bawdy songs. When the British developed the Tai Kok Tsui District, they
named the street “Sycamore” because of its similarity in sound to the Cantonese Si Go Mo—an act of disrespect
for the Chinese tradition and a deliberate undermining of local culture, some would say.
Yet others put forward the view, based on research, that the area was once planted with fig trees, which were
uprooted when the street was built. Hence, it was named “Sycamore,” while its Chinese name was chosen for its
propitious connotations of peace and prosperity. Later, the government planted the street with bauhinia, the flower
of the city, to add color and verve to the glamour of Si Go Mo. In the latter half of the twentieth century, schools
sprang up in Sycamore Street, keeping alive the tradition of poetry, singing, and dancing.
Although mo fa guo does not have flowers, it bears fruits; the bauhinia has beautiful flowers, but is sterile.
7: Tsat Tsz Mui Road
Legend has it that Tsat Tsz Mui Road (Seven Sisters Road) got its name from the story of seven girls who took
a vow of sisterhood. Ng Ba Ling (pen-name: O Yeung Hak, “Turtle Sea Visitor”) said in The Myth of the Seven
Sisters—collected in the first volume of his work Hong Kong Folktales—that “the story is not only sensuous but
also fantastic.”
In the story, there were seven young girls whose affection for each other grew so strong and whose relationship became so intimate that they decided to take a vow of sisterhood, pledging dzi suo, which means literally ‘to
comb one’s own hair.’ Dzi suo was a custom popular in the villages of Shunde County in Guangdong Province.
There it was customary practice for unmarried women to wear pigtails and married women to wear buns, and,
when a woman’s wedding day arrived, a senior female relative would help her comb her hair into a bun. So dzi
suo implies choosing to remain single. Later, the third of the seven sisters, on being forced to marry by her
parents, took her own life by jumping into the sea. The other six were determined to honor the vow they had
made, that even though they were not “born on the same day in the same month in the same year,” they would
“die on the same day in the same month in the same year.” They followed in their dead sister’s footsteps. It was
said that when their bodies were recovered from the sea, all seven of them were still holding hands. Some said,
however, that their bodies were never found, and that seven rocks emerged on the next day at the spot where the
tragic incident occurred, in a formation from the tallest to the shortest, resembling the seven sisters standing side
by side, hand in hand. So people called them Tsat Tsz Mui Shek (Seven Sisters Rocks). These rocks later came to
be buried underground due to reclamation works, and the newly reclaimed land was then named Tsat Tsz Mui
(Seven Sisters) and became a popular bathing place in the early twentieth century. The bathing place, however,
was plagued by the frequent drowning of male bathers and gossips spread the rumor that it was haunted by the
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ghosts of the seven sisters. But some believed that the sisters had already realized their dream of a separate female
world and there was no reason why they should bother to stir up trouble against the detested masculine sex.
There is another version of the legend, diametrical in plot, but not without similarities. In this version, the
seven girls also took the vow of sisterhood, but their pledge was “to get married on the same day in the same
month of the same year.” They did fulfil their pledge, and their husbands were seven brothers. On their wedding
night, each of the seven sisters was lying in bed with her new husband and performing the same ritual for the
occasion when a terrible cry rose from the room of the third brother. The third sister had failed to bleed and her
furious husband was threatening to divorce her. In the end, the poor girl, crushed by the suspicion, accusation, and
repulsion that continued to torment her, threw herself into the sea. The other six, overcome with grief and anger,
also hurled themselves into the sea. It was said that the Seven Sisters Rocks just off the coast were in fact what the
seven brothers, including the remorseful one, had petrified into while looking for their wives and hoping against
hope for their return. This story is quoted from the feminist scholar Chang Oi Ping’s Rereading Myths of Hong
Kong, published in 1993. Chang argued that the myth of the seven sisters was “neither sensuous, nor fantastic,”
but “a despondent and painful reflection of the social relationship of the two sexes in those days.”
Tsat Tsz Mui Road, lying between North Point and Quarry Bay on the north-eastern part of Hong Kong Island,
was built only after the Second World War. It was divided into seven irregular sections, with the last two separated
by Model Housing Estate, leaving the seventh section in a forlorn state. Attempts were made by archaeologists to
excavate along Tsat Tsz Mui Road the remains of the Seven Sisters Rocks buried underground. Relying on
hearsay, they worked out seven possible locations, including one underneath a postbox and one underneath a
florist. In the end, they unearthed seven wooden combs, each entwined with locks of hair. …
1968

40.33 Into Parting Arms\fn{by Du Ma aka Li Feng (1968- )} Guangxi Province, China (M) 10
On Saturday I had a long distance phone call from my sister.
“Can you come home?”
“What’s happened?”
“Mum and Dad are getting divorced.”
“What! What on earth’s going on?”
The line was silent for a while, except for the buzz of the electricity. Then my sister told me it was all very
complicated, it seemed to have starred with an argument, and it was impossible to explain right now. Anyway,
everything at home was in a complete mess. She was phoning from home, she said, charging the call to our
father’s account at work. Dad would be back soon, we could talk more when we met. Then she hung up.
I didn’t dare waste any time, and immediately asked for leave from work, and went to the station to buy a
ticket to travel the same day. My girlfriend made it to the station platform to see me off. She’s very thoughtful,
even in the hurry she’d managed to buy me a bag of food and drink. But time was short and I only got to have a
few words with her.
The departure bell sounded and the train began to move off. She ran alongside the train, waving, and urging me
to come back as soon as I could, and on no account to argue with my family. Then she and the platform
disappeared. Ten minutes later the train had left the city. I glanced at my watch, it was half past two in the
afternoon. Usually at this time I would be sitting in the office staring out of the window at the traffic on the road
below. But now, through the carriage window, I looked onto vast fields and hills rising in the distance, and clouds
in the sky, so different from what I normally saw. It made me feel, truly, that I was on my way home.
Relations with my family had been bad since I started university. My parents were both from science and
engineering backgrounds, and had hoped that I would go on to do scientific research. But I’d acted on my own
authority, and moved from the chemistry department to the Chinese literature department. They weren’t pleased.
After that, a series of arguments had begun. I would often shirk obligations, my grades were bad, I didn’t want to
sit the exams for postgraduate entrance, nor did I want to have to return to live with my parents. My girlfriend
wasn’t what they’d hoped for, she wasn’t pretty enough and she came from a farming village. With all this, and
more, every time I went home during the vacation we’d argue and part on bad terms. More than once they’d said I
was no longer their son. So, in the two years since I started working, I’ve seldom written to them, and haven’t
been home, even at New Year.
Nonetheless, my sister’s phone call had taken me by surprise. Perhaps because I thought of them as like most
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of the educated families I knew, where you couldn’t say relations were either good or bad. I’d never seen them
show affection in public, nor could I really remember them ever arguing. Intuitively I felt it was my father who
had brought up the subject of divorce. I tried to picture his face, hoping to find a clue there. He was very good to
my sister and me when we were little. He had taught me to read, and when I was five I was reading full length
stories. There was one book, I remember, Angry Tide on Fishing Island, which I have to give him credit for. My
sister and I used to love sugar cane, but we had bad teeth. My father would cut the sugar cane into slices, then cut
each slice into four pieces, and put them in bowl for us. It was a shame that the arguments at university had
wrecked our relationship. All that came to mind now was his fury and animosity. I didn’t know much about his
life during the last few years; all I knew was that he had transferred from the university to a government office,
and had been sent to the Hainan branch to do business there. As my sister put it, he’d gone “from the academic
world to the political world, and from the political world to the business world.” Not long ago, I heard that the
business had gone under, and he’d returned to his post in the government office. And now for some reason he
wanted to get divorced. Perhaps he was going through the menopause? Or having an affair? It made me realize
how little I knew my father.
I felt my reaction was somewhat ridiculous. After so many years feeling distanced from my family, I had
suddenly been summoned home by a phone call. I was just like those patriotic Chinese years ago who had initially
lost hope in the motherland and gone abroad, only to pack their bags and come scurrying home as soon as they
heard that there’d been some sort of disaster, even though it really wasn’t clear what they would be able to do
about it. My situation was exactly the same. If my parents really were going to get divorced, I didn’t think I could
do anything to help. I might make matters even worse. Perhaps the phone call was no more than my sister overreacting.
The train sped on southwards, further and further from the ciry where I lived, nearer and nearer to my family. I
decided not to think about it too much; as my sister said, we could talk more when we met. By now the sky was
growing dark, and the scene outside the window was becoming blurred. I turned back inside and opened the bag
of food my girlfriend had packed. Inside were the beer and cigarettes I loved. I lit a cigarette, drank the beer, and
felt very content. The evening news came over the loudspeaker in the carriage and I remembered that it was the
weekend. I had arranged to go and see a film with my girlfriend. But now, everything had changed.
It was a long journey, and the train was swaying from side to side, and I was beginning to feel restless. I
regretted not bringing a book to read. Then a middle-aged woman sitting beside me tried to start a conversation.
Perhaps it’s a bit strong calling her middle-aged, only the clothes she was wearing and her style of conversation
were all so staid, and she looked married. Actually I knew she’d been looking at me since she got on the train—
perhaps because I’m good-looking? We got talking. She spoke very slowly, with a beautiful voice, and her conversation was interesting. I learnt that she wasn’t married after all, and she was the same age as me, so she
certainly wasn’t middle-aged. By chance we were heading for the same destination, she was traveling on business.
We chatted about everything under the sun, and really enjoyed ourselves. But as it grew late, and the lights were
turned down, the passengers around us began to drop off to sleep, any way they could. I’d been busy all day, and
felt completely exhausted. We exchanged telephone numbers and promised to be in touch when we got back
home. Then I dropped off too.
*
It was Monday afternoon by the time I reached home. My parents were still at work, and only my sister was
there. She was delighted to see me, said she reckoned I’d arrive the next day at the earliest. On the way I’d made
up my mind to give a better impression this time, to be more like a grown-up son. I put down my bags and asked
about my parents.
The argument had happened over a month earlier. My father had gone to Peking on business, and had promised to buy some clothes for Mum. Mum had written to him there, telling him not to buy any clothes as money
was tight at home just then. But as soon as Dad walked through the door, Mum asked him for the clothes he’d
bought. My father said didn’t you tell me not to buy them? Mum kicked up a fuss, said my father never thought
about her. They had a bad fight, said many unpleasant things, and Mum suggested divorce. Although afterwards
she said she regretted it, my father got hold of the idea and wasn’t going to let it drop. He wanted a divorce. I was
perplexed at what my sister said. Surely the divorce couldn’t be over something as small as this? My sister didn’t
have anything else to say about it, except that recently our parents’ relationship had been very strained. Dad would
go out every evening, saying he had obligations at work, then come back very late, and Mum would stay at home
on her own crying. I felt like an incompetent detective, faced with a suspicious case and not a thread to go on. I
decided to leave the subject for a while and talk about something else. My sister had obviously been under a great
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deal of pressure, and her face was pale. She was wearing a flashy necklace around her neck. I asked her about it.
It was only a gold-plated necklace, she said, not a very expensive one. But it was fashionable in their class to wear
rings and necklaces. She was a third year student in the modern languages department. Their foreign lecturer had
an enormous wedding ring and all the girls kept their fixed glued to it during his classes.
We talked about her life. She said she hadn’t found a boyfriend she was happy with. The intelligent ones were
too poor, and those with money were too stupid. A lot of people asked her out though, and every evening someone
would invite her for a late evening bite to eat.
Well that’s OK then, I interrupted.
What do you mean? my sister, contradicted, if I was doing well, I’d be getting an expensive breakfast! She
carried on off-loading anything that was on her mind. She wanted to be a Party member, and to be given a
recognized position in her class, as this might be useful when it came to being assigned a job. Otherwise she’d try
to be an organizer of evening activities at the school, and gain some popularity. My father had promised to buy
her a gold ring, but now, with all this business, there was no hope of that. I felt very sympathetic as I listened, but
there was nothing I could do to help.
After a while Mum came home. She burst into tears when she saw me, saying my father was going to leave
her. It was all very embarrassing for me, because I wasn’t used to this kind of show of emotion. I said a few words
of encouragement, then pulled myself together, and asked her what it was all about, but like my sister, she was
unable to say anything specific. She cried and complained how cold Dad was towards her, and how he didn’t do
enough for the family.
I’d only been home a few hours and already I was feeling irritated by Mum and my sister. I was almost losing
patience. I simply kept my mouth shut and waited for Dad to come back.
Dinner time passed, and he still hadn’t returned. My sister said he might be eating at a reception. I went out
and bought some beer and pickles, and helped Mum make the dinner. When we’d eaten, we stayed in together
waiting, but Dad still didn’t come home. Mum started to cry again, and said he was always like this, if he was out
he wouldn’t be back before eleven. It was amusing how she used the word “out”; it’s usually used to describe a
kid who doesn’t know any better.
I was in the sitting room, flicking through the telephone book. On the cover were the telephone numbers of
some of my old student friends. I tried dialing the numbers, and was lucky—two of them were still there, and they
invited me out for a drink.
My family lives in a city in the south, where the climate gets extremely hot. I washed and changed into a Tshirt and shorts, and walked out of the building just as my friends were arriving. We cycled down to a street
nearby that was full of small stalls and private businesses and very busy. The café had moved the tables and chairs
out on to the pavement and the roof, and even had little fairy lights flickering on and off. We found some seats,
and my friends ordered “fashionable” fruit-crush and some other drinks. Fruit-crush is really just crushed ice with
some fruit juice, only it’s fashionable, so it’s expensive. They told me the latest news and gossip, how the boss of
some dance hall or other had been murdered, how a young lad of such and such a work unit had married a forty
year old woman, and about our old student friends who were now married. I asked how the two of them were: one
was preparing to get married, buying the things they’d need for their new home, and the other had had a number
of gitlfriends but still wasn’t ready to settle down. He said he’d met a girl from Taiwan on a train once when he
was travelling on business. They’d got along well and had even corresponded for a while. But when he went to
check the regulations he discovered he wouldn’t be permitted to go to Taiwan to marry, and he felt utterly
dejected.
I wasn’t feeling very sociable and didn’t say much, but.they didn’t notice, they were happy enough. Naturally
the conversation soon turned to their panicular familiar topics. I couldn’t join in, so I started watching the nightlife on the streets. I noticed that there was an extraordinary number of people on bikes, all in a hurry, as though
they were all going some place. I’d arrived home in the afternoon, just at rush-hour, but there hadn’t been as many
people as there were now. What’s more, this street wasn’t exactly the liveliest part of town. I knew everything
came to life at night here, and there were many places you could go: cinemas, video-clubs, dance halls and bars,
all there to entertain. But there weren’t enough places for all these people. I watched for a while, and it was quite
interesting to see how many old men and young children there were in the flow of people. I wondered about it and
asked my friends, but they didn’t know the reason either.
Then, suddenly they began a heated argument. There was a motorbike outside a shop across the road; one of
them thought it was a Honda, the other insisted it was a Chinese “Wild Wolf.” Each stuck to his guns, just like
two mechanics insisting on a technical point. But it was too dark and there were too many people on the street to

1173

see clearly. Neither could get the other to change his mind, and in the end, they decided to bet on it. The loser
would buy the next round. They got up, shook out their hands and feet, like two swimmers preparing to race
across a river, staggered forward and disappeared into the flow of bicycles. I could barely make them out. It was
so hot, and though I’d washed before I came out, my T-shirt was soaked through and sticking to my back. As soon
as they left I became aware of all the noise around—the loud chatter and laughter at the next tables, the cas-sette
player in the café, the bicycle bells in the street, the motorbike engines, the car horns, and the colored lights above
flashing on and off. I called the waitress over by clapping my hands and ordered three cold beers.
*
I kept the real reason for coming home from my father; I told him I was on a business trip, and he didn’t
suspect anything.
I could see that my parents’ relationship was strained. When they did eat together they hardly spoke, they did
everything coldly, like two guests in a hotel. Yet I also discovered that since I’d turned up, the whole family had
relaxed a little. They lived in an atmosphere of heavy pressure, which my presence seemed to lighten. It was as if
I was the head of state, whose role was to let everyone get on with their own things without having to worry. The
phone would ring non-stop every day at meal times, mostly people asking if my sister would go out with them.
Then my father and sister would go out, one ostensibly had work to do, the other had a date. When they left me
watching television with Mum, everything was peaceful and reasonable. The phone calls would keep coming, and
each time I would answer politely that my sister was not in, then hang up quickly, so that I wouldn’t have to listen
to the boys’ murmurs of disappointment. Mum was not as dejected as she had been when I first arrived, she had
regained a strange calmness, even getting interested in the television programmes. I remembered how she never
used to like watching television, but now when I watched the football, she would switch channel and insist on
watching the two episodes of a Taiwanese serial that was on every day. I gave in. I knew that although I could
now be considered the head of the family, this was merely symbolic; I was no more than a puppet. All I could do
was watch television with Mum.
But during the long hours of daylight, my life became extremely tiresome. My parents went to work, my sister
went to college, and I was on my own at home with nothing to do. I wanted some company and to go out, but my
old student friends were at work. To be honest, after seeing them that day, I couldn’t be bothered with them any
more. I’d go out on my own, see a cheap Hong Kong video, have a few goes on the games machines, till there
was nothing more to play with. I went into the bookshops, and found there was almost no serious reading. I
looked all over and saw only one book, Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises.\fn{Ernest Miller Hemingway (1899-1961),
American author; The Sun Also Rises was published in 1926 .} I’d read it several years earlier, but I bought it all the same.
The sun was really fierce and I went into the first opticians’ I came across and bought a pair of sunglasses, and
then thinking about it, bought another pair for my sister. Back home, I noticed my legs had caught the sun.
Since I started university I’d wanted to be a writer, which was why I switched from chemistry to Chinese
literature. After work I was always complaining about having to go into work every day, and having so little time.
Now suddenly I had all this spare time, but whenever I laid a sheet of paper in front of me, it became a letter to
my girlfriend. In the letters I’d complain about the situation I was in. I knew there was little sense in my
complaints, there wasn’t actually very much difference between the city I lived in and here, except that my
girlfriend was back there and so were my friends. I hadn’t realized in the past just how much a part of my life they
all were; I couldn’t do without them.
But I’d complain wherever I was; it’s a fault in my character. In a way I’m psychologically dependent on them,
just as my family is now psychologically dependent on me. In fact, their situation is much the same as mine, and
it’s very hard for them to share my troubles, the result being that I often got into arguments with my girlfriend or
with other friends. Now I was conscious how important they really were. The letters I wrote to my girlfriend were
very long, I told her I loved her, and how much I was missing her. Sometimes I wrote two of these letters in one
day. But, at the end of every letter I would write that for the time being I still couldn’t go back.
This afternoon, I accidentally came across the telephone number I’d taken down in the train. I rang the number
and it was the same woman who answered. She was delighted to hear from me, and asked me what I was doing at
home, and if I would be free some time. I said I couldn’t make it in the evenings but that I was free during the day.
She invited me to go over and see her. Her work wasn’t very hectic, and their company was not far from my
home, in a tall building nearby.
I cycled over and she was standing at the main entrance waiting for me. She was wearing a T-shirt and a faded
denim skirt, she looked so young and pretry in the sun that I only just recognized her. I was wearing sunglasses
and she almost missed me. There was a bar quite close, she said, where we could sit down. The bar was air-
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conditioned and quite cool, with the blinds drawn tight, as though it were evening. It was office hours so there
were hardly any other people. We had just sat down when a waitress appeared from nowhere and asked discreetly:
“Sir, a millionaire or a powdered beauty?”
Both were cocktails. I ordered a coffee and a grapefruit juice for her and a cold beer for myself. In the hazy
light the outline of her face looked soft, like a young girl’s, and compared with the woman on the train she could
have been an entirely different person. She asked why I hadn’t called her before. Didn’t she have my telephone
number? I answered. She smiled: she’d have been too embarrassed to call me first. Yet, she added, she had been
waiting for my call these past days, and had been looking forward to seeing me again. She spoke in that slow,
beautiful way, not at all affected, and was quite frank in her manner, not going round and round in circles. I liked
this, and suddenly felt very close to her. She looked beautiful today, I said, a pleasure to look at. She smiled again.
She was pleased to hear it, she said, because I had said it. I could see she was very happy. Then she said she
enjoyed being with me, and when I asked why, she said because I was good-looking and because I was kind. It
was my turn to smile.
I stayed until she’d finished work for the day before going home, and on the way I passed a market and bought
lots of food. I thought I’d make a very good meal for my family. I was busy in the kitchen when Dad carne home
grumbling he was hungry. He made straight for the kitchen, saw the spread in front of me, and frowning, asked
how long it was going to be, and couldn’t I speed things up a bit. I raced to stir-fry a couple of dishes, then there
was a fish that needed to be cooked with care, but he couldn’t wait and served up the rice. He and my sister began
to eat. By the time I brought the fish to the table they had already finished, she was hogging the telephone, talking
with her admirers, and from my father’s room came the whirr of his electric fan. I was a bit put out, and poured
myself a beer, and silently ate the fish. Mum ate with me, praising my skills in the kitchen. After we’d eaten,
Mum said I’d done enough for one day, and she cleared the table and did the washing up.
After a while my father came out of his room, all spruced up, his hair stylishly blow-dried, and he was even
sporting hair-gel. He must have been quite good-looking when he was younger, I thought, certainly no worse than
I am now. However, he was in no hurry to leave. He looked up at the quanz clock on the wall and sat down on the
sofa and began to read the paper. My sister put the phone down and went to her room to get ready. Mum was in
the kitchen washing up. Dad looked at the clock again, suddenly folded up the newspaper, sort of half-looked at
me and made straight for the door. Generally, he doesn’t move very much, as though he’s trying not to attract
attention, but he’s a tall man and well-built, and now with his scented hair, and his furtive parting gestures, he
looked really quite farcical. Although I did say earlier that I had my suspicions, I was now more or less sure of it.
My father was having an affair.
*
One day passed after another and my life was beginning to have less and less purpose. I was writing less and
less to my girlfriend and each letter was short. In contrast, her letters were getting longer and more frequent, and
she asked when I was coming back. I kept her letters under Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises, which I hadn’t
looked at yet.
On the other hand, there was beginning to be more and more routine in my life, as though I was going to be
there for a long time. My feelings were no longer as confused as when I had first arrived. Every morning I was
able to settle down and write, and in the afternoon I would cycle over to meet my new girlfriend, usually in the
bar on the ground floor of her office block. Sometimes we’d stay a long time and sometimes not. The waitress
began to recognize us and would serve us coffee and cold beer without asking for our order. Once, one of my girl
friend’s female colleagues bumped into us and started teasing her, saying she wanted to be introduced.
However, our relationship wasn’t as you might expect. There may have been some warmth between us, but we
were certainly a long way from being lovers. When we met we’d talk about easy, relaxing things, or joke with
each other, and we never got on to serious or deeper things. There were four in her family, her parents, her teenage
brother and herself, though she seldom went home. She lived in accommodation provided by her company for
single people. That was all I knew about her. I knew, though, that she wasn’t the sort who’d stay in of an evening
after work, or go home and watch television with her Mum like me. Like other young people in this city she must
have ways of spending her spare time, and have places where she went. But our relationship was no more than our
afternoon meetings, and I never asked what else she did.
Because, apart from the relaxed happy chatting, I never asked myself if I wanted anything else. There seemed
to be a kind of tacit understanding between us. She must have seen my girlfriend on the station platform seeing
me off, yet she never asked about her. And she had never asked me why I had come home, or when I was leaving.
It was as though both sides knew that our relationship was a straight chalk line drawn on a blackboard which has
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to finish before it comes to the edge. All we could do was keep the line as straight as we could before it was
rubbed off.
One day, while we were sitting in the bar, a man came in looking for her, and they stood chatting by the door
for quite a long time, fairly intimately it seemed. At the time I thought nothing of it. I paid them little attention,
certainly didn’t take offence, and concentrated on my beer. She didn’t even begin to talk about it when she came
back, as though she’d just been to the ladies, and we carried on the conversation where we’d left off. After that
though, our meetings were not as pure as they had been, and both of us became a little unnatural when we were
together.
At home I felt I was gradually losing Mum and my sister’s trust. My home-coming was like an analgesic,
which, having killed the pain for a while, was now less effective. Mum had started to lose hope again, and every
evening, in front of the television, she’d start her endless complaints about my father.
Mum and Dad had met when they were at university. Mum was from an upper-class background, she was an
only girl and had grown up used to being pampered and spoilt. My father’s family, on the other hand, had fled
south with the Nationalists on the eve of liberation, and times had been hard for them. Mum’s family had objected
to the match on the grounds that they came from different backgrounds. My mother wouldn’t have cared about
that at the time, I thought.
But now, her aristocratic airs were coming to the fore again. She blamed him for leaving teaching, and ruining
himself in business and officialdom. He’d become hollow, she said, paying attention to his clothes, which made
him even more common, but he’d never be able to shrug off his country origins. Dad lacked a proper upbringing,
and northerners were naturally coarse anyway. She said my father’s relatives, his brothers and sisters were all the
same. She analyzed my father the way a classy young lady would talk about an inferior, and I found her
superficiality astonishing and absurd. I had seen those noble relatives Mum talked about, and apart from liking to
go calling on each other, they were no different from anybody else. The blood of both my father and my mother
ran through my body and I couldn’t go along with Mum’s views. It would be like one half of my body mocking
the other half. I reminded her that he was a very capable man. For so many years it was he who had taken
responsibility for our education, and looked after the older relatives. Mum weakened at once. My father had taken
care of most of our family matters. And leaping from the school to being an official at least showed he had ability.
This only made her more dissatisfied. He didn’t give a toss about the family now, she said, and never a
moment’s thought for her. Each time we talked it would end with Mum sobbing hysterically. She had countless
grievances and felt everyone had abandoned her, including me. Apart from being a critical listener, I hadn’t been
any help to her so far. As she calmed down a little, I once hinted that Dad might be having an affair. I expected her
to be shocked, but she seemed to have thought about this long ago. She didn’t cry either, was simply more
excited, in a different way. She said that if he—with great formality she used his full name as she spoke this
words—really had the nerve to get mixed up with a woman she’d go and raise hell at his work unit, and give him
such a bad name that he’d lose his official position. No way was she going to go through with a divorce, she’d
fight it out with him to the end, because nothing he said or did resembled in any way the behavior of a member of
the Communist party. She urged me to be Steadfast in my Standpoint and, when it came to the Critical Moment,
to beat the West Wind with the East Wind. I realized how weak Mum’s power of expression was. She had started
her attack, unaware that everything she said was straight out of the Cultural Revolution. What she had in mind
did, nonetheless, give me a bit of a fright.
My sister had been encouraging me to talk to Dad. Today she raised the subject again. She’d been busy
recently, dealing with all the phone calls, and had treated the problem too lightly. She reckoned our parents were
just feeling piqued and that if we intervened they’d get back together again as before. She was stunned when I
told her what I thought was going on. She didn’t believe such a thing could happen, or rather, she didn’t want to
believe it. She became more determined than ever. If that was the case then Dad was really out of line, and there
was all the more reason for having a serious talk with him. She was so sincere in the way she told me to talk with
him, that I didn’t know how I was going to set about it. If my father was having an affair, then it was up to him to
change things if he wanted to, and there was nothing we could say that would be of any use.
My sister was adamant that talking was always better than not talking, and spent ages going over this point
with me, extremely seriously.
In the end I couldn’t help joking that there was no profit our parents carrying on as they were now, and that we
might as well rip up whatever face we had left, and let Dad go and marry his lover. Mum wasn’t old, she could
still marry an old official or somebody. I’d obviously well overstepped the mark—my sister stared at me in
disbelief. She could have been looking at a stranger. I promised to do as she asked, but suggested it would be
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better if the two of us both had a word with him, if we combined forces to strengthen our case. If the first talk fell
through, it would be so much harder the second time.
That evening, my sister didn’t go out, and the two of us sat at home, just like a funeral scene in a film. Dad was
home early. He was carrying a bag, and went towards the bedroom, barely noticing us. My sister called out that
she wanted a word. Dad obviously wasn’t prepared for this, and looked blank for a moment, then moved off
saying he was going to his room. My sister stopped him again, and said she wanted a word with him in her room.
He must have sensed something was going on, and didn’t resist, and followed her over. I admired my sister’s
nerve. But I hesitated a while in my seat. Perhaps I was hoping my sister would be able to sort the problem out
single-handedly. Though I knew this was improbable, since my father had a foul temper at times. I glanced at
Mum beside me; she was looking tense and pleased with herself at the same time. That evening my sister and I
were openly on her side, two generals in a marshal’s palm. But her opponent was on his own, exactly as she’d
hoped.
Soon my sister came out. She shook her head in disappointment, and said that Dad was still the same, using the
old excuse that he was too busy with work, and unwilling to say more. Mum’s face was growing pale. I realized I
could no longer escape my turn to step into the ring.
I went into the room. Dad was sitting huffing and sighing on the edge of the bed, like an obstinate child. I sat
down facing him, and for a while kept my mouth shut. For so many years it had been me in his place, waiting for
him to tell me off, and now it was the other way round. Although I was an adult now, my father’s stature was still
so much greater than mine that this change around felt quite strange. For a while I was quite intrigued and I
believe he felt the same way. We were silent like this for quite a long time. Then I thought of Mum and my sister
outside the room, both their hopes resting on me, waiting for me to begin the attack. But I hadn’t moved an inch,
as though waiting to be surrounded, and raise my hands in surrender. It was quite comical. I took out my
cigarettes and handed one to Dad, then lit it for him. It didn’t make me feel much better, in fact it was more like
two strangers meeting for the first time.
It was Dad who spoke first and when he did it was as though he had lost control and couldn’t stop the flow. He
said I’d been home for some days now and must have noticed his relationship with Mum. Well, it hadn’t been like
this just for a couple of days, it was just that my sister and I had been too young to know about it before. They
hadn’t been married long when the Cultural Revolution started, and, because our grandfather was an officer in the
Nationalist Army, his name had been on the wall-posters and he had been “locked in the cowshed.”\fn{ A note reads:
A popular term for any of the confinement areas established for errant cadres and intellectuals (“cow ghosts and snake spirits,” in Mao
Tse-tung’s phrase) during the Cultural Revolution. Generally, each work unit fashioned its own cow shed in a makeshift manner .} Other

people’s families had brought food for them, but Mum didn’t even show her face. He knew Mum wasn’t very
brave and was afraid of things, and he could forgive her for that. But she’d gone all over the place, crying and
causing a stir, with me, newly born, in her arms, saying she hadn’t known he was such a reactionary, and she
wanted a divorce, and to draw the line clearly. Fortunately, he was later released. He’d put up with all this, he
said, hoping that things would go smoothly from then on, as the children were still young.
But Mum never got it out of her system, and took the opposite stand on everything. In the past few years life
had improved for everyone, and all day Mum would nag him, so-and-so’s family had bought a color TV, so-andso’s husband had been promoted. He’d just transferred from the school to the government office and was about to
be sent to Hainan. At first Mum was really pleased, but who could have known that the business would collapse?
Being realistic about it, if it had happened in another family, the wife would have been the first to console her
husband, but Mum had turned her back on him, saying she’d known from the beginning he wasn’t cut out for
business, she’d pleaded with him not to take risks, and if only he had listened to her, things wouldn’t have turned
out so badly.
Dad asked me to think how anyone could rely on such a woman. She’d abandoned him in his moments of
crisis. If something else were to happen, God only knows what she’d do. Anyway, my sister and I were older now,
and if they really were going to get divorced, then the sooner the better.
When he came back from Hainan, he said, it had been hard: he had dozens of people working under him, a
mountain of work, and any number of receptions to attend, in addition to all the talking that was going on behind
his back. Every day he’d come home exhausted to see that same expression on Mum’s face.
He made himself sound so sad, as though he had so much bitterness sealed up inside him, like a criminal
giving his own defence. But he was playing a clever game, and never once gave away whether he was really
intending to divorce Mum, or whether he was having an affair. I didn’t want to press him on these matters,
because even if he was hiding something, everything he did say was truly straight from the heart. It sounded quite
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reasonable. I almost began to feel sorry for him, to feel moved by him.
Suddenly he stopped, and looked at me as though waiting for my response.
In all those years this was the first chance I’d had to sit with my father and talk about ourselves. I was quite
upset by his excited emotional state, and wanted to say something, and I’m sure he wanted to hear what I had to
say, but I couldn’t say it. I knew I was letting the opportuniry slip by, letting my father down, along with Mum
and my sister outside. Both Dad and Mum wanted me to understand them and take their side, but I couldn’t take
one side.
I blurted out that I loved Mum very much, and that I loved him too.
It was the first time in all these years I’d let my feelings show in front of my father. Dad’s face reacted in a
peculiar way to these words, the way spilling hot water over ice changes its shape. It was the wrong thing to say.
That evening we’d revealed our true feelings and there’d been a willingness to give and take on both sides, but
neither had really been able to take anything, and that makes you feel awkward. I knew I should have pressed on
in this vein, pushed him further, but I felt that he’d said what he had to say.
On the other hand, I’d interrupted his flow and neither of us really knew what to do next. Having reached that
height of emotion we were suddenly tied to one place, making it difficult to go forward or backward. Like two
swimmers standing on the shore, both uncomfortable at seeing the other’s bare flesh. But between us, the huge
breaker had already receded, leaving a space just as big, but impossible to fill.
*
The next day, I didn’t write anything and didn’t go to meet her. I felt I was splitting away from the family, that
I couldn’t do anything. I spent the whole day standing by the window, making plans, thinking rhings over, bur my
eyes were fixed on the high block nor far away. It had a glass exrerior, like a mirror, and my girlfriend was
working inside. I stared ar the calm blue sky and the clouds moving slowly in the mirror, then looked up at the
real sky. By the time everyone was finishing work, I couldn’t stop myself phoning and, making an exception ro
our rule, asked her to meer me that evening.
After dinner, I rushed out before Dad and my sister. She was leaning against her bike, waiting for me at the end
of the street. She asked where I wanted to go. I didn’t know. So we cycled along aimlessly. I didn’t say anything.
At first it was still quite brighrt, then as the sky be-gan to grow darker more people appeared on the streets. I
wasn’t paying much attention as I cycled and we kept being parted by gangs of young people in high spirits. Ar
one inrersecrion I braked at the red light and was overtaken from behind, by someone racing ro be first in line. I
realized I’d lost her. After a while, she caught up; she’d jumped off the bike and was looking for me in the dark.
Was I about to leave the ciry, she asked. I thought about it and said maybe. Then we carried on cycling until we
stopped ar a bar by the side of the road.
The lights in the bar were quire low, and the noise level of the people inside was high, like the cinema just
before the film starts. We sat down and I noticed how large it was, with a dance floor as well. She and I both
ordered a beer and then she asked me to dance. The floor was packed, as crowded as a swimming pool in summer.
People were bumping into one another, you really couldn’t move. We were crowded into the middle of the dance
floor where we could move even less. It was a good rhing the music was slow; couples were swaying slowly with
their eyes closed. I looked around and saw that most of them were quire young, though there were a few middleaged people.
All of a sudden, I had a funny feeling, as though I was in a crowded train carriage with the lights down low, all
the passengers nodding off in the sway of the train. It made me think of the trip home, and in my subconscious, I
was looking for her. Then there she was in my arms, close to me, as though she was sleeping too. As the song
neared its end, it was as though she could sense it, and she suddenly shook herself awake. She looked up and
fleetingly kissed me.
Song after song we danced without a break. Although there was air conditioning the atmosphere was still thick
and heavy. Between each dance we’d take a gulp of beer to quench our thirst. Our faces were boiling. On the
dance floor she kissed me again. I held her closer; I didn’t really want to dance at all, it was as though we were
going to part for ever, and I couldn’t bear it. When we returned to our seats I said I could always not leave, I could
stay. It didn’t have to be our last meeting. There was really no need for her to be like this. She stared at me for a
while, as though nothing I said had any effect. But just saying it made me feel so much better. The next song was
disco music. She said she was getting tired. I looked at my watch, it had only just gone nine. It was still early, and
these places usually stayed open till midnight. I went up to the dance floor, and this time it was mainly men
dancing. I’d had a lot to drink, and though my head felt heavy my feet were light. I was very content. I was
looking at her in the light of the mirrored globe as I danced. I may have been a little drunk and kept facing the
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wrong way.
Then, just as I was turning round to face her, I saw my father and a woman walk in through the door.
Although the person I was looking at kept swaying from side to side, and the light was low, I could still make
her out. She was in her early fifties, dressed very plainly, no different from any ordinary woman of her age you
can see in the street, nothing remarkable about her at all. I’d tried to picture my father’s lover more than once. I
guessed she’d probably be forty or so, or maybe in her mid-thirties, and very stylish and coquettish if she was
going out with my father.
But what I saw now was an old woman, nothing out of the ordinary. What can I say? A woman in her thirties is
still young, a woman in her forties is getting on a bit but so what, but a woman in her fifties is past it. Apart from
affection perhaps, it was difficult to imagine what he saw in her. I was muddled up inside, astonished and yet
disappointed. My father and the woman found a place to sit. I danced my way back to my seat and carried on
watching them. They didn’t dance, just stayed in their seats the whole time, and appeared to be talking in an
intimate gentle way, just like a real married couple. Then, before they had stayed very long, perhaps because they
weren’t used to this kind of atmosphere, or perhaps because they’d only come in for a drink, they left.
She asked me what I was thinking, with my eyes gazing so far into the distance.
Nothing, I said. I’d just seen my father, that’s all.
Really? Who had he come with? She looked up to see.
I told her he’d already left. I told her the real reason why I’d come home, something I’d never spoken about
before. I didn’t know why I was telling her all this, she wouldn’t be able to help me make any decisions, and I
didn’t want her to. I grumbled away like someone in pain. The truth was I had no troubles I wanted to tell her
about, but I just kept on talking. I talked about my life back in the city, about my friends, how we all depended on
one another and yet drove each other mad, how we’d fall out over the smallest things. I told her about my
girlfriend, how she’d had an abortion because of me, yet I still wasn’t always faithful to her. I even told her I
wanted to be a writer, and that for a long time I’d been working hard at it, but nothing I’d written so far was
particularly special, like my life really. I said a lot of things, and carried on drinking, beer after beer. In the end, I
didn’t know what I was talking about. I felt I was ruining my image, and also the subtle relationship that had
grown between us. I felt I shouldn’t be saying so many things off the top of my head, these were all very serious
matters, but I thought I spoke very well anyway.
Her expression changed as she listened. Then, cautiously, she said you’re drunk.
I said I am, I’m drunk, but I haven’t finished talking yet.
She stood up and pulled me up towards the door, saying she was going to take me home.
On the way I breathed as deeply as I could, to get my control back, but it was dark and I bumped into a few
people. I got off my bike and apologized as politely as I could. Perhaps it was the smell of beer on my breath but
no one took it any further. Soon I got fed up with myself and all these accidents, and, not being able to work out
which direction I was going in, I took to cycling slowly behind her.
I followed her up to a block that didn’t look like where I lived. I asked her where we were.
At her place, she said. I’d scare the hell out of my family if I went back in that state, better go upstairs first and
sober up.
She helped me up the stairs and into a small room, and let me sit down on the bed, then turned round and made
some tea. The tea never made it past my lips; I threw up. I didn’t have time to look for a bowl, and it went all over
the floor, most of it hitting me first. I didn’t feel awful, I told her, I was just really drunk.
She made me rinse my mouth with hot tea, and cleaned the floor, then helped me out of my dirty clothes. I was
only wearing a T-shirt and shorts, so without hesitation she stripped me bare, just like a nurse and a patient. Then
she fetched some hot water and washed me. The touch of the towel against my flesh made my body feel so real it
sobered me up considerably. My body may have been somewhat numb but my thoughts were beginning to liven
up. I’d been at home so long now, yet my brain was as clear as when I’d first arrived, and I could really think
about matters at home. Everything was clear now, I shouldn’t lose this opportunity to think over everything on my
mind. There were so many problems I had to think through.
Suddenly she knelt down at the side of the bed and began to speak. She loved me, she said, even though I
already had a girlfriend and she had no shortage of people interested in her, yet still she loved me so much. If I
wasn’t happy she’d marry me and do her best to make me happy.
Her words brought along another set of questions. Was my life really so miserable? If I really did love her
would I marry her? I hadn’t thought about these things much before, and now here they were all at once. I had to
face my family and her at the same time. I was beginning to feel that my brain wasn’t big enough. My head was
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heavy as well and the face of my father’s lover kept appearing before my eyes.
She got up and turned on the stereo in the corner, filling the room with slow music. My body was floating all
the more. She began to undress, and I watched her naked body, so beautiful. All of a sudden, my thoughts
vanished into thin air, the problems no longer bound me, and all I could feel was absolutely perfect. So perfect
that I felt so clearly that if happiness and love still existed, I knew them both. I longed for it to last, for this night
to become eternity. Let the sun never rise again, let everyone sleep deeply forever, let the dust particles in the air
be still, let our naked bodies stay as they are.
How I longed to express these feelings, but my head was so heavy.
I looked at her and lost consciousness.
*
Afterwards I really did think about things. The next day I opened Hemingway’s novel. On the title page was
written: “we are a lost generation.” I knew those words so well. Just as I understood the background to Hemingway's generation. They had been through war, war had destroyed their ideals and their belief in beautiful things,
and they did not know how to go on living. It had been a trend among us to give such a name to ourselves or the
young people around us. So there was the angry generation, the lost generation.
I remember a friend of mine once saying they were the embarrassed generation. He was in his thirties, one of
those who’d been sent to the countryside in the Cultural Revolution, and who had been through all the political
changes. It meant that they had known idealism for themselves and had known its destruction. Yet, the destruction
wasn’t thorough, and no small number of things still survived: they still liked to question things, and discuss a
person’s moral character and purity of spirit. These things contradicted their attitude to life, like standing at the
river’s edge, wanting to have fun in the water yet not wanting to get their clothes dirty. Sometimes they detested
the world and its ways and felt none of them could join in with society; sometimes they longed to be accepted and
to do something people approved of.
But, I didn’t have the same troubles they had, and rarely felt lost or angry, or embarrassed in life, and had
never had any shattered ideals. People like me had had a very smooth transition from studying to work. Society
had never abandoned us and we’d never thought about wanting to leave it. I thought my problem was that I was
too greedy; maybe we were the greedy generation. Love, friendship, money, fame, status and pleasure were the
things we hoped for, the things we wanted. We would’'t swap money for love, or abandon pleasure to chase after
money; we could only forsake one love for another, looking for a new pleasure when we grow tired of this one.
The significance of this is that we are more intelligent than the generation now in their thirties.
When they were young they believed in themselves so much, they thought the world of themselves. Insisting
this, resisting that, they had to be different from the rest. They loved going to extremes, you can see that in the
works they wrote. Just dip into the books of younger writers like Zhang Cheng-zhi and Xu Xing. One had the
main character following one river until he got to the next, looking for some unfathomable spiritual strength. The
other’s main character spent all day grumbling and moaning, uncomfortable with everything. Their lives were like
their works, very moving, maybe very real, maybe even right, but with no meaning. And now apart from a fair
number of them who did find success, most of them really aren’t having an easy life. Not that they’re ridden with
anxiety, or that they’ve numbed into slow middle-age, and reverted to the typical life they once resisted. They
paid too high a price for life.
I don’t think we could be like that. There is nothing so special in our lives worth that kind of insistence; we
have so many beautiful things, why should we abandon something because we like something else? But this is
exactly where the problem lies. In reality, we won’t be able to have everything we want, we may even end up with
nothing.
Because we lack the courage of that generation.
When they were young, they did after all do some superhuman things, they dared devote themselves to something pure, and put that devotion before everything else. The most characteristic behaviour of our generation,
however, is going to study overseas, or giving up an assigned job to go Shenzhen or Hainan. Neither of these
requires very much courage. Our intelligence has given us cunning, and being cunning, we lack courage, and
lacking courage, we wither. Because we have always belonged to society, we do our best to keep time with
society. We want to go to work every day, and because we want to live peacefully and enjoy life we don’t think
about anything, we don’t argue with our leaders, we try to get on with people we don’t like. We go after beautiful
things, but everything is hidden, in our spare time. What’s more, we get entangled in all kinds of complicated
matters and all kinds of human relationships, but so often things go wrong. In reality, we are still quite powerless.
All day I was thinking about my writing, about love, about my family, endlessly negating myself, then
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reasserting myself, reaching a conclusion that turned everything upside down, then distancing myself from the
problems. Eventually it became clear, my problem was precisely that: indecision and excessive worry. In fact,
what I needed wasn’t a laissez-faire approach to thinking, but some positive action.
So I went to the station and bought a ticket back to the city.
*
I was in my room packing when Mum came in. All excited, she told me that she and Dad had had a serious talk
and they were back together again. She had promised him she wouldn’t make a fuss about trifles in the future, that
she’d care about him more, and that things would be better. Dad also made promises.
I found it a bit strange, like hearing a murderer has given himself up, but I didn’t know which parent had made
the first move. Had my father’s true conscience been revealed? Had he been unable to confess about his lover? I
would have loved to ask. But Mum was so happy, because in the end she was victorious and she was the one who
had most to lose. Maybe she felt I had been on her side all along, fighting for her, and wanted me to share in her
pleasure.
I didn’t ask any more. I thought there were two possibilities: that Dad was cheating Mum or that they really
were back together again. Whatever, I was no longer any use there. I was the only person who’d set eyes on Dad’s
lover, but I’d long since forgiven him in my mind. I was standing in Mum’s and my sister’s camp, at the same
time as I was my father’s accomplice. Whether my parents’ making up would be long term or not didn’t really
matter, one thing was certain, my attempts to be a mediator were no longer of any interest.
Before I went I telephoned the girl. I told her I was leaving, and gave her a contacting address, and said if she
wanted we could keep in touch. Then I said I loved her, and hung up.
I went to the station on my own. Nobody came to see me off. At the post office in the station I sent my
girlfriend a telegram, so she’d meet me at the other end. This whole trip had turned out back to front. I thought
how I’d already got used to living at home, and that going back now, I might not fit in. I used what money I had
left to buy lots of things to eat and got on the train. This time there was an unfriendly looking middle-aged couple
beside me, who never moved from their seats. The journey back was just as long as the journey out, and I filled
the time by eating endlessly.
The next day, the train was just about to pull into a small station, when we were delayed four or five hours.
Someone said the road ahead had fallen in. The passengers all around me were losing patience, and even the
couple beside me got up to go and ask the attendant. Throughout the process I was the only one who didn’t say a
word, keeping quiet on my seat. I opened the ring-pulls, tore the lid off the box of biscuits and peeled the fruit.
Patiently I worked my way through most of them, and threw my rubbish out of the window. It was lucky I’d
bought so much to eat, I thought. That’s how it was, and that’s how it stayed until the train began to move again.
186.59 Excerpt from Crows: The Singapore Dream Of A Group Of China Women\fn{by Jiu Dan aka Zhu Ziping
(1968- )} Yangzhou, Jiangsu Province, China (F) 14
Singapore has no winters. But like many other places, it. does have its fair share of drizzly days too. It was on
such a day that she strolled along the beach with me.
She talked and talked, like the incessant fine rain falling from a gloomy, gray sky.
“Do you know, in Singapore, they call China women like us Dragon Girls?” she said, tears glistening in her
eyes as she fixed her sight on the distant horizon.
“And a Dragon Girl means a prostitute—someone who sponges on men with the tenacious spirit of a dragon.
But I’m telling myself, so what? When I’m rich, I can always give myself another name and go somewhere else.
Who cares what they call me! When you’re rich, when you’re the wife of a Singaporean, others will forget you
were once a Dragon Girl. In time, even you yourself will believe you’re no longer a Dragon Girl.”
She turned around and gazed at me earnestly.
“I’m going to be such a woman! Will you laugh at me?”
“No,” I clasped her chilled hands reassuringly and shook my head. “As you said, so what, even if I was a
Dragon Girl? Let them call me whatever name they please. It doesn’t matter.”
It’s drizzling again. She’s no longer there on the beach. No one knows where she has gone. Someone said she
must have returned to China, for she has nowhere else to go. If it’s true, then somewhere, in a corner in a certain
city in China, can she still remember those words she left behind in the drizzle? And her tears, and those hands of
mine that clasped her?
Some say, women like us are the worst in the world. Yes, indeed. Who else are worse than us? We’re different
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from all of you. We’re rotten!
Some women become rotten because society tramples on them. Some become rotten out of survival. But they
were good women at the beginning. Not us. We’re rotten from the day we were born. Sometimes, we’d like to
blame society for what we are. But somehow, perhaps out of embarrassment, we just can’t get ourselves to utter
such words.
Rotten as we are, deep in our hearts, we still yearn for flowers to bloom for us. Never mind if it’s just one: red,
yellow, white, blue, any will do.
In reality, no flowers in this world will bloom for us. At that time, we didn’t realise this.
*
In a telegraph office in Peking one autumn morning three years ago, I spoke nervously into the phone I was
clasping. I told my agent, a Mr Zhou, that I would be arriving at ten o’clock that night.
“Which airline are you flying on?”
“I don’t know.”
“Don’t know? Then how am I going to meet you at the airport?” His voice came over icily.
I didn’t know what to say next. As I fumbled to take out my air ticket, the zip on my cheap handbag got stuck.
Conscious of the precious seconds ticking by on such an expensive international call, I hurriedly put down the
phone.
I stepped out of the door, utterly wretched. What will I do if he doesn’t come to fetch me? I don’t know
anybody over there and I have only a few dollars in my pocket. I could see myself in tears pacing up and down
beside a hotel.
But there was no choice and no turning back. Under a bright, blue sky, I picked up my red suitcase and strode
off. En route, I never looked back. I knew my past, like a plate of overnight leftovers, was not worth any
nostalgia. Even today, three years later, I still think so.
*
Before noon, I arrived at a basement departure lounge of the Capital Airport. It was a gloomy place. The single
yellow light hanging from the ceiling looked more like a fading rose on a summer night.
The lounge was crowded with about a hundred or so people. There was a television set at a comer. The air was
swirling with a mingling of jet engine roars and the hubbub of waiting passengers. I picked my way among the
crowd, searching for a remote spot. I saw an empty seat to the left of the television set and headed for it. Next to
the seat, two women huddled head to head in a téte-a-tète. As I approached, they exchanged a quick glance and
fell silent abruptly.
I put my red suitcase beside my legs. Inside were some personal effects, a comb, some tapes, skin lotion, some
clothes and a few books for casual reading. I know a sweet young thing is always a threat to some not-so-young
women. Being the one with an upper hand, I always can’t resist taking a look at the expression of the threatened
ones.
I took out a book from my suitcase and exploited the opportunity to size up my neighbours. Both of them were
in their forties, casually attired, with fatigue written all over their faces, perhaps from long hours of travelling. The
one sitting immediately next to me in a green T -shirt and a pair of maroon jeans was thin and sporting short hair.
When she realised I was looking at her, she grew uneasy and shifted her body in an attempt to give me the widest
berth.
I sat innocently, allowing my eyes to roam. But the glare from the television made me feel as if everything
before me was blur and chaotic. I dropped my head and started reading.
Meanwhile, the two women had resumed their conversation. One complained that her trip this time was a
terrible let down. It was so filthy everywhere she went that she dared not even keep the small change returned by
shopkeepers. Even doors from a public toilet were mIssmg.
“There’re so many Dragon Girls now. It’s worse than having a war. They either wreck your rice bowl or snatch
away your husband,” the thin woman said woefully.
When she realised I was eavesdropping, she gave me a sharp stare that sent me recoiling with a shudder.
Instinctively, I shifted my body as far away from them as possible. I didn’t know why, but suddenly I found
myself a little afraid of them. My sense superiority earlier on had left me without a trace.
Dragon Girls?
I mumbled in bafflement as my eyes roved around the lounge, subconsciously searching for a profile that
would fit my conjured image of a specimen of a nascent sub-species of homo sapiens. As I looked around, I came
to notice the pallid face of an elderly woman staring at me with an unfathomable expression in her eyes. Before I
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could take a closer look, it had disappeared among the teeming crowd.
“Was it a hallucination?” I asked myself as I tried to play back my memory. Presently, the thin woman next to
me picked up the conversation from where she left off.
“Those Dragon Girls are like sugar candies stuck fast on men; you just can’t pull them off.”
“Isn’t the Immigration Department getting tough with them? It’s not easy for them to get a visa nowadays?”
said the other.
“My husband called yesterday to say that a Dragon Girl had killed somebody. Do you know that?”
“Really?”
She killed somebody? Why did she do that? Who is she?
I coughed unintentionally. The two women turned and stared at me with the unspoken rebuke for an
eavesdropper. I dropped my head, flushing with guilt. They said something but I was too preoccupied with my
self-inflicted predicament to register. I only wished I could get out of the place as soon as possible.
*
Boarding time. As passengers thronged a passageway to the plane, I suddenly caught sight of that pallid face
again. She was in a pantsuit of thin silk material, bright red with a striking interplay of yellow and blue. From a
distance, I could only make out an oval face; a gem-studded necklace glittered on her neck.
Who is she? A Singaporean? What’s so special about her that catches my eye? Why is she so pale? She
occupied a window seat. Once in the cabin, she leaned her face against the window and looked out. Next to her
was a young man. After watching her for a while, I plucked up courage, stood up and headed in her direction. I
whispered some words to the young man. He nodded politely and agreed to exchange seats with me.
The woman was still leaning on the window on her face. Apparently asleep, she seemed oblivious of
everything happening next to her. I opened the book I was holding and started reading. Outwardly I was calm.
Within, the thought of the cruel mission I was embarking on was sending shiver after shiver through my heart. I
looked around quickly to make sure that the two women I met in the departure lounge were not lurking
somewhere close by. Even if they wouldn’t say anything, just an eye contact with them would be enough to send
jitters of shame all over me.
I glanced at the woman next to me. She was still motionless in her original posture. I reckoned she was in her
early fifties, with not too large a nose, thin lips and a rather long, sharp jaw. Sunrays filtering in from outside the
window accentuated the wrinkles on her face. I settled down once again with my reading. Her audible, regular
breathing was having a hypnotic effect on me like a lullaby.
“Aah!” she exclaimed suddenly.
I roused with a start from my semi-hypnotised state; the book in my hand fell to the floor. As I bent fearfully to
pick it up, I found my neighbour sizing me up with piercing eyes. I could detect a tinge of mockery in her
expression as if she wasn’t actually asleep just now and had heard every word I said to the bloke when I asked
him to exchange seats with me.
“I got the wrong seat just now,” I said lamely, flushing. Even without looking, I could feel she was still
studying me intently from head to toe with the same piercing look. I was wearing a flowing cream silk dress. It
was so long that it almost covered the top of my feet. My head was wrapped with a matching scarf. I heard that
men over there love this kind of coquettish dressing.
“Are you a Chinese?” she asked, probably prompted by the I way I wore my scarf.. .
I nodded at her. The unmIstakable sarcasm m her eyes made my face grow hotter. To hide my predicament, I
said:
“I visited Eastern Europe with my father a couple of years ago. I was fascinated by the Arabic way of dressing.
Since then, I always wrap my head this way with a scarf whenever I go out.”
I mentioned my father, good grief! She was still staring at me questioningly. I went on:
“Actually, I don’t want others to see my face. Somehow, I feel more secure this way.”
“But you make others feel insecure. You see, when your whole body is reduced to only a pair of eyes, your
eyes will look intimidating, as if something is lurking behind them. I noticed it when I was in the departure
lounge.”
I flushed again. She shrugged and gave me a smile, her movement sending her pearl necklace glittering on her
neck.
“Really? What’s … er … lurking?" I said haltingly with a guilty conscience.
“I can’t pinpoint exactly,” she said as her smile faded, but hastened to add, perhaps out of courtesy: “Of course,
your eyes are limpid and very beautiful.”
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The flight droned on. The muted television in front of the cabin was showing a police comedy. Passengers with
earphones were tickled intermittently to laughter.
A service trolley carne. She asked for a coffee. I shoved my book aside and asked for a glass of mineral water. I
sipped slowly, musing over what she had said about that something in my eyes. Why is it that only China women
have that something? What’s that? For some time, we were silent. Perhaps both were pondering what to say to
open up a path into each other’s hearts. Then she noticed the book that I had shoved aside. She picked it up and
her face lit up with surprise at once.
“Puccini? You studied music?”
“No, I studied Chinese language. I work as a reporter, but I like Puccini.” I took another SIp.
“Are you going to Singapore on assignment?” she said as she placed the book in my hand.
“I’m going there to study English. I didn;’t study it well while I was in university. My dad said these days,
even dogs on the street speak English.”
“Where will you be staying?”
Good question. Once again, my heart felt the icy feeling that came through the phone line earlier in the day.
Would my agent come and fetch me? She was peering at me expectantly. I felt trapped in a bottomless swamp and
sinking rapidly. Then, putting down my glass, I said, flushing:
“You know, my dad didn’t allow me to tell anyone I’d be in Singapore. All those people are his customers.
He’s afraid that they’ll go and bother him after taking care of me. Actually, I don’t need that.”
I sounded hurt and looked cross for good measure. In a moment, I forced a smile at her and began to take stock
of the effect of my words on her.
“Your dad must be a senior cadre,” she said nonchalantly, looking out of the window again.
I looked in the same direction. As the plane soared through drifting clouds and mottled shades of light, I
wondered if I was getting closer to my father. I’d witnessed his body being reduced to thick smoke, swirl through
a chimney and drift away into thin air. Could he see me now? The woman turned her head around, reappraised me
briefly and looked away again to muse her findings.
“I suppose you can call him a senior cadre,” I said, “but this only means big trouble for his children. Can’t do
this, can’t do that. Even going to Singapore is such a taboo that I have to do it covertly.”
“Covertly?”
“China has been fighting against corruption. But here I am, flying to Singapore without his help. Even if
nobody meets me at the airport, I can always stay a night at a hotel, can’t I?”
I finished my words with a disdainful snort. She did not reply but gazed at me intently to ponder the credibility
of every word I’d said.
“What does your father do?” Still looking out of the window, I rattled off smoothly like a ribbon in a breeze:
“He’s in charge of imports and exports. All these years, he’s been doing a good job, so the Central is quite
happy with him. He’s done a good job mainly because he’s honest and clean. Don’t you think it’s ludicrous to be
honest and clean?”
She didn’t say anything but smiled broadly, revealing two rows of white teeth.
“So here I am, all on my own like an orphan.”
“There’s nothing wrong with being on your own. When I first went to Singapore decades ago, I was all on my
own too. Singapore is different from other countries like America, Canada, Australia. It’s a garden city blooming
with flowers. There’s a very special flower called orchid.”
“Orchid?”
“Yes, our national flower, something like the malanhua (horse orchid) in northern China. I spent my childhood
at a place full of malanhua. My mother used to teach me this song:
Malanhua, malanhua,
not afraid of the rains or the winds.
Good people are talking,
please bloom for me.

She said once the malanhua blooms, it’ll grant you all your wishes. So when you arrive in Singapore, just sing
Orchid, orchid, it’ll bloom for you.”
“Orchid, orchid, not afraid of the rains or the winds, I sang and started to laugh heartily.
“Of course, this is only wishful thinking. The Immigration Department is getting strict with China students. It’s
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quite difficult to get a visa. How are you going to survive there?”
“Maybe I still have to ask my father to send me money. But I intend to get a job teaching Chinese.”
“Teaching Chinese? I think you’re a bit late. They’ve hired many people from China in the past few years.
Moreover, this is an English speaking society, though its leaders are Chinese. But,” she beamed, “I think orchids
will bloom for you.”
“Why?”
“Because you have a good father.”
Her explanation was not much of a consolation for me. I felt a chill running down my spine. She placed a hand
on mine and said:
“You’ll be all right.”
I held her hand. This was a Singaporean’s hand: neatly manicured, glossy, well contoured and supple. The
diamond ring on the middle finger and the ruby ring on the third finger conferred glamour and power on this
hand. I clasped it imperceptibly as if it was the embodiment of all my dreams and yearnings.
*
It was already dark when I walked into the Singapore Changi Airport with other passengers.
“Here I am, Singapore,” I said to myself.
At last, I was setting foot on this land, a feat that I once thought was impossible. All the unhappiness was
behind me now. Very soon, I’d have nothing to do with all my enemies. Even the chill that my agent gave me had
dissipated under the warm lights of the arrival hall. After clearing immigration and customs, I walked on with the
woman I met on the flight.
As we approached the exit of the arrival hall, I saw among the waiting crowd a prominent piece of cardboard
with the name of a lady. The one holding it up was a man in a light blue stripped shirt with its collar unbuttoned.
His rectangular face looked anaemic and sickly. He must be my agent Mr. Zhou.
I walked past him with my companion without stopping. I didn’t know what lay in store for me, now that I’d
made my choice to go with her. Outside the airport, the night was hot. Yet having to face the I woman made me
feel cold.
“Could you tell me which hotel is suitable for me?” I asked after mustering enough courage. She halted, turned
around and looked at me for a moment.
“You really want to stay in a hotel?”
“Just for a night. I’ll worry about other things tomorrow. My luggage is just a little suitcase, no trouble.”
She muttered something to herself and started pondering, as if she was raking her memory to come up with the
name of a decent hotel for me. My heart sank.
“Go to my house,” she said.
“Your house?” I sounded surprised as an upsurge of excitement set my face aglow.
“There’s another girl from China in my house. Her name is Fanny. She’s also studying here. You can call me
Madam Mai.”
“But … er … it won’t be nice.:”
MadaIn Mai laughed, revealing her set of perfect teeth. The sincerity on her face banished the last trace of any
doubt on nay mind. Without looking over nay shoulder for a possible last glance of Mr. Zhou, I boarded a red taxi
with Madam Mai and sped off.
*
Throughout the journey, Madam Mai was sitting with her legs crossed, dangling a shinny, pointed yellow
leather shoe in the air. She slumped on the back seat, let off a long breath and lapsed into a state of suspended
animation. The taxi sped on. I huddled beside her like a snail that had lost its shell.
So, this is Singapore. What kind of city is it? In a moment, I felt as if all the skyscrapers in the city had come
to life. They came wobbling menacingly like long sticks, ready to slam on the road ahead at any time. I broke out
in cold sweat and sighed:
“In a clean place like this, even a thief would find it hard to survive.”
Dang, Dang, Dang!
Loud sounds of a tolling bell rang out from nowhere. Roused from her nap, Madam Mai straightened up her
body and looked at her watch.
“It’s already twelve.”
The bell fell silent. Then came faint sounds of singing. I asked Madam Mai what the sounds were.
“Prayers from a mosque of the Malays. They’re singing praises to Allah. They usually pray when a bright
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moon shines.”
*
Before long, our taxi stopped before a tall building. We took an elevator and arrived at a highrise unit. Madam
Mai opened the door and was immediately stung by a strong, pungent smell. Her pale face turned paler as she saw
a couple eating something on a sofa. Stunned, they apparently didn’t expect someone to barge in at this hour. The
woman, in her thirties and having a dark complexion, long hair and sunken eyes, hurriedly put down a blob of
whitish stuff she was holding. She spoke nervously in English to Madam Mai. Madam Mai also used English to
rattle off a long string of words. At a wink from the woman, the man, also having a dark complexion and curly
hair, rose and shrank fearfully away.
“When I’m not around, this maid brings men home, and even eats durian here!” she growled, then turned and
stared at the woman with utter disgust.
The woman moved frantically to clear up the mess on the table, including a few pieces of thick husk, one of
which still filled with several oval seeds with creamy pulp. They were apparently the source of the foul,
nauseating smell in the air. Madam Mai put down her suitcase and hurried to open all the windows.
“Terrible!” she ranted. “This is the one smell that I can’t stand in my life. I’m going to kill her!”
Meanwhile, the maid had cleared up everything and slipped away, but not before sticking out her tongue and
making a face at me as she closed the door behind her. .
“Terrible indeed,” I said in between covering my nose with my hands.
“Then you’re done for. You sure can’t stand it and end up wanting to go back to China,” she said, as she took
out a pair of pink slippers and put them on. Seeing my predicament, she relented and said:
“Durian, durian (a pun on liu lian), That means lingering on with no thought for going back.\fn{ She is making a
pun on liu lian, meaning “lingering on and on”:H } Now, forget about the past and stay on for good. Come, change into
your slippers.”
I let go of my hands and blamed myself secretly for not being able to like the smell. From my suitcase, I took
out a pair of stiff, red slippers that anyone could tell were made in China. To ensure that the last remnants of any
durian had left the house, Madam Mai inspected every nook and corner. There was none. But the strange smell
still hung stubbornly in the air.
It was a very large sitting room with its walls covered with yellow wallpapers. The floor was paved with white
tiles. Close to the northern wall was a black sofa set. A large portrait hung in the middle of the wall. It was the
picture of a beautiful lady wrapped in white lace and holding a red fan in one hand. She was singing with her lips
in a circle and her eyes peering in the distance. Curious, I walked over to take a closer look.
Madam Mai came over and sighed a little sigh.
“Can’t recognise it? That’s me in my younger days singing One Fine Day in Madam Butterfly.”
“You sang in Madam Butterfly?”
I was astounded. Gazing at her face, I suddenly understood why I had a strange, intangible feel about her the
fIrst time I saw her. It was this unique, very personal element in her pallid countenance that attracted me
irresistibly.
She smiled and excused herself. A short while later, she reappeared in a white nightgown and beckoned to me.
Next to the sitting room was the dining room. On the rectangular dining table was a vase bristling with colorful
flowers. But what caught my eye was the vase that was almost half hidden. I couldn’t resist stopping and taking a
closer look at it. It was golden yellow, subtly embedded with green motifs and topped with an intricate golden
rim.
“It cost me $3000 to get it from China,” said Madam Mai.
“Is it a Tang Dynasty tricolor?”
She smiled and shook her head. I followed her into another room. Right at the centre was a black grand piano.
“This is my piano room.”
Under my feet was a soft, thick, blue carpet. The walls were also covered with yellow wallpapers. There was a
row of bookshelves on one side and a long sofa on the other. Above the sofa hung the portrait of a man in his
forties, with small eyes, a broad jaw, and holding a cigarette between his fingers. As I gazed at the photograph, I
could almost feel the swirling smoke from the cigarette. Yet, intuitively, I had the feeling that this was the picture
of a departed person. Sure enough, Madam Mai said:
“That’s my departed husband. He died twenty years ago. He was a politician when he was alive.”
She brought me to a window and opened it. A full moon hung in the sky but had none of its romantic lustre.
This was so probably because the bright lights outside the window had swarmed its radiance.
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“This is District Nine, the best in Singapore. Can you see the lights over there? That’s Orchard Road,
Singapore’s busiest shopping belt.”
I could only respond with sighs of admiration. Below the window came sounds of birds squawking and
flapping their wings. Her brief commentary done, Madam Mai smiled and said to me:
“Would you mind sleeping on that sofa?” We both turned our eyes to the black sofa.
“Actually, many people want to sleep on my sofa. I tell them it’ll be expensive. They say no matter how
expensive, they just love to sleep here. But I feel they’re too philistine. I’m willing to rent it to you for just five
hundred dollars a month. This is the cheapest I can offer.”
I had a shock. I had to pay after all. Before leaving the room, she turned back and said:
“I saw you holding a book. You like books. You like Puccini. I’d rather have a scholarly tenant staying here.”
She paused and added:
“Fanny’s room is very small, yet it’s eight hundred dollars a month for her.” I hastened to assure her that
everything was fine, though my smile was obviously forced.
“Are you hungry?” She turned again to ask.
“Where’s your maid?”
“She doesn’t stay here. She just comes and works in the day.”
*
I shook my head and said I wasn’t hungry. After she’d left, I slumped into the sofa and started to take stock of
my situation.
How much is five hundred Singapore dollars in Renminbi?\fn{Also Yuan, the Chinese national currency } What
scenario would it have been had I chosen to follow Mr Zhou? I surveyed the room and my eyes stopped on that
picture on the wall again. He was staring at me too, as if he was surprised by the presence of this intruder. I went
up to the piano, stroke it admiringly and struck a key. A crisp note sprang up and filled the air.
In the wake of the dying note came the faint sound of someone talking. I held my breath, and soon realised it
was my host talking on a phone outside. She was talking in a subdued voice as if she was afraid that I might
overhear her words.
I tiptoed to the door and pressed my ear against it. But the conversation had died off, leaving an ominous air of
mystery. Just then, a musty odour of long-serving carpets hit my nostrils. After bringing in my luggage, I turned
off the lights and lay down on the sofa. For a long time, my eyes stayed wide open with bewilderment. Outside
the window, the cawing birds continued make a din, as if they’d lost their way home.
A lingering whiff of durian in the air suddenly made me feel insatiably hungry. I had eaten practically nothing
on the plane. I sat up and listened intently for a moment. Not a stir. Madam Mai must be asleep in her room. I
wanted to go to her kitchen to get something to eat.
“But what if she fmds out? Forget it,” I told myself, slumping into the sofa again.
In the end, hunger triumphed over fear. I opened my door as gently as possible and sneaked out bare-footed.
With the help of lights from neighbouring buildings, I succeeded quickly in finding a white, oblong, spacious,
kitchen. Inside, two large refrigerators sat in a row. I opened one of them.
A door in the sitting room outside came ajar suddenly, letting in a broad beam of light. In a moment, it closed
again, gently. I braced myself fearfully behind a refrigerator and held my breath. A pair of legs nipped across the
floor into another room. I stuck out my head and caught a glimpse of the slender profile of girl. That must be
Fanny, the girl mentioned by Madam Mai.
Without losing another second, I snatched a small piece of bread from the refrigerator and scurried back to the
safety of my room like a cat.
*
The next morning, I was awakened by subdued sounds of cleaning activity from the sitting room. The maid
went about her chores as noiselessly as she could. Even water from the tap in the kitchen was disciplined to flow
quietly. Maybe Madam Mai wasn’t up yet.
The morning sun hung high up the window, generously splashing the wall near the door with a brilliant yellow.
A clock outside started to chime.
“Oh, it’s already ten.”I sat up on the sofa, the quick passage of time suddenly seemed so vexing.
“Five hundred dollars a month. How much is that in Renminbi?”
The question kept churning on my mind. I pushed open the door to the toilet; a woman was brushing her teeth
inside. From the mirror, I saw her mouth rimmed with white foam, her pink gum showed up where the foam was
the thinnest. She stared at me in astonishment. I walked in and explained apologetically that I was a friend of
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Madam Mai’s. She nodded her head in acknowledgement and proceeded to finish her wash-up.
Tall and well-endowed, she was clad in a half-length night dress. As I stood looking on nervously like a little
schoolgirl, she was busy applying a cream on her face and massaging it. Every now and then, she cast me a glance
through the mirror. Her eyes were large and remarkably clear, and her mouth was dainty. Outside the window,
some birds were squawking again. I seized the opportunity to break the uneasy silence.
“There’re birds here.”
“Just a few crows.”
“Crows?” I repeated after her as I moved to the window and stuck out my body.
A gush of hot air greeted me. I looked left and right. There was nothing except a white wall. When I turned
back from the window, Fanny was gone. I stood where she’d been and gazed into the mirror to examine myself.
“When I’m with Fanny, which one will the men be ogling at first?” I wondered and felt a kind of pressure on
me.
I washed up quickly and dabbed some power on my face. Loads of questions raced through my mind as 1
stood in front of Fanny’s room. What is she doing inside? What kind of life does she live? What kind of people
have those sparkling eyes of hers seen? What men is she seeing?
Fanny opened her door, her jet-black hair draping over her shoulders. I could smell a unique mixed fragrance
of rose and jasmine from her body.
“I need to change some Sing dollars. Can you take me to a moneychanger? And then to my school?” She
looked at me in astonishment again.
“You come here to study? Where’s your agent?”
“I didn’t manage to contact him. But when he sent me the visa recently, he said all my formalities had been
settled at the school.”
“What school is that?” I mentioned an English name. She sighed and said,
“That’s the same as mine,” she sighed and said, closing the door behind her.
We’re in same school? An upsurge of excitement went through my body.
*
It was hot under a noon sun. I followed timidly behind Fanny to a main street. Before long, a red public bus
arrived. There weren’t many passengers on board. Fanny dropped some coins into a cash-box for my fare, walked
right to the end of the bus and sat down. Along the way, I was busy taking in the city views and indulging in a
little day dreaming.
“Don’t just look at the scenery. They’re mere buildings, nothing much. You should remember which way to
walk when you come out of our house; which direction this bus is moving; where the Immigration Department is,
and where our school is located. You’re going to have a lot to do [with] these places from now on,” Fanny said,
showing signs of warming up to me.
I nodded meekly. Fanny took out a black diary from her bag, flipped through the pages and stopped to look at
some entries. Peeking sideways, I could make out the items in a long list: public toilet 10 cents; bread 60 cents;
lunch $4; bus fare $2.50; total $7.20 or RBM40 yuan.
An entry for going to the loo?\fn{ British for toilet:H} I felt funny. Fanny flipped to another page full of words.
When she found that I was looking, she closed up and looked away.
“Do you like Singapore?” I asked. She returned her diary to her bag and said:
“Expenses are high here. But I’m going to make back every cent I spend.”
“Is it easy to make money here? Can we stay on permanently here?” I asked with heightened enthusiasm.
Fanny looked outside the window, paused for a moment and said:
“I don’t like this place.”
Her reply sent many thoughts racing through my mind. Why doesn’t she? Why come here if she doesn’t like
it? She must be putting up a front. I’m sure she’s come here with the same intention as mine: to secure permanent
residency and stay on leisurely in this clean, civilised land for the rest of her life.
Clean and civilised? Yes. Even this public bus moves silently like a civilised cow. It’s also quiet in the bus.
People dress smartly and get on and off the bus in an orderly manner.
We got down at a shopping mall called People’s Park. In one of the clustered shop lots, a very dark Indian man
behind an elevated counter ogled lustfully at Fanny as we walked in. She spoke briefly to him in English and led
me out again. We came to another; it was also manned by a dark-complexioned man—another Indian, or perhaps
a Filipino or Malay. Fanny spoke a few words with him, then tumed to me and said:
“This is more reasonable. Take out your money.”
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I took out RMB8000 yuan—all my savmgs—and handed it to her.
“That’s all?” she asked in surprise. I flushed and said:
“I still have some more in my red suitcase.”
We left the money-changer with about one thousand eight hundred dollars in my hand—just a few notes, so
light that even a light breeze could blow them away. I asked how long it’d last me.
“Maybe a month.”
I flushed again; I didn’t know if Fanny had seen it. If she did, would she be looking at me with disdain? I
reimbursed her for the bus fare and dared not look at her again. True, I reckoned, one thousand eight hundred
dollars would last only a month: five hundred for rent, five hundred for school fees, and the rest for meals,
transport and others. I wouldn’t be able to save much, no matter how hard I tried.
Negotiating the place like a local, Fanny brought me to a food court at the basement of a mall. There were
many food stalls selling various types of food: Indian, Thai, Malaysian, Filipino, even Korean and Japanese. After
browsing for a while among the lunch-hour crowd, we stopped in front of a Chinese food stall. Fanny ordered a
four-dollar meal with braised pork ribs. I saw a type of green, finger-like vegetable and asked Fanny what it was.
She told me it was lady’s finger. The price tag said $2. I ordered a serving. The stall-keeper, certain that I was a
newcomer from China from my hesitant behavior, ladled a less-than-generous serving. Fanny said:
“Hers is too little.”
“You want more, pay a little more, simple,” said the stall-keeper cockily.
I gave Fanny a tuck on her dress and moved away swiftly to a seat. Fanny ate glumly without looking at me.
Disgraced, I ate silently with my head bowed.
“You and Madam Mai are friends?”
The question stumped me. I lifted my head in distress, not knowing how to answer. Just then, a girl with a
round face came up from behind and gave Fanny a pat on her shoulder. Fanny turned, her face lit up with a broad
smile. This was the first time I saw her smile and her pretty set of white teeth. The girl, in her early twenties and
very fair, was in a blue dress and wearing a cream-coloured hairpin. Her nails, shinny with vanishes in different
colors, had my eyes riveted for a while. She sat down and talked quietly with Fanny. I had the feeling that they
were keeping their voices low to avoid being identified as China women by the accent of their Madarin. Fanny
turned to me and said:
“She’s from Hunan province. She’s in the same class as yours. Afterwards, you’ll follow her to school.”
She nodded to the girl and sighed a sigh of relief as if she had finally managed to get rid of me. I ate silently as
they continued to talk. But the way they consciously suppressed their voices finally prompted me to said:
“Aren’t those people around speaking Mandarin too?”
“They’re different,” Fanny said mockmgly. “They’re Singaporeans; they can speak English.”
*
Our school was located oo:e top floor of a gray building. Our classroom was a room of some thirty square
metres. Looking out from the windows, the feeling was that we were floating in mid-air. My batch of newcomers
consisted of about twenty students from China, Japan, Thailand and Taiwan, ranging in age from thirteen to forty.
Even on the first day of school, the China students were quickly coalescing to form the Shanghai clique, the
Fujian clique and so forth according to their accents. I didn’t know which clique I belonged to, so I sat together
with the girl from Hunan.
“What do you do?” she asked me.
“I’m a reporter.”
“You mean a reporter working with a newspaper?” she said incredulously. I didn’t answer.
“You’re already having a good job, why do you still want to come out? I came to Singapore because it was
getting tough to survive in my company.”
“Me too; it was getting tough to survive on my job.” I smiled and found myself beginning to like her. “I
wanted to get married but didn’t have a house; when I got a house, I broke off with my boyfriend.”
She laughed, as if she had just heard a complete, interesting story in those few words. She asked if I’d told my
story many times. I said this was the first time.
“You’re new here, you don’t know. It’s worse here. It’s a deeper and darker pit. Once you fall inside, you won’t
be able to get out.”
She sounded relaxed but her words struck a chord of alarm in my heart.
“Don’t make it sound so dreadful. Worst comes to worst, you can always go home.”
“Go home? You might as well be dead.” When she realised I was looking at her, she changed her tone and said:
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“Since you know Madam Mai, perhaps she can help you.”
“You know her too?”
“No, but I heard that she knows a lot of people; it’s not easy to get to know her. Look at these,” she splayed out
her fingers, “blue, green, black, white … these ten colors represent a cycle of mine. I lead a different life each day.
I’m unfit to rub shoulders with someone like Madam Mai; I’m sure she dislikes someone who paints her nails like
this.”
Her words added another dimension to that pallid face and had me musing. The Hunan girl put one hand on my
shoulder and pointed with the other to a man sitting at the left-hand corner in front.
“See that guy? He used to be a lyricist with quite a name in China. When he first arrived, he was suave and
bubbling with zest. He smiled at people and loved to sing. Now, six months later, he’s lost the radiance on his
face; he even seems to have become a little shorter.” Looking at his tanned neck, I asked:
“Why did he come to Singapore?”
“I’m also wondering why he came to Singapore.”
At this time, a Caucasian lady came into the classroom. From the rostrum, she smiled and started surveying the
class with her blue eyes.
“I hope each of you has an English name,” she said in English. “Now, tell me, starting from the front row.”
The class responded with names: Mandy, Peter, Amy, Lucy, John … When it came to the lyricist, he said:
“My name is An Xiaoqi.”
He said the words with a slanted tone to make it sound like an English name. The Hunan girl laughed loudly.
An Xiaoqi turned and stared at me in surprise. He must have thought that I was the one who laughed at him. The
Hunan girl told me her English name was Taxi.
“You’re a rental car?” I asked.
“I’m using a rental car to move around to observe Singapore,” she laughed again.
I remembered a book I read when I was a child. The main character, Little Huckleberry, put on a dress he had
stolen and called himself “Helen”. So, I told the teacher the same name.
“Helen,” Taxi called me.
I felt funny and started giggling. It looked like I’d need some time before I could get use to it. I asked Taxi
about Fanny. She said Fanny was her former classmate but had since been promoted to the intermediate class.
“Then why do you rejoin this beginners’ class?” She laughed and said in a low voice:
“I’m not really here to study. I think very soon, Fanny will automatically come back to this class. Life’s easy
here.”
*
Evening. I was inside Madam Mai’s sitting room. A faint smell of durian was still hanging in the air There
wasn’t a sound; the whole house was in a complete standstill. Even the maid had disappeared elsewhere.
Gazing at Madam Butterfly, I had a sudden rush of fear for her. Perhaps I’d been having this feeling right from
the moment I saw her at the airport. In the wake of this fear came an irresistible curiosity. I decided to find out a
little more about my host.
In the deepening darkness, I headed towards Madam Mai’s oom at the end of the corridor. The door wasn’t
locked. I entered and switched on the lights.
It was a spacious room with a brown parquet floor. The ceiling arched upwards to end in a triangular vertex
from which lights came showering down. Right below was a queen-sized wooden bed, flanked by wardrobes and
a dressing table against a wall. At the far end of the room, the door of a toilet was ajar. The air was imbued with
the subtle fragrance of cosmetics.
I opened the wardrobes one by one; Madam Mai’s presence was almost palpable among her fabulous
collection of French and Italian fashions. I closed my eyes to imagine myself to be owner and relished every
moment of it. Among the exquisite dresses was a coffee evening gown that flowed all the way to the floor. I ran
my fingers from its collar downwards and felt the water-like fluidity of its silk material. The dress swayed lightly
as if it had come to life. It was the embodiment of reality and illusion, shadows and light. I could almost see the
body it used to hug, and feel its pulse and breath. I put my face to it and tried to picture how I’d look and feel in it.
Presently, I was seized by an irresistible desire. The dress might have faded somewhat, but the image of a person
in a long gone era had captured my heart.
*
Walking along a busy street, my coffee gown looked rather odd among passers-by in ordinary attires. It was so
formal that it was fit only for certain dinner parties.
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Self-consciousness drove me into a quiet side lane. I sauntered on, oblivious of the dark clouds looming above.
I knew my destination was on this land. But I didn’t know where and how to get there. A distinct pain of
frustration struck me.
Further down the lane, I chanced upon a funeral wake at a house with enclosing walls. From outside its main
entrance, I could see an altar with a large, framed picture of a young man. A dozen or so Taoist priests were
beating gongs and chanting scriptures. From the hall behind the altar came the wailing of a woman. It sounded
hollow and dry—the kind that came straight from the throat of a woman wailing without tears.
So this is the wailing of Singaporeans? It seems no different from that of our China people—just a form of
diluted grieving. In front of the altar, there were tables and chairs like a restaurant; visitors were drinking, eating
and chatting. Suddenly realising the impropriety of peering nosily at a funeral wake, .I turned to leave.
Just then, a black limousine came to a halt in front of the entrance. Five men in black suits alighted. I was
stunned, as if a Mafia gang had confronted me. Their leader stood staring at me with more curiosity than surprise.
Suave and swashbuckling, he looked like a character coming straight from a Hong Kong movie of the Thirties.
Despite the lack of youthfulness on his face, he impressed me with his demeanour as a gentleman of yesteryear.
He hesitated a moment before going inside with his companions. They were here to pay their respects to the
departed. I turned and walked away slowly, musing over the encounter with a tinge of sadness. Who is he? Is he a
man from the past? Is he here in a costume to perform a perfunctory ritual? Anyway, what has he got to do with
me?
“Hello!”
I turned around; it was him. He spoke something to me in English. I shook my head. He switched to Mandarin
and said:
“Are you a friend of the deceased?”
“No, I was just passing by,” I said, flushing and unable to look him in the eye.
“Want to come in and have a look? He’s been killed by a China woman.”
That sounded familiar. . Before I could utter another word, a crow in the tree above gave a loud squawk.
Suddenly, a whole flock of crows took flight and made a racket.
“It’s going to rain. Come in,” he said.
*
We entered through a side gate and sat at a table in a quiet comer. When he found me studying his face intently,
he grew a little uneasy and shifted his body.
“Are you from China?” he asked.
“Is there something on my face that tells on me?” I smiled.
“Yes, your eyes.”
I suddenly remembered Madam Mai’s comment on the plane about my eyes. What’s there in my eyes? At this
time, someone called him. He straightened up his body and waved to signal to the other party to wait for a while.
“Is the killer really a China woman?” I asked.
“Yes. The whole of Singapore has been talking about it the last few days.”
“What is she like?”
“Like you.”
My body quivered, trying to digest his words. Then I stared him right in the face and asked:
“Like me?”
“Yes, pretty and adorable.”
“Even after she’s killed somebody?”
His face turned solemn. Supporting his head with an arm on the table, he said:
“She wouldn’t kill anyone; I know her, I’m sure she didn’t kill anyone. I’m going to tell the lawyer. Otherwise,
she’ll be sentenced to death or jailed for life.”
I turned to look at the altar. He too, gazed at the altar with a hazy look in his eyes. Meanwhile, the rain had
started to fall.
“I don’t know why, you remind me of someone,” he said abruptly. “Perhaps it’s the dress that you’re wearing.
Is it yours?”
His words struck me like a baseball bat. The silk on my body suddenly seemed to shine conspicuously.
“It looks beautiful on you. I’ve got a feeling that I’ve seen it somewhere. This pattern, this color … must be
thirty years ago, or forty? Anyway, it’s been so long. I feel that ages have gone by,” he said, as if in soliloquy. But
to me, every word stung.
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“I wasn’t even born thirty years ago,” I said calmly and laughed.
My laughter seemed to sober him up. He looked at me and asked:
“What do you do in Singapore?”
I turned away to ponder an appropriate reply. A soaked crow squawked on a tree. At this time, the man who
had called him called again. He stood up and walked away without giving me another glance. Minutes ticked by;
he never returned. I sat dejectedly and left as soon as the rain stopped.
*
The whole house was still silent. I hastened to change my clothes in the piano room and counted myself lucky
that Madam Mai wasn’t back yet. Before returning it to the owner’s wardrobe, I was tempted to wear it one more
time. Perhaps Madam Mai wouldn’t be back so soon, I told myself. I looked into the mirror in the toilet, swept
back my hair on the fringe, and wondered:
“So this is the dress that got that man all eyes on me. Who’s he?”
Just then, someone knocked on my door. I scurried back to my room, took off the dress and stuffed it into my
red suitcase. Then I opened the door. Madam Mai stood there in a bold floral dress.
“Why aren’t you wearing your clothes? Is this your habit? Get dressed, quick. There’s a guest.”
“A guest? A man or a woman?” I wondered, as I slipped into my favorite cream dress and dabbed my face with
some powder. I didn’t wear my stiff, clumsy slippers. Instead, I put on a pair of transparent stockings and stepped
gingerly into the sitting room.
A well-dressed man was sitting on the sofa. Fanny was sitting on a dark red wooden chair. Madam Mai was
sitting on another sofa and saying something. As I entered, he turned and looked at me. Before I could smile at
him, Madam Mai said:
“Go and make some tea for us; Chinese tea.”
“No, no need. This coffee will do,” the man said.
The maid appeared, looking uneasily at Madam Mai. Madam Mai pulled her over, sniffed at her clothes and
said:
“How come it still smells durian?” She shoved her away and said:
“When I’m out, she’ll go and look for her boyfriends.” Then, as if she’d suddenly remembered something, she
said:
“This is the lady I met recently, her name Is … er—”
“Helen,” I said, flushing.
Madam Mai shifted her body and signalled to me to sit by her side. But I saw a chair beside Fanny, so I moved
over and sat down.
The man, in his mid thirties, was wearing a white shirt and a black tie. His face was smallish but otherwise
looked presentable.
“He’s Mr. Li Siyan,” Madam Mai said.
He smiled politely at me and contmued to talk with Fanny in a low voice. Fanny spoke with her eyes closed.
Once again, I smelled the unique perfume she was wearing. Interrupting their conversation, Madam Mai said:
“Helen’s a pampered girl; she’s never left home before. Her parents must be worrying about her.” As she
spoke, her eyes were staring me as if they were those of a green-eyed monster.
“Have you called them yet? If not, you can call from here,” she said, and gave the red telephone on the tea
table a little push in my direction.
By now, Fanny and Siyan had stopped talking. I wished they could continue talking so that they wouldn’t be
staring at me with the same threatening expression in their eyes as Madam Mai’s.
“I’ll call tomorrow with my phone card. It’s not nice using your phone,” I said. I turned my eyes on Madam
Butterfiy on the wall. To me, she was just a dying butterfly.
“When one dies young, death itself is a kind of beauty,” commented and turned my eyes to the visitor. He
grimaced at the remark but quickly regained his composure.
“You like music too?” Before I could respond, Madam Mai barged in and said: :...::;
“No big deal. Nowadays in China, the streets are full of musicians.” Then, turning her face to me, she said:
“There’s this tenor in your country, quite famous, but I just can’t recall his name; he wants to come to
Singapore too. So, every time he sees me, he calls me Mama Mai. It’s so embarrassing to have a 1.8-metre guy
calling you Mama.”
My cheeks burnt. I glanced at Fanny and wondered whether she, as a Chinese national, would feel embarrassed
too. But she was preoccupied with Siyan, talking something about the police and autopsy.
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“Siyan’s younger brother was murdered by somebody two days ago,” said Madam Mai. “He was a computer
specialist working with a big company. His China girlfriend forced him to marry her so that she could get
permanent residency here. But marriage is something you can’t force on someone. He refused and she shot him.”
I looked apologetically at Siyan. He’d stopped talking with Fanny and was gazing at his unfinished coffee in a
pensive mood.
“But it seems that the girl didn’t do it wilfully; she wouldn’t kill anybody,” I said.
“Who told you this? Who? Who?” he bellowed, glaring at me, his blue veins showing on his temples.
I was shocked, as if a hurricane had sprung up suddenly on a calm river.
“She shot him through his heart without warning. Wasn’t it a murder? This is a clear-cut case. If I knew who
uttered those irresponsible words, I wouldn’t forgive him for my life.” Madam Mai said:
“Don’t worry; she’ll get her due punishment.”
“What’s the use of punishment? Can her life make up for my brother’s life?” His voice was close to breaking.
“My mother sent him all the way to the US to study, to do research. He was back in Singapore hardly three years.
He was only twenty five this year. Wasn’t he too young to die?”
I listened silently, feeling utterly awkward.
“Where’s that woman now?” asked Fanny.
“In the police lock up, of course,” Madam Mai barged in again. After a pause, she continued:
“When a person dies, his ghost still lingers around. After my husband’s death, I cried and cried every day. One
day, a student took a picture of me. I was sitting on my bed. When the photo came out, there was a hazy figure
beside me with an arm around my shoulders.”
Fanny hugged Siyan on his shoulders, her face pale with fright. He patted her hands gently, cast her an
affectionate glance and sighed:
“How I wished his ghost were still around, then I can see him once more.”
*
After seeing him off, I went into the kitchen to wash the cups. Madam Mai came in and said to me:
“Mr. Lee may be able to help you a lot.” I nodded and continued with my chores.
“Is your father with the Peking Foreign Trade Bureau?” I flushed and nodded absent-mindedly.
“I bought some goods in China recently. It’s still stuck there.” I turned off the tap and avoided eye contact with
her.
“I’ll have a word with him. Don’t worry. But he’s busy now with his US trip. We’ll see after he returns from
the US, okay?”
“How long will he be away?”
“At least a month, I think.”
I was wondering whether my situation would change in a month’s time. After Madam Mai was gone, Fanny
folded up two chairs and put them at a corner of the kitchen. She asked:
“Are you afraid of sleeping beneath a dead man’s picture in :he piano room?”
“No, I seem to be able to get along well with dead people.”
“How about living people?”
“Generally, I get on fine with people around me,” I said, smiling.
“But Siyan’s blue veins were still showing on his temples when he left. He didn’t say a word after that. Did
you notice?”
“Wasn’t he talking to you all the while? As for my slip of the tongue, well, I was too simple-minded and
inexperienced.”
“Inexperienced? Why do you come to Singapore if you’re inexperienced?”
“To study English.”
“Really?”
She sounded a little sarcastic. I cast her a glance and looked way quickly. Actually, both of us were able to read
each other’s mind. Before stepping out the kitchen, I turned and said to her:
“Just like you, I don’t really like this place. I come here simply because I want to improve my English.” …
188.214 In The Vast Country Of The North\fn{by Chi Zijian (1968- )} Heilongjiang Province, China (F) 8
Catkin’s tears streamed down one by one like the snowflakes outside her window.
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It was nine and she woke into a languid Sunday morning light. The pale blue curtains were no longer speckled
with dancing spots of burning light, as they had been days before. Out of the dimness surrounding her, a thought
crept into Catkin’s mind, a thought that made her roll out of bed and rush to the nearby window, push open the
curtains—
It was truly the snow falling. The schoolyard was white. Yesterday, a few dry leaves still clung to the tossing
peak of each indomitable poplar, sloughing restless into the deep blue sky, and in the course of a single night the
snowflakes had plucked them away, silencing their rustling autumn voices. On every twig, in every branch, tufts
of snow were heaped like embroidery floss. From far off, they were like a flock of tiny, immaculate angels come
to the world in a Christmas chorus.
Tranquillity everywhere. The atmosphere around Catkin, animated by the snowfall that whirled madly then
calmly died away, invaded her soul. The weightlessness of the snowflakes carried her heavy heart up and far away
to some bright, clear place. The lustrous tears rolled freely, drop by drop down her cheeks. The snow fell ever
more heavily.
She put on her gosling yellow woollen pullover, wiped away the tearstains on her face, bent over the round
mirror with its brown engraved frame on her desk and pointed at herself: you’re a silly thing, a pitiful little Lin
Daiyu.\fn{The frail heroine of the Chinese classic novel, Dream of the Red Chamber, [the text of the footnote has: A Dream of Red
Mansions] who is easily overcome by emotions} Finally, after trying on a delicate smile that tucked into two shallow
dimples, she felt a little better, opened a drawer and took out her diary. Her pen whispered against the page as she
started to write:
Last night I dreamt about Dad again. He seemed to have changed his ways and stopped drinking so heavily. He
looked much kinder. He lived in a distant and ancient desert, a world without people or the sound of birds. He had
fallen on the ground, where he was surrounded by thorny brambles, spreading away as far as the eye could see, like an
enormous net with him caught in the middle. I watched him struggle in it desparately; he reached out with his two
great, oak-brown hands, raised all the way above his head. The hands suddenly grew larger and larger, and the fingers
longer and longer, like red pines reaching into the sky, extending their sturdy branches upwards, remote and silent
against the clear sky.
His big hands were too awful. What was he grasping for? The white clouds in the sky or the blue sky itself? The
clouds are illusory and the sky is a sham; they appear immaculate and bright because of a trick of the sun.
Dad, you don’t have to grasp for them.
I woke up, and it was snowing. The first snow of the winter, and I cried. Was it only the emotions of my dream
carried into waking, or the discovery of my heart, the draining of oppression, or because of some simple, natural cause?
I’m lost and don’t know where I am. M, can you tell me?

She replaced the cap on her pen and jammed it back into the pen holder. It was packed tight, and she wondered
where all the pens came from. So she pulled them out of the holder one at a time, and in a moment had reduced
their number by five. With the pen holder looser, her spirit felt easier as well. So much easier she could almost
smell the snow’s chill exhalation and M’s erratic moist odor.
*
Ma was always the same. The dusk of her years had gathered in the lines of her face. Across her forehead ran
two deep brown scars, as though a sled were dragged over her brow all year long. M had more than once
clambered up on her lap to taste the weariness in those scars with his pink, moist tongue. M’s eyes were filled
with tears, but Ma’s eyes were always covered by mist, mist that clouded the eyes and never admitted the light.
And M’s eyes never stopped revolving, like the stars in the sky.
Catkin was seven, that’s what Ma said once when Dad had gone beyond the mountains in driving snow
carrying a load of goods on a pole over his shoulder. She and Ma collected firewood every day. That was when,
for the first time, she realized that a human voice could be more lovely than those of birds: Ma sang a song that
made her laugh and cry when she heard it:
One tiny flower on the mouuntainside blooms
One narrow road in all directions leads
Into the valley the tiny flower falls
There is no road, and one drifts about.

The dusk in Ma’s face deepened. Everywhere Catkin turned, the trees, the wind, even the snow fell silent. She
wept in broken sobs as Ma sighed and took her home by the hand. She never heard enough of that song, even to
this day.
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Dad brought back a load of things with him. For Catkin, a patterned cotton cloth and a red hair ribbon. Also a
string of firecrackers that told her the New Year was on its way. That’s when Ma explained to her that she was
seven years old. She didn’t understand what seven years old was and when she asked Ma, Ma answered,
“It’s all grown up.”
All grown up? What was that like? She couldn’t imagine it. As her braid grew longer, Ma coiled it up in a little
black butterfly. The hollows in Dad’s face were just like depressions in the ground; Catkin imagined filling them
up with little grains of rice.. Perhaps then Dad’s face might not be so ugly to look at.
As long as she could remember, Ma and Dad were always at odds when they began talking together, and
Catkin had learned to be quiet and avoid trouble. At first Ma would yield tearfully, but eventually those tears had
dried up for good. Catkin didn’t like to see Dad get angry at Ma. So whenever they talked together she would try
to make a quiet exit.
“The devil’s to pay out there,” said Dad. Catkin was just on the point of slipping away, but hearing that, she
stopped in her tracks and listened.
“What kind of trouble?” Ma asked softly.
“Arresting people and have them paraded in the streets. Streets full of students, boys and girls, all wanting to
shake things up.”
“Ah, the society’s changing,” sighed Ma.
The weather turned sluggish, and Catkin’s heart turned sluggish with it. She wanted so much to know what
was happening out there beyond the mountains. Ma said, after she had grown a few more years, they would send
her outside; Ma also said the people out there were monstrous and wicked, and feared Catkin would get hurt.
Catkin had been out there once, Dad told her that. When she was two, she fell ill for a long time with a burning
fever, and Dad took her out and made her better. Unfortunately she couldn’t remember any of it.
What’s it like beyond the mountains? Catching Catkin eavesdropping, Ma and Dad clammed up.
“What are you listening to?” asked Dad.
“To the wind,” Catkin lied. If the wind blows so fiercely, won’t M’s nose start to run?” Her eyes filled with
tears as she forced herself not to cry.
“M?” Dad’s pock-marked face wrinkled up like a bran dumpling.
“That dog,” Ma quickly replied, “Catkin calls it M now.”
“M, what the hell’s an M?”
Dad’s thick eyebrows twisted together and curled like a garter snake. It scared Catkin so that her body
trembled when she answered cautiously.
“M, that means he knows how to work.”
“Oh, bullshit!” Dad grimaced irritably, but didn’t ask anymore.
Ah, M! Catkin rushed outside and was at once blinded by the blowing snow. She rubbed her eyes, rubbed them
until she cried.
*
The schoolyard was a sheet of pure white. And splashed there, who knows when, were several spots of red that
were five girls building a snowman. He was tall, fat, sincere and dazzling white. One of the girls was unhappy
with his nose and tried to fix his appearance with minute strokes, but in the end it wasn’t quite what another girl
thought it should be, and they fell together pinching and giggling. Not wanting to be left out, the others there
joined the battle, and in a moment when they looked around, they found their snowman had collapsed in a heap.
They fell on the ground laughing, opening like five cherry blossoms in full flower. And their eyelashes, noses,
mouths and heaving chests were kissed by the waltzing snowflakes scattered by a delighted silent sky above them.
The digital clock on Catkin’s desk read 11:32. She put on her almond yellow eiderdown coat, her white
woollen cap, white scarf and white gloves, then locked her door and left. She hurried through the dim corridors,
then out into the schoolyard.
Free from worry, her spirits lifted. An expansive, sentient universe let drop a giant screen that floated like thin
gauze woven from the snowflakes. And while the snow gently whispered as it drifted and filled in the spaces
between the weaving, Catkin was reminded of the goddesses that danced and sang in the old stories.
She hesitated with each step, loath to mar that thick field of white with her footprints. The five girls playing in
the snow peered over at her, then all at once stood up, chiding each other to go on building their snowman. Catkin
gave them a, smile and walked straight on out of the schoolyard. Past the residences, past the fields, down, out of
the mountains she walked.
*
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It was twenty years earlier, in just this weather, just this season, she sat in this little room, with a restless heart
carrying so much umbearable loneliness and bitter longing born of loneliness.
A piece of tough rope, braided from hemp. They said it was her Ma’s, now used to bind firewood. Catkin
attached the rope around her body and sat in front of the chimney tying knots. Dad had gone up the mountain to
hunt roebuck, while Ma squatted in front of the cooking stove tanning a bear skin with ash. Two days before, Dad
had shot a big black bear. Ma said it could be worth a lot of money, but Catkin didn’t know what money was.
Catkin tied a knot, judged the length remaining on the rope, then, dissatisfied, untied it and tried again. After
several attempts she finally tied two knots on the rope, dividing it into three sections.
“This is morning,” she said to herself, pointing to the first section. “Here’s the afternoon,” she pulled again on
the portion of rope between the two knots. “And this is the long, long nighttime.” Then she sighed and propped
her chin on her hands, thinking.
“Catkin, what are you doing making knots in a perfectly good rope?”
“Dividing the day,” she said quietly, looking at Ma. Ma draped the bearskin over the chimney flue and sighed
too.
Every night the kang was heated until it became hot to the touch. Dad lit the bear-oil lamp and drank liquor,
sending her to bed early. Obediently, Catkin slipped out of her clothes and let herself be tucked in. As soon as Dad
started to drink, the muscles of his face would smooth out and the pits became a little shallower. And when he
argued with Ma, his tone became a little softer, soft like a breeze in spring, wetly caressing the earth from which
melted the last renlaining snow.
Ma bent down and lightly patted her to sleep, but although Catkin squinched up her eyes, she wasn’t ready to
sleep. She could sense the dusky flames flicker in the bear-oil lamp and the liquor in Dad piercing like a long
silver needle. Soon, Dad finished drinking, cleared his nose and throat with an “ uhuh ahah”, went outside to pee
and returned to blow out the oil lamp, then grope his way to the kang.
At night they hung padded curtains at the windows and the room went black as death. Catkin grew terribly
afraid, and imagined she had turned into a little black fly, ugly and tiny, unnoticed by everyone. Dad pulled Ma
over. She listened to Dad murmuring to Ma and Ma responding reluctantly, and at that instant, Dad and Ma
seemed to melt into one. She hoped they would always be like that, although deep down inside the terror still
lurked.
Ratatatatat, firecrackers exploded. The sweet redolence of broiling pork was penetrated by a wave of thick,
pungent smell of gunpowder. The room boasted an extra bear-oil lamp and their two rings of flame burned
furiously. Catkin put on new clothes and pinned the red ribbon to her hair, then watched Dad and Ma go to the
pine table to serve New Year’s dinner.
The cold wind brayed like a donkey, each cry more shrill than the last, its ear-piercing wail echoing over the
endless forest. There was no moon, only a few glimmering stars, shining wanly in the deep black screen of the
sky. M reclined quietly beside her and, like her, looked searchingly at the sky.
Catkin couldn’t make out the path that led down the mountain. Every time Dad went down, it was without
anyone knowing at all. Every time he returned, it was always on the quiet. Once, hoping to find that path, she
climbed up the high hill behind their cottage. But all she could make out were more mountains rising on all sides.
Even though she was then barely seven, she had felt utterly without hope, utterly lonely and she had knelt on the
hilltop and wept until her face was as pale as the snow. She wiped every tear away as it rolled out, as she always
did. At last, it was Dad who came to carry her home. Dad did not thrash her for it, but his expression was twisted
with fury. She never again dared go in search of that path down the mountain.
“Catkin, what are you staring at? Come inside and have your New Year’s dinner,” Ma came over and called.
Catkin started to feel Ma’s hand burn against her cold face. Her heart contracted.
“Ma, why does New Year happen in winter?”
“Winter is not so busy, and it’s clean.”
“Well, winter is cold,” she answered back surlily, squatting and throwing her arms tightly around M’s neck, her
teeth chattering.
“Where Ma lived it’s not so cold.”
“Where was that? Where’s Ma's home?”
“Ma hasn’t any home. Catkin, now come in quickly. Kowtow to your Dad and wish him Happy New Year.”
Ma pulled her inside. Dad was already waiting uneasily. His whole body shook up and down with impatience.
Ma gave M a few scraps of venison and led him to a corner to enjoy it. Catkin kowtowed to Ma and Dad, and
wished them Happy New Year. But she didn’t eat her dinner. She said her teeth and her tummy ached. Dad was
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clearly displeased by this and he stared angrily at Ma, as if it were she inciting Catkin to feign illness. At last, he
felt Catkin’s forehead, shook his head and gave out a jeering laugh. Without warning, he pulled his belt from his
waist and struck straight out at Ma with it. She didn’t turn to run and hide, or cry. Dad extinguished the two lamps
and plunged the room into well-bottom darkness. Catkin scrambled to the ground. Her mouth opened yet she
dared not make any noise, scurried over to M and let him lead her outside through the door. A little starlight
leaked into the room, and for a moment, Dad stayed his hand.
M demonstrated his valiance, bravery and perception. He was a great big, strong dog covered in mostly brown
fur except for a snowy white muzzle, forehead and throat. His ears were thick and broad, but wouldn’t stand up.
Instead, they drooped on either side of his head and made his raven eyes gleam all the more. Dad always took M
along hunting; time and again he dragged Dad back from the edge of death.
But Dad didn’t like M one bit. Once when he was drunk, Dad began yodelling some song and urinated on M’s
head. M, growling furiously and baring sharp rows of white fangs, started advancing wildly toward him. That
scared Dad sober, and he pulled up his trousers in terror. Catkin was overjoyed; she really hoped M would take a
bite at Dad’s crotch. Afterward she had led M to a mountain spring and washed his head clean with crystal water,
then woven a wildflower necklace to put around his neck. She climbed on his back, and grabbing his ears, they
galloped about, M flying like the wind, Catkin laughing and gaily calling his name. In their excitement they ran
into Dad who shouted out at M and cursed Catkin,
“Dirty your pants riding a dog: just look at your crotch, see how filthy it is, you little dog child!”
It was as though M had been ready for this all along. Once they were out of the door, out of the darkened
cottage, he carried Catkin straight into the deep forest. The sky was pitch black and the wind tossed the tops of the
humming trees. What Dad might do to Ma after she ran away, Catkin simply couldn’t imagine. Would he beat her
to death? Her only thought now was to run, it didn’t matter where. Whatever happened, she never wanted to see
Dad and Ma ever again, never wanted to hear Dad’s day-long cursing or smell that liquor wafting from his coarse
face. She had to escape, and she trusted M would take her somewhere right and safe.
Barely conscious, Catkin wept. Her hands, feet, and face no longer felt as if they were her own. She had not
worn her cotton padded mitts or rabbit fur scarf, and had only a pair of felt socks on her feet. “Huchihuchi” came
M’s odd, straining pants, and she kept thinking she ought to get off and let him catch his breath. But she couldn’t
move a muscle.
When she looked up and caught a glimpse of the sky, she realized all the crowding stars were rushing along
with them as fast as they could go. She wept a little easier. The snow fell thick and soft, and covered Catkin in
snowflakes. She heaved a long breath and stuck out her tongue on which the snowflakes melted into tiny drops,
and clear water trickled down her throat..
Suddenly M stopped. Wheenng brokenly as though he would drop, he arched his back and began to bark.
Catkin realized how exhausted he was and she tried to wiggle off, but her legs had gone numb. They had travelled
such a long way. The sky was still overcast and the cold wind blew pitilessly, making a sound that set her hair on
end. For the first time she felt the enormity and terror of the black night. Suddenly she missed Ma, even her Dad,
and then, nothing.
Her mind was a blank. M shoved her into a hollow in the snow, and swooped on something five metres off.
Dimly she saw M claw at a black something. The black thing first wriggled in the snow and then very slowly
rose to its full height and toppled onto M like an enormous tree struck by lightning. Catkin cried out, “M!” and
lost consciousness. Her head, hands and feet seemed to fall away and her whole body was emptiness and light. A
pale fog drifted in front of her eyes, thick and impenetrable. The fog was so suffocating that she almost choked.
And however hard she tried she couldn’t open her eyes.
Later, when she did open them, she saw her Dad’s stricken face, his porkmarks deeper than ever. She turned to
look at Ma. Her hair was gray. So were her face, lips, eyes, and even her voice was gray.
“She … came to … at last.”
Her tears fell. They were gray too. Catkin felt an immense emptiness in her body as if all her insides has been
taken away: she had nothing, and she couldn’t move at all. The sky darkened again and a limpid sun hid itself
behind an ashen wall of shadowy cloud. She had lived through it. Weakly, she asked Ma,
“Has my hair turned gray?”
“No, Catkin, your hair is still as black and shiny as a bearskin.”
“M was crushed by a black … a black bear.”
She began to remember what she had seen. The corners of her mouth twitched. She wanted to cry but no tears
came.
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“M didn’t die, he’s just fine.” Ma looked away and gave a shout,
“M, M!”
At her call, M bounded into the room and sat up nimbly, his forepaws on Catkin’s shoulders, stretched out his
tongue and doused her face and forehead in a shower of affectionate licks. The corners of her eyes turned warm
and moist and a clear stream gurgled up inside her body’s empty shell, and then she cried, cried like a drizzle on a
sunny day, fresh and free of care.
“Can she get up?”
“She’ll have to rest in bed a little longer.”
Who was Dad talking to? Catkin looked in the direction of the voice and saw a person, who owned a nose, a
mouth, eyes and ears just like them, standing there in front of her like something in a fairy tale. Her whole body
shook with fright. Besides Dad and Ma, no one else had ever come here as long as she could remember. She
thought of all the stories Ma had told her, and it puzzled her even more. Could it be one of those people who eat
other people? Look how wide his mouth opens—how could those teeth be as white as birch bark? How could
Ma’s and Dad’s teeth be yellow as mud?
She closed her eyes, and her temples throbbed. Over the kang hung a damp, earthy smell. Ma sprinkled water
on the kang when it got too hot. Catkin felt that smell tingle in her nose as she drifted back to sleep.
*
The snow continued to fall through the dancing wind, crusting the iron gray door with white. Catkin stood in
the doorway until her legs ached, so she let herself slide down and lay on the floor. The sky appeared at once far,
far away and so very, very close. She was a tiny snowflake herself, swirling among the others, all drifting up and
away together.
*
She was better very quickly. She was able to manage the tough venison and she could play with M on the floor
of the front room. The newcomer was very kind to her, and he folded paper airplanes and boats for her, although
he always looked so downcast. His face was white and blank as a snowy wasteland, with smallish but gentle eyes
that sparkled like M’s.
Ma said thank goodness for this person, or she would have frozen to death. Ma said he came to this part of the
forest to die alone. He wanted to lie down peacefully in the wilderness and let the snow silently bury him, but then
he came across Catkin. The newcomer rescued her. And when Dad went out the next day at dawn, he rescued
them both.
Deep inside, Catkin resented this newcomer. If it weren’t for him, she and M would be long gone from this
world, gone perhaps to a place far away from the dark. So if she came on him by accident, she would always
disgustedly look the other way.
The little back room was given him to stay in. He and Dad often argued about things in there, Dad’s voice was
rough and gravelly, his was weak and soft, like a terrified little rabbit minded by a lion. Ma said, beyond the
mountains, people were stirring up trouble, and he had gotten dragged in the middle. The poor “son of a bitch”
was pushed to the edge and ready to die. Catkin didn’t understand how he could be the “son of a bitch” since he
didn’t look a bit like M. Not even his voice was anything like M’s. Apparently, unusual things happened to people
who lived beyond the mountains.
The nights were still just as long as before. The bear-oil lamp had been extinguished who knows how many
times by Dad. Yet it was still flickering with light. Since the newcomer had arrived, Ma wasn’t as ashen-faced as
before, and when she was busy doing things she even hummed a little tune, as though through him she recovered
some part of her lost fortune and happiness. But unlike the first time, it didn’t make Catkin cry; she had no tears
for this kind of song.
The lovebirds drift in pairs
In pairs they drift on a watery face
Butterflies flutter two by two
Collecting nectar in two’s they chase

Catkin filled the length of Ma’s hemp rope with knots. She called the knots stars. She wanted the stars to be as
numerous as the yellow flowers in the fields.
Dad went hunting up-mountain, taking M with him. Sometimes he took along the newcomer as well. But
whenever he and Dad went out, they always returned empty-handed, having caught nothing so much as a rabbit.
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Dad would pull a long face and furiously scold M’s uselessness. But eventually he stopped taking the newcomer
with him. When Dad went out alone, he always told Catkin,
“Don’t go running about outside. Stay at home and help your Ma.”
Then his suspicious eyes would dart maliciously in the newcomer’s direction. Catkin faintly sensed that some
new unhappiness had arisen between Dad and Ma.
One day when the sun was So bright it hurt the eyes, Dad went out hunting. Catkin sat on the kang and cleaned
the bear-oil lamp until her hands were caked with soot. Ma sat against the wall thinking about something, with a
blank expression on her face. Then Catkin heard the newcomer’s voice call from his room,
“Sister-in-law …”
Ma gave a start, and shot a quick glance in Catkin’s direction with a strange expression on her face. Then she
went to the back room, taking light, unhurried steps like autumn leaves drifting on the water .
For some reason she didn’t understand, Catkin was suddenly very interested. She pricked up her ears trying to
hear what they were saying. But all she could catch were half-phrases that sounded like,
“When the catkins turned white … and the bulrushes.”
White? She didn’t know there was a time when she was white. Maybe she grew pixie hair. Then had she once
been a fairy? Her heart pounded fiercely. Gingerly, she let herself down off the kang and circled around on tip-toe
to the back room door, and stood there listening without a sound.
“Then what?” the newcomer asked.
“I … killed him. Afterwards I took a hemp rope and threw it over the old locust at the entrance of the village,
to hang myself.”
Ma stopped talking. The oven flue rattled noisily and Catkin knew smoke would be belching from the chimney
outside. The room was strangely hot, and her face felt like searing coals, but she hardly dared to breathe. She
clasped her hands in a fist and with great effort swallow the spittle rising in her throat.
“I don’t think I will ever again see a moonlit night so beautiful as that one. The leaves of the old locust cast a
scattered shadow on the road like a flower. When I threw the rope over a branch, two lines were added to the
flowery shadow, swaying back and forth, like two horrid snakes. Then I thought the shadow of someone who
hung herself would be too terrifying for anyone to see. I pulled down the rope, tied it around my waist, and ran.”
It was Ma talking still, but her voice sounded like a stranger’s to Catkin. What was an old locust? Could it have
such a nice-looking shadow? Even more beautiful than the white shadows cast in their own forest?
“Where could I run? Even if I had killed him, I couldn’t cleanse myself of what he had done to me. I couldn’t
stay in Shandong. I couldn’t stand it, so I ran away to the Northeast by myself.”
“So how did you come to be with Catkin’s father?”
“When I got here, I didn’t know a soul. I had nothing to eat, nowhere to live, I just wanted to die again.”
Whenever Ma got to the difficult parts, a nasal weepy sound invaded her voice.
“I took that rope and found a place deep in the woods. But I never expected the deep woods to be filled with
butterflies. There were gold, blue, white, even green ones, and they flew all around me, and I cried when so many
tiny wings brushed against my face.
“The sun was bright that day, so when he came past that place on his way down the mountain and saw me
crying there, he came over. I told him everything. He said since I’d killed a man I must never see anyone else ever
again. He was afraid I wouldn’t stay with him, so he branded me on the forehead with a red hot iron bar. When
spring arrived the next year, I gave birth to Catkin. I counted the days. Catkin isn’t his.”
Ma sighed. Catkin sighed with her. It upset Catkin to discover so many secrets no one knew of, hidden away
inside Ma.
“We have met, both sorry souls at the ends of our rope.”
“Sister-in-law.”
“Brother.”
Everything was silent. Ma didn’t say anything else, nor did the newcomer. Catkin's legs jerked in little spasms,
and she moved back to the room with blurry eyes. Just then there came a great crash as the door leapt open, and
Dad, covered in snow from head to foot, entered the cottage in a cloud of cold air. He must have been tracking
large game all day but let it escape, for his whole face was filled with rancour and his eyes burned with
resentment. He had vented his anger on M because she could see where the dog’s forehead was clotted with dried
blood. Crying, she ran over and put her arms around M. Dad tossed down his hunting rifle, and strode straight into
the back room. Catkin knew something awful was about to happen.
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The stars clashed noisily and a great ball of fire arose. Ma wept, Dad howled, and the newcomer groaned. M
sniffed about Catkin’s trouser-legs, pulling at them piteously. She held him as tight as she could, held him with all
her might. The next moment, Dad stormed out. He picked up the rope on the floor where Catkin had tied her
countless knots, and started striking her with it in a fury.
“Bastard girl, little bitch!” he cursed.
Catkin imagined that her dad had clutched a handful of chilling stars which were sinking their tiny teeth deep
into her skin. She thought the room would collapse and they would all be crushed to death. Collapse! Please hurry
up and collapse!
Suddenly, Dad let out a dreadful yell. Catkin blinked open her eyes and saw M’s muzzle covered in blood. The
rope Dad beat her with lay on the floor, and his hand was a mess of bleeding flesh. Dad grabbed a sharp knife and
staggered after M, caught him and sat on him, pinning the dog between his legs.
M barked frantically, and Catkin scrambled over on her knees to grab Dad’s leg. But he raised his foot and
gave her a kick that sent her sliding across the floor. Then he plunged the knife into the dog’s stomach. Catkin ran
out of the room and dashed in the direction of the pale sun just as it was about to dip out of view, yelling,
“M, M, M, M, M!”
Extraordinary silence. M was dead. His two beguiling, warm eyes closed forever. His attentive, rousing bark
silenced forever. For several days it did not snow and the weather turned crackling cold.
*
Ma didn't die. Dad didn’t die. The newcomer didn’t die either. Life breathed on. On that day, Dad drank two
bowls of liquor, sweat beading his forehead and carrying M on his back left and went to his ravine in the
mountains. Catkin, leaning against the door, watched him stagger away uncertainly into a silent splendour far in
the distance where the sun sank beneath the western mountains and splattered crimson tears like blood, brilliantly
staining the wide earth in majesty .
The days kept on going. There was still the same warmth falling asleep or waking next to Ma. These nights, it
was always best to dream good dreams. One more locust stood in the mountain forest, its leaves the shape of M’s
ears. Overcome with feeling, Catkin touched them tenderly. The sky was unusually clear and the locust leaves
pinwheeled in sunshine while she swayed in their shadow.
Soon the sun disappeared and the moon rose. She seemed to see that charming moonlit night Ma had
mentioned. In a trance, Catkin allowed her arms to drift upward, rising like the wings of a bird.
Suddenly, a pair of ochre hands stopped her soaring in mid-flight and she fell to the ground with a “thump.”
When she awoke, her mouth was gagged with a kerchief, and Dad had deftly wrapped her in a bearskin and
bundled her outside. The sky was an inky pitch-black, vaulting a soundless creation. Dad put her down, struck a
match, and lit a piece of birchbark. The firelight shone red on half his face, and buried the other half in the night’s
blackness. The eye on the firelit side was serious and fierce. Then he threw the birchbark into the cottage, and as
the flaming light fell, Catkin could see bark, dried grass, branches and tinder piled on the floor. She struggled to
pull out the gag and pleaded tearfully with Dad who was now busy nailing the door shut.
Nail it when the sun comes up!
Please wait until the sun comes up!

Perhaps her voice was too faint. Dad nailed that door, then scrambled onto the roof to throw down some
burning pine torches. Inside the house Catkin heard noises and then something was beating loudly against the
door. Dad picked her up firmly and without looking back, went down the path that led beyond the mountains. But
now, she wasn’t so eager to leave, and she kicked and pulled at Dad’s face and neck, crying until she was hoarse,
“Ma! Ma will be burned to death!”
But the path down the mountain just kept disappearing beneath Dad’s feet. Looking back, she saw their home
already become an enormous ball of fire, burning brilliantly. The fireball was like the setting sun, sinking into the
murky dark of the mountain forest; then like the rising sun just at the point of creeping over the trees. When Dad
couldn’t go any further, he dropped Catkin on the ground, and buried his face deep in the snow and lay there
crying, his shoulders violently heaving up and down. It was the first time she had ever seen Dad cry.
A two-acre piece of forest was burned down that night. Dad gave her into the care of an old widower without
children. Dad was finished as a forester, and the last time she saw him was when he left with several other labour
reform prisoners for the Northwest. He gazed at Catkin with a manic look, unwilling to leave her. He grasped her
hand and said in a trembling voice,
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“I spoke with your new Dad, and told him he could get a pup for you, so you can raise an M.”
Then he lowered his head and his shoulder twitched uncontrollably. Catkin stared at him, without warmth or
expression. Finally, with great effort, he unlooped a rope tied around his waist and passed it to her in his trembling
hand. If she missed Ma, he said, she had only to look at the rope.
Catkin recognized it as the one Ma tried to hang herself with, and on which she had counted off the days. She
didn’t know how it came that Dad had brought it with him. Unfortunately, the little stars on it had all died long
ago.
*
When she was sixteen, Dad died. She heard that at the festival of the Double Fifth, he stole several bottles of
liquor and drank them dry, then disappeared into the swirling sands of the vast desert to close his eyes forever.
Now that he was dead, a great weight lifted from her heart thinking that he had got his retributions. But one night
she saw his ochry black face in her dream, and when she awoke, her eyes were damp with tears.
“Teacher Bai, yo’ll turn into a snowman before long!”
“Come mountain climbing with us!”
“How about a snowball battle!”
Somehow those five girls in red bundled in their eiderdown coats had run over to where she was standing.
They surrounded Catkin, five radiant suns. Catkin sat up, then in a small voice said,
“I’ve been dreaming in the snow.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“Who wants to go mountain climbing anyhow? Let's lie in the snow and dream dreams instead.” They all fell
down and cried,
“I’m going to dream about pear blossom petals blowing out of a flute.”
“I’m going to dream about tramping through the snow in search of winter plum!”
“I’m going to dream about juicy crabs at Mid-Autumn Festival.”
“I’m going to dream about a skyscraper rising on the snow.”
“Oh, I’m not so grand as you, I’ll just dream about a sound sleep!” Surrounded by a long peal of sweet
laughter, Catkin stood up, brushed the snow off herself, then smiled at them and said,
“You’ve got enough dreams already, go climb your mountain!”
“What about you?”
“With all your dreams, I’ll just go and write a sequel to A Dream of Red Mansions.”
She walked away from the grassy field, her feet sinking in the snow, entered the schoolyard, went to her room
then sitting down in front of her desk, and began to write. Her pen moved with an astonishing life of its own.
I can never forget those two scars across Ma’s forehead. M tasted the bitterness there, and I drew in its sad
tendemess. Oh! My twenty-one-year-old Ma, those should have been your years of flowers and precious youth. But you
reported that the brigade leader was stealing corn because you were starving, and he got back at you. He drove dear
grandpa and grandma to suicide, and then he took you, and can I really be the daughter of the man Ma killed? How can
I cany the unclean blood of that bastard in my veins?
M, my buddy, what are you up to in that solitary forest? Do you ronp in the snow? Can you see Ma? When she was
burned, her face must have blazed red, her hair and whole body, too. There’s a holiness to being cremated so solemnly
and cruelly in such a pure forest. But what a terrifying holiness it is!
I never spoke of Dad and Ma to anyone, never wanted to. The dead are all dead. But I survive and live my new life.
How will I go on renewing myself to create lasting peace and happiness?
The snow falls endlessly outside. Another Sunday will pass by. The sky gradually darkens, but inwardly I still carry
that silent snow-capped range and that boundless desert. Although he wasn’t my own father, I miss him as if he were.
His pockmarked visage, just like the ashen face Ma left in my memory, still brings a sour happiness.
Dad, You needn’t grasp so desperately in my dreams. Sleep calmly. The thick yellow sands will bury you in rich,
mellow dreams.
The girls have gone to climb their mountain. The top is high up but they will stand proudly in their blazing red on its
peak. I think I will go out and build a snow girl. A. snow girl just like myself, for Dad to look at, for Ma to see, for M to
snuggle up to. Then I will take the rope Dad and Ma left me and tie it around the girl’s neck, knotted with a billion little
stars, glinting in blazing glory.
It looks as though the first snowfall of winter will not stop tonight. As they flow without end from my pen, these
clamouring feelings are finally coalescing as well. I hope this snowflake-fed stream will flow around everyone I know
well, so they rest a little more refreshed and renewed.
Sky and earth will melt into one. Misty snow, come cloak the world in a vigorous vastness.
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1970

181.139 Days Of Illegal Detention\fn{by Li Jianhong (c.1970?- )} Shanghai, China (F) 3
Once again, on the afternoon of December 14, I was interrogated by agents of the Pudong Subdistrict Security
Bureau. After two hours of small talk, they had asked about my dally life and my continuing job search and
expressed their concern, and after they had gotten a good sense of my personal affairs, they finally got to the
point:
“We received a notice from the police in Peking. The Independent Chinese PEN Association is having an
awards ceremony on December 22 in Peking. Did you know about this?”
I replied that I didn’t. I said I’d heard that the Board of Directors were talking about such a thing, but I didn’t
know about a time frame, nor had anyone told me, nor had anyone invited me to participate.
“It looks like you know more than I do.”
They acted as though they didn’t believe me, and they again said that if it were true that no one had notified
me, that was for the best. The Peking Police hoped that we would prevent you from participating in this activity,
so we want you to promise us that you will not go to Peking before the end of the month.” I replied,
“I’m a law-abiding citizen. If the law forbids a citizen from doing something, then I will certainly obey.
However, as far as going beyond what the law requires and prohibits, I can’t promise such a thing; what’s more, if
there’s a request that goes beyond what is legal to require or prohibit, even if I promise such a thing, it has no
legal standing and is meaningless.”
I then suggested to them, if after their Investigation they discover that the PEN meeting is against the law, then
I would please like the Shanghai Public Security Bureau or the Pudong Subdistrict Security Bureau to issue an
official statement, explaining, “Following the investigation by the Public Security Bureau, the Independent PEN
awards meeting of December 22 in Peking is against the law, and so we have suggested to Li Jianhong that she
cannot participate.” If they could write this notice, [I said,] then I certainly would follow their orders and not go.
“Even if my friends in Peking invited me, if I had this notice, I would have a reason to refuse them.”
The head of the security team, Director Huang, smiled awkwardly and said that not all things require an
official document, and then he repeated the same old line I’d heard before:
“We hope that you do not go, out of our concern for you. We don’t want you to be influenced by bad people.”
Then he took a step forward and added,
“If you don’t heed us and insist upon going to Peking, then I’m afraid we’ll have to do what we did last year
when you went to Qingdao and ‘invite’ you to come back here.”
We talked for yet another hour or so, but we couldn’t come to an agreement, so there was nothing left to say.
Finally, Director Huang said,
“For the next few days, we’ll have a car posted outside your door. If you need to go out anywhere, our car can
take you.”
By now, it was around 7:30 in the evening, and after these four-plus hours of unhappy interrogation, they had a
car take me home.
*
I felt so sad! That evening I’d made a date to see a friend. I’d figured that since I was meeting with the
National Security Agents at 3 p.m., they’d let me go after two or three hours and it wouldn’t affect my
appointment with my friend. Now everything was changed, and I could only send a quick note to my friend about
my situation and cancel our meeting.
In fact, I had already experienced this type of “treatment” once before not too long ago.
From October 7 to October 25 when the 17th Party Congress was meeting in Peking, I was told not to leave
Shanghai, and the Pudong National Security Bureau had agents stationed outside my home for twenty days. At
that time, I thought their making such a big deal out of nothing was both infuriating and laughable! I told them I
wasn’t a Communist Party official, I could not attend their glorious Party meeting, I couldn’t elect anyone or be
elected to a position, so I had nothing to do with the 17th Party Congress. Perhaps if the “historic and splendid
occasion” had any bearing on my life as a humble citizen, things would be different, but since I understood
completely that it had nothing to do with me, I had no Intention of going to Beijing to join in their festivities.
“I guess Shanghai is such a peaceful place, the police have nothing better to do than watch me.”
*
This situation was not normal nor was it in conformity with any law. It was ridiculous! The next day, I found a
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way to sneak out of my apartment, (I won’t go into the details), and slipped away to a friend’s home. At that point,
I hadn’t even thought about whether I’d go to Peking or not. Because of the Shanghai Security Bureau’s galling
and roguish behavior, I figured they would notice my “disappearance” and would send people to Peking to find
me. For the time being, I thought I’d just play a joke on them in order to express my opposition and dislike of
their unlawful limitations on citizens’ freedoms.
My friend said I could stay safely at their place for a few days, but if I wanted to go to Peking, I shouldn’t take
the train. Agents could pick me up at either station but if I took the bus to Suzhou or Nanjing then to Peking, there
were too many bus stations for the agents to patrol and they wouldn’t be able to catch me.
I stayed at my friend’s home for three days. I was afraid security bureau agents would be patrolling the vicinity
looking for me, so I didn’t dare go outside, but every day my friend cooked for me and generously took care of
me.
I began to worry that after I had left home, the agents might start to terrorIze my family, and I was afraid that if
I were gone for a week, my parents would be worried. I lived in Shanghai so that my elderly parents and I could
look after each other. My family had just found a new, bigger apartment and was about to move.
So I decided to go home and see how things were going and to look after my parents. If I had an opportunity
again, I’d go to Peking. But if I were prevented from doing so, I’d first help my family move and get them well
situated. My friend sighed,
“If you go home, it’s likely you’re not going to get out again.”
*
On December 18, I secretly returned home, carefully looking around my neighborhood, and when I didn’t see
anyone, I went inside and started packing. In the afternoon, someone knocked on the door. My little sister
answered and when they asked for me, she said that I hadn’t come back. She told me later that it was a man and a
woman claiming to be “friends.” I immediately knew just who these special “friends” were who were so
“concerned” about me. I told my family that no matter who called or knocked, they should say that I had not come
home.
I had arranged for a moving company to help us move the day after next. That evening at 10 pm, my family
and I were still packing boxes when again someone knocked on the door. This time my father could not stop them.
The Pudong Subdistrict Branch Chief Cao came in and saw that I was home. He pretended to be overjoyed and
exclaimed,
“Li Jianhong, you came home! Why are you still playing hide and seek with us?” I angrily responded,
“This is a private residence. No one invited you inside. Get out! This is my own home and I can come back
anytime I feel like it! I don’t have to talk to you!”
After that, they posted some security agents in the fifth floor hallway. In the deep of night, I could hear my
neighbor’s footsteps. It made no sense to put these people outside our door in the middle of the night, disturbing
the neighbor’s rest with their coming and going.
On the evening of December 19, I was carrying some stuff out the door, when I came face to face with several
Security Bureau agents blocking the hallway. I told them,
“We’re moving tomorrow. I have to carry these things out. I’ll give you ten minutes to get your boss here to
discuss this.”
After ten minutes passed, these people had not move at all. They were still in their old places blocking my
path. They said they weren’t allowed to let me go out. I called 110\fn{ The Chinese equivalent of 911} to report them to
the local police, saying,
“There are some unidentified people blocking our household from moving and they are also blocking the free
movement of other residents.”
When the police came, Security Bureau Chief Cao came up the stairs and spoke to them for a few minutes. The
civilian police insisted that my father, the security agents, and I all go to their nearby Mei Yuan Police Substation.
Upon arriving at the substation, they put me in the reception room and ignored me while Chief Cao took my
father to another office and talked to him for about half an hour. He then told my father to tell me that they wanted
to put me into a government “guest house” for a few days in order to conduct an investigation “for our benefit.”
Otherwise, Chief Cao said, once we moved to our new home, they would still have to post security personnel at
the entrance of the building and our new neighbors would get a bad impression of us.
*
Since the tranquility of my famliy was being threatened, I felt obliged to agree to go with them to the Bai Shul
Jia chain hotel at 231 Lu Shan Road. I said to Chief Cao,

1203

“You are threatening my family. How are you any different from a criminal gang? Congratulations for
successfuliy kidnapping me.”
I was then indeed detained at the government guest hotel in room 336. They added two cots to the room and in
the evening two female police officers slept in my room.
Facing thIs unreasonable act by National Security agents, I became furious. When I had time to go to the
bathroom, I used my cell phone to call a friend in Peking, Hu Jia, and explained my situation to him. I hoped this
unreasonable detention was the result of a nutcase In the Shanghai Security Bureau and was not affecting writing
group members in Peking or other areas. I hoped Peking’s police were more rational and would allow the
Independent Chinese PEN Center members to continue their legal activities. As for my personal troubles, I hoped
that they would not affect other members. For the time being, I was not going to contact PEN members. The
majority already had their phones tapped.
Instead, I asked my good friend Hu Jia, who is not a member, to let the world know about my arrest. I assumed
that by using a non-member to spread this news, I could prevent the Peking police from using my troubles to
suppress or take revenge upon all of PEN’s legal activities.
I was too naïve! The Peking police put tremendous pressure on the PEN meeting, making it impossible to take
place. I don’t know if the crackdown on PEN was a pre-planned, set-up by the political police, or an act of
revenge resulting from my call to Hu Jia asking him to spread the news of my troubles. If it is the latter, then I
want to apologize to all the members, especially the venerable Mr. Sun Wenguang, for all their hard work to get
the meeting going only to have it cancelled.
In the final analysis, this all happened because the authoritarian regime pretends to be strong on the outside
when it is actually very weak, so much so that they do not think about reputation or face and are afraid of a few
literary types who only have pens and organized a very simple banquet and meeting.
*
The next morning, I took advantage of the changing of the guards outside my door and used the hotel’s phone
to call the front desk to make a long-distance call. I briefly talked to Hu Jia as well as a friend in Shanghai: I told
her where I was, my room number and my telephone number. That friend was the one I was going to visit
originally on December 14. She told me that on the 15th, she had guards posted in front of her home for the entire
day and they didn’t let her go outside. It seemed to her as though they were trying to catch someone. At that time,
she thought perhaps it was me trying to “escape.” She never imagined that I was being held in this guest house.
She asked if she could visit me. She didn’t know if the National Security agents would allow her in. I said, the
odds were slim, and the security agents might cause trouble for her. So I told her not to come. The security guards
had already told me clearly that their only purpose was to prevent me from attending the PEN activities in Peking
and once those were over, I could go home and I’d be able to see my friends again.
One of the guards let it slip that when I had “disappeared” for two days, the Bureau already sent someone to
Peking to tell the police to look for me there. The whole incident with the Shanghai Security Agents’ tedious
actions was therefore, in fact, a waste of money.
Because most of the time someone was in my room watching me, I couldn’t make any more phone calls. After
I ate in the dining room with a guard, Hu Jia called me and told me that my friends were all concemed about me
and hoped I’d take care of myself and told me to “rest” in the hotel. Afterwards, the phone line to my room was
disconnected. By that time, my cell phone was out of power.
*
In the moming, I asked to go home to help my family move and to get clean clothes. I expressly stated that I
needed to help my family clean our old apartment, and that after the moving truck left, I would come back to the
hotel and would not go to the new apartment. However, Chief Cao said I could only give my family a call and tell
them what clothes I needed. In the afternoon, Chief Cao brought my clothes to the room, but he couldn’t find my
cell phone battery charger. I suspect Chief Cao confiscated the charger.
I don't know if this was to prevent my friends from visiting me or if they had too many agents and not enough
room, but in the afternoon Director Huang moved us to an upstairs business suite, room number 528. After
changing rooms, Director Huang wanted to “talk” to me. I asked him to explain the legal basis for his treatment of
me, then I gave him a basic legal education. I said, according to the Constitution of the People’s Republic of
China, the personal freedom of citizens cannot be violated; no work unit or individual can limit the citizens’
personal freedom through illegal means; and that the unlawful incarceration of a citizen was forbidden as well as
unlawful methods for ending a citizen’s personal freedom.
“Currently, I have not violated the law, but you all have violated the law and can be prosecuted.”
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Director Huang again asked me not to publish antigovemment or anti-Party articles on the web. He said that if
I promised not to publish these articles ever again, if I did not associate with friends I’d made on the internet
anymore, and if I found a good job and lived a peaceful life, they could consider letting me live a “normal life.”
They could even help me find a job. But If I didn’t agree to these conditions, my family would not have a peaceful
life. I said,
“I don’t need you to help me find a job. I need you to give me back my freedom and also guarantee that from
now on you won’t violate or limit my freedom. As for criticizing all levels of government, this is a Constitutional
right guaranteed by all citizens’ freedom of speech; the right to select any media to transmit ideas and news also
has been guaranteed by the Chinese government when it signed the U.N.’s International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights. My present situation is ‘not normal’ but the ‘abnormality’ was created by you. Until you reverse
this ‘abnormal’ and unfair arrest, I am not going to interact with you.”
*
A few days later in our suite, there were four to six National Secutlty agents and an assistant Public Security
Bureau worker all watching me. They had three shifts, so altogether there were about twenty people. I could not
walk out the door and so food was brought into the suite. In the evening there were always two female police
officers sleeping in my room. In the outside suite, there were two other guards to “protect” us. Apart from eating
and sleeping, we all watched TV. Under these circumstances “Stockholm Syndrome” is easy to get. Apart from
Director Huang and Chief Cao, I looked upon the others kindly. The others and I got along. They worried about
my food and living conditions. In the evening an older police woman, whom I called “Big Sister,” and a younger
police woman always asked me what I wanted to eat. They brought lots of fruit, seeds, pears, and other snacks for
all of us.
It rained continuously, and only the outer room in the suite had a window; the inner room had none. The air
became very stale, the light was dim, and I lost all sense of time.
A few days later on the afternoon of the 23rd, Director Huang again visited and said he’d “interact”with me a
little before sending me home. I said
“I’ve grown accustomed to this place. The food is good. I don’t have to worry about cooking. If you have the
patience, I could live here for the rest of my life.” However, I still wanted him to explain to me this “unlawful
arrest.”
“And,” I said, “I reserve the right to sue you in the future.”
We were in a deadlock. Director Huang slipped away, leaving one man and one woman from the police as well
as two guards from National Security. They said the “boss” had said that after dinner they could send me home at
9 pm.
*
After dinner, they waited until 9 before they let me go downstairs. They checked us out of the room at the front
desk, and I walked out of the hotel’s big gate, finally breathing fresh air. I asked the two National Security agents,
“Am I free now? If I’m free, I don’t need you to take me home. I’d like to walk outside. I can call a taxi to go
home by myself.”
However, they said that the “boss” had called my family and insisted that the security agents’ job would not be
done until they brought me home. I didn’t want them to get into trouble. I just didn’t want to get into their car.
They drove me all the way to my family’s new apartment, and they insisted on accompanying me to the front
door. Although I felt agitated—it was about 10 p.m.—I didn’t allow them inside, saying,
“I’m here now. Please go back.” Then I closed the door.
Finally, I saw my family anxiously waiting for me. Because of this drama, I saw everything “in a new light”
compared to the days before our move.
292.181 Excerpt from Beautiful As Yesterday\fn{by Fan Wu (c.1970- )} “on a state-run farm in Southern China”
(F) 10
1
It is a sunny day in California. The sky is a transparent blue. Occasionally a plane flies by, very high, tiny as a
bird, dragging a straight white contrail. Somewhere in Mary Chang’s Sunnyvale neighborhood, a lawn mower
hums, disturbing the otherwise quiet Saturday morning.
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Mary, standing in her backyard, arms akimbo, inhales deeply to take in the aroma of freshly cut grass, one of
her favorite smells. Thirty-seven years old, she looks good for her age, with a petite but firm body under a pair of
well-washed jeans and a blue sweatshirt with rolled-up sleeves—her usual gardening outfit—though fine wrinkles
have begun to climb up to her forehead and surround her eyes. She has large, beautiful eyes, almond-shaped,
narrowed habitually when she is in thought, and if you saw her in this state of mind, you’d think she’s quite a
pensive person while in fact she might just be wondering what to cook for dinner.
A man sneezes loudly inside the house. That’s her husband, Bob Chang, who is rushing to close the sliding
window in his study. Medium-built, fair-skinned, with hair closely cut, wearing a pair of silver-rimmed glasses, he
looks more like a doctor or a teacher than an engineer, which is what he is.
“Honey, could you shut the backyard door?” Bob shouts from inside.
“Didn’t you take your medicine today?” Mary says as she starts for the French doors, and after taking off her
outdoor shoes and arranging them neatly beside the straw doomat, she steps inside the house, shutting the door
behind her.
“You know Richard always mows the lawn on Saturday mornings.” She washes her hands in the kitchen and
gets a glass of water from the fridge dispenser, meeting Bob in the living room with a Claritin pill in his hand.
Bob swallows the pill with the water and hands the glass back to her.
“I have to go to the office to restore a corrupted database. I’ll have lunch with my co-workers.” His voice is
apologetic. Since he joined a communications networking start-up with forty-plus employees one month ago, he’s
been working often on weekends.
“But you worked until midnight yesterday.” Mary frowns and is about to complain. What about the afternoon
walk in the community park he promised her earlier? But when she opens her mouth, the words that come out are
“You need to look after your health. You don’t want to get burned out so soon.”
What else can she say? She knows that working for a start-up is not just a job, it’s a lifestyle, as people in
Silicon Valley like to say. Also, it was she who suggested that Bob join a start-up. But it’s not all her fault, she
reasons. He was bored at Santa Clara University and wanted a challenge. It was his idea to go into the private
sector. If she were to blame, it was because she suggested that he join a pre-IPO company—she had heard so
many stories of people becoming millionaires overnight because of stock options.\fn{ A pre-IPO company is formed
around a portion of an initial public stock offering (IPO) which has been placed with them right before the IPO is scheduled to be traded in
the stock market. These private investors are typically large private equity or hedge funds that are willing to buy a large stake in the
company:W/H}

“Pick up Alex on your way back then,” she adds as Bob plants a casual kiss on her lips. Alex is their only son,
six years old. To help him learn Mandarin, they have hired a Chinese teacher, a student at De Anza College, sharing with a friend who has two children under ten. The teacher comes to their house every Wednesday evening;
every Saturday she goes to their friend’s house in Mountain view, a few miles north. Earlier this morning, Mary
dropped Alex at their friend’s house.
*
After seeing Bob off in the driveway, Mary returns to the backyard. This autum has been unseasonably warm,
and her flowers are lush, basking in the unfiltered sunlight. Along the fence, to the east, a row of camellias
blooms; they were planted more than thirty years earlier by the house’s first owners, a family from Japan. The
palm-size scarlet, pink, white and yellow flowers attract bees, butterflies,and hummingbirds. Too bright and
gaudily colorful these camellias are for Mary’s taste but she has never considered getting rid of them; after all,
they are the house’s real owners; besides, the plants for a nice hedge, offering privacy between her yard and the
two-story brick house next door.
The star jasmines she grew in late summer in both side yards are thriving and in her mind’s eye, she can see
their soft white flowers quivering in the spring breeze like tiny hands waving. They’re the type of plant she likes,
leafy, small-flowered, a little subdued. Her favorites are clivias, however, and her fascination with them started six
years ago, when she visited a flower show in San Francisco’s Japantown, around the time she and Bob bought
their first home, a tiny two-bedroom condo in downtown San Jose, two blocks from San Jose State University.
She squats and tends the clivias in the shady area along the back of the house, loosening the soil, removing the
weeds and wilted leaves, then watering the plants thoroughly. It is not flowering season yet for clivias; in another
few months their orange or white flowers will blossom, wedged between the leaves like slightly parted lips. She
srokes the wide and glittering leaves as if talking intimately with them—to her, even the leaves are pleasant to
look at, elegant and graceful, reflecting the plant’s Latinname: Clivia miniata, which she had learned froma
saleswoman at Spring Winds TGarden, a local nursery where she bought all of her clivias. She likes even mor the
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plant’s Ch8inese name, Junzi Lan, referring to its resemblance to a gentleman with noble appearance and virtue. A
perfect translation, thinks Mary now.
A while ago, she wrote a friend in China who had studied horticulture in college, seeking advice on growing
clivias. Instead of offering advice, the friend told her that the plant, though precious in China in the mid-eighties,
when Mary had come to the United States—easily costing a month’s salary and commonly used to bribe officials
who liked flowers—were no longer pricey. Even an average family could now afford to dispoay them on their
balconies. She suggested Mary grow rare orchids, saying that they were now in fashion and could also be a good
investment. When Mary saw her friends reply, she laughed: why was everyone in China so pragmatic these days?
“You’ve been away from China too long. You’re out of date on what China is like,” the friend also wrote.
Though Mary visits China every year for a week to see her mother, widowed eight years earlier, she has always
been called by her friends there “a half-foreigner” or “a Chinese-American.” Thinking of her friends’ mockery,
Mary shakes her head with a smile: well, whatever they say. But she admits they’re right that she wouldn’t be able
to live in China anymore—she simply canot image herself in a condo in a concrete high-rise, without immediate
access to a garden. Her and her husband’s current Sunnyvale home, their second—with three bedrooms, two
bathrooms, and a two-car garage, a yard of slightly over three thousand square feet—though standard in this
neighborhood, would be a huge luxury in China.
Mary also cherishes their Sunnyvale house because they spent nearly a year having it renovated right after they
moved in: the original dark green carpet in the hallways became maple floor; a double door replaced the single
front door; recessed lights superseded the ugly fluorescent ceiling lights in the family room and living room; the
master bathroom was enlarged and equipped with a Jacuzzi. She redesigned the kitchen herself, after having read
stacks of Better Homes & Gardens, This Old House, and Dwell and borrowed ideas from friends’ houses, turning
a dull and clausrophobic space into a spacious, open area with a black marble countertop, wooden cabinet doors, a
large bay window, a skylight, and stainless-steel appliances. Though she and Bob have lived in this house for
barely three years, she’s developed an attachment to it.
Of course, now, since her mother might emigrate to the United States and live with them, it’d be nice to buy a
house with an in-law unit so her own family can still have privacy. It’s only three weeks until her mother’s arrival:
this time she’s staying for six months, the maximum stay her visitor’s visa allows, to see how she likes living
here, living with them. Mary sinks into thought, fancying what kind of hojuse she and Bob will get next.
Then she remembers that she hasn’t eaten her breakfast. It’s almost ten now. Since Bob and Alex are not at
home, she decides to fix herself a bowl of pidanzhou, “century egg” porridge, topped with green onion rings.
Though Bob and Alex like Chinese food, they refuse to try this porridge.
“Yuck!” Alex would cry out at the prospect. “Mommy is eating rotten eggs!”
No matter how exhausted or upset she is, whenever she enters the kitchen, Mary becomes joyful, like a thirsty
person downing a glass of cold water a skilled chef, she can cook varous Chinese cuisines, her specialties being
Sichuan, Shanghai, and Hunan. Her three best friends, Mingyi, Julia, and Yaya, who all go to the church she
attends, nag her to cook for them when they crave certain dishes. Sometimes they bring ingredients to her house
and make her cook them.
She welcomes and even longs for these occasions: she likes to have her friends over, to chat, to gossip, to
laugh, and since they are all from China, they converse in Mandarin, though each can also speak her hometown
dialect. Some days, her friends come to help her in the garden, and afterward the four of them sit outside, at the
teak table, chatting over tea and dessert Mary has prepared.
Mary met Mingyi at the Sunnyvale Chinese Christian Church two years ago, and they have been friends ever
since. Yaya and Julia didn’t come to the church until last August. Mary sees them as a blessing from God. Since
Alex started his Saturday Chinese class, the four of them have become accustomed to meeting at her house every
Saturday for lunch. Bob has gotten used to their meetings and hangs out with his own friends that day, watching
sports or playing golf (of course, these days, he might just as likely be working in his office).
This week, however, Mary and her friends have had to cancel their rendezvous because Yaya is in China,
Julia’s daughter, Sophie, is sick, and Mingyi needs to volunteer at a shelter for homeless people in East Palo Alto,
a well-known troublesome area separate from the exclusive Palo Alto itself. Mingyi works as a manager in he
human resources department at Intel, and after work she often volunteers. She lives close to Highway 101 in
Menlo Park, next to a gas station where police cars are often seen patrolling. Just a few days ago the gas station
was robbed by two armed men. But whenever Mary asks her to move to a better area, Mingyi just smiles, saying
that she has become used to her community and has made friends with her neighbors.
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As Mary cuts a semitransparent, greenish century egg into tiny cubes and throws them into the boiling rice
soup, she recalls those happy luncheons with her friends, and lively conversations. It’d be nice if she and Bob
could talk like that. This thought makes her regret, once more, that Bob speaks so little Mandarin. Not his fault, of
course. After all, he is a fifth-generation Chinese, whose ancestors came to the United States from Fujian Province
in the late nineteenth century to build the California Central Railroad over the Sierra Nevada. Maybe she should
be glad that he understands at least some Mandarin and can manage a few common greetings, she tells herself.
Also he was very supportive when she suggested they hire a pivate Chinese tutor for Alex one year ago.
“What do you talk about with Mingyi, Yaya and Julia?” Bob once asked.
“Everything,” Mary said, “Husbands, kids, movies, books, cooking, gardening, shopping, work. Just …
everything.”
As she replied, she remembered a Chinese saying: three women together is a show. Unlike men, who seem
incapable of sharing things intimately, women talk with each other about almost everything.
Afterward, Bob called Mary and her friends “The Gang of Four,” not knowing that this term, to Chinese, refers
to a leftist political faction arrested in 1976, the year the Cultural Revolution ended, following the death of Mao
Tsetung. Mary once considered telling Bob about that period of China’s history, which she had experienced, when
what Mao started as an anti-liberal bourgeois campaign turned violent, causing millions of people their lives. But
what was the point? A person like Bob, who grew up in a well-to-do neighborhood in Los Angeles, wouldn’t be
able to relate to it. And even she herself wanted to forget about that unpleasant time.
After finishing the porridge, Mary continues tending the clivias in the backyard, noticing now that the bark
mulch she applied several weeks ago is thin around some plants, because of rain, wind, or animals like squirrels,
cats, or raccoons. She saw raccoons in the yard the day before yesterday, an adult and two babies moving along
the fence. Luckily they didn’t do any damage to the lawn and plants, but neighbors later complained about
missing pond fish and destroyed plants in their vegetable garden.
Mary walks to the white plastic shed hidden behind a Kentia palm tree in the other side yard and takes out a
half bag of bark mulch. She spreads the mulch evenly, remembering that the tree man she talked with a while back
had told her that the palm tree needed to be felled because it had grown dangerously tall and thin from\fn{ The text
has: for} trimming. And the street-facing fence has been infested with wood ants and shoud be replaced, according
to a contractor. The gutters also require\fn{ The text has: requires} a thorough cleaning now that winter is
approaching.
She sighs: having an old house does require a lot of work. Bob promised her that he’d take care of these
matters, but with his crazy work schedule …
Mary’s face darkens, and her large eyes narrow. A breeze brushes her face, and she breathes deeply, feeling the
gentleness of a lovely late summer day.
“Things will get better. They always do,” she says to herself as she dumps the empty mulch bag into the
recycle bin.
She calls the tree guy and the contractor to schedule appointments. As for the gutters, it seems easy enough for
her and Bob to clean them themselves. She’ll have totalk with Bob tonight to decide on a time.
*
Mary met Bob the fourth year after she had come to the United States. She was a Ph.D candidate in analytical
chremistry at U. C. Berkeley, observing rows and rows of bottles and tubes in her lab most of her days and nights.
After eight years studying chemistry, four for undergraduate and another four for graduate studies, she suddenly
realized that she had neither the talent nor the passion to become like Madame Curie, her idol through college.
But she was determined to complete the Ph.D program, to be called “Doctor,” so that her years of hard study
would pay off.
Her adviser, an ambitious Russian with a heavy beard, bushy eyebrows, and coarse white hair, had his eye on
the Nobel Prize. He was strict with her from the day she joined his team, and while he chatted and joked with his
American students, asking them about their pastimes and even their romances, he grilled her and a few other
Asian students only on their experiments and test results, as if Asian students knew nothing but how to work hard,
a stereotype secretly shared by many professors in the department. After she failed in a few experiments, he
warned her that should she not make significant progress she wouldn’t be able to pass her thesis defense coming
up in a year.
Mary began to toil through her days in the lab. Her stress and exhaustion did little to help the experiments. She
knew better than anyone else that she couldn’t afford to lose her scholarship, because she had already brought her
younger sister to the United States. Ingrid was studying accounting at San Jose State University, an hour’s drive
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from Berkeley. Mary had paid most of her sister’s tuition with what she had saved from her scholarship and the
little money she made from grading undergraduates’ papers. It was quite a financial stretch, but she faced it
without complaining.
The pressure weighed her down, though, and sometimes she wished she could talk with her parents in China
about her depressing situation. But what could she say to them? In their letters they only asked if she ate well or
slept well or had enough towear, and what they wrote about was so trivial: a colleague in her mother’s factory just
had twins, her father’s working unit was organizing a study of Deng Xiaoping’s Collection, Old Wang’s hen died
of plague, there were a lot more mosquitoes this summer than last year.
When she read their letters, Mary would sigh, knowing that she would never be able to tell her parents the truth
about her life in America. She could have talked with her sister about her worries—after all, Ingrid was her onloy
family in the United States—but she refrained from doing so, fearing that her sister would refuse to take her
money if she knew her situation.
One day, Mary had a severe fever but has to complete a report on anexperiment. When she finally got out of
her lab, it was four a.m. and pouring outside. Without an umbrella or raincoat, and having eaten no dinner, she
biked toher dormitory. The freezing December rain beat down, soaking her. It was dead quiet swafve for the
raindrops splattering and her bike’s skidd on the slippery street. The sky, huge and dark, resembled a grim face.
A sensation of unbearable sadness and loneliness suddenly hit her as she realized that her hometown and her
friends were thousands of miles away, and on this strange land under her bike wheels she was nothing but a
rootless and pathetic foreigner. Her future, if she had one, was as foggy as the view in front of her. Every raindrop
seemed ready to crush her, to propel her into an unknown darkness.
She bursts into sobs, wailing like a three-year-old. Ahead was a church, which she had passed often but never
thought of stopping at. That night, howver, as if called bya mysterious voice, she parked her bike and wwlked up
the stairs.She peeked through the tgap between the door halves—shge saw nothing but d=arkness,and she slid
down onto the threshold, leaing back against the door. She staed at the slanting rainand listened to the drops
splashing on theground.She felt safe and peaceful, and soon fell asleep. She did not open her eyes until an early
jobgger woke her up.
For the following three weeks, she was confined to her bed, stricken with pneumonia, and more than once she
pondered death. After she recuperated, the first thing she did was visit the church. A month later, she met Bob, a
graduate student in computer science, at a Bible study there. They married a year later, and before long she left the
graduate school with a master’s degree and joined Advantage Biotech as a statistician.
To this day, she recalls clearly that early morning ten years ago, cycling to her dorm with a fever. It so haunted
her that she had sworn she would never get sick again, or allow herself to be so vulnerable. However absurd her
resolution might seem, her psychological strength prevailed, and she rarely fell ill afterward, not even so much as
catching a cold, as if her spirit indeed affected her body. Once, she hiked to Yosemite with friends and they were
caught in an hour-long icy rain. Everyone except Mary went home with a terrible cold or fever. This trip won her
a reputation as “an iron woman.” Mingyi said that studying chemistry must have done something magic to her.
Even now, Mary seldom needs to see a doctor apart from annual cheekups.
*
At three p.m., Mary drives to her church for choir practice. With Christmas less than two months away, the
choir has asked its members to rehearse every Saturday afternoon.
If not for the chuch or other special occasions, she would wear jeans year round, a habit that she conveniently
blames on the engineers in Silicon Valley, who have a reputation for dressing tastelessly. Though she is not an
engineer herself, most of the people she works with are, and in her company even the executives sometimes wear
jeans to work. It’s not uncommon to see people at the office wearing sneakers and T-shirts printed with the
company’s logo on the chest and back. If she dressed up a bit, her engineer colleagues would tease her, asking if
she had just returned from interviewing with another company.
Today, however, because of the rehearsal, Mary has put on a knee-length, A-line print skirt, a white cashmere
sweater, and a mother-of-pearl-necklace that Bob bought her last Christmas. Before she left the house, she
examined herself in the mirror and smiled with approval.
Her chuch, recently remodeled with an exquisitely carved maple door, and off-white stucco exterior walls, sits
on a spacious property surrounded by oak trees, a fifteen-minute drive from her house. The parking area has been
enlarged and each parking space widened. Most of the church members are from mainland China, Taiwan, and
Hong Kong, and there is also a small group of American-born Asians. Eight years ago, when Mary first visited
this chuch, there were fewer than ten people from mainland China, but that number has increased to over one
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hundred. Even the newly appointed pastor, Pastor Zhang, is an immigrant from Zhejiang Province, a former
Communist who later devoted himself to Christianity. Preaching in his deep and resonant voice, he is full of
passion, gesturing often to stress his points. It amazes Mary that he can recite long Bible passages without error.
Unlike her previous pastors, whose preaching focused on literal interpretation of the Bible, Pastor Zhang knows
how to incorporate facts and stories into his sermons, preaching about topics that people can relate to, such as
relationships with parents, spouses, and children; communication skills; balance of work and personal life; and
health issues.
On entering the church, Mary spots Mingyi, who is arranging a basket of fresh flowes on the rosrum, not
looking a bit tired from the six hours’ volunteer work she has done.
“Hi, Mingyi,” Mary calls out, appreciating her friend’s impeccable appearance: a mauve silk jacket on top of a
long black dress, smooth forehead, black and lustrous hair, and sensuous lips with a slight touch of naturalcolored lipstick. Though her waist has thickened since Mary first met her, Mingyi still looks good, especially for
her age, forty-eight.
They hug each other warmly and chat a little before the choir starts to rehearse. They’ll be singing three songs:
“O Holy Night,” “Angels from the Realms of Glory,” and “Joy to the World.” Though none is professional, years
of training have taught them to sing harmoniously, with the male and female voices—soprano, [alto], tenor, and
bass—well-coordinated. Mingyi is the lead singer. Her voice has a wide range, and her face is serene. When the
time comes for Mary to sing, she feels her voice rising from her chest like a clear spring. Her praise is
transforming her, bringing peace and joy to her heart: she feels she is communing with God in her singing. At the
last note, she regards the sculptures of Jesus on the cross against both side walls and the stained-glass windows,
where the soft sunlight streams through, praying silently:
“My Father in Heaven, please bless and enlighten my body, my heart and my soul. I admire you, praise you
and I will follow you forever.”
When Mary returns home she sees that the message light on the phone is blinking. The first message is from
Bob: he has to stay in the office for at least anothere hour o fix the broken database and might not come home for
dinner.
“I called your cell phone, but it was turned off. I guess you’re at church. Could you pick up Alex?”
Then there is a message from American Express, notifying her that they have suspended her credit card
because of a suspected fraudulent charge in Africa. The last is from Alex’s dentist, reminding her of his
appointment next Tuesday morning.
She drivbes to Mountain View to pick Alex up and chats with her friend briefly. On their way home, Alex talks
excitedly about the Chinese characters he’s just learned how to write and says that writing them is like drawing a
picture.
“Teacher Huang prased me five times today. One, two, three, four, five. Five times.” He counts his fingers,
eyes gleaming.
“Wow, you have to tell Dad that when he’s home,” Mary says and smiles encouragingly, feeling the pride of
being a mother.
She and Bob would hae loved to have had more children, but since Alex they haven’t been able to get
pregnant. Believing that children are gifts from God, Mary consoles herself that God has already blessed her with
Alex. When he wa diagnosed with asthma at one year old, she had a hard time accepting it. Seeing him struggling
to breathe, his small, lovely face twisted with pain, she was heartbroken, wishing it were she who had the disease
instead of him. Despite her bitterness, she kept going to church and praying, and when, two years later, the doctor
told her that Alex had improved significantly and his asthma was under control, she praised God for his healing.
Though she was baptized years ago, it was not until that year that she egan to experience a closeness wih God.
As Mary pulls into her driveway and parks, Claudia Dawn, her manager at work, calls her cell phone. Mary
lets the phone ring and then listens to the message: Claudia wants her to conduct a conference call with the
European division about some market research data for the upcoming quarterly earnings report.
“Please be sure to be in the office at seven o’clock Monday morning” is her last sentence, her voice distant yet
aggressive as usual.
Claudia is a fresh MBA graduate from Stanford University who joined Mary’s company three months ago. In
her early forties, divorced with no kids, she treats her employees the way a general treats his soldiers: telling them
what time they hsould arrive in the office, what time they can leave. She imposes a twelve-hour e-mail reply
policy and demands that people check e-mails and phone messages after work. Once she called one of Mary’s
colleagues at eleven in the evening and asked her to present a report nine o’clock the next morning. She is
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temperamental and capricious, sometimes all smiles, but a moment later, sullen and cold. When she is dissatisfied,
she calls employees to her cubicle and loudly accuses them of deficiencies, knowing that the other employees are
listening.
Mary and her colleagues used to call Claudia a psychopath behind her back. Within one month of Claudia’s
being hired, three of Mary’s colleagues quit, and though they had complained about Claudia to HR before they
left, she remained and was even given more responsibility. Only recently, Mary and her colleagues realized that
she is the chief operating officer’s sister-in-law. This knowledge immediately turned some of Mary’s colleagues
into Claudia’s most loyal followers, which first surprised, then disgusted Mary.
Maybe I should quit soon, Mary thinks, stepping into the house. It’s not the first time she’s told herself this, but
she has yet to update her résumé. She has been with the company for nearly ten years, and its convenient location
—less than ten miles from home—comprehensive medical coverage, and generous 401(k) package are attractive
to her. Of course, she has seen people around her hopping jobs like restless bees buzzing to find a better, sweeter
flower, but it never seemed to her that they were any happier despite the higher salaries; there was always
something wrong with the new company. If she switched to a new company, she now reasons, she might have to
commute much farther or her new boss might be just as terrible as Claudia. Perhaps she should wait to look for a
new job until she can not tolerate Claudia any longer.
*
Her younger sister, Ingrid, once called her “pragmatic,” an adjective Mary dislikes. Easy for Ingrid to say that,
Mary thinks bitterly. If she had a mortgage and a child, she wouldn’t use that word about her older sister; she
would know having these responsibilities changes things.
Ingrid had left a message on Mary’s home phone last Wednesday—she had called during the day to avoid
speaking with her directly. The message was in English, businesslike, not a single unnecessary word, saying that
she would visit San Francisco at the end of November or early December. Though Ingrid came to the United
States four years after Mary, her English is much beter than her older sister’s.
“Of course, Ingrid’s English is better than mine,” Mary thinks, frowing at the recollection of her phone
message. “She hangs out with bohemian Americans every day, and she may have even forgotten how to speak her
mother tongue.”
Mary hates it when Ingrid speaks English with her; she views it as a deliberate way to create distance between
them, to deny their kinship. Isn’t Ingrid still Chinese? Isn’t Mary the only sister Ingrid has? If not for her, how
could Ingrid have come to the United States?
As Mary cooks dinner, she thinks of Ingrid once again. It had been a year since Ingrid had called her and three
years since they saw each other. Their last meeting took place at Mary’s previous house, where they had a fallingout. That day, right before supper, Ingrid—without informing Mary beforehand—brought over a dark-skinned
man, a DJ at a nightclub up in the Haight in San Francisco, a hippie area to Mary’s knowledge. Ingrid introduced
him as Steven. Bob was at at Berkeley for an alumni reunion, so only Mary and Alex were at home.
At the first sight of Steven, who wore a tight, shiny black shirt and snake-shaped sterling-silver earrings, Mary
disliked him. Ingrid’s appearance was even more unpleasant: newly dyed blue and red short hair, baggy jeans with
holes front and back, and shoes with transparent plastic heels. Though she had become used to Ingrid’s habit of
bringing friends to her house for dinner without prior notice, seeing her and Steven upset Mary. Besides, she
noticed that they were intimate: Steven would stroke the back of Ingrid’s head now and then, and Ingrid would
whisper into his ear with her hand on his shoulder.
Steven was a strict vegan, who didn’t eat egs, fish, or meat, so Mary had to make two special vegetarian dishes
for him. It was a silent dinner except for Alex’s gibberish about his preschool and some polite yet unnatural
exchanges between the adults. Apparently the two dishes didn’t suit Steven’s taste; after only a few bites, he put
down his knife and fork, claiming that he was full. He didn’t stay long after diner, saying he had to go to his
nephew’s birthday party.
Ingrid saw him out. Through the kitchen window, by the light from a lamppost, Mary saw them leaning against
the trunk of his car, kissing. Before Steven hopped behind the wheel, he squeezed Ingrid’s hips and pulled her
pelvis tight against him. As soon as Ingrid enered the door, Mary blew up.
“What do you think my house is? A Motel Six? You could at least tell me before you bring people over.”
“It isn’t the first time I’ve done it. Why didn’t you say anything before?” Ingrid was irritated, then her
expression changed to a sneer. “You didn’t like Steven, did you?”
“Who is this Steven, anyway?”
“A friend.”
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“A friend? You kiss all your friends on the lips? You let all your friends pinch your hips?”
“Mary!”
“If you had any respect for me, your older sister, you should have told me about him before you began to date
him.”
“Well, now you know I’m seeing him.”
“You’d better be a little more responsible.”
“Am I irresponsible?”
“Just look at yourself in the mirror. I’m not picking on you for dressing like a punk, but dating a black guy is
too much.”
“He isn’t black. He’s Indian.” Ingrid paused, raising herr eyebrows. “Does it matter?”
“Of course it does. What do you think?”
“It doesn’t matter to me.”
“You can’t date him. You can’t date an Indian or a black.”
“Don’t you Christians always talk about equality? What’s with this no-dating-an-Indian-or-a-black thing? Are
you telling me you’re a racist?”
“It has nothing to do with being a racist. You have a different background and culture from theirs. Look at
Steven! What do you know about his family and upbringing? I’m thinking about your future, about your
children..”
“You didn’t complain when I was seeing Peter last year. He’s a Caucasian. He didn’t share my background and
culture, either.”
“His father was a professor. He grew up in a good family.”
“How do you know that Steven’s father or mother isn’t a professor? How doyou know he didn’t grow up in a
good family?”
Mary was silent, knowing that this argument would turn ugly. Of course, it was stupid of her to assume Steven
had a seedy fajily background. But how unpleasant his app4earance was! And the way he’d pinched her sister’s
hips and pulled her toward him.
“I just knew.” Mary insisted.
“Let me get this straight. You’re okay with me dating a white guy but not a black or an Indian. Are Caucasians
and Chinese more similar to one another than Chinese and blacks an Indians? Are children by Caucasians and
Chinese prettier and smarter? Bob is Chinese, but how much does he know about China? How much Chinese can
he speak, read, or write? How much of your background does he share? He’s a banana, yellow on the outside and
white on the inside. I can’t see anything common between the two of you.”
Mary was enraged. She pounded on the countertop.
“I’m your older sister. How can you talk to me like this? You know how much I have gone through to bring
you to the States? Our tuition, your apartment, your food and clothes, your car—which one of those things wasn’t
paid for by me?”
Ingrid kicked over a stool, and it bounced into the side of the dishwasher.
“Mary, listen! I’ll repay every penny of your money, with interest. From the day I arrifvee in the U.S. you have
manipulated me as if I were yoyur pawnb. I’ve had enough. Enough!” She stormed out and slammed the door,
leaving Mary stupefied, then weeping with her head buried in her crossed arms on the countertop. Minutes later
Alex walked into the kitchen and said timidly,
“Mom, don’t cry. Mom is a good kid and Mom doesn’t cry.” Mary clasped her son’s head against her chest,
holding back her tears.
“Mom is fine. Mom isn’t crying.” She managed somehow to suppress her sobbing for his sake.
*
Three weeks later, she received a brief letter from Ingrid, with a three-thousand-dollar check enclosed, saying
that she had found a job in New York. More checks followed in the next few months, in varying amounts. She tore
the chcks to pieces, but more kept arriving.
As Mary and Alex eat dinner, she still cannot put Ingrid out of her mind. She listens halfheartedly to Alex’s
chattering about his friend Jenson’s hamsters, wondering if Ingrid is doing well in New York. At least, being an
accountant, she concludes, Ingrid shoudn’t have trouble finding a job. Maybe she even works on Wall Sttreet,
with a big-name firm like Mogan Stanley or Merrill Lynch, reeiving a handsome year-end bonus and spending it
on a shpping spree, who knows? Between them, Ingrid has always been the luckier one, hasn’t she?
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When they were little, Ingrid was cuter, cleverer, and more likable, and she would sing “Red Stars Are
Twinkling” in a sweet voice when asked by the neighboring aunts, who would then reward her with candy or a
picture book. But they ignored Mary, rarely praising her gifts. It might have been because she smiled little; even if
she did smile, she did not have the deep dimples, as Ingrid had.
At age five, a few months before Ingrid was born, Mary’s parents sent her to the countryside for two years to
stay with a family they barely knew. She did not return to the city until Ingrid had learned to walk and talk.
Proably thinking that Mary was too young to remember things, her parents never explained why they had sent her
away, as if it had never happened.
Many days Mary and Ingrid were left home alone since their parents both had to work. Mary was Ingrid’s
babysitter. Behind their parents’ backs, Mary pinched her little sister’s cheeks, kicked her, and drew on her face
with pens. Their age diference made it easy for her to bully Ingrid with tricks and punishments, though she was
careful not to make her sister cry—somehow Ingrid’s tears would soften Mary’s heart and make her realize their
kinship. Whenever Ingrid was about to cry, Mary mimicked the mythical characters such as Monkey King or
Pigsy, or dance around like a maniac wizard, then Ingrid’s tears would freeze in her eyes and she would laugh and
clap wildly at her older sister’s performance.
Now Mary is thirty-seven and Ingrid thirty-one, yet they’re like strangers to each other. Mary sighs at the
thought but changes her sigh into a smile when she sees Alex’s bright eyes gazing at her.
“Mom, are you okay?”
“My little angel, want to help me clean the table?” she asks and winks at her son.
Bob is still not home; earlier he’d called again, saying that he wouldn’t be able to leave the office until ten or
later.
“Both the founder and the CEO\fn{ Chief Executive Officer; in many companies, the person largely responsible for overseeing
the general operations of the institution:H } are here. That corrupted database contains a lot of advertising data, and it’s
crucial to fix it,” he told Mary.His voice sounded stressed.
*
Alex sits at the piano for his daily forty-five-minutes practice, with Mary next tohim. Alex has been taking
piano lessons for a year, but his progress is slower than that of the kids who started at the same time; his teacher
blames his lack of interest and his inability to concentrate.
“You just skipped these two legatos,” Mary knocks on one side of the black Yamaha upright piano. Alex is
playing a piece by Bach. He purses his lips and mumbles a complaint then restarts th piece.
“Your little fingers are sticking up. Also, press the keys with your fingertips, not the flats of your fingers.
Teacher Li said that if you cannot correct your posture she won’t teach you new songs.”
Mary has to interrupt Alex again a little later. Then, again. Finally, a fourth time.
“Mom, I don’t want to learn how to play piano.” Alex turns around to face her and speaks defiantly.
“I don’t like any other musical instruments, either. Why must I do this?”
“Music is very beautiful. People who know how to play an instrument are happier and more inspired than
those who don’t. When I was little, I dreamed of having a piano.” She strokes Alex’s head.
“Teacher Li said you’re very talented and all you have to do is concenrate on your playing. I’m sure you’ll
catch up with Amy and Jenson soon.”
“But if playing the piano doesn’t make me happy right now, how can it make me happier later? And I don’t
like Teacher Li. She’s too strict. She always scolds her students. She even hits us. Last week, she slapped Leo’s
hand and said it was as clumsy as an elephant’s foot.”
“Teacher Li is strict because she wants her students to be good and play well. She used to teach at the Central
Conservatory of Music in China and performed solos. A lot of kids want to learn how to play piano from her.
You’re lucky to be her student.” Alex sighs like an adult.
“Jenson told me last week that he’d put his hamsters inside his piano and let them chew through all the strings.
He hates playing piano.”
“Jenson was just joking. I met his dad two days ago and he said Jenson played for an hour and a half every day
and planned to take a test next year.”
“Really?” Alex pouts. Mary feels guilty about her lie, and as a way to make up with Alex she says,
“Okay, you can take a break today. Want to watch the cartoon movie Dad bought yesterday?”
“Of course, yes!” Alex jumps off the piano bench and drags her by the hand to the family room.
*
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After the movie starts, Mary walks to the master bedroom and turns on her work laptop—she has to compile
some data for tomorrow’s conference call wth Europe. Barely five minutes into working, she returns to the family
room, checking to see if there is inappropriate content in the movie. Bob always laughs at her concern and says
she is oversensitive. But Alex is only six, and she must make sure he’s not exposed to any violence or indecency.
Even if it’s a cartoon, it may contain content inappropriate for children.
Since the shooting at Columbine High School, she no longer buys toy guns for Alex. Every time she meets
Julia and her other Chinese friends who have kids, she shares their worries.
They have endless worries: when their children were small, they complained about the loose curriculum at
school, fearing that their children would learn very little compared with kids in the same age-group in China,
whose curriculum was much stricter, whose school bags were filled with textbooks and homework, and who
wrote compositions by age six or seven. In the United States, Mary’s friends said, it was not uncommon that kids
couldn’t recognize all twenty-six letters of the alphabet by the time they needed to go to primary school.
“How absurd!” they exclaimed, feeling ashamed for America’s public-school education.
They lectured Mary on the importance of starting Alex’s education early, telling her she had to develop his
intelligence and talent; send him to after-school tutoring to learn math, chess, English, history, and geography;
enroll him in a Chinese-language school and classes to learn music, dancing, swimming, or drawing. Some of
them have sent their children to private schools, paying thirty thousand dollars a year just for tuition despite the
fact that they live in a neighborhood with good public schools.
Sometimes, Mary was afraid to talk with these parents, for they always gave her the feeling that she should
have done more for her onlyh child. It was a competitive group, no doubt.
When these children reachd their teens, their parents began to worry about whether they will do drugs or date
too soon, whether their sons will make a girl pregnant or their daughters will get pregnant. Last month, Julia told
Mary psensively that her son had not dated, nor had he brought any girl home.
“Isn’t it great? George is focusing on school,” Mary said.
“But what if he’s a homosexual?” Julia said. “One day I found an opportunity to chat wih him about
homosexuals, but before I could finish he squinted his eyes and said,
“‘What’s wrong with being homosexual? They have their opnions, their rights. They’re cooler and more stylish
than heterosexuals.’
“You tell me, shouldn’t I worry? I didn’t dare tell his father what he said. His father wouldn’t let him step into
the house if he turned out to be a homosexual. And his grandparents … oh, I can’t imagine.”
The next time Mary saw Julia, Julia talked about her son again, but this time she lookd cheerful. She said that
she had checked his computer when he was not at home and found pictures of female movie stars and singers.
“At least he’s interested in girls. He’s normal,” Julia said with relief.
Julia’s concern seems ridiculous to Mary, but she can still empathize with her.
*
The cartoon movie looks fine, so Mary returns to her room. After working a little longer, she pushes away the
documents on her desk, the numbers on the computer screen staring at her like malicious eyes. She decided to
take a break by cleaning Bob’s study, which will be her mother’s room during her stay.
She begins to tidy the desk, where files, software, and music CD’s pile up. The floor around the desk is just as
chaotic. Though Mary tries to clean his study every week, she doesn’t want to mess up Bob’s belongings, so all
she can do, usually, is dust the desk and vacuum the floor.
Today the messiness irritates her. She has asked Bob more than once to empty the room for her mother’s stay,
but he has done nothing yet. She takes an empty plastic container from the garage and dumps the cascade of files
and CDs into it.
“If there was one more room in the house, that would be nice,” she thinks.
Two nights ago, Bob told Mary that he had just been granted a significant number of new stock options.
“Do you know what these shares mean?” he asked, waving the letter excitedly.
“We may beome millionaires overnight,” she said.
“You don’t look like you care. Isn’t it your dream to buy a house in the best school district? Wasn’t it you who
urged me to join a pre-IPO start-up?”
She was slightly hurt: he sounded like he was doing all this or her, instead of for the family. But she feigned a
smile, like she always did when facing a possible confrontation.
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“Of coure I’m happy. After your company completes its initial public offering, we’ll buy a big house in Palo
Alto. Two-story, with a nice garden and an in-law unit. Alex can go to Gunn High School and attend Stanford
University some day.”
*
She didn’t care so much about money, but if her mother emigrated to the United States, they would have to buy
a house with an in-law unit to accommodate her. That was the plan they had agreed on before she started to
prepare immigration documents, so Mary could take care of her mother while they still had their privacy.
She felt fortunate that Bob had agreed to her plan despite some hesitancy; she knew that this kind of living
arrangement was unusual among Americans, who, in her eyes, weren’t sufficiently committed to caring for their
elderly parents. But since their initial discussion, years ago, they hadn’t talked about it seriously again; a few
times she’d brought it up, but Bob had put her off. Now, with her mother visiting soon, they need to talk about it
without delay. It takes time to save money and find the right house.
She shouldn’t have asked him to join a start-up, Mary reflects gloomily as she continues putting files into the
plastic container. They don’t need a million-dollar house in Palo Alto, she tells herself. Somewhere in Cupertino
or West San Jose, where the school disricts are excellent yet houses are less expensive, would be more realistic.
Of cours, it still costs more to buy in these communities than in Sunyvale. But at least there’s a possibility they
could afford a house there, if they can sell their current house at a good price.
She suddenly becomes agitated. If Bob was more involved in running the house, she’d be less stressed. It’s
time for her to sit down and have a good talk with him.
She goes to the kitchen and drinks a glass of iced water. Feeling better, she returns to Bob’s study to finish
clearing up—when she starts something, she wants to get it done. Also, besides tending the garaden and cooking,
she likes to clean; it feels good to see the house tidy. She pushes the container into the hallway and begins to
vacuum.
There is a futon under the window. She opens it and lies down, boucing to test its firmness. It’s a Simmons and
fairly firm. She figures she’ll let her mother try this first; if she doesn’t like it, Mary will buy a real bed.
She takes a set of sheets and pillowcases from the dresser in her room and makes the bed, then empties the
closet, finding a few of Bob’s sweaters that are fairly new but that he no longer likes. She folds the sweaers, puts
them in a half-filled plastic bag in the garage, and takes the bag to the sidewalk. Tomorrow morning, a Salvation
Army truck will stop to collect donations.
She looks into the distance for a while, in the direction from which Bob usually drives home.
She has to ease up, she thinks, as the night deepens and the air gets chillier. …
40.198 Excerpt from Crazy Horse In A Frenzied City: “The Hazards Of Daily Life”\fn{by Xin Yuan aka Yeung Siu
Lin (1970- )} Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, China (F) 4
Bam! The bartender slammed down a mug of beer before Crazy Horse, breaking his dream.
He glanced at the Englishman opposite, and found that the man was looking at him.
From the look of it, he was like a weakling eyeing somebody weaker, a bullied child looking for a smaller kid
to bully. Crazy Horse didn’t like that look.
He put down the beer mug with a thud—the Englishman was startled, as if from a dream, and rubbed his eyes.
Then Crazy Horse took it out.
He held it in his hands a while, then handed it to the man. The Englishman seemed puzzled, but he held out his
hand and took it. He touched its hard surface. You couldn’t tell whether or not he had seen it before.
“It’s a personal seal with a name on it. Don’t you recognize it?”
The man’s answer was enigmatic. He dipped the thing into his drink, then stamped it on a coaster, leaving the
imprint of a name. Then he looked up, and smiled.
“It’s a name, it identifies you like your name,” Young Horse explained. “It’s your identity!”
“It’s like your sex,” the gweilo said, and winked at him.
Old Horse sensed that the conversation was moving to dangerous ground.
For one thing, gweilos use a lot of innuendos in their language. The man could be using the word “sex” to refer
to Crazy Horse’s gender, or he could mean the thing itself. One reason why he didn’t like those devils was that
they brought sex into everything!
Besides, dressed as he was, in drag, he was going about the business of his nation—at least the business of the
future Special Administrative Region. (“Who do you think you are? Qiu Jin the revolutionary heroine?” he asked
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himself.) But he became aware at the same time that women compatriots of his (all the girlfriends he had had,
whether of long standing or passing fancy, for instance), might have had such experience of sexual harassment,
Sexual harassment east and west—depending on whether you joined the Chinese orchestra or the ballet company.
(Although if you joined the Chinese Repertory Theatre, you might have more time to spend boning up on racing
tips on horse and hound.)
But let’s go back to the question of sexual harassment, or back to the question of sex, back to the impending
danger, impending threat, in the situation confronting Old Horse.
“Do you know this guy?” Old Horse pointed at the seal, hoping to move from sex to politics, using the
ambiguity of political language to replace the ambiguity of the language of sex.
“What if I do? And what if I don’t?” the Englishman leered. Hell. He was moving the ambiguity from politics
back to sex!
Old Horse was going to say, “He wants to see you!” But somehow he just couldn’t come out with it.
Perhaps he couldn’t simply say it without it sounding like the solicitation of a pimp. How could he persuade
himself that this was going to be a major contribution to the Sino-British negotiations and to the common good of
the populace?
He felt as if he were sitting at the corner of a long conference table, strenuously going through documents and
memoranda, trying to recall some forgotten detail in the minutes of some meeting, chasing after the flood of verbiage which flowed from the offices of bureaucrats, and trying to make out whether, in the ongoing discussion,
people were referring to Appendix AB or CD.
Then the long arguments, each side defending his own position, circuitously, directly; the exchanges forwards
and backwards like swords, like rapiers …
But no. It wasn’t like that.
The present situation was: sitting in this circus of a bar, uncomfortably crammed into a tight-fitting dress, the
high-heeled shoes pinching his feet, the make-up sticky on his face, he was being forced over and over again into
playing a role he didn’t want to play. And this Englishman before him—whom he could not figure out—was this
man playing an inconsequential prank, or was he serious? Or was there some conspiracy?
He could not get to the bottom of it.
(But the conspiracy theory was everywhere. The papers, for example, had a photograph of a senior official
curling his lip as he told the public not to treat the new system of pensions as a conspiracy.)
What the hell was he doing here?
Crazy Horse hummed and hawed, hesitated, and at last came out with it:
“He … he wants to see you.”
The pale face (like the desolate emptiness in the sky after the glory of a resplendent sunset) was almost
expressionless, the raised glass having hidden much of the face.
He really couldn’t tell whether he was acting as a pimp or a gobetween for a secret political negotiation.
“Hello, honey!”
Another gweilo who had squeezed close to him in the crowd a moment ago was now by his side, and was
affectionately clasping him by the shoulder, saying:
“A riddle for you. I’ll give you a big prize if. you get the answer right!”
He wagged an index finger before Old Horse’s eyes. It looked as if it had an insinuating life of its own as it
headed for the bridge of Old Horse’s nose.
“Take a good look!”
Old Horse turned away in disgust.
He was annoyed, the possibility of a Sino-British dialogue was interrupted. Behind him, he heard two gweilos
talking about the Sino-British negotiations and commenting naïvely on Hong Kong politics.
And in front of him this one was pushing a face, mouth open, towards his:
'You know why Beethoven never used this finger to play piano?” The finger came at him like a guided missile.
Old Horse got up and backed away. The gweilo lunged into empty air and fell down in the booth seat.
The two gweilos behind him were still engaged in their elementary thinking process:
“D’you know why Hong Kong people don’t express their views in the Sino-British talks?”
The riddle-man was crawling up, and the guided missile was on the move again, curving and circling through
the air. Trailing behind it was the free bonus of a gigantic grin, backed by myriad fireworks on the pimpled face,
fireworks that whistled and flared to exuberant brass-band music to spray the sky with color and then fall through
the dark night to sprinkle the waves of the ever beautiful harbor of Victoria.

1216

“Don’t you point your finger at me!” Young Horse shouted.
“Right! Bingo! You’ve got it! Because the finger is mine, not Beethoven’s! Ha ha ha! I’ll give you a big prize
for this!” the gweilo shouted.
He pursed his lips and dashed forward like a bear making for honey. Old Horse was quick to rise to the
occasion. He whipped the table cloth off the table, waved it beside him, turned matador-fashion, and the prizegiving Santa Claus dived straight past him.
One of the two gweilo commentators was saying:
“Why don’t the people of Hong Kong use their—”
Santa Claus Descending could not brake, and his pointed finger went straight into the commentator’s mouth.
Then smack, the big fat lips of Santa Claus kissed the commentator’s face.
This newly arrived journalist for the South China Morning Post or the Far Eastern Economic Review never
thought that discussing the crisis in Hong Kong with such detachment would bring him this grievous bodily kiss,
and he choked. Something had jammed his mouth.
His companion, an Aussie, somewhat slow on the uptake, did not notice the drama around him. He was looking down, reading the wine list or something, and mumbling to himself (because nobody could hear what he was
saying), repeating what his friend was saying:
“You were saying why the people of Hong Kong don’t use their …” He looked up, saw the latest development,
and added in amazement, “… finger?”
Santa Claus Descending's finger was trapped; he was a captive wolf. The journalist commentator was speechless, waving frantically for help. Had you not known that he was choking, you might have thought that he was
sobbing and shuddering in the ecstasy of a deep-throat climax—an experience he had never had back home, and
was discovering for the first time in this colonial territory. He writhed and turned in mortal agony in his booth
seat, energy drained from his limbs, delirious.
The slow-on-the-uptake Aussie stood up. He was a real marvel, if a trifle slow, like a mechanical Arnold
Schwarzenegger someone had forgotten to wind up. The giant genie slowly raised his left hand and then his right
to pull apart the Siamese twins. But they were stuck, and nothing worked.
Old Horse saw that this impasse was just the right moment for a getaway. (Typical Hong Kong mentality!) But
he had some unfinished business to finish with this pale, almost osteocarcinomatic Englishman.
He took an address from his pocket and held it in front of the man’s eyes.
“In three days at 7 p.m. he’ll be waiting for you.”
Were they going to meet him in that Stanley villa which sometimes made it into the news? Many high-ranking
Chinese officials had probably stayed there. After reading the address, the man took out a lighter and burnt it, then
dropped it into the ashtray.
Such swift action was conducive to confidence. It was obvious that the man had come to Hong Kong not just
to go to Edward Lang’s gay film festival. The barmaid served Old Horse a mug of beer. He took a mouthful, and
suddenly realized that he hadn’t ordered one! He checked the table: the ashtray had disappeared. When was it
taken away?
Damn! All was discovered! At the very least they had been watched. He had forgotten to check whether the
entire address had been rendered into ashes. His eyes panned like a camera in search of the barmaid. But he
couldn’t find her. He tried to ascertain whether there were any suspicious characters about. No one from last
night's crowd seemed to be there, but then everyone looked suspicious. He was in disguise, others were too
perhaps?
The best move was probably to make for the door. But before he even stood up, the man across the table had
vanished. In times of crisis, look after Number One. That’s the way it is now in Hong Kong. He made as if to go
to the toilet, and left a signal for New-York-Water to say they would meet up in her flat that night. He dared not
talk to her for fear of bringing her trouble. He didn’t even know who was tailing whom, and whether he was a
target for the other side.
He was just about to push open the door of the men’s room when he saw a man coming out of it and suddenly
remembered the way he was dressed. As he went into the ladies’, he felt the man was glaring at him. Was he one
of them? Crazy Horse couldn’t be sure. He hurriedly shut the door, and looked to see if there was a bolt to secure
it. In the mirror he saw a disheveled face, flaking make-up over pallid cheeks. He was a man with a job and an
apartment: why had he fallen to this sorry state, like a frightened mongrel without a home?
There was a knocking on the door. Knock, knock, knock. Who was there? They were after him. What should
he do? He looked around. Was there a way out? He saw a square of a window at the back. He pushed with
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difficulty and it opened. The knocking came again. Knock, knock, knock. There was no time for hesitation. He
poked his head out. There was a laundry rack outside. He caught hold of it and pulled himself up, easing his body
out of the window. Half of him got out, and then he was stuck. He twisted and turned and yanked. He felt as if he
were a cork that would not be pulled out of a bottle. Knock, knock, knock. The knocking started again.
Somebody was pushing at the door. He turned and twisted, heaved himself in and out of the bottle. He could
not spend the rest of his life like this. There he was, one body in two places, one country, two systems, one will in
two minds; the top half of him was in the air bathing in the light of the new moon, the bottom half was in the 100.
He tried again, hoping for a smooth transition, when body and soul would unite. In the moment of desperation, an
idea was born, the fire of inspiration flared, giving him unbounded strength, and he pushed.
Rip! The sound of cloth torn asunder. His long skirt was rent.
His legs took him to freedom, but he lost his balance. Quickly he grabbed hold of the laundry rack and dangled
from it like a swing, like a pendulum, like a high-ranking colonial civil servant being courted into the embrace of
the new regime, swaying forwards and backwards, attracting at once the attention of the potted plants on the
window sills and the tatty brooms in the back alley—a scene so moving that the fat curled-up pussy cat waiting
for his master’s consoling caresses wept.
Old Horse felt his feet cold, his skirt trailing in the breeze. He was walking on air, his legs now soothed by,
now free from, the frail gossamer that might at any moment be gone with the wind.
He saw clearly now that he was only one floor up from the ground. From a television set in a flat nearby came
the news broadcast—the talks had broken down and Chris Patten was taking part of the political reform package
to the Legislative Council. And meanwhile the Chinese and the British accused each other of playing the economy card.
Then on the screen came a portrait of Mao—probably from a Western magazine—with a bright red lipstick
mark on his left cheek which caught the eye more quickly then the mole on his chin.
Two naked legs passed to and fro in front of the TV set and got in the way. He gave up watching, closed his
eyes, and let go of the rack.
The great hard earth rushed at him and slapped him in the face. He felt as if his bones were dispersing in all
directions. He blacked out and fainted dead away.
After the impact, he thought he had had it. He lay there thinking back on the folly of half a lifetime, of too
much drinking, too little exercise, of never having any success in love, never having taken the arty photos he had
wanted to take, never having been director of a film, and then ending his life in a back alley like this. Shame!
He yearned for the sound of police-car sirens, for a running gunfight sequence, for the heart-rending guttwisting music that comes at the end of films, but there was nothing. He heard only the muffled sound of
television broadcast in the distance, of water dripping from a tap, and even the fat pussy cat which wandered past
ignored him and walked on, in search of some young cats to miao with. He didn’t know how long he lay there.
Then he heard some noises up above. Perhaps someone had broken into the toilet and was looking down. He
strained to turn over and rolled into the dark shadows under the verandah.
He could not understand why even though he was pursued to the death the whole thing was done with so little
rhyme or reason, with so little pomp and circumstance, so very differently from what befell the familiar movie
heroes he used to watch. Then the noise stopped, taking away even the thrill of danger in suspense.
He crawled under the stairway and curled up there. Moments passed. Hurried footsteps, as if some heavies
were running past. He lay there, curled up like a newborn babe, or more like an abandoned newborn babe (Relax.
I have no intention of asking Ye Lu-zun to film a few Category III sequences for insertion here as Yau Kong Kin
did in his Babe.) without a past, without a future, just curled up there, motionless, cut, bruised, and exhausted.
Time passed. Night was sure to have fallen. The alley grew dark with shadows, things were blurred. The hustle
and bustle of night revellers filtered through the distance to reach his ears.
The abandoned babe stirred, as if waking from a coma, and slowly lifted himself from the ground. Then,
trailing fuzzy strands of light, looking this way and that, and clinging to the walls, he staggered to his feet. He felt
dizzy. He didn’t know where to turn, didn’t know whether there was anybody tailing him. Not for him the bustle
of life, but he still made his way out there clinging to the wall. He had to go down the slope out there before he
could get to his “vintage” car. Once in his car, even if his home was wrecked, he could still go to New-YorkWater’s place. He could at least find temporary shelter there.
His head felt cold. He touched it to find that his wig had gone, he didn’t know where or when. There was no
way he could find it now. He pressed ahead and got out of the alley.
He tried to minimize his bulk, to shrink into an insignificant target, to be like a mere stone on the slope. Fortu-
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nately, on the slope, there were always endless parades, of guests attending the openings of new bars, dressed as
variegated ladies in colorful period costumes, as Indian maharajas, as Robin Hoods and highwaymen, as demented nuns, as armoured knights. If, in the midst of this carnival, there was a half-man half-woman with disheveled
hair, flaking make-up, and wrapped in a long shredded petit fleur skirt, no one would pay any attention.
Thanks to the mixture of cultures and the rupture of time and space.
But someone recognized him …
1972

82.12 Torn Out Of Context\fn{by Albert Tam (1972- )} Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, China (M) 10
Snow Land
“My teaching is for you to discover the secret of how to become Supermen: a person must never slacken in the
effort to surpass himself … in this lies the greatness of the human being, for to be human is to be a bridge to cross
over, and not an end point.” Also Sprach Zarathustra.\fn{A poem written in 1883 by Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche (18441900).}
The wind blew with a fierce howl, roaring like a pair of dragons locked in desperate combat. The vast and
borderless horizon flung itself across the sky, hovering curtain-like over the dazzling, brilliant snow on the plain
below. Stars flickered gloomily in the night darkness, a cluster at their very heart aglow with a very particular
light. A dull glimmer shaped itself into a ray of light, which slashed across the sky and split it asunder.
A long trail of footprints was visible in the snow. They were traces left behind by very large creatures, members of the generation that had dwelled there in the distant past. Far beneath the frigid snowy skies, they had made
their way along, had trekked up into the caves and cavities half way up the mountain side.
The violence of the roaring wind all but obliterated the traces and trackings they had left behind.
At the entrance to one cave there was a light. It flashed and flickered, and gradually stabilized. Surface resistance to the rigorous and persistent scrape and rub of friction gave birth to a tongue of flame, which gasped and
then leapt forth as a stream of golden light, and in the darkness of night this is what was to become the most
blazing of all illuminations. Far below in the powerful expanse of wind and snow, there was this slenderest of
flaming threads, the secret of the power of life, the most resilient of life energy.
A man sat before the fire, and his shadow wavered and danced against the wall of the cave, one minute
floating, another hesitating, always moving, never ceasing, a shadow at once both gigantic and tiny.
He closed his eyes and gripped a sword tightly in his hand. It bode well—it was a good sword. The sword’s
handle was shaped like the head of a dragon, and the dragon’s eyes gleamed, and the brightness had a magic in it.
The scales of the dragon arched over the surface, and every chink and indentation was neat and orderly. The
sword’s metal flowed with lines clearly delineated, but its body was snapped off at the half-way point.
Behold a sword that was broken, a weapon only half the length it had once been. It’s point was missing, and
one could easily fear it might be broken yet again.
There were many ways the sword could be broken. Yesterday when he was practicing the sixth step of the
Flash of Sword, First of Words, A Name, A Legend movement on the side of the cliff, a great pppnnnggg rang out,
as if something had cracked in two. The shaft of the sword snapped in half and dropped into the precipice far
below. His eyes followed the blade of the sword as it descended through the air, and it seemed as if he had lost an
arm, or that a part of his life had tom itself off and tumbled away from him. When he lifted his head and looked
up at the sky, a gargantuan image of the Master hovered over the sweep of the heavens. It was as if Mount Tai
itself was looking down on him.
The Old Country
Many years earlier, it had been the most beautiful planet in the galaxy known as the Milky Way. In the whole
of the sky it had stood out for its resplendent glow, and with the passing of many years, it had conceived and
brought forth a magnificent civilization. It had spawned a level of scientific sophistication of culture and art that
was the envy of the whole universe …
But now, in space, it is a crystal ball only partly translucent, because its center is filled with a moral darkness, a
poisonous venom. After a journey of several hundreds of years, and still another journey of several thousands of
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years, and finally after the passing of tens of thousands of years, that poisonous venom will still remain.
Civilization is already a thing of the past, a thing so far and distant that it is beyond all hope of return. A giant
sheet of grime lies like a blanket on all that was.
Alas, a war, a war indeed of tremendous destruction. It was the prelude of the dark night that stretched its arms
mightily aloft.
Snow Land
In the far distant north, a mountain range was shrouded in an impenetrable mist. A few weak and slender
beams of sunshine broke through the line of defense, forcing a breach in the purple darkness. The celestial
heavens became a giant battlefield separated by sides of black and white. The stars scampered for refuge in the
background. And when all had ended, the planets of shining white ascended higher and higher, and chased away
the darkness of the night, and announced the advent of a new day.
When the initial ray of brilliant light fell upon the cave, the flames of the fire faded to ashes. The Lord of the
Broken Sword climbed quickly to his feet, and breathed deeply. The night crept along its path with inestimable
slowness, but finally passed.
He took the broken sword and hid it in his breast, and the air swirled in his wake when he disappeared into the
cave. As he hurried along, he threw the merest glance over the cliff that plunged into the depths at his side. The
forefront of the attack came against him head on, like the blade of a razor skimming over his face. A dazzling
shaft of light sprang from a nearby clump of snow. He fixed its eyes on the scene, and saw then the half blade of
the sword as it poked itself up in the snow. He crouched low and leapt into the air, shooting like a bullet to land
beside the sword.
He studied the weapon. With brow concentrated and forehead furrowed, he contemplated its mystery. The
sword was found, but how was he to join its handle to the full length of the blade? And how could he use a sword
so broken in drilling and training for the various moves?
The sword he had planted in his breast suddenly rocketed into the air, pushing him back a step. The sword’s
handle traced the outer ridge of a circle right before his eyes, and then tumbled to the side. The place where it
landed was precisely where the blade lay, and thus the two joined together to become a whole sword, seeming
never to have been divided at all.
He was terrified. It seemed he could not believe his own eyes. He considered reaching out his hand to grab the
handle of the sword, but pulled himself back. It was bizarre beyond all description. Should he reach out and touch
it? Or keep his hand far away? In the midst of his indecision, the half of the sword that was sticking up in the
snow began to violently shake and tremble. Then it took to life and began moving on its own accord. Slowly it
drifted away from him. He stared at the sword in all its oblique strangeness, and his mouth fell open as if to never
shut itself again. Words darted like an electrical jolt through his mind:
“It is your life … it matters not how far you may roam, or what distant ocean you may traverse, you must bring
the sword back again.”
The dying words of the Master tapped softly at the door of his memory.
“Whatever may happen, it matters not. First you must bring back the sword.”
Suddenly his feet moved into position. He launched himself into Fierce Tiger Landing on the Ground. He sent
his hand flying forward to grasp the sword’s handle as it floated over the snow. Incredibly, the sword surged ahead
just as his fingers neared it, escaping his grasp. The futile attempt plunged his arm elbow-deep into the snow on
the ground.
Perhaps it is caused by the sword clashing against a hard object. Or by a force that dwells within the swordsman, the sword unable to withstand the inner power. There is a purpose behind the sword’s brokenness.
It could also be that latent energy inside the sword itself could rebel against the weapon and cause it to break.
If such were the case, herein lie the most glorious of all ways for the sword to perish, for the sacrifice of its own
life would allow the Lord to become even greater in stature.
The Lord of the Broken Sword sat before the pillar of fire, his eyebrows so locked in contemplation that they
appeared like great doors slammed tightly shut. No person anywhere could peer into the royal chambers behind
those doors and discern the unfathomable magic that dwelled there.
Tears began to fall, they rolled one, and then another, cascading downward like stars flowing over the darkness
of the heavens. The tears trickled, and the hand that gripped the handle of the sword trembled gently.
The night was not yet deeply dark, and it passed only slowly. He waited, and the sun arose. He wanted to rely
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on the light of day to search for the part of the sword that would come back to him. He believed it lay in the valley
below.
Slowly he opened his eyes, and the form of the Master took shape in the light of the fire. He stared and stared,
and he could not but contemplate the Master.
Self-understanding arrived. He had trained in the warrior arts with his brothers, the other eight disciples. They
studied under the Master, they scrutinized the movement called Flash of Sword, First of Words, A Name, A
Legend. Legend said that the art of words was created by Tsang-chieh, who took a universe without words and
turned it into one with words. One could undertake the training of Flash of Sword, First of Words, A Name, A
Legend and would follow steps in the journey of the arts of the sword. And yet the truth was [that] one could learn
to step out of the world of the sword and into the world without the sword. It was indeed a warrior art, to forgo the
sword and yet to conquer with it.
It was truly an absolute. The scroll The Lesson of Flash of Sword, First of Words had two parts. The earlier was
given to all the disciples by the Master. The latter part of the manuscript he held unto himself. His words:
“When you have mastered the final sword moves in the first part of the great lesson, the teaching that still
remains in the scroll will reveal itself as it wills.”
Still another absolute! This particular stratagem had seven sword moves in all. The early part of the manuscript
included teaching for the first six moves: The Swift One Suffers No Regret, Galloping Stallion Lathers His Coat,
Bow String Pulled Taut, Soul of the Great Dragon, Swift Arrow Hits The Mark, Flying Hawk Looks Back. The
seventh of the moves was kept in the latter part of the manuscript.
In pursuit of the first five moves alone they had already trained for nearly twenty years. None of them knew
the purpose for cultivating themselves in these arts of the sword. He was the sole exception. Everyone else longed
for a time of rest, and looked to the day of the Master’s Revelation of Conscience. No longer would he then
subject them to such rigors.
And the day did come when they no longer trained and disciplined themselves with the sword, for there was no
one to spur them along, the Master having died.
The Master had never been graced with good health. It appeared he was not able to adapt to the cold climate.
Nonetheless everyone continued to respect him, none daring to utter a bitter word or cry of complaint. Far from
improving, his condition only became more severe. In the days just preceding his passing, he spit up blood, and
there were globs of it lying about in the snow; the bright red set against the pure white snow, like little pools. The
very last time he saw the Master was at the entrance to the Mountain of Mystical Harvest. The mountain was the
personification of a powerful blowing blizzard, with the snow pelting the air, and the wind a mindless noisy
cyclone bent on wiping the hideaway from the face of the planet.
The disciples of the Master, numbering ten in all, sat gathered around a great fire. The flames cast a light over
the faces of every man there, painting a scene of sadness. Not a brother among them uttered a word, yet each of
them, without being told, knew that this was the Master’s final meeting with them. The eyes of their Father
Teacher seemed heavy and dull, his complexion pasty white, his entire countenance colorless and drained of
blood. Probably all that he had inside himself had spilled out already in the blood he had lost. And this is what he
said:
“I will go away now. There is no need for sadness. When it is your time to pass on, pass on is what you must
do. And what I wanted to accomplish, I have accomplished. Flash of Sword, First of Words, A Name, A Legend
you have, each of you, mastered till the fifth movement. The path that lies yet before you is from this time on for
you yourselves to ponder and discern. Your grip must be firm, your will determined. As for the art of the sword
that still remains, you will find no one to teach it to you now. As for the Flash of Sword, First of Words, A Name,
A Legend—its highest mark of achievement is the renouncing of the sword, which in itself is a triumph by the
sword. You must see this as the greatest of all heights. It is what I hope for you.
“Always remember what my own Master taught me. The soul of a swordsman rests upon his sword. Though it
be not necessary to resort to the sword, he must have his sword still. That sword is a part of our very body, and it
cannot be severed from us.
“This is why—should something happen and you lose the sword—why you must do everything in your power
to find it again. It is your life. Even if it is broken, your task is to beg its remains back to wholeness. It matters not
how far you may roam, or what distant ocean you may traverse, you must bring the sword back again.
“We ten have come from a far distant earth, and that place is our home. I know that now I cannot return there.
The reason you have trained in the art of the sword is precisely so that you may return to the earth. Only if you
suffer the rigors of the warrior arts will you be given the possibility of going back.
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“I am leaving now. There is no need for you to come along, and no need either for sorrow. Just tend to your
studies of the sword. Return to the earth. And now, I, I . . . close my eyes.”
His words completed, the Master unsheathed his sword, waved it gently over the heads of the group as a
gesture of final blessing, and then turned and moved away. His worn and emaciated body slowly passed into the
cave, and the great shadow became smaller and smaller. At last it simply vanished completely in the wind and
snow.
“Master!”
He looked at the shadowy outline of his master’s body in the stillpoint of the flames, and could not restrain a
cry. Then the figure was slowly vanquished by the golden undulations of the fire. Quickly he shook off the grip of
his memory. He summoned to mind the task he was to accomplish: finding the broken sword.
He pulled his hand back and quickly jumped into the air. Again he repeated the gesture. There they were again,
the two pieces that had dragged themselves forward a moment earlier, the floating sword that had sped into action
on him as soon as he had reached for it, and his arm is thrust again into the snow by his futile attempt to grab the
sword.
He lifted his hand again and sent his feet rushing crazily forward after the sword that floated so quickly away,
and just when he was ever so close to the blade, he let out a shriek and jumped down smack in front of it.
Instantly the sword advanced as if intent on a frontal assault on him. He fought to regain his balance, and both his
hands shot out into the air in a mighty effort to grasp the sword. When the floating sword rose in the air before
him, he cried out again, fighting desperately all the while to grab it by the handle. The blade that had slipped
through his fingers now came sailing in anew upon his hands.
With every ounce of strength at his command he tried to bring the sword under rein, but it would never stay in
one place. It drew an eye upon him and advanced upon him, forcing him to step backwards. He dodged and feinted, let the sword glide by his side, only to find it pull again from the front. And then he felt something in back of
him towards it. The sword whirled ahead at an accelerated speed, leading him to the entry way of Old Platter
Mountain. Strewn upon the snow were the scars and traces left behind by the sword, and his feet.
The Old Country
The war of universal devastation burst forth on the last night of the year at the very time when the world was
preparing to welcome the dawn of yet a new year. It was surely the last thing anyone might have imagined to
happen at such a moment: and seemed like a guided missile on the horns of Satan’s head. It fell in the midst of
blinding light, and fierce and monstrous conflagration, the fruit of an exploding mushroom cloud. No one ever
discovered who it was that pushed the button first, no one anywhere could find a place of escape, and no one was
a victor.
All cities were completely destroyed, modern skyscrapers tumbled to the ground, highways and interlocking
arteries were dashed to pieces, all communication systems left paralyzed. In the space of a single night, civilizations thousands of years old were shattered and wiped out of existence. The whole of planet earth regressed to the
very beginnings of darkest time.
In a city buried thirty kilometers below a certain selected place, the last remnants of humankind sat facing one
another, hopelessly reviewing their sorrowful plight. In terms of the supply of food stuffs previously held in
storage, and according to the most cheerful of estimates, they could sustain life beneath the earth for up to fifty
years. The surface of the earth would require a minimum of three hundred years, however, before human life
could be expected to adapt to it again. No one could possibly predict what might happen, when at the moment
even the heaviest of earthly clothing could withstand but half an hour’s exposure to the atmosphere.
Happily these last of all human beings were not out to act in self-interest, but intent upon the common good.
With all the cool rationality at their command, they set out on a great search for a stratagem that might save
humankind. The fate of humanity was completely under their control, they held it in their hands.
Snow Land
His hand gripped the handle of the sword tightly. He had to fight to resist being pushed back and overpowered.
He couldn’t fathom how the blade could glide off on its own like that up into Old Platter Mountain. The wind
whistled through his hair. The friction from the ground produced by spontaneous combustion an uproar of flames,
which danced in fiery hot fury around the balls of his feet. His fingers tingled with the quickening of red cells in
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his blood, the odor of which rose in pungent strings and prickled his nostrils.
He was in desperate turmoil, and thought if he could only loosen his grasp, then and only then could he be
freed of this encumbrance. Yes, he could be at rest at last, and his fingers could be free, his feet could cool, his
blood could stop pounding.
He understood now: he had arrived at the limit of utter exhaustion. But if his hands relaxed, or if he but
loosened his grip slightly, the sword would get away from him, would spring off to a place he could not reach.
Perhaps he would never be able to find it again.
Suddenly he saw the Master, saw him as he taught the arts of the sword, saw him spitting up blood, saw him
speaking his final words, saw his last farewell.
“Master!”
After the Master’s death, his brother disciples, he was left alone … the faithful brother … never slackening in
his arduous sword training. He did not fear the depth of his suffering, and every new day found him on the edge of
the cliff in the cultivation of the art of the sword, hoping all the while to master the highest level of Flash of
Sword, First of Words, A Name, A Legend: the renouncing of the sword as the pinnacle of achievement in the
warrior arts.
His brother disciples had long ago abandoned their cultivation of the art of the sword, their finish line marked
by mastery of the fifth movement. Early on he had surpassed the others, and their eyes showed their envy at his
accomplishment. He pressed forward in his pursuit of the secrets of the sword, and who in the world would dare
become his foe today? But they demanded equality, and slothfully longed to share in his warrior attainments.
Because he could no longer be tolerated by his brother disciples, he left the group and dwelled in a cave of his
own in back of the mountain named after the god of fertility. They could not let the matter rest, however, and took
turns spying on him every day to ferret out his activities. They were intent on it, hoping he could master the sixth
step. And then the latter portion of the Flash of Sword, First of Words, A Name, A Legend manuscript was sure to
reveal itself. From that moment on it would not be long at all before everything else would manifest itself. They
thought it inevitable, for it made no sense that the eight of them who had risen to the rank of the fifth move could
fail to triumph over a single solitary warrior who knew the way of the sixth.
“This is a truly extraordinary level of accomplishment rebel has managed to achieve.” One of the other eight
brothers had followed him, and secretly watched his every step and move. He pulled a thing from his breast, cast
it high in the sky, how it exploded in mid-air and sent off a puff of blue smoke.
At the Mountain of the Mystical Harvest, the others recognized the Signal. In consternation they rushed for
their swords, resolved to take a stand. They were ready to fight the one they called rebel, ready to fight him to the
death.
The Old Country
Because of the radiation showered over the earth, whether above or below ground it did not matter, from the
beginning there was no way to distinguish night from day. All animal life of that generation died off, and when
new life did appear, there were huge differences with the previous age, particularly in the lack of hair to cover the
creatures, the coarseness of the skin, the sharpness of teeth. Many animals were deformed, growing an appendage
less or in some cases one more than normal. The most important food source was a pile of carcasses as tall as a
mountain. Sometimes the animals turned cannibal, devouring their own kind blood. At other times they ate
whatever new vegetation emerged after the war, plants which though lacking leaves and petals, somehow sent
roots deep and tough into still uncontaminated water buried deep in the ground.
Scientists safe below in the underground pondered without rest the dilemma of how to save mankind, how to
revive civilization. Human life could not survive forever as a kingdom erected beneath the earth, and there was
only enough natural food to last for fifty years. At a great assembly scholars of chemistry announced that perhaps
they could utilize natural foodstuffs and combine them with various synthetics and thus sustain life for as long as
a couple hundred years. In the interval of a longer period of time then, they could wrestle for a strategy that might
reach farther into the future.
Psychologists and social scientists opposed the proposal vigorously, however, pointing out that in cramped
living quarters under ground it was virtually impossible to prevent certain difficulties from arising among human
beings. There was no shortage of evidence in earlier experience, they argued, and in conditions such as theirs,
people were strongly driven into certain tendencies. All manner of unpredictable disorder could easily break out,
conflicts and contentions, and explicit manifestations of mental disease would be the order of the day.
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The assembly drifted into stony silence.
It was a physicist who broke the deathly quiet in the room. His suggestion was that they freeze human life and
let it thaw out after several hundred years. In this way, upon waking up and returning to consciousness, humans
would have arrived at a new world, and would have circumvented the dilemmas of the present.
A certain veteran political engineer pulled himself to his feet. He remarked that the process of human freezing
could indeed be managed. Still in all, no one could guarantee that outside the existence of their own underground
city there were no enemies. And if an enemy force were to happen along and discover their frozen underground
human city, there was no sense wasting words about trying to protect anyone. Talk along those lines was nothing
but blowing smoke.
A scholar learned in the deepest findings of astrophysics added to the discussion the consideration of a certain
planet serialized in astrological charts as planet #137C56. The atmospheric levels and environment there were
comparable to planet earth. He bravely raised a brilliant proposal. Let us draw out human life cells and produce
genes, he said, implant them within special seeds, and then send them aloft in an orbit that would land them where
human civilization could be continued. Those in attendance at the assembly were astonished. No other suggestion
shocked them more than this one. The destiny of human life had reached the end of all possibilities.
Snow Land
The floating sword led him into the vicinity of Old Platter Mountain. It had never come to a rest. Blood stains
lay curled upon his shirt sleeves like scales on the hide of a snake. Flames of hell crackled around his waist, and
his body was a chiseled taut coolness. A mantle of chill fell off his shoulders.
The handle of the sword he grasped tightly, never loosening his grip, ever tenacious as he strode forward,
willing to travel forever.
The floating sword led him into the Mountain of Holiness. He had never journeyed there before. The Mountain
of Holiness offered the highest mountain peak around, and from there one could gaze out over the snow capped
landscape. A brilliant silver globe hovered in the celestial heights in distant, frigid magnificence.
Before him there stood a massive cave in the side of the mountain, a great hole of demonic evil torn open in
the night.
When yet he still hadn’t had time to fathom it all, he was swallowed up inside.
The tunnel was enormously long, and as it wound its way gradually into its depths, the light grew dimmer and
dimmer, until it ultimately became nothing but a blanket of solid darkness. He did not know where he was, but
with the sword by his side, he would be safe.
There was no telling how much time passed. Eventually a thin stream of light emerged in the space ahead. The
light gradually grew in size: he saw a tunnel leading out of the place. The floating sword had led him to a new
world. The end of the tunnel became an aperture to the sky overhead, and there the light poured down from above.
Suddenly the sword came to an abrupt halt. He could make no sense of it. The whites of his eyes bulged, the
brows over their lids furrowed in confusion, his head whirled, and again he beheld the Master and the brother
disciples. He saw it all: the various moves and positions in the art of the sword, the warrior scrolls, the severed
weapon, the floating sword, and he himself … and then his body caromed forward into a fall. He could not tell
when his hands loosened their grip. He kept plummeting, plummeting into the space ahead of him, farther and
farther, and then he crashed into a pile of snow.
His body had taken a hard blow, and every muscle and bone cried out in pain. His head was a cyclone of
disorder. If he could only fall into a deep and never ending sleep, how sweet it would be—what a hope. What
great magical power was it that guided and propped him up upon his feet like this? It was part of the Master’s
final words:
“It matters not how far you may roam, or what distant ocean you traverse, you must bring your sword back
again.”
He ground his teeth fiercely, summoned every last ounce of strength at his command, he clung desperately to
every cell and fiber of body, and crawled inch by inch toward the swords that lay ahead of him. Blood on his
hands fell drop by drop to the ground. His wounds trembled.
In his head a single idea throbbed, that and no other:
Grab that sword, pull it out of the ground, grab that sword and—.
The Old Country
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In the end the remnants of humankind opted for both plans. They would execute them simultaneously, the
frozen state for themselves, and the seeding of human life for the others. The former among the underground
population were to be frozen for a period of three hundred years, and the latter, twenty essential seedlings, would
be chemically nurtured.
A male and a female would take the seedlings into outer space. When the proper moment arrived, a cultivation
machine would transform the essence of human life seedlings into actual human beings. It would be the
responsibility of the earthlings to raise them as children, and instruct them, all with the hope they could return one
day to the earth, there to begin again the story of human civilization.
They finally implemented the double strategy. The people willing to be put through the freezing process hoped
only that a few hundred years into the future, the children would actually be able to return from their distant
journey. Their eyes brimmed with tears as they prostrated themselves inside the freezing machine. They had no
certainty they would ever wake up again.
As humankind’s space ship zoomed up into the thickset of clouds overhead, the final generation of animals on
the earth below dropped off into the darkness of death.
Snow Land
His body was drained of strength as he inched ever so slowly toward the sword. The dragon’s face on the
handle of the sword gazed at him, the eyes like those of the Master.
He put his hand upon the dragon’s head, and instantly a fiery bolt of power shot through him. His body
warmed, and his eyebrows arched on his forehead. His wounds sloughed off all semblance of pain, and the
dripping blood coagulated. Every crevice and pore of his body was suffused with a magnificent surge of energy
that more than sufficed for the strength he had lost earlier. Prompted by a secret hand, he pulled the sword up
from the ground at his feet. The shank of the weapon was engraved with neatly etched lines, and the silver blade
was so dazzling that he had to shut his eyes.
At that moment the mountain shook with tremendous violence, and the ground at my feet tore asunder. At his
back, yet not far away, a massive boulder encased in silver rose slowly into the air.
He trembled like a fool from his scalp to his toes. Never in all of his days had he laid eyes on a stone so huge,
or so bizarre. Then he saw another boulder jut out, this one in a different direction, but one with added clumps like
pillars. Some were large, some level, but every one of them emanated a light that glowed with the same quality of
iridescence.
There was no way in the world for him to fathom any of this. Although he had seen many a spectacular sight
that day, now it dawned on him that all of the strangeness was somehow connected.
“Rebel, I’m going to kill you.”
He turned and was shocked to see his eight brother disciples, each posed with a sword in hand, each with a
look of murderous intent written upon his face. It was the Battle of All Evil, and there was no running away.
When they saw the huge boulders shine with all their brilliant glow, they could not hold back the fear in their
hearts. The two sides looked long and hard at one another, and when they reached for their swords, there was no
way to stop trembling.
If they did not nail him, it would be total disaster.
The eight men assumed their positions in a ringlet around him. The swords against him were eight in number,
and they sparkled and danced in a moment that dripped with murder. Air lush with the power to kill hung palpably
still, and then whirled into a cyclone, wrapping its gusts around him like a cloak.
The eight men advanced on him in unison, the eight swords all aimed at his chest, ready for the kill. Not in ten
thousand years could anyone possibly imagine the moves he then executed. His feet were like bullets in their
speed, he twirled high into the air, and when he landed a moment later, he landed softly right smack on top of
their blades. The eight swords arched backward instantly, set to fly into action, but again he soared upward,
somersaulted, and flew to safety outside the ring of captivity.
Never before had he faced so many enemy hands, and he saw in a flash that a solitary warrior pitted against
eight enemies was a more desperate battle by far than a duel, one against one.
Moreover, in the narrow confines of such tight quarters, there was simply no room to spare. The instant his feet
hit the ground, an enemy sword flicked into the first position of The Swift One Suffers No Regret to cut off his escape from the rear. But without a hint of hurry or concern, he dispatched the defensive Galloping Stallion Lathers
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His Coat, twirling his lightening fast sword an extra time or two for added effect. Although he had not anticipated
a frontal charge with the third movement, Bowstring Pulled Taut, he warded it off by the fourth command, Soul of
the Great Dragon. And then one of them launched a viscous assault at his head in the fifth move, Swift Arrow
Hits the Mark. He thwarted it with a deft maneuver, the sixth, Flying Hawk Looks Back in Flight.
Now when he looked to the front, he had no way to guard his rear, and a glance to the rear would expose him
at the front, so what he required was a sword to protect his head and face at the very instant a blade might leap
from nowhere to get him in the back. The fifth maneuver of Swift Arrow Hits the Mark covered a rear attack, and
he tossed a Flying Hawk Looks Back in Flight to pull himself out of danger. There was no tracing its source, but a
triple sweep with Swift Arrow Hits the Mark tore crisply at him and, defenseless, he picked up three slashes,
running with blood, in his left arm.
He jumped to the rear, flipped over backward, and landed flat on his feet on the surface of the glowing white
boulder. With both hands he clung tightly to his sword, poured the full brunt of his attention into the tip of the
blade, and steeled himself for the Enemy Eight.
An evil glint shone in the corner of their eyes, and from the corners of each of the eight mouths there oozed the
most ghastly of all possible expressions. They would slice him to ribbons—they would leave his remains
abandoned in the snow at Mystical Harvest Mountain. They thought their victory a matter beyond all doubt. There
was simply no way the eight of them, each armed to the teeth with the credentials and training of the fifth rank,
could be overcome by a single man who enjoyed the privileges of the sixth.
With the suddenness of an explosion he had never witnessed, his sword so graced with mystical power
suddenly sprang free and dropped to the ground with a bang.
Its sound was like the tip of a dagger piercing his heart. He could not believe his eyes. The sword had broken
to pieces on him, there wasn’t a thing he could do about it, not a single maneuver now that could make any sense
whatever.
The unmistakable sound of metal upon rock also made the Enemy Eight jump in surprise. You could ponder
the scene ten thousand times for ten thousand years ten times over, and never understand how Heaven could treat
them so kindly. Like him, they too reckoned that with no sword in hand, there was no sword move now left.
Firmly they gripped their weapons, and their swords flashed in concert. Eight was the number of blades that
sang in the air, each as sharp as the other.
Not a thought passed through his mind. Standing there with his eyes fixed dumbly on the swords, there wasn’t
a shred of strength left to defend himself.
In the twinkling of an eye, the boulder upon which he stood tore open a tremendous cavity within itself, and all
the men tumbled down into it. Then just as quickly, the cavity sealed itself up. He stared at the scene before him.
It seemed like the men had disappeared in thin air.
Eight men had come streaming toward him with swords all at the same moment, and then the very pupils of
their eyes bulged in astonishment, and their mouths gaped disbelief.
He had arrived at a strange little world indeed, one so narrow and dark. Steel rods roamed over the outside of
his body. Wounds in various places released floods of warmth.
Over his hands and feet there brushed something cool and comfortable, and he heard a metallic pinging sound
as a hardened garment was wrapped around his shoulders.
He thought he was dead. The events of the day, one more unbelievable than the other, marched one by one
before his eyes.
He weighed anew the significance of the art of the sword. The words of the Master rang freely again in his
ears.
“The highest attainment of Flash of Sword, First of Words, A Name, A Legend is to forgo the use of the sword
and yet to use the art of the sword.”
“A swordsman’s soul dwells in his sword. Although he may not use it, he must have a sword.”
“Our sword is part of our body, and cannot be severed from us.”
“It matters not how far you roam, or what distant ocean you traverse, you must bring the sword back again.”
“We ten have come together from the far away earth, and that is our land.”
“You are disciples of the sword so that you may return to the earth.”
“Only by the discipline of the sword arts will you find an opportunity to go back.”
“Be diligent always, and faithful in your training with the sword. Then you will return to the earth.”
The earth?!
He sensed two tubes connect themselves to the sides of his temple. Fragmented images appeared in his mind’s
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eye.
The Old Country
The space ship succeeded in its mission, and yet no one celebrated. This time the journey was less than a complete victory, for of the two travelers, a man and a woman, only one was still alive. Only half of the essence of life
seedlings managed to escape damage.
The environmental conditions of the new planet were actually quite different than those of earth, the air and the
climate, what could take root and grow and what could not—well, the earthly scientific community had miscalculated in a few matters.
The male traveler stepped from the space craft holding his mate in his arms, his eyes brimming with tears. He
found a place to bury her near a tall mountain. His body shuddered, and beside her grave he dug a place he would
one day use for himself. As for the essence of life seedlings still left for nurturing, there were nine little males, and
a lone female, the outcome not very ideal.
Regardless of whatever might happen, he was determined to choose a man and a woman to send back to earth.
Human civilization would be born again.
There was but a single female to be cultivated in the machine, and it would require twenty years. There was
nothing to worry over.
He would choose one of the nine males, and he should carry the virtue of human life, and have the power to
create, and the ability to distinguish right from wrong.
This human being would have to accept the shackles of time, but it did not matter, the traveler reasoned
peacefully, for he had here a virtual abundance of time, and to put it directly, the longer it took, the better it was,
for radiation upon the earth would one day scatter and vanish.
He invested tremendous effort in his contemplations, and in the end concocted a long term plan that would
require twenty years.
The art of the sword. He knew the most effective way for a person to unlock the potential within was in the
cultivation and training of the sword. Under the tutelage of an unrelenting cultivation, he could nurture the
strength of an independent mind, one that could tell right from wrong, and ultimately match the demands of the
human being back again on the earth.
The traveler would rely on a computer to create ten swords. He would share nine of them with the children,
both the swords and the mastery of the moves that went with them.
Twenty years time would turn the children into young adults, and the middle aged into the old. His own eyes
were not as bright as they once were, his ears not as sharp, his limbs not as sure. He knew that his own special
time was not far in the distance.
He arranged the childrens’ training in the art of the sword with great care and according to a very meticulous
strategy. The sixth movement presented a particular hurdle, however. Once they mastered the patterns that brought
them to the threshold of Position Six, his sword would divide, and the blade then broken would blend like
camouflage into whatever surroundings lay at hand. When the moment drew near for the joining of the sword’s
handle with its blade, the sword itself would provide its path, and lead him to the space ship.
The instructions for the art of the sword in the latter portion of the manuscript were not to be released, for their
use was reserved until the children reached the earth and met the enemy in battle. That would be a weapon to truly
meet the needs of the time.
The Wise One, a scholar of the human psyche, saw that among the nine there was one who appeared like a
precious dove among the ravens, one fated to be despised by his mates. On this one alone he would bestow a
secret gift for peace in the art of the sword.
The realities of natural selection, the proverbial survival space of the fittest.
One alone could use it. As for the others—no one could say. When he returned to the space ship he would tell
him everything. Then he would embark on the journey back to earth. The fate of the planet rested in his hands
alone.
The Wise One hoped and prayed for one such as this to step forth, and in the last year of his life, he knew
someone would fulfill his will.
It was Adam.
Adam threw himself into the training with the sword up until the very end.
He called the woman Eve.
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Adam and Eve: a reprise of the beautiful names from the ancient Bible story about the creation.
Before he was born, he did not know whether or not to provoke a clash between Adam and the others. All he
wished for was a greater challenge, an encounter that would hone his skills and sharpen his training to the utmost.
If truth be told, he did everything he could to make it happen. After he left the mountain cave they shared in
common, he silently moved to a spot reserved for him, precisely as he had anticipated twenty years earlier. He
experienced the historical disaster of humankind, and grew to old age in the alien land. When he lay himself down
at last, he still considered himself tied to the mother orbit.
He closed his eyes and imagined the scene when Adam and Eve returned to the earth and awakened those who
dwelled underground. He would remake the earth with them.
Snow Land
When Adam truly could not believe what he saw, it was like a dream, and there was a multitude of things that
surpassed his understanding.
The brilliant rays poured down before him, the mountain cave gaped open, he leaped high, his hands held no
sword.
The eight men who had surrounded him on the stage of the great boulder quickly fell into their allotted positions. They readied themselves for another assault, and they would do away with Adam.
But though they fixed their eyes hard ahead, they could not believe what they saw. There was Adam standing
before them, his body suffused in a brilliant silver glow, with countless beams of dazzling light shooting forth into
the air around him.
One of the men leaped into the air to cut him down with the Swift Arrow Hits the Mark maneuver, but Adam
deflected it with his hand, and the opponent crumpled.
Not a warrior among them could possibly perceive the secret at hand, which was that this was it, the final
movement of Flash of Sword, First of Words, A Name, A Legend, a position flowing from the seventh movement,
but one that did not call for the sword at all.
They spun into formation to surround him, wanting to contain him in their midst, thinking still another try at
Swift Arrow Hits the Mark could nail him down. And then he would be dispatched, the victim of the swords they
held in their hands.
Adam stood stock still. The eight swords sliced through the air, flashing viciously as they landed in upon his
sparkling armor.
The Enemy Eight smiled at him, sneered and howled at him, they had won. One slash like this, and Adam’s
downfall was certain.
But in an instant that slammed like a bullet, the smiles froze upon their faces, and absolute disbelief etched its
inimitable lines upon their brows like horror carved in stone. For the blood had stopped flowing from Adam’s
wounds, and every last trace of distress and suffering was gone from his face. The Adam they beheld now bore no
resemblance at all to the vulnerable one they knew before. This was an Adam made new again, one poured from a
wholly different mold.
They wanted to remove their swords from his body, but they could not. The swords had not penetrated very
deeply, but they seemed stuck to him.
Adam turned, and the Enemy Eight quickly dispersed. Adam let out a cry, and the swords, all eight of them,
sped into the air and fell to the ground.
One of the men lifted his sword from the ground and went after Adam with the Swift Arrow Hits the Mark
feint. Adam defended himself without a thing in his hands. He flecked two fingers like pincers, and sent the sword
flying, broken to pieces.
The seven remaining men could not see much of the spectacle, concerned as they were with snatching up their
weapons. In rapid unison once again, they attacked him with Swift Arrow Hits the Mark. Adam shifted his step,
several blades came soaring at him high in the air, and then they dropped to the ground. Glowing red rays shot
forth from the center of his being, and the ground exploded into flames. In a terrific blinding flash, his eight
brother disciples were burned to a crisp in mere seconds, their corpses scorched to a heap of shattered fragments,
not a shred of which bore any likeness to the shape or form of a human body.
Adam landed on the great rock called the space ship. He stuck the swords in place inside the rock. A hole had
been dug into the surface of the rock, and his eyes fell upon the shape of a person laying there peacefully asleep,
someone with hair that cascaded down her back. Long, long eyelashes covered the eyes.

1228

Back with his feet on the ground again he moved with slow, plodding steps, wrapped in solitary thought. In the
beginning he had no desire to travel to a planet, he was just an ordinary sort, a swordsman. But his Master … no
… that earthling, it was he who had told him of a small multitude waiting for him in a distant world. He admired
life’s martial arts. In the beginning it was simply a way to test himself and try his mettle against others. This joke
had gotten out of hand, had become altogether too cruel and unwieldly.
All he wanted was to study the art of the sword, and to study it well. He had no care about others or about who
was who. He wanted to find himself again, he wasn’t some human made of plastic and chemicals.
When he gazed at the remains of his brother disciples—they’d been together for twenty years!—he had to
wonder what had happened to bring them to this end. Surely it was not Adam, himself, it was that cursed earthling. He tricked them. Shameless! It was he who wanted to rupture things between Adam and the others, he who
caused Adam to carry this awful burden on his back. Adam wanted freedom for everyone, he wasn’t born with a
mission to trumpet in the ears of others. Earthlings were his creatures, and after he was created, what mattered
was a will that was free to decide whatever road was best.
He heard the soft sound of Eve’s eyelids as they opened, and the rustle of her hands as she moved to roll over.
He knew what he must do, he was absolutely sure of the next step.
Softly he waved his finger like a wand at the space ship, and infra-red rays shot through the air. The vehicle
burst into flames and raced with incredible rapidity. Black smoke plummeted skyward, the light of the golden
conflagration flickered and cast a crimson glow over his face.
He rested quietly upon the uneven surface of the boulder, and stared into the blaze before him. Eve still lay
curled in sleep in the pit of the flames, she never emitted a cry. What was she anyway if not a puppet, unable to
think, simply a sacrificial victim? He was different than she, he would create his own destiny, he did not care for
the earth. He knew he would pass the rest of his days on this planet, this was his home. He made no effort to
extinguish the ferocious flames. He would never leave this planet.
On far off earth, the rays of the sun were blocked by layer after layer of putrid air, and on the ground below no
vegetation had taken root for hundreds of years. Some of what remained were bits and pieces of ruins that
couldn’t even qualify as rubble. The traces of human civilization had been pounded and scattered till they were
grains of sand. Clouds of dust grainy and rough to the touch billowed in the air. Thus it was for those deep asleep
below the earth, they who were so unfortunate now that the plan for the freezing of human life had failed. They
are never to regain consciousness. In grief and pain they wait still today for their savior, one who is wandering in
the distance, never to come.
103.108 An Old Nun Tells Her Story\fn{by Geyang (1972- )} Dagyab, Eastern Region, Tibetan Autonomous
Region, China (F) 6
The month I was born, my mother dreamed that there was a gold Buddha as long as her arm inside our stove.
As she was carefully lifting it out, the Buddha’s head fell off.
Several days later I was born. My father had wanted a boy. My mother told me that if I’d been a boy, I
wouldn’t have lived because her dream showed that it wasn’t her fate to have a boy. Except for my father, everyone in the family was happy about my arrival, especially my sister. Before I was born, she was lonesome. My five
brothers, by my father’s other wife, spurned her company. The afternoon Mother gave birth to me, my sister was
in the sutra room, praying for a girl. When, years later, she told me this, I was quite moved.
My father was an able merchant. By the time I was born, he owned a silk-goods shop, a tea and porcelain shop,
and an estate in Toelung\fn{A locale west of Lhasa.} that he had bought from an impoverished aristocrat. But the
estate was not completely ours—we still had to pay annual rent to the Kashag government.\fn{ The previous
government of Tibet; the name is still used to refer to the Tibetan government in exile .} It had thick groves of willows on the
banks of a little brook gurgling past the back of the house, and a garden that overflowed with the scent of roses.
But we only stayed on the estate for short periods, every now and then. It was only after I was grown that I
realized the soil on the estate was poor, and its irrigation system so inadequate that the harvest sometimes wasn’t
enough to pay our rent.
Father was of pure Khampa ancestry. When he was fourteen, he left the tiny temple where he’d been a lama and
came to Lhasa to seek his fortune. He had realized that the powerful ambition surging within him would be a kind
of desecration for a monk living in a monastery. The wealth and influence he acquired proved the wisdom of his
decision.
Father had two wives, so I had two mothers. They lived peaceably, like sisters, and together bore my father
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five sons and two daughters.
Old Mother\fn{The first wife.} was a devout Buddhist. She passed the greatest part of her day in our sutra room.
As far back as I can remember, she ate vegetarian food, rarely eating with the rest of us. Sometimes she fasted.
Despite this, she was fat; so I think whether one is fat or thin is probably fated by heaven. She wasn’t my natural
mother, but it was from her that I received most of my childhood education, just as my brothers and sister did
theirs.
Without any doubt my natural mother was a beauty. She was fond of dressing up, and gave herself a fresh, new
look every day. It was she who managed all the affairs in our home, and under her direction, everything was kept
orderly and neat as a pin. She liked to sing and play the dramnyen\fn{A Tibetan guitar.} and knew all the streetsingers’ popular songs. The trouble was that, she was so busy she never had time for us children, who needed her
care and attention.
My lone companion was my older sister. I always gave in to her whims, and she always discovered something
fascinating for us to do.
The year I was five, Father and my eldest brother set out on a long business journey. They were gone almost
two years. When they finally returned home, I thought, why are these strangers hugging us and kissing us? I
didn’t dare approach them.
Barely three years older than I, my sister had the opposite reaction, and threw her arms around Father the
moment he entered the room. I found this strange because she’d told me that she hated Father so much she hoped
he’d never come back. Pretense isn’t always a bad thing; sometimes it makes us lovable.
When I was eight, my natural mother told me I would be taken to a convent near Gyantse to become a nun.
She dressed me in a reddish-brown skirt and robe and told me I looked lovely. I stood a long time looking at
myself in the mirror, worrying that I wouldn’t be beautiful after my hair was cut off. As I look back now, I realize
how ridiculously vain I acted. Fortunately, reddish-brown becomes me.
Who decided to send me to be a nun—my father or my mother? I hadn’t the experience to consider the question
then. I only hoped the place I was going to would be as beautiful as our country manor. So, bewildered and
confused, I left my family and home.
It was a fine temple: the solemn, magnificent sutra hall, the glistening snow-white stupa, the great, heavy gate
painted with elaborate designs, the narrow, steep stone stairway up the hillside, the green trees, the bright manycolored flowers, the little birds whose names I didn’t know. I couldn’t help immediately falling in love with it. It
was so much more beautiful than I had imagined.
There were seventy or eighty nuns. When I looked into their placid faces, I hadn’t the least doubt that I would
become one of them. We were so tiny, so insignificant. We could only kneel before our master, the incomparable
Lord Buddha, and pray—not only for our liberation from our own misdeeds, but also for the liberation of all
sentient beings.
Convent life was austere, but once I had grown accustomed to it, it didn’t seem so. It was monotonous, but
once I accepted it, it no longer seemed monotonous.
The convent had a dozen yaks and a few dozen sheep. Winters, the nuns took turns tending these animals in the
fields. Summers, the temple turned the animals over to herdsmen who took them to distant mountain pastures. All
this followed an ancient practice: when summer comes, the herdsmen pack up their tents and take the animals up
to the mountains to graze, leaving the lowland grass to grow for the herds in winter.
The winter pasture was quite a distance from our temple. More often than not, we were completely exhausted
by the time we reached it. Still, I liked being sent there, liked the boundless grasslands, lying on the grass looking
up at the sky, and the feeling I got watching the smoke rise into the heavens as the tea brewed over the fire.
Sometimes the nomad herdsmen teased us with brazen jokes so that we blushed until our ears turned red.
We went to the pasture in pairs. I was usually paired with Nechung, who was four years older than I. From the
time she was little, she had neither father nor mother and was brought up by her brother and his wife, and so she
knew how to do many things I was ignorant of, but she was sympathetic and understanding, and didn’t mind my
mistakes. She was not beautiful, but in my eyes she was lovable. The year she turned fourteen, a young herdsman
fell in love with her and was always thinking up ways to get near her.
One sunny afternoon, Nechung and I built a fire, made our tea, ate the tsampa we’d brought with us, and lay
down on the grass. A light breeze was blowing. The sun was so dazzling that we couldn’t keep our eyes open.
Gradually, we fell asleep.
I’m not sure how much time passed before a cry awoke me. The young herdsman was clutching Nechung in
his arms and kissing her. Presently, he stood up and walked off a few steps. Previously, he’d put his arms around
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her to tease her. I felt it was all silly, lay back down again, closed my eyes, and fell asleep. When I woke up,
Nechung was sitting at my side with a blank stare on her face. She glanced at me. Something in her expression
made me uneasy.
“He made me sleep with him,” she said calmly. “He was so strong I couldn’t stop him.”
I knew she was upset, but I didn’t know what I could do for her. We went back to out temple, returned the
livestock to their pens, filled the water jars, ate our supper, chanted the sutras, and went to bed. I woke up in the
middle of the night and heard Nechung crying. Terrified, we sat with our arms around each other until dawn.
Looking after the livestock was no longer something beautiful. The moment we set foot on the pasture, fear
came to our side. Fortunately, the weather warmed up early that year, the herdsmen soon took the herds off to the
mountains, and we no longer had to look after the livestock.
I was only ten at the time, too young to understand what had happened to Nechung. I couldn’t comprehend her
anguish, and she was afraid to give voice to it. I realize now that she didn’t expect a ten-year-old girl to help her
solve her problem. She just needed me at her side.
Before this, though no one ever came to visit her, she had been a happy girl. Her faith told her that everything
that happened to her was determined by her actions in her previous life, so she wasn’t worried about her present
life. She believed that if she just tried hard, her next life would be filled with good fortune. And so she chanted
more sutras than other nuns, worked harder, and bore the misunderstandings and burdens that others created for
her. But with this calamity, her purpose in life was snatched away: she believed she had defiled herself in the eyes
of Lord Buddha.
Worst of all, she was pregnant. We only understood this months later, when her stomach was so swollen it was
impossible to hide. If we hadn’t been so naïve, perhaps we might have realized it earlier and thought of something
to do about it, perhaps. But until our teacher explained it to her, we were paralyzed by anxiety and didn’t know
that inside her slender body a tiny life was stirring.
She told her teacher everything. But it wasn’t a story that everybody could believe. Probably all the nuns except
me doubted her story to some degree. I was disgusted with everyone around me, but I realize now that I ought not
to have blamed them. Anyone with common sense would have had some misgivings.
One morning our teacher came to tell Nechung that the abbess would permit her to have the baby in the
convent, but then Nechung would have to leave. Nechung was devastated. She told me that she didn’t want to go
on living. To leave the temple, she thought, was to forsake all hope for a good life in her next reincarnation.
In the convent barn, among piles of hay, Nechung gave birth to a sturdy, healthy boy. The sight of the baby
dissolved the nuns’ misgivings and moved the abbess’s heart: if Nechung and her child were to leave the temple
now, how would they survive? The abbess said Nechung might remain a year. And so she was to enjoy a year of
peace and security, during which her wounded soul might have healed.
But this was not to be.
A second nun got pregnant, and the rage of the abbess fell like lightning on Nechung. The abbess said that the
second nun got pregnant because she had punished Nechung too lightly. These two pregnancies had blackened our
convent’s reputation for purity and upright conduct. Nechung and the other nun were to leave in ten days—never
to return.
For two whole days Nechung spoke to no one. There was no resentment in her eyes. She accepted expulsion as
her fate. She gave no thought to where her path in the world might lead. She was looking for death.
When punishment for another’s misdeed falls on us and crushes us, may we put an end to our life? May we
ignore the teaching that, by choosing to die, we terminate the cycle of our reincarnations and suffer in hell for
eternity?
It was my turn to take out the herds. Out of breath and panting, I reached the pasture with my new companion,
a girl of infectious merry spirits. Our laughter attracted a crowd of other children who were watching their
livestock. Someone began singing, and we danced around in a circle until we were worn out. I lay down on the
grass.
Suddenly, my thoughts returned to Nechung. When I got back that evening, would I find her dead by her own
hand? The boy who’d violated her was nearby, cheerfully drinking his tea. An irresistible impulse impelled me to
my feet. I rushed up to him.
His eyes shifted nervously as I stood before him. I discovered that I was frightened too. How should I begin?
He had made love a pretext for doing what he pleased, and had no thought for the suffering he’d caused. I wanted
to chastise him, curse him, beat him, stab him, kill him. I didn’t dare. I couldn’t even scold him. In a stammer, I
blurted out everything—what I should have told him and what I should have kept back—as if I was telling a
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touching little story. When the story was finished, I had nothing more to say.
There was an awkward silence. He sat quiet.
I walked away. Had I run all this way just to tell him he had a son? When I got back to the temple, I was
relieved to find Nechung still alive. She rushed up to me and said,
“He’s here.”
“Who?”
“The boy who—”
“What for?”
“I don’t know.”
“Where?”
“With our teacher.”
Like criminals awaiting sentence, we sat silently side by side, gripping each other by the hand as if we would
never see each other again. The sound of approaching steps jolted us out of our daze. Nechung clutched her baby;
he was standing there before us.
“I confessed everything to your teacher,” he said. “If the abbess won’t let you stay, there’s a place for you in
my tent.” He looked at the baby, reached out, stroked it, and said,
“A child without a father …”
The abbess changed her mind and permitted Nechung to stay in the convent, but now Nechung insisted on
leaving—with a man she’d hated.
“It isn’t my fate to serve Lord Buddha in this life,” she declared. “Heaven sent that man for me to take care o£
But I’ll keep everything I’ve learned here in the temple in my heart.”
I was so young I didn’t understand what it meant to part. I assumed she’d remain in the pasture lands nearby,
but though I later searched and searched, I never found her. She and her man had disappeared forever.
*
My only friend was gone. I grew lonely again. Luckily, people from home came to visit me, bringing alms for
the temple, as well as things that I needed.
Sometimes I left the convent in the company of other nuns to go begging in distant cities. Often we would stop
several days in towns along the way, and so I saw something of the varied, colorful life of the world. But it did not
make me want to change my life.
When Old Mother died, the family sent a servant to bring me back home. As I stood again at the gate of the
courtyard where I was born, my heart grew anxious. How much had changed in four years? How much had I
forgotten?
The face of my own mother seemed strange to me. My sister watched me from my mother’s side, dressed in
violet satin pume\fn{A fashionable, high-quality woolen cloth.} and matching yellow puyod\fn{Another type of high-quality
cloth.} Could this beauty be the girl I’d slept with in the same bed with when I was little? Her skin was so fair!
Suddenly I thought of my own face. How long had it been since I’d looked in a mirror? Did I look like her? I must
look like her—we had the same mother! But maybe I didn’t—maybe I didn’t look like her at all.
As my imagination ran wild, my father walked into the room as solemn and majestic as ever. He acted genial,
even smiled at me, but I was still afraid of him. Several of my brothers were there, but I couldn’t tell them apart. I
must have been a stranger in their eyes as well.
Though Old Mother had died when I arrived, she is the only person who stands out distinctly in my memory of
that time. Once a year she had visited me at the convent. The donations she brought made me proud. Her words,
her tone of voice, the expression on her face gave me courage.
The whole house was grief-stricken. Father had lost a good wife. My mother had lost a friend and sister. My
brothers and sister had lost a compassionate mother. The servants had lost a benevolent mistress. She had treated
everybody kindly, did whatever she could to help people, never caused trouble for anyone. A person like her was
sure to be reborn into a beautiful new life and enter the way of future reincarnations in peace. If we were griefstricken merely because we would not see her again and benefit from her kindness, wasn’t there some selfishness
in our sorrow?
I stayed on at home for four months, gradually becoming reacquainted with my family. They were especially
attentive to me. But still, I spent most of my time in the sutra room.
I don’t know what kind of shock I would have gotten in a truly rich house, but the luxury in our own family
startled me. I recalled our little temple, where we considered radishes a treat, where we had our tea with just a tiny
lump of yak butter or nothing at all, where we never thought of cake and candy. We worked so hard, got up with
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the stars still hanging in the sky and recited so many sutras. Yet it all made sense. Watching the life of my family
helped me to understand how impossible it is to set out on the road that leads to self-liberation and peace without
deep faith and prayer in our hearts.
My sister turned sixteen that year. Beauty is always good—her loveliness delighted me. My brothers were
frequently away from home, absorbed in their own affairs. I never bothered to discover what they did. My mother
was still the same: elegant and graceful. The daily round of life in the house went on beneath her watchful eye, as
before. She had two more helpers now: my two new sisters-in-law. And my sister took no trouble to conceal her
strife with them.
A merchant who was a friend of my father gave him a piece of beautiful White Russian\fn{ A reference to antiCommunist Russians, many of whom fled to China at the conclusion of the Russian Revolution .} cloth. To this day, I can’t tell
what kind of material it was, but its texture, its sheen, its pattern—everything about it mesmerized my sister and
my sisters-in-law. It was only big enough to make two skirts. I knew that dividing this piece of cloth would create
a conflict. Without the least hesitation, my father gave it to my two sisters-in-law, and my sister was heartbroken
for an entire week.
Finally I returned to the remote little temple, where there were always tribulations, but nothing to make me
think there was anything wrong with life there.
I next returned home three years later. What a difference between one person’s death and another’s! My sister’s
death hurled me into depression.
If only she had lived, several months later she would have been a bride, mistress of an aristocratic home, borne
beautiful children, devoted her life to her husband, become a radiant star in society. Her illness had snatched away
a vibrant, lovely girl with such magnificent hopes. Death was truly omnipotent.
My one companion was gone, and our home seemed alien to me. My sister’s death had aged my mother. The
first wrinkles appeared on her face. She was my own mother, but we had never been close, never confided in each
other. Still I loved her, and her anguish troubled me.
I’d been home half a year, and still there was no sign of any preparations to send me back to the convent. Early
one morning, when I was chanting my sutras, my mother came to me carrying a matching light-blue robe and skirt
with a pair of black leather shoes. She told me to put them on.
“Why?” I asked, surprised.
“Your father wants you to wear these. Guests are coming.”
She looked over my hair and seemed quite satisfied. Though it was only an inch long, it had a natural curl and
probably didn’t look too unattractive.
She left.
Bewildered, silent, I changed my clothes. In the past when guests had come for dinner, nobody had asked me
to join them. I always ate alone in the sutra room. After I changed into the new clothes, I felt ashamed. I didn’t
return to the sutra room. To sit on the cushion dressed like this, reciting my sutras, would somehow be improper.
When Mother came to call me, she had reassumed the radiance she’d lost after my sister’s death. There was
only one guest, a man thirty or forty years old, not very tall or robust, a very ordinary-looking person. As I sat at
the table and started to eat, I found myself doing such ridiculous things that I regretted having come. I dropped
food in my lap. My spoon clanged against my bowl. The noise I made taking my first mouthful of soup was so
loud that I couldn’t bear to go on eating it. My hands were shaking. I must have blushed to the roots of my hair.
For the first time in my life, I felt like an ugly little buffoon.
I was weak with the realization that I was embarrassing my father and mother. Thank heaven, dinner finally
ended. Alone again in the sutra room, I realized that the life I’d led in the convent had been so remote from
everything my family had experienced that I could never be like them again.
Another month went by, and still there was no sign of preparation to send me back to the convent. My mother
now insisted that I begin wearing bright, colorful clothes, and taught me how to match the colors. She made me
put on showy rings and bracelets. Was this how she thought a nun should dress? She gave me jars of fragrant
facial creams, a box of face powder, and a makeup kit and taught me how to use them. In the convent, we just
rubbed our faces with a bit of yak butter and never gave it a second thought. Now I sat like a variety shopkeeper’s
daughter, perplexed by this dazzling display of glittering objects before me.
When she went out to play mahjongg with her friends, she insisted I accompany her, and along the way she
would explain how to walk, smile, eat, and talk in public. She taught me how to use a phonograph. She even
wanted me to learn to sing. Everything she said made me feel uneasy. I began to have a premonition.
I had always been a good daughter and believed it would be wrong to defy my parents. At the same time, I
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gradually began to understand my position in the family and in society. I sat and reckoned to myself—it had been
a whole year since I’d left the convent.
“Mama, I think I should go back.”
“You don’t like it here at home?”
“No, no. But my teacher won’t like it if I stay here longer.”
“If your teacher says it’s all right, will you stay?”
“I’m a nun. I should live in the convent.”
“No, you’re not. You’ve left the convent. We arranged it all for you six months ago. You don’t belong to the
convent anymore. You’re our only daughter now, you belong here at home, and your father and I have decided to
arrange a better life for you.”
Mother gave me a little hug.
“We know you probably haven’t gotten used to it yet, but you will in a while. Remember, from now on you’re
not a nun, you’re the young lady of our family. We’re not aristocrats, but we don’t lack for money, and one day
you’ll become a true noblewoman.”
Her words startled me. To become a true noblewoman was probably my mother’s greatest dream, but such a
notion had never entered my head.
Half a year later, I was married. My husband was the man who had come to our house for dinner—the only
man outside my family with whom I’d eaten at the same table. Though his family was far from prosperous, he had
pure aristocratic blood. By marrying him, I’d become a noblewoman, and my mother rejoiced.
My father had originally picked him out for my sister. If she had lived, she would have made him a fine wife.
Her beauty, warmth, and charm would have assured his happiness. Stupid and clumsy as I was, I made up my
mind to please him. I had to do this for my sister.
And so another phase of my life began. I was nineteen, he thirtynine. Our life was uneventful, even dull. We
had four children, and I discovered the joys of being a mother. I had learned many things at the convent. I realized
that I was a knowledgeable mother. Of this I was proud.
My husband never shouted at me or hit me—unlike in my own family, where I’d seen my father strike my
mother brutally. And my husband was a good father. I still recall the tears in his eyes when our son fell down the
stairs.
His father had died when he was young, and his mother had gone blind, so his only sister, who was older than
he, had left her convent and returned home to manage the household. She had never married. I was terribly
frightened of her. Through the disgust and contempt in her eyes, I came to know the arrogance and prejudice of
aristocrats. To her I was just a little beggar-devil, and she took every opportunity to humiliate me.
The family took its meals in a dark-red room. I could see in the elaborately carved walnut table and chairs the
luxury of bygone days. Although the family’s financial circumstances were nothing like in the past, their lifestyle
had barely changed. My husband’s sister obviously believed I was not worthy to share this splendor and ostentation. Her hostile, overbearing glare so spoiled my appetite that I always left the table half-hungry. My husband
simply thought I just couldn’t eat any more. As a nun I had learned to make an effort to look on the good side of
trouble: I had my sister-in-law to thank now for my slender figure.
In my new home, I undertook many things that I’d never attempted before, and discovered that I learned
quickly. The convent taught me that life involves hard work. Gradually, I became accustomed to my sister-inlaw’s slights and provocations. I did my best to ignore them, and when I had to cry, I went off to cry alone. After a
time I found that her trouble-making left me unmoved, and I wasted fewer tears, until eventually I became
indifferent to it all.
I assumed she could never like me, would never cease trying to provoke me, then one day she started being
nicer to me. I didn’t know what to make of it, but in fact it made me happy. As we began to get to know each
other, I discovered that she was really a most sincere person, a woman who held nothing back. If she hated you,
she hated you to the marrow of your bones; if she liked you, you never needed to keep up your guard. My arrival
had caused turbulence in their family; the turmoil subsided, and everything became quiet again.
My husband had two younger brothers. One had left the family and become a monk. The other lived at home.
He and his wife were mild, gentle people who never bothered anyone. Ten years after I joined the family, this
brother fell ill of some disease that baffled the physicians, and he died. For the sake of stability in the family, their
uncle asked my husband to take his brother’s widow as his second wife.
I didn’t mind. Hadn’t my own father had two wives? My sister-in-law was a good woman, my husband was a
good man. Why shouldn’t two good people come together?
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But my husband refused. He said to me,
“I don’t see any need for it. She’s still part of the family. I can fulfill my responsibility to my brother by taking
care of his widow and children. Besides, you and I have a good life together. Why should someone else come
between us?”
In the ten years of our marriage, my husband had treated me well, he’d looked after my health, but he’d never
revealed anything of a husband’s feeling for his wife. I had always thought his concern was nothing more than a
father’s for a daughter. But the emotion I saw in his eyes now could only be love!
To accept the love of a man nearing fifty and try to love him in return … Although it might have been called
late love, there was nothing incomplete about it. For the first time, I knew the incomparable joy of being a
woman. Ten years I had remained aloof. I thought that as long as I looked after him and bore his children, I was
fulfilling my duty. Deep in my heart I had always thought of him as my sister’s husband. It took me ten years to
begin to understand him, to let him into my soul.
Our children were growing up now. Several years later his sister-in-law remarried and left the household. Then
his sister died, and I had to manage the household expenses myself. As soon as I realized our situation, I persuaded my husband to sell our unprofitable manor in far-off Kham,\fn{ A region in southeastern Tibet .} dismissed some of
our servants, and cut our expenses. Things were easier for a time, but after a few years we were again short of
money.
My husband had little understanding of finances, and his health had begun to fail. If I’d explained our situation
to him, he would have never stopped blaming himself, so I kept my lips sealed. My one consolation was that our
eldest son was now a grown man, and my chief support.
Now I faced the greatest calamity of my life: my husband was ill, the family’s finances were collapsing. I had
nothing but prayer to keep me from despair. One evening my husband died—at dusk, in my arms. Fortunately by
then I had become indifferent to death.
He was gone, I remained. I called my children together and told them that from then on we had to be tough,
learn to bear hardships, live by our skills. They hardly understood the full significance of what I told them. We
had no choice but to sell our home, and now, except for our noble name, we had nothing. When, half a year later,
my children found themselves trudging along the streets of Lhasa, penniless, my one hope was that they would
keep their courage.
They were the tender spot of my heart. I’d brought them into this world. When they came in the door dejected
over some opportunity lost through their own mistake or stolen because someone cheated them, I tried to bolster
their confidence, reminding them of past successes. I saw their vulnerability, their frustration, their sufferings, and
their toil. Most often hard work leads to defeat, of course, but now I saw that they had begun to understand how to
face defeat. Reversals and disappointments, bumps and bruises are unavoidable out in the world. From what I
endured in those days, I learned that the most beautiful thing in life is not splendor and luxury, not wealth and
rank, not occupying a position of power, but the self-assurance that comes from having overcome obstacles, step
by step, through your own perseverance.
It is a beautiful thing to raise children. So many things you do not experience directly, you experience through
them. Children represent hope for the future. But what do the elderly represent? My braids are silver-white now,
but still I have hope.
My children were busy with their own affairs, and at last my spirit was free to find itself a home. I’m a
common, ordinary person, and like most elderly people, I’ve chosen an ordinary way to spend my remaining
years. I left my family to become a nun. At sixty, I’ve returned to the little convent where I lived as a girl, shaved
my head, and put on a reddish-brown robe again.
Many of my sisters of bygone years are still alive. As we tell each other the stories of our lives, everything
we’ve suffered becomes something beautiful. And we discuss our hopes for the future, after this life. The pasture
where I tended livestock as a child is as vast as when I was young, the sky as blue. The white stupa, the red walls,
the green leaves—nothing has changed, and I realize now that the tumultuous life of a human being is nothing
more than a passing flash in the timeless world of nature.
149.99 & 168.12 1. After A Life 2. House Fire: Two Short Stories\fn{by Yiyun Li (1972- )} Peking, China (F) 13
1
Mr. and Mrs. Su are finishing breakfast when the telephone rings. Neither moves to pick it up at first. Not
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many people know their number; fewer use it. Their son, Jian, a sophomore in college now, calls them once a
month to report his well-being. He spends most of his holidays and school breaks with his friends’ families, not
offering even the most superficial excuses.
Mr. and Mrs. Su do not have the heart to complain and remind Jian of their wish to see him more often. Their
two-bedroom flat, small and cramped as it is, is filled with Beibei’s screaming when she is not napping, and a foul
smell when she dirties the cloth sheets beneath her. Jian grew up sleeping in a cot in the foyer and hiding from his
friends the existence of an elder sister born with severe mental retardation and cerebral palsy.
Mr. and Mrs. Su sensed their son’s elation when he finally moved into his college dorm. They have held to the
secret wish that after Beibei dies—she was not destined for longevity, after all—they will reclaim their lost son,
though neither says anything to the other, both ashamed by the mere thought of the wish.
The ringing stops for a short moment and starts again. Mr. Su walks to the telephone and puts a hand on the
receiver.
“Do you want to take it?” he asks his wife.
“So early it must be Mr. Fong,” Mrs. Su says. “Mr. Fong is a man of courtesy. He wouldn’t disturb other
people’s breakfast,” Mr. Su says. Still, he picks up the receiver, and his expression relaxes.
“Ah, yes, Mrs. Fong. My wife, she is right here,” he says, and signals to Mrs. Su.
Mrs. Su does not take the call immediately. She goes into Beibei’s bedroom and checks on her, though it is not
yet time for her to wake up. Mrs. Su strokes the hair, light brown and baby-soft, on Beibei’s forehead. Beibei is
thirty-eight going on thirty-nine; she is big, requiring both her parents to turn her over and clean her; and
afterward, she screams for hours; but for Mrs. Su, it takes only a wisp of hair to forget all the imperfections.
When she returns to the living room, her husband is still holding the receiver for her, one hand covering the
mouthpiece.
“She’s in a bad mood,” he whispers.
Mrs. Su sighs and takes the receiver.
“Yes, Mrs. Fong, how are you today?”
“As bad as it can be. My legs are killing me. Listen, my husband just left. He said he was meeting your
husband for breakfast and then they were going to the stock brokerage. Tell me it was a lie.”
Mrs. Su watches her husband go into Beibei's bedroom. He sits with Beibei often; she does, too, though never
at the same time as he.
“My husband is putting on his jacket so he must be going out to meet Mr. Fong now,” Mrs. Su says. “Do you
want me to check with him?”
“Ask him,” Mrs. Fong says.
Mrs. Su walks to Beibei's room and stops at the door. Her husband is sitting on the chair by the bed, his eyes
closed for a quick rest. It’s eight o’clock, early still, but for an aging man, morning, like everything else, means
less than it used to. Mrs. Su goes back to the telephone and says,
“Mrs. Fong? Yes, my husband is meeting your husband for breakfast.”
“Are you sure? Do me a favor. Follow him and see if he’s lying to you. You can never trust men.” Mrs. Su
hesitates, and says,
“But I’m busy.”
“What are you busy with? Listen, my legs are hurting me. I would’ve gone after him myself otherwise.”
“I don’t think it looks good for husbands to be followed,” Mrs. Su says.
“If your husband goes out every morning and comes home with another woman’s scent, why should you care
about what looks good or bad?”
It is not her husband who is having an affair, Mrs. Su retorts in her mind, but she doesn’t want to point out the
illogic. Her husband is indeed often used as a cover for Mr. Fong’s affair, and Mrs. Su feels guilty toward Mrs.
Fong.
“Mrs. Fong, I would help on another day, but today is bad.”
“Whatever you say.”
“I’m sorry,” Mrs. Su says.
Mrs. Fong complains for another minute, of the untrustworthiness of husbands and friends in general, and
hangs up. Mrs. Su knocks on the open door of Beibei’s room and her husband jerks awake, quickly wiping the
corner of his mouth.
“Mrs. Fong wanted to know if you were meeting Mr. Fong,” she says.
“Tell her yes.”
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“I did.”
*
Mr. Su met Mr. Fong a year ago at the stock brokerage. Mr. Fong, at sixty-six, four years senior to Mr. Su, took
a seat by him, and conversation started between the two men. He was there out of curiosity, Mr. Fong said. He
asked Mr. Su if indeed the stock system would work for the country; and if so, how Marxist political economics
could be adapted for this new, clearly capitalistic situation. Mr. Fong’s question, obsolete and naïve as it was,
moved Mr. Suo With almost everyone in the country going crazy about money, and money alone, it was rare to
meet someone who was nostalgic about the old but also earnest in his effort to understand the new.
“You are on the wrong floor to ask the question,” Mr. Su replied. “Those who would make a difference are in
the VIP lounges upstairs.”
The stock brokerage, like most of the brokerage firms in Beijing, rented space from a bankrupt state-run
factory; this one had manufactured color TVs, and was profitable until losing a price war to a monopolizing
corporation. The laid-off workers were among those who frequented the exchange floor, opening accounts with
their limited means and hoping for good luck. Others on the floor were retirees, men and women of Mr. Su’s age
who dreamt of making their money grow, instead of letting it die in banks.
“What are these people doing here if they don’t matter to the economy?” Mr. Fong asked.
“Thousands of sand grains make a tower,” Mr. Su said. “Together their investments help a lot of factories run.”
“But will they make money from the stock market?” Mr. Su shook his head. He lowered his voice and said,
“Most of them don’t. Look at that woman there in the first row, the one with the hairnet. She buys and sells
according to what the newspapers and television say. She’ll never earn money that way. And there, the old man—
eighty-two he is, too late to understand this market.”
“And you, are you making money?” Mr. Fong asked.
“I’m the worst of all,” Mr. Su said with a smile. “I don't even have money to get started.”
A retired mathematics instructor, Mr. Su had been observing the market for some time. With an imaginary
fund, he had practiced trading, dutifully writing down all the transactions in a notebook; he read books on trading
and developed his own theories. His prospects of earning money from the market were not at all bleak, he
concluded after a year. His pension, however, was small. With a son in college, a wife, and a daughter totally
dependent on him, he had not the courage to risk a penny on his hobby.
Very quickly, Mr. Fong and Mr. Su became close friends. They sat at teahouses and restaurants, exchanging
opinions about the world. They were eager to back up each other’s views; and at the first sign of disagreement,
they changed topics. It surprised Mr. Su that he would make a friend at his age. He had been a quiet and lonely
man all his life, and most people he knew were mere acquaintances. But perhaps this was what made old age a
second childhood—friendship came easily out of companionship, with less practicality, less snobbishness.
After a month or so, at dinner, Mr. Fong confessed to Mr. Su that he was in a painful situation. Mr. Su poured a
cup of rice wine for Mr. Fong, waiting for him to continue.
“I fell in love with a woman I met at a dance,” Mr. Fong said.
Mr. Su nodded. Mr. Fong had once told him about attending classes to learn ballroom dancing, and had
discussed the advantages: good exercise, a great chance to meet people when they were in a pleasant mood, and
an aesthetic experience. Mr. Su had thought of teasing Mr. Fong for his surrendering to Western influences; but
seeing Mr. Fong’s sincerity, Mr. Su had given up the idea.
“The problem is, she is a younger woman,” Mr. Fong said.
“How much younger?” Mr. Su asked.
“In her early forties.”
“Age should not be a barrier to happiness,” Mr. Su said.
“But it’s not quite possible.”
“Why, is she married?”
“Divorced,” Mr. Fong said. “But think about it. She’s my daughter’s age.”
Mr. Su looked at Mr. Fong. A soldier all his life, Mr. Fong was in good shape; except for his balding head, he
looked younger than his age.
“Put on a wig and people will think you are fifty,” Mr. Su said. “Quite a decent bridegroom, no?”
“Old Su, don’t make fun of me,” Mr. Fong said, not concealing a smile, which vanished right away. “It’s a
futile love, I know.”
“Chairman Mao said one can achieve anything as long as he dares to imagine it.”
Mr. Fong shook his head sullenly and sipped his wine. Mr. Su regarded his friend, distressed by love. He
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downed a cup of wine and felt he was back in his teenaged years, consulting his best friend about girls, being
consulted.
“You know something?” he said. “My wife and I are first cousins. Everybody opposed the marriage, but we
got married anyway. You just do it.”
“That’s quite a courageous thing,” Mr. Fong said. “No wonder I’ve always had the feeling that you’re not an
ordinary person. You have to introduce me to your wife. Why don’t I come to visit you tomorrow at your home? I
need to pay respect to her.”
Mr. Su felt a pang of panic. He had not invited a guest to his flat for decades.
“Please don’t trouble yourself,” he said finally. “A wife is just the same old woman after a lifelong marriage,
no?”
It was a bad joke, and he regretted it right away. Mr. Fong sighed.
“You’ve got it right, Old Suo But the thing is, a wife is a wife, and you can’t ditch her like a worn shirt after a
life.”
It was the first time Mr. Fong mentioned a wife. Mr. Su had thought Mr. Fong a widower, the way he talked
only about his children and their families.
“You mean, your wife’s well and”—Mr. Su thought carefully and said—“She still lives with you?”
:”She’s in prison,” Mr. Fong said and sighed again.
He went on to tell the story of his wife. She had been the party secretary of an import-export branch of the
agriculture department, and naturally there had been money coming from subdivisions and companies that needed
her approval on paperwork. The usual cash-for-signature transactions, Mr. Fong explained, but someone told on
her. She received a within-the-party disciplinary reprimand and was retired.
“Fair enough, no? She’s never harmed a soul in her life,” Mr. Fong said.
But unfortunately, right at the time of her retirement, the president issued an order that for corrupt officials
who had taken more than 170,000 yuan, the government would seek heavy punishments.
“A hundred and seventy thousand is nothing compared to what he’s taken!” Mr. Fong hit the table with a fist.
In a lower voice, he said,
“Believe me, Old Su, only the smaller fish pay for the government’s facelift. The big ones—they just become
bigger and fatter.”
Mr. Su nodded: 170,000 yuan was more than he could imagine, but Mr. Fong must be right that hers was not a
horrific crime.
“So she had a case with that number?”
“Right over the limit, and she got a sentence of seven years.”
“Seven years!” Mr. Su said. “How awful and unfair.” Mr. Fong shook his head.
“In a word, Old Su, how can I abandon her now?”
“No,” Mr. Su said. “That’s not right.”
They were silent for a moment, and both drank wine as they pondered the dilemma. After a while, Mr. Fong
said,
“I’ve been thinking: before my wife comes home, we—the woman I love and I—maybe we can have a
temporary family. No contract, no obligation. Better than those, you know what they call, one. night of
something?”
“One-night stands?” Mr. Su blurted out, and then was embarrassed to have shown familiarity with such
improper, modern vocabularies. He had learned the term from tabloids the women brought to the brokerage.
“Yes. I thought ours could be better than that. A dew marriage before the sunrise.”
“What will happen when your wife comes back?” Mr. Su asked.
“Seven years is a long time,” Mr. Fong said. “Who knows what will become of me in seven years? I may be
resting with Marx and Engels in heaven then.”
“Don’t say that, Mr. Fong,” Mr. Su said, saddened by their inevitable parting.
“You’re a good friend, Old Su. Thank you for listening to me. All the people we used to be friends with—they
left us right after my wife’ sentence, as if our bad luck would contaminate them. Some of them used to come to
our door and beg to entertain us!”Mr. Fong said, and then, out of the blue, he offered to loan Mr. Su ten thousand
yuan to begin investing.
“Definitely not!” Mr. Su said. “I’m your friend, but not because of your money.”
“Oh, how can you think of it that way?” Mr. Fong said. “Let’s look at it like this: it’s a good experiment for an
old Marxist like me. If you make a profit, great; if not, good for my belief, no?”
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Mr. Su thought Mr. Fong was drunk; but a few days afterward, Mr. Fong mentioned the loan once more, and
Mr. Su did not reject the offer.
*
Mrs. Fong calls again two hours later.
“I have a great idea,” she says when Mrs. Su picks up the phone. “I’ll hire a private detective to find out whom
my husband is seeing.”
“Private detective?”
“Why? You think I can’t find the woman? Let me be honest with you—I don’t trust that husband of yours
either. I think he lies to you about my husband’s whereabouts.”
Mrs. Su panics. She didn’t know there were private detectives available. It all sounds foreign and dangerous.
She wonders if they could do some harm to her husband, his being Mr. Fong’s accomplice in the affair.
“Are you sure you’ll find a reliable person?” she says.
“People will do anything if you have the money. Wait till I get the solid evidence,” Mrs. Fong says. “The
reason I’m calling you is this: if your husband, like you said, is spending every day away from home, why aren’t
you suspicious? Don’t you think it possible that they are both having affairs and are covering up for each other?”
“No, it’s impossible.”
“How can you be so sure? I’ll hire a private detective for both of us if you like.”
“Ah, please no,” Mrs. Su says.
“You don’t have to pay.”
“I trust my husband,” Mrs. Su says, her legs weakened by a second fear: a private detective could find out
about Beibei.
“Fine,” Mrs. Fong says. “If you say so, I’ll spare you the truth.”
Mrs. Su has never met Mrs. Fong, who was recently released from prison because of health problems after
serving a year of her sentence. A few days into her parole, she called the Sus’ number—it being the only
unfamiliar one in Mr. Fong’s list of contacts—and grilled Mrs. Su about her relationship with Mr. Fong. Mrs. Su
tried her best to convince Mrs. Fong that she had nothing to do with Mr. Fong, nor was there a younger suspect in
her household. Their only child was a son, Mrs. Su lied.
Since then, Mrs. Fong has made Mrs. Su a confidante, calling her several times a day. Life must be hard for
Mrs. Fong now, with a criminal record, all her old friends turning their backs on her, and a husband in love with a
younger woman. Mrs. Su was not particularly sympathetic with Mrs. Fong when she first learned of the sentence
—170,000 yuan was an astronomical sum to her—but now she does not have the heart to refuse Mrs. Fong’s
friendship.
Her husband is surely having a secret affair, Mrs. Fong confesses to Mrs. Su over the phone. He has developed
some alarming and annoying habits—flossing his teeth after every meal, doing sit-ups at night, tucking his shirts
more carefully, rubbing hair-growing ointment on his head.
“As if he has another forty years to live,” Mrs. Fong says. He goes out and meets Mr. Su every day, but what
good reason is there for two men to see each other so often?
The stock market, Mrs. Su explains unconvincingly. Mrs. Fong’s calls exhaust Mrs. Su, but sometimes, after a
quiet morning, she feels anxious for the phone to ring.
Mrs. Su has lived most of her married life within the apartment walls, caring for her children and waiting for
them to leave in one way or another. Beyond everyday greetings, she does not talk much with the neighbors when
she goes out for groceries. When Mr. and Mrs. Su first moved in, the neighbors questioned her about all the noises
from the apartment. Mrs. Su refused to satisfy their curiosity, and in turn they were enraged by the denial of their
right to know the Sus’ secret. Once, when Jian was four or five, a few women trapped him in the building entrance
and pressed him for answers; later Mrs. Su found him on the stairs in tears, his lips tightly shut.
Mrs. Su walks to Beibei’s door, which is closed so that Mrs. Fong would not hear her. She listens for a moment
to Beibei’s screaming before she enters the room. Beibei is agitated today, the noises she makes shriller and more
impatient. Mrs. Su sits by the bed and strokes Beibei’s eyebrows; it fails to soothe her. Mrs. Su tries to feed her a
few spoonfuls of porridge, but she sputters it all onto Mrs. Su’s face.
Mrs. Su gets up for a towel to clean them both. She looks around the bedroom and wonders if a private
detective, despite the curtains closed day and night, might see Beibei through a crack in the wall. Mrs. Su studies
Beibei and imagines how she looks to a stranger: a mountain of flesh that has never seen the sunshine, white like
porcelain. Age has left no mark on Beibei’s body and face; she is still a newborn, soft and tender, wrapped up in
an oversized pink robe. Beibei screeches, and the flesh on her cheeks trembles. Mrs. Su cups Beibei’s plump hand
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in her own and sings in a whisper,
The little mouse climbs onto the counter.
The little mouse drinks the cooking oil.
The little mouse gets too full to move.
Meow, meow, the cat is coming,
and the little mouse gets caught.

Beibei was born against the warnings of all the relatives, who had not agreed with the marriage between the
cousins in the first place. At her birth, the doctors said that she would probably die before ten; it would be a
miracle if she lived to twenty. They suggested the couple give up the newborn as a specimen for the medical
college.
Mr. and Mrs. Su never brought Beibei back to the hospital after they were released. Being in love, the couple
was undaunted by the calamity. They moved to a different district, away from their families and old neighbors, he
changing his job, she giving up work altogether to care for Beibei. They did not invite guests to their home; after a
while, they stopped having friends. They applauded when Beibei started making sounds to express her needs for
comfort and company; they watched her grow up into a bigger version of herself. It was a hard life, but their love
for each other, and for their daughter, had made it the perfect life—the life Mrs. Su had dreamt of since she had
fallen in love at twelve, when her cousin, a year older and already a lanky young man, had handed her a book of
poems as a present.
The young cousin has become the stooping husband. The perfect life has turned out less so. The year Beibei
reached twenty—a fortune worth celebrating, by all means—Mr. Su proposed a second baby. Why? Mrs. Su
asked, and he talked about a healthier marriage, a more complete family.
She understood his reasoning, and she knew, even when Jian was growing in her belly, that they would get a
good baby and that it would do nothing to save them from what had been destroyed. They had built a world
around Beibei, but her husband decided to trade it for a more common family. Mrs. Su found this hard to accept,
but then, wasn’t there an old saying about men always being interested in change, and women in preservation? A
woman accepted anything from life and made it the best; a man bargained for the better but also the worse.
Mrs. Su sighs and looks at Beibei’s shapeless features. She wishes she could sneak her into the next world.
Beibei screams louder, white foam dripping from the corner of her mouth. It amazes and saddens Mrs. Su that
Beibei’s life is so tenacious that it has outlived the love that once made it.
*
With one finger, Mr. Su types in his password—a combination of Beibei’s and Jian’s birthdays—at a terminal
booth. He is still clumsy in his operations on the computer; however, people on the floor, most of them aging and
slow, are patient with one another. The software dutifully produces graphs and numbers, but Mr. Su cannot
concentrate today. After a while, he quits to make room for another investor. He goes back to the seating area and
looks for a good chair to take a rest. The brokerage, in the recent years of a downward economy; has slackened in
maintenance, and a lot of chairs are missing orange plastic seats.
Mr. Su finally sits down by a group of old housewives. The women, in their late fifties or early sixties, are the
happiest and chattiest people on the floor. The only reason for which they come every day is companionship. They
talk about their children and grandchildren, unbearable in-laws, soap operas and tabloid stories they analyze at
length.
Mr. Su watches the numbers rolling on the big screen. The PA broadcasts a financial radio station, but its
commentary is drowned by the women’s stories. Most of the time, Mr. Su finds the women annoyingly noisy, but
today he feels tenderness, almost endearment, toward them. His wife, quiet and pensive, will never become one of
these chatty old hens; and for a moment he wishes that she would—cheered by the most mundane matters,
mindlessly happy.
Mr. Su sighs. Despite all his research, his investments perform no better than the old women’s.
Things go wrong because people miscalculate. They buy stocks on good logic, but fail to anticipate life’s own
preference for improbabilities; husband and wife promise each other a lifelong love that turns out shorter than a
life.
At thirteen Mr. Su fell in love with his wife, and she loved him back. Against both families’ wills, they
married; and against every warning, they decided to have a baby. Mr. Su, younger and more arrogant then,
calculated that the odds for a problematic baby were very low, so low that fate was almost on their side. But then
Beibei was born. His wife hid herself and the baby from the world.
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He suggested another baby to give them a second chance, to save his wife from the unnecessary shame and
pain with which she had insisted on living. Secretly he wished also to challenge fate again. The odds of another
tragedy were low, very low, he tried to convince his wife; they could have a normal family.
The new baby proved this calculation right—Jian was born healthy, and he grew up into a very handsome and
bright boy, as if his parents were awarded doubly for what had been taken away the first time. Yet who would’ve
predicted that such a success would turn Mr. Su’s wife away from him? What had survived Beibei’s birth did not
survive Jian’s, as if his wife could share misfortune with him but not happiness.
A finger taps Mr. Su’s shoulder. He opens his eyes and realizes that he had fallen asleep.
“I’m sorry,” he says to the woman.
“You were snoring,” she says with a reproachful smile. Mr. Su apologizes again. The woman nods and turns
back to the conversation with her companions. He looks at the clock on the screen. It’s too early for lunch still,
but he retrieves from his bag a package of instant noodles and a mug anyway. At a lunch stand, he soaks the
noodles with boiling water, and they soften and swell. He sips the soup and thinks of going home and talking to
his wife, asking her a few questions he has never gathered enough courage to ask; but then he shakes his head and
decides that things unsaid had better remain so.
Mr. Su leaves the brokerage promptly at five o’clock. Outside the building, he sees Mr. Fong, sitting on the
curb and looking up at him, like a sad, deserted child.
“Mr. Fong,” Mr. Su says. “Are you all right? Why didn’t you come in and find me?”
Mr. Fong suggests they go for a drink, then holds out a hand and lets Mr. Su pull him to his feet. They find a
small roadside diner, and Mr. Fong orders a few cold plates and a bottle of strong yam wine.
“Don’t you sometimes wish a marriage wouldn’t last as long as our lives?” he says over his drink.
“Is there anything wrong?” Mr. Su asks.
“Nothing’s right with the wife since her release,” Mr. Fong says.
“Are you going to divorce her?”
Mr. Fong downs the cup of wine.
“I wish I could,” he says and starts to sob. “I wish I didn’t love her at all so I could just pack up and leave.”
*
By late afternoon Mrs. Su is convinced that Beibei is having problems. Her eyes, usually clear and empty,
glisten strangely and dart in their sockets, as if she is conscious of some pain. Mrs. Su tries in vain to calm her;
and when all other methods have failed, she opens a bottle of sleeping pills. She puts two pills into a small
porcelain mortar, and then, after a moment of hesitation, adds two more. Over the years she has fed the pill
powders to Beibei so that the family can have occasional nights of undisturbed sleep.
Beibei stops screaming for a short period, and then starts again. Mrs. Su strokes Beibei’s forehead and waits
for the medicine to drown her limited consciousness. When the telephone first rings, Mrs. Su does not move.
When it rings for the fifth time, she checks Beibei’s eyes, half-closed in drowsiness, and then shuts the bedroom
door before picking up the receiver.
“Why didn’t you answer the phone? Are you tired of me, too?” Mrs. Fong says. Mrs. Su offers excuses, but
Mrs. Fong, uninterested in any of them, cuts her off.
“I know who the woman is now.”
“How much did it cost you to find out?”
“Zero. Listen, the husband—shameless old man—he confessed himself.”
Mrs. Su feels relieved.
“So the worst is over, Mrs. Fong.”
“Over? Not at all. Guess what he said to me this afternoon? He asked me if we could all three of us live
together in peace. He said it as if he was thinking on my behalf. ‘We have plenty of rooms. It doesn’t hurt to give
her a room and a bed. She is a good woman, she’ll take good care of us both.’ Take care of his thing, for sure.”
Mrs. Su blushes.
“Does she want to live with you?”
“Guess what? She’s been laid off. Ha-ha, not a surprise, right? I’m sure she wants to move in. Free meals. Free
bed. Free man. What comes better? Maybe she’s even set her eyes on an inheritance. Imagine what the husband
suggested: he said I should think of her as a daughter. He said she lost her father at five and did not have a man
good to her until she met him. So I said, ‘Is she looking for a husband or a stepfather?’
“She’s honey-mouthing him, you see? But the blind man! He begged me to feel for her pain. Why didn’t he
ask her to feel for mine?”

1241

Something hits the front door with a heavy thump, and then the door swings open. Mrs. Su turns and sees an
old man leaning against the jamb, supported by her husband.
“Mr. Fong’s drunk,” her husband whispers to her.
“Are you there?” Mrs. Fong says.
“Ah, yes, Mrs. Fong, something’s come up and I have to go.”
“Not yet. I haven’t finished the story.”
Mrs. Su watches the two men stumble into the bathroom. After a moment, she hears the sounds of vomiting
and the running of tap water, her husband’s low comforting words, Mr. Fong’s weeping.
“So I said, ‘Over my dead body,’ and he cried and begged and said all these ridiculous things about opening
one’s mind. Many households have two women and one man living in peace now, he said. It’s the marriage
revolution, he said. Revolution? I said. It’s retrogression. You think yourself a good Marxist, I said, but Marx
didn’t teach you bigamy. Chairman Mao didn’t tell you to have a concubine.”
Mr. Su helps Mr. Fong lie down on the couch, and Mr. Fong closes his eyes. Mrs. Su watches the old man’s
tear-smeared face twitch in pain. Soon Mrs. Fong’s angry words blend with Mr. Fong’s snoring.
With Mr. Fong fast asleep, Mr. Su stands up and walks into Beibei’s room. A moment later, he comes out and
looks at Mrs. Su with a sad and calm expression that makes her heart tremble. She lets go of the receiver with
Mrs. Fong’s blabbering and rushes to the room. There she finds Beibei resting undisturbed, the signs of pain gone
from her face, porcelain-white with a bluish hue. Mrs. Su kneels by the bed and holds Beibei’s hand, still plump
and soft, in her own. Her husband comes close and strokes her hair, gray and thin now, but his gentle touch is the
same one from a lifetime ago, when they were children playing in their grandparents’ garden, where the
pomegranate blossoms, fire-hued and in the shapes of bells, kept the bees busy and happy.
2
They called themselves saviours of burning houses, though none of the six women, their ages ranging from
mid-fifties to early seventies, had had much experience outside the worlds of their employment before they
retired: small cubicles behind barred windows for the two bank tellers; large offices shared by too many people
for the three secretaries; and a front room in a six-storey university building, where for many years Mrs. Lu had
guarded the door to a girls’ dorm.
The six women, friends and comrasies for about two years now, had first met at a local park, where mothers,
keen for their children’s marriages to happen met other equally anxious mothers. Between them the six women
had four sons and four daughters, all of them unhurried by the ticking of the clock that kept their mothers
sleepless at night. Hitting it off from the beginning, the women made ingenious plans in the hope that some of
them would become connected by marriages and then by shared grandchildren. Meetings of their children were
arranged, coerced in some cases. In the end, none of the matches produced any fruitful results.
Still, the six women remained close, and when Mrs Fan, the youngest among them, realized that her husband
was having an affair with a woman whose identity he refused to reveal, the other five women, enraged by the
audacity of the husband who was approaching sixty yet behaving like a foolish boy without a heart or brain,
appointed themselves detectives to find out the truth.
Their success in uncovering the mistress’ name, address and place of work did little to save Mrs. Fan’s
marriage. “An old man in love is like a house on fire,” went a popular joke, that circulated for a while as a text
message from one cell phone to another around the city. The joke must have been made up by some young,
carefree soul, but how sadly true it was.
Mrs. Fan was taken aback by the intensity of the fire that engulfed her marriage: three decades of trivial
arguments and unimportant disagreements all turned out to be flammable material. More appalling was the simple
procedure for divorce. In the old days the employers of both parties, the neighbourhood association, the local
workers’ union and the women’s union would all be involved in the mediation, and the court, as the last resort,
would not grant the divorce without making a lengthy effort of its own to save the marriage. After all, any
assistance in breaking up a marriage was more sinful than destroying seven temples, but such a belief no longer
held in the new era: an application speedily granted by the district courthouse soon left Mrs. Fan a single woman
and released her husband to become the bridegroom of an immoral intruder.
The six friends declared war against love outside marriage. They did not need to look far before they found
another woman suspecting a cheating husband, and with their previous experience, and a talent that seemed to
come naturally to them, they identified the mistress within two weeks. It dawned upon Mrs. Guan, whose son was
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a recent graduate from a top MBA programme in America, that they could turn their skills into a business, and
soon, through word of mouth, their clientele expanded. As agreed by the six friends, they would work for the
principle of cleansing society and fighting against deteriorating morals, so they charged less than other firms and
only accepted cases in which wives were endangered by disloyal husbands and conniving mistresses. Saviours of
burning houses, they called themselves, their belief being that, discovered early enough, a fire could be put out
before more harm was done.
*
The story of six older women working as successful private investigators was, against their will and without
their consent, reported by a local newspaper in a gossipy column called Odd People at This Unique Time. What
transgressor would have thought that an old granny in the street had a mini walkie-talkie hidden in her palm, or
that her most innocent conversation with your acquaintances would reveal your secrets to your enemy? The story
was soon picked up by a woman’s magazine, and when the city TV channel proposed a short documentary on
them as part of a month-long series on family values in the new era, the six friends decided to welcome the
opportunity.
The anxiously awaited filming took place on a blustery day in early spring. Their complexions, Mrs. Tang
explained to the woman in charge of make-up, ranged from raisins to months-old apples, so she might just as well
save her powder and rouge for other women with better reasons for looking desirable. Such self-mockery amused
the TV people. Even more surprising to them was how relaxed and natural the six women acted in front of the
cameras, but when complimented, several of the friends looked confused. She had no idea what the director was
talking about, said Mrs. Cheng, the oldest and the loudest. If they were expected to be themselves, why the
comment on their acting?
The documentary aired on a Saturday night and the six women became instant celebrities to their neighbours,
relatives and acquaintances. Soon it became a routine for the six friends to watch a tape of the programme in Mrs.
Mo’s flat, which also served as the headquarters of their sleuthing busines. Mrs. Mo had been widowed for twenty
years, losing her husband in a traffic accident in a snowstorm, and at sixty-five she played tennis, belonged to a
ballroom dancing club and had a full collection of Agatha Christie novels on her shelf. With the looks of a Hong
Kong film star from the 1940s, Mrs. Mo seemed not to belong to the group, yet it was she who had organized the
friends, inviting the other women to her flat whenever she had a day off from tennis and dancing, and later
offering her home phone number as the contact for their business.
Sherlock Holmes was more to her husband’s taste, commented Mrs. Tang, who was married to a retired army
officer. Mrs. Mo smiled tolerantly. She was aware that some of her friends envied her freedom. Now and then
Mrs. Cheng and Mrs. Lu discussed Mrs. Mo's long-widowed situation with her, asking why she had not thought of
remarrying, expressing admiration at her bringing up a daughter all by herself. Mrs. Tang, the least tactful of the
six women, never missed the opportunity in these conversations to mention her own healthy and well-pensioned
husband. Such petty competition, which also occurred when the women brought up their children’s incomes,
usually amounted to nothing more than harmless bantering. They were not about to give up the friendship that had
made them famous late in their lives.
After the programme was broadcast, however, their business slowed down. Perhaps prospective clients feared
that the women’s covers had been broken and it was unwise to hire them now, Mrs. Guan wondered aloud; or else
they thought they could not afford the celebrity price, Mrs. Lu added. There was no real pressure for them to
make money in any case, said Mrs. Tang, and Mrs. Fan agreed, adding that their main goal was to raise the
awareness of out-of-wedlock immorality, and that their TV documentary had made their stand known to more
people than their fieldwork ever could.
Such rounds of talk to ease any worry and doubt were repeated every day, though none of the six friends would
admit that she was upset or disappointed by the fact that they were not sought out as they had been. While the talk
went on, Mrs. Mo would brew tea and come round with a plate of nuts: green tea and pistachios on some days, red
tea and cashews on others, since the tastes of the group were divided on many small things. The nuts were ground
and taken in small spoonfuls, as several of the members had dentures, and when all was settled, Mrs. Mo would
put the tape into the VCR player and turn on the TV.
After days and now weeks of watching, rewinding, and watching again, Mrs. Guan still felt a thrill the moment
the blue screen flickered and the theme music started. Such a joy was shared by all six friends, and every viewing
was accompanied by new comments and laughter. Familiar by now with every shot, they watched the programme
more for random glimpses of themselves. See Mrs. Cheng chat up two guards at an upscale apartment complex,
her cheerful nosiness not eliciting any suspicion on the young men’s part. See Mrs. Lu hovering patiently over a
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pot of watered-down tea on a bench outside a Starbucks where the cheating husband is holding an intimate
conversation with a chic young woman. Thirty years of guarding the girls’ dorm had taught Mrs. Lu a few things
about shameless females, and every time she saw the young actress’s hand covered by the middle-aged actor’s
hand, Mrs Lu would relate yet another story about one of the girls from the past who had come back to the dorm
after lights-out, lips too wet and cheeks flushed unnaturally. The girls would knock on her window and beg her to
let them in, and often she yelled at them and said any day now she would report them to the university and they
had better be prepared to move into the street with the rest of the whores.
The discussion of the degenerating morals of the younger generation was then replaced by laughter over Mrs.
Fan’s secretive phone call to a wife about the cheating husband’s whereabouts. Their little hen had some visitor in
her nest, Mrs. Fan said over her cell phone, a cheap, bulky model that few people used any more, her coat
flapping in the wind, while in the background could be seen a blurred image of a man entering his mistress’
building. Where on earth had the TV people got that hen line from the friends laughed, as they had never used
such codes in their work, and had been given a script to follow.
Amid the laughter, Mrs. Fan sighed. No wonder her ex-husband wanted a younger woman, she said, pointing at
the fine lines in her face magnified by the close-up shot, which she had paused for the friends to see. The other
women stopped laughing, and Mrs. Mo, the one who dealt with any uneasiness with a perfect gesture, broke the
silence and said that husband or not, it was more important to have a fun life of one’s own than to serve a king at
home. Mrs. Fan nodded, and then reported that she had heard from her children that their father had just lost his
new wife to a younger man and they wondered if she would be willing to go back to him for everybody’s sake.
But why would she want to have anything to do with that man twice divorced by now, Mrs. Fan said. It was not
totally untrue, though her children’s suggestion of a reunion had been rejected not by Mrs. Fan but by her exhusband.
The five women studied Mrs. Fan, who smiled back and reassured them that she had long passed the
heartbroken stage; she might have to go out and find a younger man so that her husband would stop daydreaming
about a reunion. The joke was hesitantly received and then Mrs. Mo hit the play button, and more of their glorious
moments lulled them back into happy oblivion.
*
When they got a phone call from a man who called himself Dao, W the six women hadn’t had any cases for a
while. Not that they minded the chance to relax, the friends had been reminding one another, though after the
phone call even Mrs. Mo, the calmest of the six, showed unusual animation. They had never accepted a case from
a man before, but in his call he mentioned their TV documentary, and that alone was enough for them to make an
exception.
The women invited Dao to the teashop where they met all their clients, in a room separated from the main hall
by a bamboo curtain, and by now the young girls who served their tea regarded them with awe and studied the
newcomer across the big table with open curiosity. Start your own business to satisfy your nosiness, Mrs. Cheng
whispered, but it came out loud and unfriendly. Mrs. Mo nudged Mrs. Cheng to keep her voice down, though the
man, who looked deeply distressed, seemed to detect nothing out of the ordinary, nor did he seem to find the
seating arrangement bizarre, positioned as he was across the table from the six interrogators. Dao thanked the
women for their kindness in seeing him, and then he did something odd that annoyed Mrs. Tang: he drank up the
tea in a gulp and lifted the translucent cup to the window as if to check the quality of the china. Mrs. Tang
coughed dryly; she wished she was the man’s mother so she could give him a talking to about manners, as she
often did with her own children, despite their being established in their own companies.
For a long time Dao seemed preoccupied, placing his teacup on the green checked tablecloth, then moving it a
few squares down as if trying to position a chess piece, never looking up at the six women. Mrs. Cheng and Mrs.
Tang shifted in their chairs and Mrs. Lu exchanged a look with Mrs. Guan. Many of their female clients had
sounded hesitant when they had first called, but once they had made up their minds to come to see the women,
their stories had gushed out before an invitation had even been issued.
“If you feel it easier to answer questions than just talk, we will certainly help,” Mrs. Mo offered, her voice
gentle and soothing. There was a girlish excitement in Mrs. Mo that Mrs. Tang was sure only she had detected.
She thought of reporting this to her husband, as had been her habit for the past forty years, but more and more
now the old soldier immersed himself in conversations with Sherlock Holmes, as if senility had turned him into a
close friend of the famous detective. Her husband’s obsession had been a major motive for Mrs. Tang to become a
detective herself, hoping for more attention and respect, but the doctors warned her that her husband’s condition
might worsen; that memory loss and personality change were to be expected. She might as well enjoy her days
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with her friends instead of gathering topics diligently to discuss later with a husband who had always been too
stingy to participate in conversations and who had, by now, stopped listening.
Dao looked up at Mrs. Mo and then at Mrs. Fan, who was talking about a painful experience of her own with
an encouraging smile. It was natural to be angry with the cheating spouse as well as the perpetrator, Mrs. Fan said,
using the words of the marriage expert her children had paid for her to visit—something she would never have
admitted to her friends, as they congratulated themselves as the sole agents of her recovery. Natural, too, to be
confused and ashamed, Mrs. Fan continued, yet he should know that such emotions were unhealthy in the long
run.
“Thanks, aunties,' Dao finally said, and Mrs Mo thought that despite his vagueness, he respected their ages and
addressed them properly; such old-fashioned manners were less common in his generation.
“My problem is, I don’t know where to start.”
“Start with your wife,” Mrs. Lu said; “Does she still live with you or has she left for someone else?”
The man thought about the question for an excruciatingly long time. Mrs Cheng, already losing patience,
picked peanuts from the plate and lined them up in front of her in formations.
“There must have been something in your mind that we could do for you when you called us,” Mrs. Mo
ventured.
“We specialize in marriage crises, as you may or may not know,” Mrs. Tang said. “And trust me, we’ve seen
all sorts of marriage problems in our business.”
“And we keep secrets well,” Mrs. Guan added, and sent away the girls from the shop who had come in with
newly boiled water. “And there are things we can do better than younger people. You’ve seen the documentary.
We’re successful for good reasons.”
“Look at it this way, young man,” Mrs. Cheng said with a grin. “How old are you, by the way?”
“Thirty-four.”
“In the old days I would be your grandmother’s age,” Mrs Cheng said.
It had been a lifelong regret of hers that she had married late—she had been dazzled by all the possibilities and
had forgotten that time acted against a woman. At seventy-two, all she wanted was to see a grandchild, though
neither of her two sons was in a hurry to marry and produce a baby for her to dote on; in the old days women her
age would be holding a great-grandchild by now.
“Look at it this way. You can tell us your problem as you would tell your grandmother. We’ve seen so much
that nothing surprises us.”
Dao nodded in gratitude. He opened his mouth but a deep sigh came before the words.
“My wife, she still lives in our house,” he said.
“A positive sign, no? Do you have children? Still share a bed?” Mrs. Cheng said. “Well, don’t let me interrupt
you. Go on, go on.”
Mrs. Lu and Mrs. Guan exchanged a smile, but they did not stop Mrs. Cheng. The same words would have
come out wrong from a different mouth, yet Mrs. Cheng, the most harmlessly nosy person one would meet in life,
seemed to have a talent for turning even the most offensive question into an invitation.
“We have a son,” the man said. “He just turned one.”
“How is your bedroom business after your son’s birth?” Mrs. Cheng said.
“Sometimes she says she is tired when I ask, but once in a while it is good.”
Men were creatures ignorant of women’s pains, Mrs. Fan thought. In her mind she was ready to dismiss the
case as an inconsiderate husband unable to share a new mother’s burden and casting unfounded blame on her.
Mrs. Fan’s husband had complained about her lack of enthusiasm in bedroom business after both her children’s
births, and she wondered why she had never seen through his cold-hearted selfishness back then.
“Sometimes it takes a while for the new mother to return to her old self,” Mrs. Mao said.
“But isn’t a year too long?” Mrs Tang asked. “Young women these days are pampered and way too delicate, if
you ask my opinion. I don’t know about you, but I served as a good wife once my baby was a month old.”
“Let’s not distract our guest here with an irrelevant discussion,” Mrs. Guan said, and then turned to the man.
“Please forgive us, young man. You must have heard that three women are enough to make a theatre troupe, and
among us we have two troupes. But don’t let us distract you.”
Dao looked from one woman to the other and returned to his study of the tablecloth. He seemed unable to
grasp what had been said to him, and the thought occurred simultaneously to several of the six women that
perhaps he had a problem with his brain, but before anyone said a word, he looked up again, this time with a tearstreaked face. He did not mean to be rude or waste their precious time, he said, but his problem was more than
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unsuccessful bedroom business between husband and wife—there was another man between him and his wife,
and he did not know what to do about the situation.
“So you know the man?” Mrs. Cheng asked. It came as a pang of disappointment that there might not be any
puzzle for her to solve.
“My father,” Dao said. “He’s lived with us for two years now.”
“Your father?” the women exclaimed at the same time, all sitting up and leaning forward.
“You mean, your father and your wife?” Mrs. Tang said. “If your claim is baseless I’m ready to spank you.”
“Let him finish,” Mrs. Guan said.
Dao looked down at his hands folded on the tablecloth and said it was only a feeling. The reason that he had
come to them, he said, was to ask the women’s help to determine if his wife and his father had in fact maintained
an improper relationship.
“Your father, how old is he?” Mrs. Tang said. “And why do you suspect him and your wife of having any
improper relationship?” Mrs. Cheng said.
“Do you have siblings?” Mrs. Lu said. “Where’s your mother?”
Dao winced as if each question were a bullet he was unable to dodge. Mrs. Mo sighed and with a gesture she
begged her friends to keep quiet, even though her own hands shook from excitement as she poured a new cup of
tea for Dao and told him to take his time.
*
The story came out haltingly: the man had been born the youngest of five siblings, the only boy of the family.
His parents had been the traditional husband and wife of the older generation, he the king of the household and
governing his wife and children with unquestionable authority, she serving him wholeheartedly. The four older
sisters had been married off when they had reached marriageable ages, three to men picked out by the father, but
the youngest sister, a few years older than the little brother, had chosen her own husband against the father’s will.
She had become an outcast from all family affairs, a punishment from their father and a precaution from the rest
of the family, as they would not risk the father’s anger to remain in touch with the estranged sister. A few years
ago, the mother had been diagnosed with liver cancer.
By then Dao was over thirty and, shy person as he was, he had not had a date. The mother, in her sickbed,
begged the father to help their son secure a bride so that she could take a look at her future daughter-in-law before
she exited the world. An arrangement was made and he was introduced to his wife, a pretty woman though not a
virgin, as she had been widowed once and had left her only son for her in-laws to raise.
“Did your father know your wife before you met her?” Mrs. Cheng said, thinking fast and sensing shadiness in
the arrangements. What kind of father would foist a second-hand woman on his own son as a wife?
He did not know, Dao said. He had been nervous when he was introduced to his wife, and in any case he had
not thought to question the woman and his father back then.
“Did you love her when you married her?” Mrs. Cheng said.
Dao said that he supposed he loved her, or else he would not have agreed to marry her. Mrs Tang thought that
he sounded uncertain, and what a despicable thing it was for a man to be so passive.
Dao continued, calmer now, as if he had got over the initial shock of hearing his own voice. The six friends
listened, all bursting with questions they tried hard to hold back so the easily intimidated man would not drown in
their curiosity.
Life after the wedding was quiet and eventless, he continued, until six months later his mother passed away,
and as was common practice, the newlyweds invited the father to come and live with them; Dao was the only son
and it was a son’s duty to support the father, even though at sixty he was still strong and healthy as a bull. For
more than a year now Dao had been plagued by the fear that his father had cuckolded him. Such a thought he
could not share with his sisters, and the birth of the baby, a boy who looked just like himself when he had been a
bald baby, did not release him from the grip of suspicion.
“You mean the baby could be your half-brother?” Mrs. Lu said.
Had he known the answer, Dao replied, he would not have approached the six friends. There was little
evidence, but his wife worked odd shifts as a nurse, and there were always stretches of time when she and his
father were at home together without him.
“But that doesn’t mean they would cuckold you,” Mrs. Cheng said.
It was a nagging fear, Dao said apologetically and hung his head low.
“How does she treat you?” Mrs. Fan asked.
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His wife treated him like a good wife should, Dao said. She cooked good meals, cleaned the house and did not
ask for expensive clothes. She put her earnings in their joint account and let him control the finances of the
household. What else could a man expect from a wIfe, Dao asked unconvmcmgly.
Mrs. Cheng cleared her throat.
“Back to my original question,” she said, deciding by now that Dao must have some hidden illness he was too
ashamed to share. “How is your bedroom business? Do you satisfy each other?”
Dao blushed and mumbled a yes.
Mrs. Mo looked at him with sympathy and poured fresh tea to distract him from his own embarrassment. The
world was intolerant of men with sensitive hearts, but how many people would bother to look deeper into their
souls, lonely for unspeakable reasons? Her own husband, dead for twenty years now, had been nicknamed “Soft
Yam” by his colleagues; he was a regular target for bullying; the first to be taken advantage of in promotions.
When she married him, her family and friends had thought her crazy; she had been an attractive girl, with better
options than the man she had chosen for herself. He was a kind man was the reason she had given, but it was his
sadness that had moved her. She had made herself an ally to his parents when she had courted him, and she had
thought herself capable of liberating him from the sadness she could not understand. Such an innocent criminal
she had made herself into, she thought, when she discovered his love affair of two decades with another man. She
had always assumed that the traffic accident in the snow was a cover for a long-planned suicide, but their only
daughter, then eight, adored her father, and Mrs. Mo had taken it upon herself to uphold the image of the idol in
her daughter’s heart and to reject all offers for another marriage. People admired her virtue and loyalty, but people
are easily deceived by all kinds of façades.
“I don’t understand now,” Mrs. Tang said. “You do all right in bed and she treats you well. Then why do you
suspect her of anything? If I were you, I would be celebrating my good fortune to have found such a wife.”
“And why on earth your father?” Mrs. Cheng added. “Just because the baby looks like your father’s
grandson?”
“Let’s not intrude with our own opinions,” Mrs. Guan said, trying to save Dao from further embarrassment.
Mrs. Guan was finding some of her compamons annoying today, their attitude unbusinesslike; but on second
thoughts, these women had always been like this and she had enjoyed them well enough. Perhaps she was the one
running out of patience. Mr. and Mrs. Guan were well maintained by their pensions from their civil servants’ jobs
and an annual remittance from their son in America. Still, they were witnessing a historic economic boom in the
country, and it hurt Mrs. Guan not to be part of it. She had previously sold cosmetics and tonics to neighbours and
friends, and perhaps it was time to invent another business now.
“But we need to understand his situation,” Mrs. Cheng said. “I, for one, don’t see a problem unless the young
man here is hiding something from us.”
*
It was how his father had changed, Dao said. A tyrant all his life, the older man had handed over his rule to his
daughter-in-law ever since he had moved in with them. And how happy she was, Dao added. There was little
reason for her, a widow who had given up her son to be remarried to a shy and quiet man, to be contented. They
had never overstepped any limits in front of him, but he felt there was a secret from which he was excluded.
“Like they built a house within my house, and they live in it,” Dao said, shamelessly weepmg now.
What sadness, Mrs. Mo thought, and wondered if Dao would ever be able to reclaim his life. It had taken her
years, but it might be different for him. Men were less resilient than women, and in any case, some sons never
escaped their fathers’ shadows.
“Aunties, I saw your programme. You’re all experienced with men and women. Could you go meet them and
find out for me?”
“But how?” Mrs. Cheng said. “It’s different from locating a mistress. Shall we move into your house and make
a nest for ourselves underneath your father’s bed? Would you divorce your wife? Would you give up the baby to
your father? Tell me, young man, what would you do if everything is true as you imagine?”
As if Dao had never thought about that possibility, he looked down at his hands in agony and did not reply.
*
“You want us to find out for you that they’re innocent so you can live in peace, no?” Mrs. Lu said. “Let me tell
you, if you suspect a ghost is sitting next to your pillow, the ghost will always be there; if you imagine a god, a
god will look after you from above.”
The vehemence of Mrs. Lu’s words shocked not only Dao but also the five women.
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Mrs. Lu bit the inside of her cheek and told herself to shut up. Peace came from within, she often said to
herself, and she had taken up the detective work with her friends in the hope that by saving other people’s
marriages she would finally dispel the phantom of a long dead girl, but such hope had turned out to be in vain.
She had done nothing wrong in reporting the girl, Mrs. Lu repeatedly reminded herself over the years—she had
found the girl naked in bed with a male classmate and both had been expelled from the university by the end of
the week.\fn{A situation in China which would have meant disgrace at the very least: H } The girl had snuck into the dorm
building a month later when Mrs. Lu had been busy with the mail and had jumped from the top floor. The thud,
ten years later, still made Mrs. Lu shiver at night.
“Mrs. Lu has a point,” Mrs. Fan said. “We could work for you but you have to make up your mind first. What
we find out could make you more miserable than you are now, you see?”
Dao looked down at his hands, folding and unfolding on the table.
“I wouldn’t do anything,” he said finally. “There’s nothing for me to do. After all, he is my father. All I want to
know is if they’ve cheated on me.”
Such a spineless man, Mrs. Tang thought. Her husband would have picked up an axe and demanded the truth
from the wife and the father instead of crying to some strangers. Her husband had always been the quickest to
react, and how unfair it was that he, the most virile among his friends, was the first to be defeated by age.
The only truth for Dao to know, Mrs. Fan thought, was that he would be locked in his unhappiness forever, as
she herself would be. It did not matter any more if he was cuckolded, as it did not matter to her that her husband
had been deserted by the second wife. For some people punishment came as a consequence of their mistakes; for
others, punishment came before anything wrong had been done. Welcome to the land of the unfortunate and the
deserted, Mrs. Fan said, almost relishing the unfairness of her fate, and Dao’s.
Mrs. Guan looked at her friends. Already she could tell that they would not be able to take the case as a group,
as they showed little of the sympathy towards Dao that they had shown to the other wronged women. She would
fmd an excuse to speak to him after this meeting, she thought, about the possibility of working on the case by
herself.
A similar plan took shape in Mrs. Cheng’s mind, too, though it was not money she was after but to satisfy her
own curiosity—Dao’s description of his wife and his father intrigued Mrs Cheng: what kind of love had they
fallen into that caused the father to scheme against his own son, and the wife to entertain her lover’s son out of
necessity? As much as she had seen in her life, Mrs. Cheng still worried that she would miss something interesting
before she left this world.
Mrs. Mao observed her companions. She knew that it was her responsibility now to reject Dao gently and,
despite her curiosity, she would not let his case break the friendship she had created for the lonely days she would
otherwise have to pass by herself. Even as she was thinking up excuses to dismiss him, her mind wandered to the
bi-weekly session of the dancing club that afternoon. She had discovered dancing late in her life, and had been
addicted to it ever since, whirling in her partner’s arm, their bodies touching each other in the most innocently
erotic way. It was not a simple task to maintain an intimacy with another human being by the mere touch of
bodies, and to accomplish it she needed her total concentration to keep her soul beyond the reach of the large and
small flames of all the passions in this treacherous world.
292.190 1. Very Brief Autobiographical Statement (MMMCM, excerpted from 2.) 2. Some Explanation Of
My Protecting The Fa And Assisting The Fa [Internet: Statement of Defense of Ms. Gu Linna: Some
Explanation of ...] (MMMCMI, delivered April 25, 2000)\fn{by Gu Linna (1972- )} Tianjin, China (F) 5
1
I have always been searching for the meaning of life with my heart and soul. I have written poems, essays, and
stories. I have been a factory worker, a teacher, a bank clerk, a journalist, and show host. I have always been
searching, but have not found where my life belongs.
Since I was very young, I felt that death is something unthinkable. I always thought life should be eternal and
have broader dimensions. I thought humnan nature should strive toward ultimate benevolence and perfection.
However, during the couse of my pursuit of fame and self-interest, while becoming more mature, I found that the
good, traditional, moral concepts were getting lost within my own nature.
2
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I was arrested by the police because I participated in a Falun Gong news conference and because I was
planning to attend a Falun Gong experience-sharing conference. I was accused of “undermining the implementation of the law using an evil cultist organization.” I appreciate the opportunity given to me by the judges to
explain my thoughts in writing. I think that I should express my opinion to the court about this suspicious
accusation against me, as well as the motives and the reasons why I decided not to change my mind [about Falun
Dafa].
*
My teacher stated in Some Thoughts of Mine,
Evil religion is just evil religion, and it is not up to a government to decide. Should an evil religion be called
“upright” if it conforms to the views of some people in government? On the other hand, should an upright one be
defined as evil if it does not conform to their views?

It is not for any government to decide whether something is an evil cult. This has been demonstrated over the
course of history. For example, Buddhism was wiped out during the Huichang’s time of the Tang Dynasty, and it
was also banned as being part of the “four olds” (old ideas, old culture, old customs, and old habits) during the
“Great [Proletarian] Cultural Revolution.”
However, Buddhism has prevailed for 2,500 years, and, until this day, is acknowledged by the Chinese
government. The likes or dislikes of the person in power have never undermined the nature of Buddhism during
any period of time. The “burning the books and burying the Confucius scholars” by Emperor Qing, the “down
with Confucianism” movement early in this century, as well as the “criticizing Lin and Confucius” movement
during the “Great [Proletarian] Cultural Revolution” have not diminished the contribution of Confucius to the
Chinese history simply because somebody acted on impulses. Also, Jesus Christ was crucified on the cross when
he was alive.
This is how we view it from the historical perspective. In addition, Falun Gong belongs to the entire human
race. There are Falun Dafa Associations and practitioners in many countries around the world. Regardless of the
differences in social systems and political views, the standard to judge “righteous and evil” should be the same for
mankind. Just as when a specific religion in Japan is considered as an evil cult by the Japanese people, we also
think it is an evil cult. However, the Chinese government labeled Falun Gong as an “evil cult,” while no other
countries have agreed with their appraisal. Why would one nation call it bad and every other nation call it good
when it is the same Falun Gong, the same teacher, and the same disciples?
Now let’s examine Falun Gong itself. Falun Gong requires every genuine disciple to measure oneself strictly
according to the characteristics of the universe, Zhen-Shan-Ren (Truthfulness-Compassion-Forbearance). Starting
by being good people, disciples strive to continue improving their xinxing (mind-nature) and become better and
better people. This is an inarguable fact that has been recognized by people and has won widespread praise from
the public. The public has acknowledged its positive effects through uplifting the moral values in society and
improving health of the people. Because of these benefits, during the eight years after Falun Gong was made
public in 1992, “the number of cultivators is increasing daily and becoming innumerable,” and Falun Gong has
been widely spread to Asia, America, Europe, Australia, and many other countries in the world.
Among my colleagues, relatives, friends, and police officers that I have encountered, not a single person thinks
that I am evil or bad. They all think that I am a good person. In addition, the people in the society also generally
think that Falun Gong practitioners are good people. If each person is a good individually, how can it be
considered “evil” when they are viewed as a group? I have studied Zhuan Falun and the Fa that our teacher
taught. Every word and sentence in the book is the truth. Which world, which sentence, which paragraph, which
section or which lecture is “evil?”
On April 25th, 1999, 10,000 Falun Gong practitioners peacefully waited outside Zhongnanhai (the central
government compound) to report to the central government about the situation where 45 practitioners were
arrested in Tianjin, and to request that those practitioners be released. On the same day, those 10,000 practitioners
all dispersed after the arrested people were released.
On June 14 th, 1999, various media reprinted the article “The main points of discussion between central and
national general officials and Falun Gong practitioners” by the Xinghua News Agency. The article stated rumors
about the police’s plans to arrest people, the prohibition against practicing Falun Gong for members of the
Communist Party and Communist Youth League, and that so-and-so would be extradited are all untrue. It said that
every person has the freedom to believe or not believe any type of practice
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On July 20th, all Falun Gong contact people around the country were arrested at the same time.
On July 22nd, the Civil Administration sent out a notice: Falun Gong is an illegal organization. The central
government sent out a notice: party members must break away from Falun Gong. The media started to attack
Falun Gong far and wide and the Ministry of Public Security issued an arrest warrant for my teacher [Li
Hongzhi].
At the end of October, the Chairman of the state publicly accused Falun Gong of being an “evil cult” in a press
conference in France. Two days later, People’s Daily published an editorial article Falun Gong Is an Evil Cult.
Afterwards, the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress made a decision that concluded that Falun
Gong was an “evil cult.”
This process was incomprehensible and gave people an impression that the government had become confused
in determining the nature Falun Gong: Was Falun Gong “evil” when it first came to public? Was it not recognized
as “evil” by the government and the whole society during the period in which 100 million people were practicing
it? Or was it true that, of the 8 years in which Falun Gong has spread, for the first 7 years it was good, then from
April 25, 1999 to July 1999 it developed into an illegal organization, then in another 3 months it become an “evil
cult?”
Some people think that the origin [of the Chinese government’s persecution of Falun Gong] was the “4/25”
collective appeal of 10,000 practitioners. On June 18 th of last year [1999], when I reported the situation to the
central government’s office of appeal as a representative of Shijiazhuang Falun Gong practitioners, I said to the
person in charge:
The consensus of the media indicated that the “4/25 collective appeal” of 10,000 Falun Gong practitioners had
damaged the image of the government. But, looking at this from another perspective, you can say that Falun Gong
practitioners have helped the government establish the trust of the public, as well as international prestige. Facing the
peaceful appeals from the people, the Prime Minister came out in person to ask about the situation and talked to the
representatives of the practitioners several times. Meanwhile, 10,000 practitioners waited quietly for the result on the
sidewalk. After the problem was resolved, practitioners completely dispersed within half an hour. Ten thousand people
quietly came, waited, and left. With this kind of situation, the media could completely report it as the government
having resolved the problem in a just and decisive manner. International communities would think that this government
is democratic, open, and extraordinary, and that the Chinese citizens are courageous, righteous, and outstanding.

The person in charge smiled as he thought that my way of looking at things was very interesting.
As a matter of fact, it is true. In Chinese history, there were examples like this where the loyalty of the people
and openness of the leaders harmonized with each other and became one integrated unit. In everyday people’s
words, it is called “Two good things lead to one great thing.” I said to the person in charge:
Falun Gong practitioners are a very solid foundation for the stability of the society. One of the most convincing facts
is that since 4/25, Falun Gong practitioners as a whole have been enduring tremendous pressure from various aspects.
This kind of pressure would be unbearable for ordinary people, but Falun Gong practitioners have never resorted to any
harmful conduct. The society has seen no instability caused by a Falun Gong practitioner. The only thing that any Falun
Gong practitioner has done is to report the situation to the various levels of the government.

The person in charge of the central office of appeals nodded his head and firmly replied:
“What you said is true.”
What Falun Gong practitioners are doing is to tell the truth of Falun Gong to the various levels of government
and to the entire society, and meanwhile displaying our firmness in cultivation to the society in the form of group
practice, group study, and experience sharing conferences.
Prior to when Falun Gong was labeled an “evil cult,” and prior to the July 22 nd and June 14th incidents, all of
these activities were legal. But after July 22 nd they became illegal. Police often used “disturbing the social orders”
as reasons to arrest practitioners who appealed or kept practicing. But appealing is every citizen’s rights,
responsibility, and duty. Group exercising, group study, and experience sharing conferences are the three forms of
cultivation practice that Falun Gong practitioners have adhered to over the last seven years, during which the
social order was in a great shape. Only after Falun Gong was alleged an evil cult, has the term “undermine the
implementation of the law using religion or evil cultist organization” in article 300 of Criminal Law been
indiscriminately applied. But even though this is the case, the conduct of Falun Gong practitioners is still not
sufficient to be considered violating the law.
The above is my personal understanding regarding my actions relating to the article 300 of the Criminal Law.
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Falun Gong is not an “evil cult” (above are some simple clarifications from various perspectives). This is a
truth that is unchangeable by anyone, any organization, any power, any force, or under any pressure.
*
As a disciple, especially on the important issues, we absolutely hold ourselves to our teacher’s teachings.
Nobody is allowed to take advantage of Dafa [for his or her own pursuit]. Teacher exhorted us solemnly:
“The intention of taking advantage of Dafa is itself an unforgivable sin.” (from Dafa Cannot be Exploited )
As far as “undermining the implementation of the law,” it should be understood as “conduct that breaks the
law.” Now I will talk about whether my conduct constituted undermining the implementation of the law or
breaking the Criminal Law.
The purpose of the news conference was to present the truthful situation of Falun Gong to the world, while the
purpose of the experience sharing conference was to share experiences among practitioners.
Up to now what I have talked about to the People’s Procuratorate is my genuine thinking on these matters,
including my personal understanding about the true situation of Falun Gong. What I am going to talk about next is
the motives for my conduct and why I will not change my mind, which can be understood as sharing my
experiences.
As far as the content of what I wrote today, it is sincerely written to the People’s Procuratorate. I don’t think I
am violating the law, and I don’t think you would find cause to arrest me or prosecute me simply because I[‘ve
talked about my true thinking (although you have already arrested me). Then, would it be violating the law to tell
the same content to my relatives and friends, or my fellow practitioners? What about telling my colleagues, my
managers, and various levels of government? Then, what about telling news reporters (I myself am a news
reporter) and foreign news reporters? Then, would it be violating the law if I wrote to People’s Daily or posted it
on the Internet?
In addition, I didn’t say very much in the Falun Gong news conference. The experience sharing conference
wasn’t really carried out, and thus I didn’t say anything.
Of course, everyone has the freedom not to listen and the freedom to refuse to publish [our statements], but I
think I also have the right to tell the truth. As long as my political rights have not been deprived, I still have “the
right of freedom of speech, publishing, gathering, assembly, demonstration, and protest” [granted by the
Constitution].
Article 16 of Criminal and Litigation Law states,
“Foreigners who commit crimes should be investigated, and the criminal responsibility should be assigned
accordingly. It is suitable to apply the rule of this law.”
It is an important principal of our legal system that everyone is equal before the law. There were foreign
reporters and practitioners of foreign nationality participating in the events described above [the news
conference]. They were all released and sent back home after the local police found out what was happening. (I
am definitely not saying that they should be arrested or sentenced.) However, from this perspective, in the eyes of
the law, the people who handled these cases subconsciously know that our actions do not qualify as violating the
law!
To sum up my conclusion on examining the charge of “undermining the implementation of the law using an
evil cultist organization”:
(1) Falun Gong is not an evil cult;
(2) I will never exploit Dafa [for my own pursuit];
(3) None of my conduct violated the law.
Therefore, I request People's Procuratorate to make a decision of not prosecuting me for my conduct.
*
Next, let me explain my motives of protecting the Fa and assisting the Fa, as well as why I have an unshakable
faith in cultivating Dafa.
I have always been searching for the meaning of life with my heart and soul. I have written poems, essays, and
novels. I have been a factory worker, a teacher, a bank clerk, a journalist, and a show host. I have always been
searching but have not found where my life belongs. Since I was very young, I had felt that death is something
unthinkable, and I always thought that life should be eternal and have broader dimensions. I had always thought
that human nature should be of ultimate benevolence and perfection. However, during the course of constantly
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pursuing and gaining fame and interest, and becoming more mature, I found that the good, traditional moral
concepts were being lost within my own nature.
With a hidden sadness, I had no other choice but to gradually face such a reality: there is no way to break
through the human being’s cycle of birth, age, illness, and death, and there is no way to go beyond the dimension
in which human beings live. I felt that it is so insignificant and helpless to be a human being and this sadness was
engraved in my bones and soul.
To be able to listen to our great teacher teach the Fa and the [Falun Gong] exercises in person is an opportunity
that made my entire being grateful forever. All my sadness, my feeling of helplessness, and my sorrow vanished
instantly. Teacher sent the truth that I have spent my life searching for right to my doorstep. Teacher told me that
by starting from being a good person, constantly assimilating to the requirements of Zhen-Shan-Ren (Truthfulness-Compassion-Forbearance) at the various levels, one is able to constantly ascend and break through to reach
higher realms. Teacher has given me the ability to go beyond various dimensions and has given me an everlasting
life and everything an everlasting life can have.
What is more, Teacher also offers these things to all sentient beings in this universe selflessly and without
asking for anything in return. I suddenly came to understand, my teacher is the greatest teacher in the universe and
the Fa that my teacher taught is the ultimate Fa in the universe. What I have been searching for one life after
another is Falun Dafa. In this life, I was born for cultivation and will die for cultivation.
The above is what I had realized when I listened to Teacher's lectures for the first time. If that can be taken as
my rational understanding, then during the six years of genuine cultivation practice I gradually came to understand that Dafa has created various prosperous living environments for all living beings at different levels in this
immense universe, including the level of mankind. Dafa has created everything, given everything, and is
perfecting and harmonizing everything.
I have been educated with the views of dialectical materialism and historical materialism since I was a child.
After I started practicing cultivation, my understanding of dialectical and historical materialism has actually been
expanded to a broader scope, just as the modern science has expanded the concept of matter to invisible electric
waves, electrons, and magnetic forces, etc.
Meanwhile, things a cultivator may have experienced are what the modern scientific apparatus is unable to
detect and what modern philosophies are unable to categorize. Therefore, the concept of matter for a cultivator
can go beyond the molecular material world that is made of five elements and reveal the true nature of the
universe at both a more microscopic and a more macroscopic level.
The historical outlook of a cultivator can go beyond one time period, one historical period, or even the entire
human history to see clearly the law of the entire cosmic bodies.
The dialectical concept of a cultivator can go beyond the narrow sense of the unity of opposites, and enlighten
to the principle of yin-yang and Taichi, the principle of inter-generation and inter-inhibition, as well as the
ultimate emptiness and nothingness or the realms of even higher levels.
Everything can be broken through, including historical and dialectical materialism itself.
*
I understand that it is difficult for a non-cultivator to understand the truth of the universe that I have
enlightened to during my cultivation practice in mainland China. It is just like others wouldn’t believe the fact
when Columbus discovered the new continent, or they wouldn’t believe when Copernicus discovered that the
earth is rotating around the sun and Bruno was burned to death because of his belief [in the heliocentric theory].
After all, the discovery of the new continent and the heliocentric theory were not closely related to the life and
existence of people at the time.
However, when I know that Dafa has given us our lives and everything in our living environment, while some
of the lives in Dafa want to slander Dafa, reject Dafa and eliminate Dafa; when I know that the very thought on
one’s mind when one hears Zhen-Shan-Ren (Truthfulness-Compassion-Forbearance) will determine one’s future
and every person will select his or her position for the future during the rectification of the Fa, whether it is just
talking irresponsibly or is under pressure, a person will be responsible for everything he or she does after I know
all these, if I still do not step forward to protect Dafa and tell the truth to people who do not know, wouldn’t I be
too irresponsible?
Reporting the situation to the government and this article I wrote today to the People’s Procuratorate indicate
my trust in the government. Telling the society about what is on my mind is my responsibility and duty to the
society.

1252

What’s more, the way Dafa disciples and I use to protect Dafa completely complies with the requirements of
Zhen-Shan-Ren (Truthfulness-Compassion-Forbearance). We did not protect Dafa with force or violence. We did
not protect Dafa with slogans or shouting nor did we think of protecting Dafa by overthrowing the government or
with any harmful behaviors that violate the principles of Dafa, violate any human laws, or violate the standards of
human behavior.
To put it frankly, Dafa disciples and I are protecting Dafa only in order to say one message to the society and to
the world:
Teacher is good! Dafa is good!
Our great teacher comes to the human world to give the Dafa of the universe to all sentient beings with a
compassionate heart.
Please cherish it, cherish this opportunity that occurs only once in ten thousand years. Teacher said,
“When all sentient beings treasure Dafa, they are treasuring their own lives and being compassionate to all
sentient lives.”
*
Teacher said, “there is a price to pay even for doing good deeds.” Many Dafa disciples and I have been
forbearing in order to tell the truth about Falun Gong to society, and we will continue to forbear. I know that I am
insignificant and I know it is useless no matter what I say to those who are still apathetic and still do not
understand.
But I am carrying out my duty. After I know that Dafa of the universe has come to the human world, after I
know how important is one’s thinking and behavior to one’s life during this cosmic climate of suppressing Falun
Gong, I therefore tell the things I know to those kind people who still do not know or do not understand or
comprehend.
I feel that I owe everyone if I do not tell them this. If a person does not listen, it is his or her own problem.
However, I found that many people have good hearts and I feel gratified.
In order to prevent me from enduring too much for this, many kindhearted leading cadres, police officers, and
clerical workers have been spending a lot of effort to change my mind. I am very grateful for those kindhearted
people. Everyone thinks that everything will be all right as long as I change my mind.
I don’t want to discuss the relationships between the legal implication of recanting and being acquitted. With a
kind intention I want to say that my unshakable faith in cultivating Dafa is also being responsible to everyone.
This is because ruining a cultivator is sinful, while helping a cultivator is boundless beneficence. More
importantly, because Dafa should forever be given the highest importance, I have to be responsible for Dafa.
Even though I am insignificant, I am a life within Dafa.
Cultivation is a very serious matter, and also the most magnificent thing in the human world. Cultivation is not
child’s play. When I started to practice cultivation six years ago, I took a vow of unremitting efforts in cultivation
even if one day I had to go to jail for it.
Such deeply rooted belief is truly unshakable. In addition, the principles at various levels of the universe that I
have realized, understood, and enlightened to, are not something that can be counteracted by the suppression of
the human world.
I am not an assistant [of Falun Dafa], instead I am only an ordinary practitioner. I hardly even participated in
the group practices, group studies, and experience sharing conferences. I was often touched by those assistants
who were, over the years, voluntarily helping practitioners and bringing a tape player everyday [to the practice
sites] with an unremitting effort, regardless of the weather conditions.
However, being firm is the only thing I can do now for Dafa, for society, and for all sentient beings.
I think my unshakable heart for practicing Dafa is the way to be responsible for society, which includes you,
me, him, etc.
I do not wish to be punished for my firm resolution.
292.105 Excerpts from Voices From The Underworld: A Book Of Verses: 1. Drift 2. To My Comrade 3. Hey, Sea
Wind! 4. Musing 5. My Secret 6. Sensation 7. Sleeping Beauty 8. Father And I 9. My Poem 10. Proof 11. Ten
Forty, April Seven, Nineteen Eighty Seven 12. To Catch A Second And Turn It To Forever: Twelve Poems\fn{by
Maningning C. Miclat (1972-2000)} Peking, China (F) 7
1
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I am drifting into a love net of poems
Senses awaken the time of language
I am drifting, drifting
Heartbeats cherish unexpected meetings.
Every shadow contains his image
Every star is a pellet from his gaze
His words rhyme in my thoughts
His voice winnows the wind.
I am drifting into a love net of poems
Skepticism hides in tooth cracks.
I am drifting into the beginning of sorrows
Every nerve is waiting for the phone to ring.
What can I expect from life and art?
How do I perceive a deception?
Every atom is feasting in madness
Pinkish dream leaves a joyous imprint.
Heartbeat is mocking the melancholy
Thoughts are avoiding irrational longings
When senses awaken the tune of language
Willingly I drift into a love net of poems.
2
You wrote to inform me
You can no longer hear me
You can no longer understand why
I rebel against this world.
You said we are plebeians
You said we are lonesome
You said we are all hypocritical
You said rebellion is a suicidal attempt.
Have you forgotten,
Have we refused to be fooled?
But you can no longer hear me
And you can no longer understand why.
I have a small heap of sparks
I have a heart for the universe
I have a thousand speeches and ten thousand words
And hope that you will stay and listen.
To laugh for a small fortune
To cry for the beloved one
To talk of the events we witnessed
To write the words in our dreams.
You are lonesome I am alone
You are a plebeian, I am a thinker
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You are hypocritical, as you please
I thank heaven, I thank earth.
For what I am seeing before I turn blind
For what I am saying before I turn mute
For what I am hearing before I go deaf
Unsullied soul, don’t you care to understand?
The heart that trembles
While the earth shakes
The voice that sings
While volcanoes erupt.
Slowly, I will weave new tales.
Softly, I will read my words.
Dear comrade, you wrote to inform me
You can no longer understand why.
3
You have gone so far away,
Wondering if the place that you reached
has the sandbanks of my dreams?
Can the shards of broken glass sparkle?
Sea Wind, have you blown down the flowers that I planted?
There is no scent of ocean since you left.
Long time ago, when you blew by
you were supposed to drive away the hot air.
Sea Wind, why did you blow away
the rooftop that sheltered me?
You have gone for so long,
I once admired your passion
I once treasured your fury
But Sea Wind, have you ever noticed
the houses that collapsed after you?
Perhaps, you have gone for good,
I wonder if you will ever reach
the flowers that I once planted
the sparkles of a broken glass?
When you get there, will you blow away
The home that I have left behind?
4
The moon is but the moon,
Existing for the sake of existence.
We who suffer the tidal blues
are linked by the gravitational pulls.
The Sun is but the Sun
Existing for the sake of existence
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We are alive and remembering
beneath the radiance of beginnings.
You are but yourself.
Our meeting is a mystery.
And now, I sit alone.
Musing at your existence.
5
Summer Sun scorches the earth.
Liveliness evaporates from the ground.
People are waiting, waiting
to be showered by the rain.
I bow to the Sun that burns my skin.
Tears and sweat fall on the ground.
I am waiting, waiting
to be relieved with a solacing ease.
The sun is basking idly.
Liveliness emanates from the ground.
But I am waiting for the chance
so I can illume an inspiration.
The wind carries the seed of change.
Carefully, it blows in a secret hint.
And so, in this oppressive world
I have regained a possession.
When did the Sun swallow the dewdrops?
It is only a trivia that no longer matters.
People are counting on the rain,
but it has nothing to do with me.
For in this oppressive world,
my liveliness is found.
On this big vast earth,
my sole reason enthroned.
There is a seed that awaits the rain,
And I am concealing it beneath the ground.
My little secret is under the Sun,
Receiving the vigor of a lost world’s charm.
6
Bring down a rainbow
from where rainbows frequent.
This is a tropical myth
written in the sky.
Take heed of sunrise,
a sunrise of every morning.
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A last judgement is attainable,
for the sky is divine.
The morning clouds float,
float and melt like cotton candies.
The evening stars pile up colored whispers,
yet how I long to be back.
There, old bricks are picked from the ground.
Q’ing copper coins are buried with the stones.
The air breathes history,
with consciousness that remembers two thousand years.
I am missing the November snow,
the cold wind of a winter morning,
to leave footsteps on Chang-An road,
to hear “Dong Ring Hong” from Dianbao Dalou.
I long for the confidence of childhood,
the pride of a young pioneer,
to sweep the street with classroom’s broom,
and to wash the window of a police box.
Remember this heart, China.
For in your vastness I am raised.
As I commit myself to you, Filipinas.
For in your ground my root is found.
I was one with you, China.
And I will always long for you.
I ought to know you with all my heart.
I embrace you, Filipinas.
7
The hundred years is not yet over.
Rose stems are twining around a castle.
An entire kingdom is in repose.
The Sleeping Beauty dozes off.
The hundred years is not yet over.
The air resists its breeze.
An entire kingdom is under a spell.
The Sleeping Beauty must remain asleep.
The hundred years is not yet over.
There is no fame and glory.
There is no passion and yearning.
The Sleeping Beauty must remain still.
Till the wind blows,
And the roses tremble.
The wind breaks into the stillness,
And the Sleeping Beauty coughs up a sound.
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Yet all is in lull still.
Sorcery is not to be overpowered by a breeze.
A hundred years is not yet over,
And so the Sleeping Beauty sleeps.
8
The leaves are shaking.
“Look. It’s the wind!”
You said, “No, those are leaves.
Wind cannot be seen.”
Snowflakes whirl down
—An emblem of purity.
You said, “No it is a deception.
It is here to cloak the filth.”
A lovely object
Took my fancy.
You said, “It’s useless.”
I haven’t walked too far,
But I am feeling tired.
Let me rest by the path for a while.
When the wind blows, I feel it.
When snow swirls down, I see it.
The lovely object I hold in my hand.
9
A poem is like a volcanic mountain
that blazes out one’s bosom’s glow.
A poem is as sharp as an iron sword
that cuts up the lace veil on my face.
A poem leads me here.
A deep green hue shelters me.
I open my eyes with a poem
and see the huge leaves spread on the roof.
A poem leads me here
as soft water recedes to the sea.
A poem leads me here,
as small waterfalls beat on my shoulders.
A volcanic mountain is this poem
that bursts forth the lava that scalds.
It wakes me and lays bare
a grave for the living.
An iron sword is this poem
that pierces the veil of vanity.
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And when I see its countless scars,
I ask: “Why such cruelty?”
The slum area after a flood,
The children that live on the streets,
are lost strokes and ink spots
that stain my writing paper.
Three thousand pairs of shoes,
Rows of mansions and villas,
Are billowy waves
That soak this piece of paper.
I ask: “Must you be a poem?
No, no, stay as dreams: my fantasies and nightmares.”
It answers, “I am like a mirror in your dwelling.
But I am really a poem, I am your poem.”
10
Because the moment I glimpsed at you,
“I also glimpsed at you.”
Because that awe has dwindled,
“Oh, it dwindled.”
Because I am relishing a fresh start,
“I am relishing a fresh start, too.”
Therefore, I am you.
“No, I am different from you.”
You have to prove it then.
“I will prove it then.”
(And so, the echo flees
Like an arrow that left its bow.
It returns to a valley of reminiscence.)
11
Raindrops, coffee shop, swollen eyes
Counting on a possibility to meet an acquaintance.
Fresh flowers, telephone, couples
I am but alone.
A waft of fragrance, I rear my head.
A goddess of revenge who lost her revenge plan,
She says she is liberated, the yoke is lifted.
“I am going to sell flowers now.”
We don’t chat well
I hung up and let her go
Yesterday she sneered at a flower vendor,
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Farewell, for changing side.
Telephone, fresh flowers, raindrops,
Haven’t talked for a long while.
I am but alone.
Counting on a possibility to meet an acquaintance.
Raindrops, snack counter, swollen eyes,
“Any reasons?” I hear her scolding
A crowd of paired individuals.
I am but alone.
Time, fresh flowers, raindrops,
The street is moist outside.
“I am busy, I don’t have time.”
And so, the fragrance dissipates.
Raindrops, snack counter, swollen eyes,
Haven’t been there for a long while.
To be distanced is inconvenient.
I am but alone.
Illusions, eyes, room,
Another day indoor,
Check on the watch, only five seconds past,
Yet it is still Ten Forty, April Seven, Nineteen Eighty Seven.
Swollen eyes—lack sleep,
Raindrops—outside,
Telephone call—a wrong number,
Time—cannot be repeated.
Illusions—persist,
Fresh flowers—are beautiful,
Goddess—is a myth,
Sentiments—unrecognized.
12
Give me another chance
So I can count the rose petals,
Let me watch the raindrops fall (on to eyeglasses),
While I sing, while I scream.
Grant me another day
Let me wait for its return,
Let me squeeze into a bus to follow.
Let me guess. Let me think.
Grant me another second.
Let me muddle through.
So I can catch that second,
And turn it to forever.
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The raindrops will fall on the ground.
The crowd will disperse.
Every question will have an answer.
Forever will not stay.
Time is running out.
My heart is throbbing.
Waiting for a response.
Waiting for it to become.
So grant me another second,
I will catch up with it,
I will lock it in my heart,
And turn it to forever.
1973

180.198 Excerpt from Twenty Fragments Of A Ravenous Youth: A Novel\fn{by Xiaolu Guo (1973- )} “in a
fishing village in Southern China” (F) 10
My youth began when I was twenty-one.
At least, that’s when I decided it began. That was when I started to think that all those shiny things in life—
some of them might possibly be for me.
If you think twenty-one sounds a bit late for youth to start, just think about the average Chinese peasant, who
leaps straight from childhood to middle age with nothing in between. If I was going to miss out on anything, it
was middle age. Be young or die. That was my plan.
Anyway, when I was twenty-one, my life changed just by filling out this application form. Before then, I was
just an ignorant country girl who didn’t know how to do anything except dig up sweet potatoes, clean toilets and
pull levers in a factory. Okay, I’d been in Beijing a few years, but I was still a peasant.
My momentous transformation took place at the Beijing Film Studios. It was a boiling hot afternoon. The walls
of the recruitment office were still messy with the slogans of Chairman Mao:
“Serve the People!”
Green-headed flies buzzed over a lunchbox of leftover noodles. Behind the lunch box, a hero of the people was
dozing away on his chair. He was supposed to be supervising the registration of film extras. It had obviously worn
him out. He paid no attention to us. We were flies too.
There were three other girls filling out forms. They looked much cooler than me: dyed hair, tattooed arms, fake
leather handbags, jeans with holes, the whole lot. They chatted and giggled like geese. But I could tell that,
underneath their fully armed appearance, they were just brown-skinned peasant girls from yellow sandy
provinces, like me.
I picked up a pen from the desk, a Hero fountain pen. Only old communists still use Hero pens. I’ve never
liked them. They’re lousy. As I wrote, the Hero started to leak. The ink ruined my application form. My fingers
turned black, and my palm too. My mother used to say a black palm would cause your house to catch fire. So I
started to worry my inky palm would bring me bad luck.
The office was totally full of application forms. CVs were piled from floor to ceiling. Dust hung in the air like
the milky way. As I attached my photo to the top-right-hand corner of the sheet, the hero of the people dozing
behind the lunchbox woke up. The first thing he did, he stood up and swung a fly-swatter around his lunch to
exterminate the flies.
The three girls stopped filling out their forms and looked frightened by this sudden violence. Bam, one fly.
Bam, a second. He sat down again, two dead bodies on the desk in front of him.
I handed over my fifteen-yuan registration fee. Without looking at me, he took a bunch of keys from his belt
and, leaning forward, opened an old squeaky drawer. He found a big stamp, adjusted some numbers, and pressed
it into a red ink pad. Then he raised his arm and slammed it down on my form.
Extra No. 6787.
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So, I was the 6,787th person in Beijing wanting a job in the film and TV industry. Between me and a role stood
6,786 other people—young and beautiful, old and ugly. I felt the competition, but compared with the 1.5 billion
people in China, 6,786 wasn’t such a daunting number. It was only the population of my village. I felt an urge to
conquer this new village.
Still without looking at me, the fly-swatting hero of the people started to study my photo on the stained form.
“Not bad, young girl. Compared to other parts of your face, your forehead has something: it’s nearly as broad
as Tiananmen Square. And your jaw’s not bad, either. It will bring you good fortune, believe me. Square jaws do.
As for your earlobes—fat as Buddha’s. The fatter the luckier, did you know that? Mmmm … you’re not that ugly.
You can't imagine how many ugly people come to this place every day. I don’t get it. Don’t they look at
themselves in the mirror first?”
I listened patiently and then thanked him. Leaving Extras No. 6788, 6789, 6790 behind, I walked back out into
the street. The noon sun hit the top of my head so heavily it immediately fried my hair. The summer heat and dust
of the city rose up from the concrete pavement.
I was caught in the middle of this heat fight. I almost fainted in the noisy street. Maybe I really fainted, I can’t
remember, it doesn’t matter anyway. The important thing was: I had been given a number. From this day on I
would never again live like a forgotten sweet potato under the dark soil. Never.
*
My first night in Beijing. A seventeen-year-old who thought that drinking a can of ice-cold Coke was the
greatest thing ever. I lugged my suitcase from one hotel to the next. Hotels weren’t for peasants, I knew that. So
what was I doing? Even if I’d had pockets full of yuan, they wouldn’t have let me in. Each time I passed a hotel,
the doorman’s face confirmed that fact. It was obvious what those bastards were thinking: what are you doing
here, peasant?
I needed to find a cheap place instead, but all the cut-price hostels were in basements and I wasn’t so crazy
about spending my first night underground. Beijing was a brave new world for me, bright even at night. I wanted
to rub up against it.
I ended up in the east of the city, near Bei He Yan, a Hutong area. The Hutongs. Long, thin alleys bordered by
low, gray houses surrounding noisy, crammed courtyards. Countless alleys packed with countless homes where
countless families lived. These old-time Beijing residents thought they were the “Citizens of the Emperor.” They
didn’t seem so noble to me.
I sat by the road on my suitcase. Two old men were squatting near me, drinking tea and playing chess. They
looked as though they’d been there for hours, or weeks, or maybe even centuries. After a while I realised I felt
really hungry. Not my usual kind of hunger, the low grumble that begins in my belly the moment I get up and
doesn’t stop, however much I eat. This was serious hunger—the kind when you’ve been on a train for three days
without anything proper to eat.
I got up and bought a baked potato from a roadside vendor. Then I sat down again. In the sunset, the street
lamps started to glow. One by one small lights illuminated the windows. There were no people about. Even the
chess players had gone.
I started to worry. I worried about my future, or more precisely, about my tomorrow. I got anxious. Through
the open curtains of a nearby window, a girl and her mother were arguing. Shadows flickered in the room as their
voices grew louder and louder, shouting vehement but indistinguishable words. I couldn’t believe a mother and
her daughter could have so much to say to each other. They must be very close.
In my family, no one talked. My father never talked to my mother, my parents never talked to my grandmother,
and none of them ever talked to me. In my village, people lived like insects, like worms, like slugs hanging on the
back door of the house. There wasn’t much to talk about. I felt drawn to this house and its loud voices. I could
sense something was going to happen between this house and me.
Suddenly the door was flung open and the young girl ran out, chased by her mother. It all happened very
quickly. A van was hurtling past. The fleeing girl jumped into the road, her mother close behind. My half-eaten
potato rolled out of my hand on to the ground. Under the van, the two dismantled bodies were crushed, along with
my dead potato.
There was an unbearable scream of brakes and the driver leapt out of his van. He pulled the mother and
daughter into the back and, without saying anything or looking at me, he drove off. I blinked. When I looked
again I saw that there was only a bit of blood on the pavement, glistening in the street lights.
I sat in that same spot for a long time, not knowing what to do with my first night in a big city. There was no
one else around. The door the mother and daughter had run out of was still open, the light still on. No one had

1262

gone in. No ghosts had come out.
After half an hour, I decided to look inside.
On the wall, there was an old-fashioned clock—the kind with a woodpecker which taps out the hour with its
beak—and a world-city calendar showing that famous red bridge in San Francisco. A cup of green tea sat on the
table. I touched it, it was still warm. In the oven, the coal was burning weakly. By the door, the tap was dripping.
There were two beds, one narrow, one wide.
I chose the narrow one. A flowery skirt was lying on it, so I guessed it must be the daughter’s. I lay down and
stared at the rain-stained ceiling. The more I thought about the last few hours, the less I cared. I was too tired to
care about anything—and cold. Heavenly Bastard in the Sky, was I cold. As cold as that damp ceiling.
A whole month passed and no one came. I was the only visitor to the empty house. I spent every night there,
free of charge. A guest house all to myself. At the end of the month I found a job and a new place to live.
*
When I left Ginger Hill Village, it was like I took a step with my right foot and, by the time my left foot came
to join it, four years had passed. For these four years I was just like some spare chair forgotten in the dark corner
of a warehouse.
My first Beijing job was as a cleaner in a hotel called the Day to Day People’s Hostel. I wasn’t allowed to
clean the rooms, only the corridors and toilets, but at least I could share a bedroom with four of the other cleaners.
I stuck it out for a year or so, but eventually I quit.
Then I worked in a state run toy factory making plastic guns and aeroplanes. There were about five thousand
women workers and I couldn’t stand the noise and stink of the dormitory, so I quit that job too.
From then on, I kind of drifted from job to job. I spent a few months in a tin-can factory monitoring the tincan-making machines, until finally I ended up as a cleaner at a rundown old cinema called The Young Pioneers.
Despite the name, it didn’t show young-pioneer-type films, only Hong Kong martial-arts movies. Monks hitting
each other, that kind of stuff. After each screening, I had to sweep up all the sugar-cane peels, half-eaten chicken
legs, peanut shells, melon rinds and other crap that people leave behind—sometimes even fried frogs.
But I sort of liked this job. I slept on a broken sofa in the projection room, and I got to watch movies all day.
Plus, I could keep the things people left under their seats.
I once found an English dictionary. It was an exciting find. There was this famous high-school student from
Shanghai who had got into Harvard University after learning to recite the whole English dictionary off by heart. I
couldn’t remember his name, but he became our national hero. I figured I could be like him—that this forgotten
dictionary might be my passport to the world too.
Anyway, I started learning the words. It wasn’t that difficult, but it got a bit boring after a while so I stopped.
Even so, I could say a few words to the foreigners who came to the cinema. And I thought a cinema was a pretty
cool place to live. I spent all my spare money on film magazines and going to other cinemas to see the latest
releases.
The best thing about my cinema-sweeping job, however, was meeting the Assistant Film Director. I helped him
find an umbrella he’d lost. He told me it had been a gift from his girlfriend when she’d moved to Shenzhen, after
which he’d never seen her again. He seemed upset when he talked about her, but if a yellow umbrella had been
her parting gift, then no wonder.
Why did I give this pathetic umbrella man my number? He was as scrawny as a pencil, with a sharp militarystyle haircut and the cheapest kind of red V-neck peasant sweater you can buy in the market. But I didn’t care. He
told me how he’d worked with Gong Li, Zhang Yimou, Chen Kaige, names I was in awe of. Plus, he didn’t look
like a liar or a thief. I gave him my ID number, my Young Pioneers Cinema number, my mobile phone number,
my home phone number and my next-door neighbour’s phone number. He told me to get a black-and-white
passport photo and go to the office at the Beijing Film Studios.
Who would have thought an umbrella could play such a key role in the design of my future? I returned a
crappy old umbrella to an Assistant Film Director and, one month later, I was working as an extra, earning twenty
yuan for a day’s work.
*
You can check any Chinese dictionary, there’s no word for romance. We say “Lo Man,” copying the English
pronunciation. What the fuck use was a word like romance to me anyway? There wasn’t much of it about in
China, and Beijing was the least romantic place in the whole universe.
“Eat first, talk later,” as old people say.
Anyway, there was zero romance between me and Xiaolin.
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We met when I was in this TV series set in the imperial court of the Qing dynasty. The whole set was a
reproduction of what life looked like three hundred years ago. The peonies in the vases were all made from paper,
and the lotus lilies in the pond were plastic. I was playing one of the Princess’s many servant girls, a role that
required me to wear a thick fake plait. It was so heavy it pulled my head backwards. The make-up assistant had
given me a disdainful look and sniffed at the length of my hair, before grabbing a handful of it and attaching the
chunky braid. My scenes involved walking solemnly into the palace, pouring tea for my Princess, or combing my
Princess’s hair. All without speaking, of course.
Xiaolin was Assistant to the Producer. His job was to chauffeur the Producer around, bark out orders on his
behalf, and basically eat, drink and sleep for him. As well as this he was expected to nanny the whole crew.
The first time Xiaolin and I spoke was during a lunch break. Every day we would all queue for lunch boxes.
Key cast members and important behind-the-scenes people—the TV show’s upper class—were given a large
lunchbox worth eight yuan. The extras, the assistants and the runners received a smaller five-yuan lunch box.
Water was free.
I had collected my five-yuan lunch box—pickled cucumber, rice with not more than one centimetre of meat—
and was sitting alone in a corner to eat, avoiding conversation. I didn’t want to talk to anyone. Instead I watched
the crew members out of the corner of my eye as they discussed the actress’s large bra, the Director’s new
mistress, or the recent news, featured in that day’s Beijing Evening, that a serial killer was on the loose.
Then I saw a young man walking towards me. It was Xiaolin. He was tall, with a body like a solid pine tree.
He stopped in front of me, holding out one of the large lunchboxes.
“You like fish?” he said. “There’s one left.”
I have to say, I didn’t feel anything special towards Xiaolin at first. He was too pale, with his big feet and big
hands. To me, that wasn’t beautiful, or “city” enough. He looked like any young man from my village with dust in
their hair. Which was strange, since he was actually a Beijinger born and bred.
Anyway, eat first, talk later. I took the lunch box and started to devour the juicy pieces of carp. There was no
doubt about it, it was tastier than my five-yuan lunch. By the time I had finished the fish, I was feeling warmer
towards Xiaolin. In all the time I’d been in Beijing, no one had ever offered me a lunch like that. It was
something.
Between mouthfuls, I cast furtive glances at my lunch-giver. I noticed his rice was swimming in a sea of black
soy sauce. At that time I didn’t know Xiaolin loved to add heaps of soy sauce to his rice. And he had to have a
particular brand—Eight Dragons Soy Sauce. He could eat a whole bowl of rice with Eight Dragons and not need
anything else.
Anyway, as he tucked into his rice, he told me how he hated the hierarchy on the set. He hated the pretentious
actors he had to deal with. Xiaolin said the best people were the extras. Then he said to me,
“You don’t look like an actress. You’re not snooty enough.”
Not snooty enough? I felt offended. But maybe he was right, otherwise why did I still only get lousy roles like
“Woman walking over the bridge in the background” or “Waitress wiping some silly table”?
Then he asked my age, and I asked his. That’s the tradition in China. If we know each other’s ages we can
understand each other’s past. We Chinese have been collective for so long, personal histories are not worth
mentioning. Therefore as soon as Xiaolin and I knew how old the other was, we knew exactly what big shit had
happened in our lives. The introduction of the One Child Policy shortly before our births, for instance, and the fact
that, in 1985, two pandas were sent to the USA as a national gift and we had to sing a tearful panda song at
school. 1989 was the Tiananmen Square student demonstration.
Anyway, Xiaolin was one year younger than me, so I assumed we were from the same generation. But when he
said he had never once left Beijing, I changed my mind. It was clear he wouldn’t understand why I had left home.
Perhaps we were from different generations after all.
If I had been thinking straight, I would have realised that Xiaolin wasn’t for me. His animal sign was the
rooster, and they say the monkey and the rooster don’t mix. But I was young. I didn’t think about the future
seriously.
Soon after Xiaolin gave me the lunchbox, the crew had a day off. He wanted to take me swimming. He said he
knew a reservoir on the outskirts of Beijing that used to be a part of some Yuan Emperor’s garden. I immediately
agreed, although I didn’t know how to swim. Forget the swimming, let’s just see the kind of place Emperors used
to go, I thought. I warned him that I didn’t have a swimming costume and I was scared of water, but Xiaolin said
he would sort it out.
So we went to Xidan department store and he bought me an apple-green bathing suit. Then we caught a bus on
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Long Peace Street, and we passed the solemn Forbidden City and the grand Friendship Hotel. In the end we
crossed the whole capital. That was the highlight of the day.
Everything else was pretty disappointing. For a start, the place was nothing like an Emperor’s garden. Just a
tedious little hill with a murky little pond in the middle. The scorching sun was beating down on our heads and
even the pond looked thirsty. It wasn’t that the landscape was ugly exactly, it’s just that you wouldn’t take a photo
of it.
Xiaolin pulled off his T-shirt and jumped straight into the mossy water. I turned around and changed into my
brand-new swimsuit. When I looked back, I saw Xiaolin swimming off to the other side of the pond. He didn’t
give a damn that I was scared of water. In that moment, I thought that I would never learn how to swim if I stayed
with him. Sometimes you just know these things, even if you can’t explain how. It’s fate, if you believe in fate.
As soon as my foot touched it, the shapeless liquid wanted to swallow me. The rock I was standing on was
slippery and sharp. I lost my balance, fell into the black water and started to scream. Xiaolin swam back and
dragged me out.
So I ended up sitting on the bank, with water dripping from my body, and my legs covered in pondweed. I
watched Xiaolin swimming, from left to right, from near to far. What did the Emperor do here? I wondered.
Would he swim with his concubines? And how did his concubines learn how to swim?
While I was thinking about all this, Xiaolin was floating in the water as effortlessly as a duck. He didn’t have
anything particular to say to me, as if, on a first date, swimming in circles while the girl watches from the bank
was the most normal thing to do.
*
From that day on, Xiaolin and I were together. I lived with his family in the tiny one-bedroom flat that was
their home. A collective of three generations: his parents, his father’s mother, his two younger sisters and us, not
forgetting two brown cats and a white dog—all sleeping and coughing in the one bedroom. A solid family life, no
romance, and I knew there would never be any.
There were moments when I glimpsed a different Xiaolin. He would hold my hand in the cinema and,
afterwards, buy me barbecued squid in the night street. Sometimes, when we were out for a walk, he stopped and
kissed me on the head. And in bed, whether sound asleep or restless with frenzied dreams, Xiaolin always held me
close, as though afraid of our naked bodies parting. If I slept with my back to him, he would curl his body around
mine, his arm resting on my ribcage, his warm, hairy legs entangled with my legs.
I, too, depended on him to sleep. I’d prop my toes on his ankles, and stroke his fingernails with my thumb.
Sometimes, if I slept with my ear on his chest, I could hear his heart beat like a drum. I could feel his warmth, a
slightly feverish 98.9ºF.
But most of the time Xiaolin was either angry or zombie-like. He was stuck in a rut. Get up, go to work, go to
bed. Never any change. For every meal, the three animals and six humans in Xiaolin’s family (seven, if you
included me) huddled round the small, circular table in the small, square room. The food was the same, the whole
time I lived there. Eight Dragons Soy Sauce with rice, Eight Dragons with noodles, Eight Dragons with
dumplings.
We lived so close to each other, every millimetre of the floor was used. The two cats would pee in a sand box,
but the dog always shat beside our bed. He also kept making neighbours’ bitches pregnant. After three years, the
grandmother was even more decrepit, and the two little sisters were getting on my nerves. There was no oxygen
left in the room, I was worn out. It was like being back with the rotten sweet potatoes.
I wanted to run and run and run.
*
There were no Chinese roses on the Chinese Rose Garden Estate, but there was plenty of rubbish. I had
complicated emotions towards that place. It was like having a very ugly and smelly father, but you still had to live
with him, you couldn’t just move out.
In my village, the people used to say that a buffalo only remembers things for a month. I think I must be a
buffalo. I’ve got a terrible memory. When I try to remember my time in the Chinese Rose Garden, the only thing I
can see clearly is Ben.
Ben, who came into my life I can’t remember how. Maybe it was in a bar I liked called Dirty Nelly, or at a
bookshop, the one that sells foreign books. Perhaps we got chatting when I was checking out an American comic
book and he was buying the Boston Globe.
He was always reading the Boston Globe. He told me that was the place he came from. I checked the
encyclopaedia and it said Boston is on Latitude 42° North, Longitude 71° West –4 hours GMT.
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Anyway, Xiaolin hated him. Not that there was anything between me and Ben to start with. Xiaolin said Ben
pretended he was just a young student, but actually he was storing up information on the Chinese so that he could
go and work for some east-coast American corporation telling them how to exploit us.
Soon after I moved into my new place, Ben came to look at it, clutching a shaking two-leaf scarlet lily against
his chest. All the members of the Neighbourhood Committee gaped at him with open mouths and swollen eyes as
he stood at the gate.
Ben didn’t come in. He put the lily down on the ground in front of me, brushed some earth off his shirt and
said,
“Fenfang, I’m worried this plant is going to die. You have to look after it for me.”
I accepted the two-leaf plant, and at the same time, I accepted Ben.
*
The Chinese Rose Garden Estate was just like all the other Beijing estates built to replace the Hutongs: a
collection of uniform tower blocks. Although the buildings were brand new, the walls were already crumbling.
They were covered with posters telling you about medication against syphilis, and scribbled ads giving telephone
numbers. In the cement yards, skinny trees with pitiful leaves fought to survive. The corridors were crammed with
broken bicycles.
But the day I moved into that little apartment on the estate, I felt a secret joy at finally having a space of my
own. I would never again have to share my space with a family or stinking animals. Never.
I had brought my five possessions with me: a plastic closet full of clothes, a green towel, a red blanket, a box
of certificates and diplomas, and a folder with scripts from some of the crappy shows and films I’d been in. All
my other things had been torn or smashed up by Xiaolin when he found out I was leaving.
I locked the door behind me and took a look around. A family had lived there before, I could smell. Oil on the
kitchen walls, some abandoned toys on the balcony.
Well, I couldn’t complain. I thought I could do it up a bit, make it nicer for myself.
The major drawback was the Neighbourhood Committee people downstairs. I couldn’t stand them. In my
village we used to call them old cocks and old hens. They would sit for hours in the dust, red armbands on their
sleeves, serving their everlasting socialism. Heavenly Bastard in the Sky, how I hated them—and here it was just
the same. Whenever it wasn’t raining, the old cocks and hens would occupy the whole yard, squatting or sitting on
the ground. Instead of being Zen, they would gossip about the woman from the thirteenth floor who had remarried
so quickly after her divorce, or the man with glasses on the eighth floor who refused the free condoms from the
One Child Policy Committee, or the gray cat from Apartment 304 that got pregnant by the black cat from
Apartment 805 whose owner was a Catholic. Or else they would discuss how many kilos of bok choy they would
store for the winter.
Bloody lot, I wished their few remaining teeth would break on frozen bok choy.
Right next to our block was the capital’s recycling plant. Day and night, rattling garbage trucks brought in the
trash produced by Beijing’s fifteen million inhabitants.
Next to the trash was the local school. Girls and boys in blue uniforms buzzed around on their new bicycles. At
the first hint of summer the prepubescent girls would tear off their bulky overcoats to reveal their underdeveloped
chests. The boys, little emperors of their families, would show off, talking dirty and flirting in gruff, drawling
Hutong accents inherited from their worker parents.
The children would clamber around on the rubbish dump all day long. Their high-spirited screams and shouts
were so loud they reached my room on the twelfth floor. I could hardly hear myself think.
I’ve been blessed with cockroaches in every place I’ve lived in Beijing, but it was in the Chinese Rose Garden
that I was truly anointed. My apartment was their Mecca. They spent the entire time multiplying. A female
cockroach can produce three hundred eggs in her lifetime, and it only takes a few weeks for an egg to become an
adult. Cocky bastards. Every crevice gave forth a vast and mighty army of invaders, from the gas-pipe hole in the
kitchen wall to each crack in the tiles. They lingered on the rims of cups, sat in my rice cooker pondering the
meaning of life.
The thing about my cockroaches, they were very cinematic, like the birds in that Alfred Hitchcock film. I was
under constant attack. Singled out, they were weak and destructible, but collectively they were unbeatable.
Still, I wasn’t going to take it lying down. Once, I was stalking an enormous one when it made a surprise move
and vanished into an electric socket. There was a crackle, a few sparks, and that was the end of that. Heavenly
Bastard in the Sky, these cockroaches were sadomasochists, looking for the most painful way to die.
Once I swallowed one while absent-mindedly drinking my tea. Traumatised, I rang the local chemist. The
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voice on the line was gently reassuring: cockroaches were not poisonous, ingesting one would cause me no harm.
Though, the chemist added, in terms of protein they were not as nutritious as snails.
I decided I would take Ben’s scarlet lily with me whenever I moved to a new place. But that was a fantasy. It
just got eaten by the cockroaches. Okay, to eat the two leaves wasn't such a big deal, but what made me sad was,
they ate the stem too. The stem was about sixty centimetres long and the cockroaches only two. It took them three
weeks to finish it—a pretty long meal for them, considering they only live for two years.
I never told Ben his lily had been eaten in such a dreadful way, but he never asked about it anyhow. Maybe he
had completely forgotten his flower.
*
Chairman Mao said, “We must be excellent at learning” and “To adapt one’s thinking to the new conditions,
one must study.”
He was never wrong. So, as soon as I started earning a decent wage as an extra, I decided to get myself an
education. After all, a girl from the countryside needed some schooling if she was going to catch up with the city
kids. Each evening I would march off, books in hand, to one of the various night schools, technical training
centres and polytechnic institutes that catered for peasants like me.
In my Modern American Literature course, we had to recite Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. I could always
recite that line:
“Have you feared the future would be nothing to you?”
And I took a “Crazy English” course, where they believed that you could master English by shouting very
loudly. I enrolled in a Wubi typing course where you had to speed-type Chinese characters on an English
keyboard. I even took a theory course for those learning to drive, though I didn’t have a car and was totally
confused by Beijing’s maze of highways and overpasses.
Still, I was determined to become a real Beijinger, whatever it took. Up until I met Xiaolin, all the money I was
earning went towards my re-education. In exchange, I gained a load of certificates and diplomas. These
credentials demonstrated that I was a useful member of society, that I was modern and civilised. Ah, finally, I was
something.
When I was with Xiaolin, I had kept these proofs of my accomplishments hidden in a box under the bed. In my
new apartment I dedicated a drawer to them. I called it my Chairman Mao drawer, and a very solemn drawer it
was. The Wubi typing-course certificate, the Modern American Literature Knowledge Approved certificate, the
certificate for speaking “Crazy English,” the driving theory certificate: they all went into the Mao drawer. It also
contained my TV insurance, my electricity account, my bank statement, my telephone bills and my virus
vaccination certificate.
The drawer was overflowing. Mao was choking on the mounting evidence that I was becoming someone who
could contribute to the modern state.
In fact, this drawer became so crucial to my official identity that, if an earthquake had hit Beijing, it would
have been the first thing I saved. My microwave, my Panda twelve-inch TV; my Sanyo DVD player, my rice
cooker, my noisy fridge, even my Rocket-5 laptop—they could remain where they were. None of them meant as
much.
The most important thing about the Chairman Mao drawer was that it drew a line between me and the
immigrant workers who were only temporary residents. Educating myself had allowed me to apply for permanent
citizen status in Beijing. Now I was a person with multiple skills, all of which I was expected to dedicate to
building the increasingly glorious reputation of my new home.
*
But then a day came when I completely lost trust in my adopted city—a day when I realised that, however
useful I was to it, this bastard city could still reject me. The events of that day made me want to run again.
It was going to be Ben’s first proper visit to my apartment. In all the months we’d been together, he’d only
ever come as far as the Rose Garden Estate gates, lily in hand. We preferred to spend time at his place. I liked
waking up in his bed, pouring maple syrup onto his special pancakes that were like soft white napkins, and
listening to him talk English with his flatmate, Patton, who was trying to make it as a Hollywood scriptwriter.
Sometimes Ben would just sit listening to his Red Hot Chili Peppers CD while reading the Boston Globe. It
was all much gentler there. Even the washing machine was quieter. Also, Xiaolin didn’t know where Ben lived, so
he couldn’t give us grief.
Anyway, before Ben came to my apartment, I thought I should warn him about the old cocks and hens. He
could never understand why there were always so many old people sitting in the street doing nothing all day.
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“When you come through the gate,” I said, “don’t look at anyone with a red armband, even if they stare at you.
Don’t say hello. Just pretend you’re blind and deaf. You have to walk up to the twelfth floor. You can’t take the
lift with me because the Old Hen Lift Operator collects information on every person in the building.”
Ben didn’t get it, but then how could he? It’s not like a young white American will ever know how to behave in
a communal Chinese apartment building. I tried to explain.
“If they see you with me, they’ll think I’m a prostitute. They think there are only two kinds of young women in
China: good girls or prostitutes. So don’t argue please, just walk upstairs.”
I got into the lift. The Old Hen Lift Operator smiled at me conspiratorially. I particularly hated her. She had
this cunning way of trying to find out what time I’d come back the previous night. I never understood why the
crummy lift needed a 24-hour operator, with three shifts of fat women to run it. Another highly skilled job with a
certificate.
“Back early today?” The Old Hen slid a suspicious sideways glance at my plastic bag.
I couldn’t bear to answer. I just wished the pathetic lift would move faster. She continued to stare at my short
skirt and my two naked legs, as if a dragon lurked at my feet. When I finally escaped, I waited for Ben at the top
of the stairwell. He was out of breath and rather annoyed.
“Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”
I put a finger to my lips—I could sense the old ears and eyes surrounding us. Ben was probably wondering
how come the brave Fenfang he knew had suddenly become so gutless. I opened my apartment door and hustled
my naïve foreigner inside. I felt safer once I’d got there. Humans need cages around their bodies—wombs,
houses, coffins.
Ben surveyed my four walls. He caught sight of the pile of CDs, DVDs and video tapes on my dirty carpet and
started looking through them excitedly.
“Jesus, I never knew you had such a major film collection! Let’s stay here for the rest of the day. We can chill
out. I can’t believe it. Some of these haven’t even been released in America yet. And this one--Betty Blue--one of
my favourite movies. Hey, we have to watch that one first.”
I agreed. I hadn't seen Betty Blue.
“But … do you have a toilet?” Ben looked around anxiously, as if he was in a tent in Mongolia. I pointed to the
bathroom door. He went in, leaving the door ajar behind him.
*
John Lennon was singing “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” when there was the most amazing bang on the
door. This wasn’t a knock. More like someone trying to smash the door in.
I stalled. I was conscious of Ben still in my bathroom, but the banging was fascist—a sound conveying force
and authority—and I knew I would have to answer.
I tried not to panic. Could it be the police? I hadn’t done anything wrong. I was just listening to “Lucy in the
Sky with Diamonds.”
I was shaking when I opened: two square faces belonging to two police officers. They stepped in with their
standard shoes below their standard uniforms. They did a 360-degree sweep of the apartment: my kitchen, my
curtains, my Simmons bed with no one in it, my small balcony with a few dead plants. My bathroom door was
still ajar, they didn’t open it. I felt like I was about to have a stroke.
“Is this apartment yours?”
“Yes, I rent it.”
“And who permitted you to rent it?”
“Why?”
“This is a government-owned building. Don’t you know it is illegal to rent it out?”
There was a pause. No, I didn’t know that. Then they went on, methodically.
“Do you live here by yourself?”
“Yes.”
“Really? Just you? Your neighbours seem to think differently.”
“Well, sometimes friends come to see me.”
“Friends, huh? What sort of friends?” I didn’t answer.
“You are not married. Therefore you should behave like an unmarried young woman. Your neighbours have
very strong opinions about your behaviour.” I kept quiet.
“What’s your job? Where are your identification papers?”
“I’m an extra—in films.” I glanced at my Mao drawer.
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“In films, huh? Let’s see your ID.”
I rushed towards Mao to find my ID card. John Lennon had moved on to “Strawberry Fields Forever.” I
hurried back to the policemen—I could not let them look in the bathroom.
The officer examined my ID closely. I’d never bought a fake certificate for anything, even though you could
get them easily, sold by dodgy men under bridges and on street corners. You could buy yourself a Masters Degree
from Oxford if you needed one, an MBA from Harvard, even a document to prove you were disabled. I’d never
done it though, all my papers were real. Then one of the policemen said,
“You’re going to make a little trip with us.”
I felt like that stroke might actually happen now. But I pulled on my coat, slipped into my shoes and headed for
the door, which I closed behind us with my heart beating. Ben was still in the bathroom. Maybe he’d caught a
glimpse of their uniforms and square shoes, but he wouldn’t know what the hell was going on. Poor foreigner.
They led me to a van, which I realised was a military jeep. In the back seat there was a terrified woman
clutching a small curly-haired dog. She looked pretty harmless, and so did the dog. The jeep took off with its
sirens blaring and lights flashing. Heavenly Bastard in the Sky, it was just like in the movies. I asked the woman
with her dog why she was there.
“You wouldn’t believe it if I tell you the whole story. Me and my husband don’t have children so we raise a
few dogs at home, but we only have a certificate for one dog. We couldn’t afford it for the others. So now they
want to take this one away. I said to them this dog is my life, and if you’re going to take him, you’ll have to take
me too. So the officer said fine, then you come down to the station with us. You know, a citizen like me has never
known where the police station is, let alone been to it. I can’t believe this is happening. Can you?”
No, I couldn’t. I felt very sorry for her.
We arrived at the police station. I kept thinking about Ben, wondering if he was still in my bathroom. I prayed
that he was okay.
Then I was sitting in the police station waiting for someone to question me. I wasn’t alone. The criminal pet
owner was there, still holding her poor little curly dog. There was also a small skinny man with bleached hair. He
was from Guangdong and hadn’t been able to get a temporary resident’s permit since he arrived in Beijing. His
criminal name was Illegal Resident. There was also a fat, middle-aged woman with long, wild hair like a wolf.
She wouldn’t sit down and kept yelling the whole time. She claimed she was innocent, that she hadn’t stolen
anything. As far as we were concerned, she may have been a criminal—it was her fault. She screamed so much
we ended up hoping they would kill her immediately.
The policemen had separated us with rickety tables and chairs. There was nothing else in the room—no
calendar, no evening newspapers, nothing to distract us from our fate. All we could see was the office across the
hallway. A policeman sat facing in our direction and watching the news. We couldn’t see the TV, we could only
hear its vague, tinny sound.
Another policeman went in to pour himself some tea. An hour passed. And another. If these guys were so
powerful, why couldn’t they just fucking get on with it?
It was now ten o’clock at night and still no interrogation. So I started my own self-examination. But the crimes
I remembered didn’t seem that bad. There was that one time in a term exam at middle school when I’d used a crib
sheet. There was that time at the cinema when I’d found a gold ring under a seat, which, I admit, I kept. I kept the
English dictionary too. But would that really count since I perpetrated this deed in order to re-educate myself? Oh
yes there was also the mobile phone I’d found. I’d definitely handed that to the boss, I was sure. And yes, I had
boyfriends, but it wasn’t like I was breaking up marriages. So what other mistakes had I made, I wondered, what
other sins had I committed? Heavenly Bastard in the Sky, how the fuck had I ended up in a police station?
Our endless and seemingly hopeless wait dragged on. By now, the bleached-blond man from Guangdong
without a Beijing permit had lost patience. It was obvious the owner of the hair salon where he worked wasn’t
going to turn up and bail him out. He started murmuring that he would just go back home—“home” being “home
town” for peasant people. He meant he would give up Beijing and go back to planting rice in the fields after
getting out of here.
The fat woman had stopped screaming and passed out in the most uncomfortable-looking position. She was
like a beached whale, her wild hair spread around her like a fishing net. The dog without legitimate ill had been
put into a cage. He whined and scratched at the bars, yapping helplessly. His owner had begged and pleaded with
the policeman to let him out. But to no effect.
Around midnight a policeman called me. He wrote down all my certification numbers and asked sternly how
many boyfriends I had. Didn’t I know that behaving like I did before marriage was immoral? He filled me in on
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what my neighbours had been saying, about how I’d been bringing a foreign man to my residence. He ordered me
to move out of my place immediately, the very next day. If I didn’t, the state could not be held responsible for
anything that might happen to me.
It was this last sentence that really did it for me. The true power of Justice in Beijing.
It was only as I was leaving that I finally understood what it had all been about. On the steps outside, I overheard one policeman saying to another,
“So, she didn’t have anything to do with the supermarket murder then.” The other policeman leant towards him
conspiratorially.
“Don’t worry, she deserved it anyway. She’s no good, that girl. Much too individualistic.”
From inside the building came the sound of police dogs barking. I turned my back on that place of Morality
and Power and Guidance.
*
Because I was the first of our unfortunate gang of criminals to be released, I felt compelled to do something for
my companions. I had agreed to make some calls, once outside. They gave me telephone numbers and scribbled
hasty messages on torn-off pieces of a cigarette packet. The message from the woman with the dog was for her
mother and said:
Call Dr. Wang the veterinarian.

The Cantonese boy with blond hair and no temporary resident’s permit wrote:
Mr. Zhang. Please come quickly.

I didn't take a note for the fat woman with wolfish hair. By the time I left the station, the police had moved her
somewhere else. I wondered how many months she would get in jail. With my shoes and coat back on, and the
fear of the Law on my shoulders, I returned home. I opened my door. The room looked the same. Nothing was
any different from when I’d been escorted out, except for a note from Ben:
Fenfang, Are you OK?? Call me! I need to talk to you about the future. I’ve decided I’ve gotta go home otherwise
I’ll never finish my fucking PhD. I’m flying back to Massachusetts the day after tomorrow.

I didn’t call, though. What would have been the point? Instead I sat down on my dirty carpet and watched
Betty Blue. It was a very sad film. I couldn’t talk for a day afterwards. …
186.72 Excerpt from Candy: A Novel\fn{by Mian Mian (1973- )} Shanghai, China (F) 6
Why did my father always have to push me in front of the Mona Lisa? And why did he always make me listen
to classical music?
I suppose it was just my fate, for want of a better word. I was twenty-seven years old before I finally got the
courage to ask my father these questions—up until then, I couldn’t even bring myself to utter the woman’s name,
I was so terrified of her.
My father answered that Chopin was good music. So when I was bawling my head off, he would shut me in a
room all by myself and have me listen to Chopin. In those days none of our neighbors had a record player or a
television the way we did. What’s more, many of them were forced to subsist on the vegetable scraps they
scrounged at the market, since meat, cloth, oil, and other basics were still being rationed. My father thought that
as a member of the only “intellectual,” or educated, family in our entire apartment building, I should feel
fortunate.
Father said that it had never occurred to him that I might be afraid of that print hanging on our wall. Why
didn’t I just look at the world map that was hanging right next to it? Or the map of China? Or my own drawings?
Why did I have to look at that picture? At length he asked,
“Anyway, why were you so afraid of her?”
Many other people have asked me this very question, and each time someone asks, I feel that much less
terrified. Still, it’s a question I can’t answer. Just as I can’t explain why, from the time I was a very small child and
barely able to talk, my father would have chosen to deal with my crying the way he did.
I have never actually taken a good close look at that woman (I’m far too afraid of her to attempt that).
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Nonetheless, my most powerful childhood memories are of her portrait.
As I grew older, certain ideas became fixed in my mind. Her eyes were like a car crash at the moment of
impact; her nose was an order issuing from the darkness, like a ramrod-straight ladder; the corners of her mouth
were cataclysmic whirlpools. She seemed to have no bones except for her brow bones, and those bald brows were
an ever-present mockery. Her clothing was like an umbrella so massive that it threatened to steal me away. And
then there were her cheeks and fingers. There was no denying that they resembled more than anything the
decaying pieces of a corpse.
She was a dangerous woman. And I was often in this dangerous presence. I had very few fears, but she
terrified me. In middle school history class, I was once startled to look up and find myself face-to-face with a
slide projection of this painting. My throat tightened, and I cried out in shock. My teacher reacted by concluding
that I was a bad student and making me stand up as punishment. Then he took me to see the assistant principal,
who gave me a stern lecture. At one point they went so far as to accuse me of reading “pornography,” like the
then-popular underground book The Heart of a Young Girl.
That was the beginning of my hatred for the man who had painted her. And I started to despise as well all those
who called themselves “intellectuals.” My hatred had a kind of purity about it—I would open my heart and feel a
convulsive anger pulsing in my blood. I named this sensation “loathing.”
My unalloyed fear of this painting stripped away any sense of closeness I might have felt toward my parents.
And it convinced me, all too soon, that the world was unknowable and incomprehensible.
Later I found the strength to deal with my fear. I found it in the moon and in the moonlight. Sometimes it was
in rays of light that resembled moonlight, and sometimes I saw it in eyes or lips that were like moonlight. At other
times still it was in the moonlight of a man’s back.
*
When it rains I often think of Lingzi. She once told me about a poem that went:
Rain falling in the spring,
Is heaven and earth making love.

These lines were a puzzle to us, but Lingzi and I spent a lot of time trying to unravel various problems. We
might be trying to figure out germs, or the fear of heights, or even a phrase like “Love is a fantasy you have while
smoking your third cigarette.” Lingzi was my high school desk mate, and she had a face like a white sheet of
paper. Her pallor was an attitude, a sort of trance.
Those days are still fresh in my mind. I was a melancholy girl who loved to eat chocolate and did poorly in
school. I collected candy wrappers, and I would use these, along with boxes that had once contained vials of
medicine, to make sunglasses.
Soon after the beginning of our second year of high school, Lingzi’s hair started to look uneven, with a short
clump here, a longer hank there. There were often scratch marks on her face. Lingzi had always been extremely
quiet, but now her serenity had become strange. She told me she was sure that one of the boys in our class was
watching her. She said he gave her steamy looks—steamy was the word she used, and I remember exactly how
she said it. She was constantly being encircled by his gaze, she said. It made her think all kinds of unwholesome,
selfish thoughts. She insisted that it was absolutely out of the question for her to let anything distract her from her
studies.
Lingzi believed that this boy was watching her because she was pretty. This filled her with feelings of shame.
Since being pretty was the problem, she had decided to make herself ugly, convinced that this would set her back
on the right path. She was sure that if she were ugly, then no one would look at her anymore; and if nobody was
looking at her, then she could concentrate on her studies. Lingzi said she had to study hard, since, as all of us
knew, the only guarantee of a bright future was to gain admission to a top university.
Throughout the term, Lingzi continued to alter her appearance in all kinds of bizarre ways. People quit
speaking to her. In the end most of our classmates avoided her altogether. As for me, I didn’t think that Lingzi had
been that pretty to begin with. I felt that I understood her—she was simply too high-strung. Our school was a “key
school,” and it was fairly common for a student at a school like ours to have a sudden nervous breakdown.
Anyway, it wasn’t clear to me how I could help Lingzi. She seemed so calm and imperturbable.
Then one day Lingzi didn't come to school. And from then on, her seat remained empty. The rumor was that
she had violent tendencies. Her parents had had to tie her up with rope and take her to a mental hospital.
Everyone started saying that Lingzi had “gone crazy.” I started eating chocolate with a vengeance, and that was
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the beginning of my bad habit of bingeing on chocolate whenever I’m anxious or upset. Even today, eleven years
later, I haven’t been able to break this habit, with the result that I have a very serious blood sugar problem.
I sneaked into the hospital to see her. One Saturday afternoon, wearing a red waterproof sweat suit, I slipped in
through the chain-link fence of the mental hospital. In truth, I’m sure I could have used the main entrance.
Although it was winter, I brought Lingzi her favorite Baby-Doll brand ice cream, along with some preserved
olives and salty dried plums. I sat compulsively eating my chocolates while she ate her ice cream and sweet
olives. All of the other patients on the ward were adults. I did most of the talking, and whenever I finished saying
something, no matter what the subject was, Lingzi would laugh. Lingzi had a clear, musical laugh, just like bells
ringing. But on this day her laughter simply struck me as weird.
What did Lingzi talk about? She kept repeating the same thing over and over: The drugs they give you in this
hospital make you fat. Really, really fat.
Sometime later I heard that Lingzi had left the hospital. Her parents made a series of pleas to the school, asking
the teachers to inform everyone that Lingzi was not being allowed any visitors.
One rainy afternoon, the news of Lingzi's death reached our school. People said that her parents had gone out
one day, and a boy had taken advantage of their absence. He had brought Lingzi a bouquet of fresh flowers. This
was 1986, and there were only two flower stands in all of Shanghai, both newly opened. That night, Lingzi
slashed her wrists in the bathroom of her family’s apartment. People said that she died standing.
This terrible event hastened my deterioration into a “problem child”. I quit trusting anything that anyone told
me. Aside from the food that I put into my mouth, there was nothing I believed in. I had lost faith in everything. I
was only sixteen, but my life was over. Fucking over.
*
Strange days overtook me, and I grew idle. I let myself go, feeling that I had more time on my hands than I
knew what to do with. Indolence made my voice increasingly gravelly. I started to explore my body, either in front
of the mirror or at my desk. I had no desire to understand it—I only wanted to experience it.
Facing the mirror and looking at myself, I saw my own desire in all its unfamiliarity. When I secretly pressed
my sex up against the cold corner of my desk, I sometimes felt a pleasurable spasm. Just as it had been the first
time, my early experiences of this “joy” were often beyond my control.
This was the beginning of my wasted youth. After that winter, Lingzi’s lilting laughter would constantly trail
behind me, pursuing me as I fled headlong into a boundless darkness.
*
There was only one teacher I liked at my school. She was very young, and tall and slender. She liked to wear
dark glasses, and from day to day she always had the same quiet, unhappy air about her. She taught my class just
once, and before starting the lesson, she read us a poem, “I Am A Willful Child,” by the underground poet Gu
Cheng. No teacher had ever done anything like this before. Those ten minutes were the only moment of
transcendence of my entire high school career—the spirituality of the teacher’s chaste gaze, us listening to the
poem, the classroom in the sunlight. A perfect day, a beautiful dream. Over the years, memories of that day have
often come back to me, and they have never lost the power to affect me deeply. It was as though I had never been
truly moved by anything until that moment.
The term that Lingzi committed suicide I dropped out of school, the only student who had ever left voluntarily.
I had set myself free. I was hoping to find some other way to get into university, since I still wanted to go to
college some day. But you can’t get into college without graduating from high school.
I came to a conclusion: there was too much bullshit in my life. I didn’t want anyone to bullshit me anymore,
and I wasn’t going to bullshit anyone else again either.
*
After I left school, I was introduced to a black-market booking agent, and that was how I fell into my brief
career as a small-time nightclub singer. I love to sing—it gives me a kind of release. I would stand onstage,
dressed up in ridiculous 1980s Taiwan-style outfits, making a big show of acting heartbroken. In those days I
drew my eyebrows thick and dark, and I liked the plaintive and torchy Taiwan pop singers Su Rui and Wa Wa.
There was a dancer in our band who was even younger than I was. He had a clear gaze and was rather
excitable. The two of us were very close and used to hang out together smoking Phoenix cigarettes. He went by
the nickname Bug, but he was actually quite large and didn’t bear the slightest resemblance to a little bug. Bug
was a niezhai—a “debt of evil”—the illegitimate child of parents who’d been sent down to the countryside during
the Cultural Revolution, and he didn’t have a real home of his own in Shanghai.
Once, we had to go to Xining to play a few gigs, and this put Bug in especially high spirits. He hopped down
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the street as if he were performing his own version of the dance aerobics we all used to watch on TV. Bug had
grown up in Xining. He loved the dawn in the Northwest. Sunrise there was more luminous than anywhere else,
he said.
On the train to Xining, Bug told me story after story about a friend of his in the Northwest. The friend was
called Bailian, “white face,” like the villains in Chinese operas.
Everything in northwestern China was gray, everything except the sky, which was the bluest blue. I met
Bailian, who turned out to be not much older than we were. His face was indeed very pale, but I was surprised
that someone who had a reputation for having been in so many fights should be so good-looking. He had very
dark, vacant-looking eyes and close-cropped, slightly wavy hair. I noticed that he had unusually tiny feet. He
invited Bug and me to go to a dance hall with him.
It was 1987, before there were any discos. There were just dance halls where people could go to waltz and foxtrot, people of all ages. Dance halls in the Northwest were disorderly places, and competition over dance partners
often ended in brawls. This struck us Shanghainese as a real novelty.
That night Bailian had a girl with him. She had a classical kind of beauty and appeared to be even younger
than I was. Right in front of us, Bailian turned to Bug and asked him to trade partners. I didn’t like this. If he
wanted to dance with me, he could damn well ask me directly. Northwesterners acted very differently from us
Shanghainese, I noted. But Bug happily agreed to his request, and I decided that I should give Bug some “face”
and not embarrass him.
The song Bailian and I danced to was “Auld Lang Syne,” and everyone there was dancing very carefully and
correctly, as if this were the door to a new life.
The day after our second gig, Bailian came over alone and asked me to go out dancing with him, just the two
of us. I said,
“Why are you asking me to go dancing?”
And maybe my tone wasn’t very nice, since I was in a bad mood that day because the band leaders did nothing
but argue over how the money should be divided up. Or maybe Bailian just misunderstood what I’d said. In any
case Icould see that he was angry. He looked at me and said,
“Why can’t I ask you to go dancing?” And I said,
“I didn’t say you couldn’t ask; I just asked you why.” He said,
“Are you coming or not?” I said,
“Are you nuts? Where do you get off talking to me like that?” He repeated,
“Are you coming or not?” The whole time, Bailian’s tone remained flat and unemotional, and he didn’t raise or
lower his voice.
“No!” I said.
When Bailian had come in, I was lying on the bed in my guest-house room, reading a book of poetry, City
People. When I said, “No!”, I flung the book away.
*
The next thing I knew, I’d been cut by Bailian’s knife. I didn’t see where he’d taken it from, I didn’t see the
blade coming at me, and I didn’t see his hand returning it to wherever he kept it. All I remember seeing was him
standing in front of me holding the knife, ashen faced, looking as if he’d pulled a muscle. The really interesting
thing was that he wasn’t even looking at me. He was staring out the window.
When he cut me, I went cold all over, and through the pain I was struck for an instant by the sensation that my
body was separating from itself, and my spirits soared. Wave after wave of t '; numbness hit me, spreading across
my back, my mind went blank, and uncontrollable tears poured from my eyes. I started shaking, and I felt the
same way I did when I read certain poems, or sang certain songs, or heard particular stories; but it was even more
intense and came on more quickly. Bailian was asking me,
“Are you coming?” He still wasn’t looking at me.
“Where?” I said.
“Dancing.”
“OK,” I said, “sure. But first let me go to the bathroom and wipe this blood off my arm.”
I came back and stood in front of him, and when he raised his head to look at me, the knife in my hand went
straight into his gut. After the blade went in, I didn’t pull it out.
My father had given me this knife. It was from Xinjiang. I don’t know why my father had given it to me; it
seemed just as strange to me as when he agreed to let me quit school. After all, he was an “intellectual.”
Bailian stood in front of me without moving. We both just stood there, looking at each other. His expression
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puzzled me, but before that feeling could sink in, I realized that I could barely stand. Everything became silent
and still, and I broke out in a sweat and felt myself drifting, drifting away.
*
The authorities showed up. Two knives, two people bleeding. Bug came in as well and stood with Bailian.
They stared at me. I didn’t know who had called the police, but they locked me up. The cops in the Northwest are
mean, and I figured that since Bailian was a local, I was finished.
Every morning I had to go out to the courtyard with the other prisoners and squat for a while with my hands
behind my back in front of a gigantic slogan:
“Leniency to those who confess and severity to those who refuse.”
The jail was full of weird inspirational slogans, all carved into the walls with something very sharp. I didn’t
talk to anyone. I was afraid to talk to anyone. The die had been cast; my fate was no longer in my own hands.
I got into the habit of stretching out my black-stockinged legs and looking them over. The black silk stockings
that were popular then were all wrong for my age, but the constant self-scrutiny convinced me that I had a great
pair of legs.
Bug came to see me. He asked me,
“What did it feel like when the knife went in?”
I thought about it but didn’t say anything. Actually, I thought it felt like stabbing a padded-cotton quilt. He
asked me,
“Do you have any regrets?” I said,
“I didn’t know what I was doing. I don’t know why I stabbed him—I just had to do it. It never occurred to me
that I’d nearly killed a man. I deserve to be punished. But this place is filthy! There’s piss and shit everywhere
’cause people piss and shit anywhere they please. I feel like my whole body is being overrun with germs, and the
food is totally disgusting. Life on the outside is so good, even if you have to live hand-to-mouth.” Bug said,
“Don’t cry; nothing’s going to happen to you. You’re not even eighteen years old; it’s not right for you to be
locked up like this. I’ve been to see Bailian—he’s out of the hospital already, and he wants to help you. You’ll be
out of here soon.”
*
On the train back to Shanghai, for the first time in my life I experienced the feeling of freedom that birds must
have, and it was as if I was finally coming to understand and appreciate the true meaning of freedom. I had this
sense that my life was about to become very interesting and exciting. For a long time I gazed out the train
window, and the limitless expanses of the plains were like my heart, and the leafless branches on the bare trees
traced my mood.
The world was so vast! And in the night, as the train bore through the darkness, I loved its sound, and I wrote
these lines of poetry in my notebook:
Taking flight
I show the world
my extended wings.

Suddenly I found myself filled with affection for Bailian, and as I thought about how much I liked him, his
bright face was shining there beside me, and a curious state of mind came over me. Maybe I was attracted to
Bailian because he had in him something that I completely lacked. Being around him had given me a rush, as if I
were soaring. I felt completely taken out of myself, so that thinking of him made me tremble all over. I wrote him
many letters, but I never sent any of them. And after Saining and I got together, I didn’t think about Bailian
anymore.
Some time later I heard from Bug that Bailian had been sentenced to more than ten years in prison for robbing
ancient tombs. But his sentence was commuted, and when he got out he opened up a small business somewhere in
the Northwest.
On that afternoon ten years later when I was burning my letters, I rediscovered these pieces of my past. And
touching that lucky little scar on the back of my right arm, I savored once again the feeling of the knife going into
him, like the experience of a limitless void. It didn’t feel like something that I had actually done myself. And
when I caught the scent of those letters, it was just like the scent of youth.
*
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His full lips were on my breasts.
He was the first man to kiss my breasts; he had made me this picture, given me this picture I loved. When I
touched his hair, he quickly undid my clothes, and his tongue made my heart skip. He moved me, and I stroked
his hair. His hair was so beautiful!
But when he pulled my body underneath him, I felt myself go suddenly cold. I wasn’t even completely
undressed, but in a moment he was inside me.
It hurt a lot. Just like that, he had shoved his penis into my body. I lay motionless, the pain boring up into my
heart, and I was mute with pain, unable to move. His hair smelled sweet, and with half of it swaying over either
side of my body, there seemed to be two of him moving on top of me, faster and faster, as if he couldn’t stop, and
it went on and on for a very long time, and it hurt so much I no longer even knew where my body was. He wasn’t
using his tongue on me any more, and I felt let down.
Except for the noise of his ever-quickening breathing, he didn’t make a sound until it was over, and the whole
thing seemed so ridiculous that I was overcome with sadness. Finally he pressed his whole body against me for
the first time and kissed me on the mouth. Until then, that bastard hadn’t even kissed me on the mouth. And then
he smiled at me, his full lips curving up, his eyes twinkling sweetly. In that moment, his face became once again
the face I’dseen at the bar, a face that was nothing like the face he’d worn when he was fucking me. I said,
“You’re the first guy I’ve ever been with. You fucked me. I had my eyes open the entire time and I watched
you rape me. You were in such a hurry you didn’t even bother to take all your clothes off.”
He said nothing. His long hair was lying across my body, and he didn’t move. The male singer on the CD kept
singing, and the sound of his voice was the caress my skin was still waiting for. The simple rhythms kept spinning
forward, and the world became smooth and flat inside the music. I didn’t understand a word he sang, but the
keyboard was like a vampire, sucking away my feelings.
“I have to go to the bathroom,” I said. “I’m a mess, thanks to you.”
I sat on the toilet and looked at his bath towel, and I don’t know how long I sat there, but I felt as though my
sex had been seriously injured. The face I saw in the crooked mirror was an ugly face. Never in my life had I felt
so disgusted with myself. And ever since, I have carried the shame of that moment in my body.
The music playing on the CD that day was The Doors, and the brutality of the music seemed somehow
connected to the brutality of my crude “wedding night,” which violated the sexual fantasy I had held on to for
many years. I didn’t dare look at this man’s penis, but I liked his skin, and his lips were very soft, and his tongue
could put me into a trance.
I didn’t understand the strange agitation in his face, and I couldn’t find anything there to fulfill the needs of my
imagination. The girl that he held in his arms was like a kitten that was too miserable to cry. I was nineteen. He
buried me in pain, covered me with an unfamiliar substance, rude but authentic. Clutching my breasts, he moved
in and out, in and out of the hole in me, and I couldn’t see his expression, and no one will remember the way I
looked that night, the night I lost my virginity.
The self that drained out of my body was a nullity. As I tried to soothe my dazed body, the hazy mirror
reflected my empty features back to me. He was a stranger, we had met at a bar, and though the ocean waves in
his eyes were familiar, I didn’t know who he was.
*
That bar was painfully tacky and blazing with yellow lights that shone brightly on every sleazy detail. Sitting
at the bar, I was as blank and luminous as the full moon. It was the first time I’d ever sat at a bar, and I felt a little
nervous. Every now and then I’d turn and glance this way or that, making it look as if I were waiting for someone.
I didn’t even know that I was in a bar. I had only just arrived in this small city in the South. It was 1989, and in
Shanghai, where I’d come from, there still weren’t any bars, just a handful of small, unofficial street-side cafés.
Maybe those tiny restaurants had bars, but I’d never set foot inside one.
Outside, it was raining hard, but I don’t remember what music was playing in the bar. And I don’t remember
when I first caught sight of him, a tall boy swaying back and forth and smiling at nothing in particular. He was
wearing an oversize white T-shirt and printed corduroy pants. The pants were wide enough to be a skirt, but they
really were pants. He was there in the bar, all alone, rocking from side to side, with a whiskey glass in his left
hand and his right hand dancing in the air.
I watched his legs as, step by step, he moved toward me. His light blue sneakers had very thin soles, and it
looked as if he was tripping over his own feet. His hair was long and straight and glossy, the tips brushing his
upper back, and his face was very pale. I couldn’t make out his features, but I was certain that he was smiling,
even if I couldn’t tell whether or not he was ldoking at me too.
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I ate my ice cream. Before long, I became aware that a man’s hand holding a drink had appeared at my right
side. It was a large hand with sturdy fingertips, and I knew at a glance that he chewed his nails. This was
something we had in common.
A curtain of hair filled my field of vision, and I smelled the faint, delicate scent of his hair. I looked up. And
saw the face of an angel. He smiled strangely, and the naked innocence in his eyes filled me with confusion. For
the rest of the evening I wasn’t able to look away from that face, the face he wore then. And maybe it’s my belief
in that face that has kept me alive until now, because I believe in that face. It’s my destiny.
He started chattering on and on about different kinds of ice cream. He said he also liked chocolate, and that his
mother had told him that ill-fated children liked to eat sweets. He had a foreboding that because he liked sweets,
he was going to be fat at thirty and bald at forty. He asked me what I was doing in this town, and I said,
“Isn’t everyone here to make money?” I didn’t graduate from high school, so I couldn’t find a job in Shanghai.
What else was left except to come here? He said,
“But you’re so young; aren’t your parents worried about you?”
“My dad’s pretty unusual,” I said. “He treats me like an adult. He wants to change his life and make a pile of
money himself, so he encouraged me when I said I wanted to go off and earn some money.” He asked me,
“Do you like money?” I said,
“One time my dad helped a relative from overseas change some money on the black market. He thought that
he could make a little commission for himself that way, but instead somebody snatched the cash from him, and he
tried to chase the person down, but he couldn’t catch him, and he ended up with a sprained foot. My dad told me
never ever to tell anyone about this, because he’d slipped out during working hours to change the money, and that
wouldn’t look good to people. It makes me sad, what happened to him. I don’t know whether I really like money
or not. My dad’s an intellectual; he’s weak. I’ll have to start now if I’m going to make any kind of money.”
I had the feeling that this guy, who called himself Saining, was kind of interested in me. His clothing made him
stand out, and each of the colors in his rainbow-hued pants made me feel happy. From his rambling monologue I
learned that he played guitar, that playing guitar was all he wanted to do, and that he was looking for one or
maybe a whole bunch of bars with stages. Awestruck, I asked where in China are there places like that? He said he
didn’t know yet, but he was definitely going to find out.
These words emboldened me—to me a bar with a stage represented the road to freedom. I looked at him,
adoring his black eyes, innocent, heartbreakingly innocent eyes, large and liquid.
“Hey,” I said, “you know what? I’m a singer, and I’m not bad!” And he answered,
“Do you want to come over to my place?”
This was the first time a man had propositioned me, and heaven knows why I agreed on the spot. My
expectations were vague and poetic, and dark undercurrents overtook my fantasy. He said,
“I like girls from broken homes who are crazy about chocolate and who love the rain. I’ve been waiting for a
girl like that for a long time,” I said,
“My God! A chocoholic who loves rainy days—that’s me!”
*
He’d fucked me into a state of numbness. I was off to a bad start with men. But as I saw it, everything that
happened was just one more event among many, even the pain that pierced through my very heart, and those
burning wounds. None of it was so different from any of the other things that would inevitably happen.
I went back to Shanghai. I listened to Cui Jian every day and lived on a diet of chocolate and Baby-Doll ice
cream. Each week I made the rounds of the student dormitories at every university in town, peddling cloth dolls
made by old people in the neighborhood production teams. I didn’t have any friends. The first supermarkets had
opened up, and although I didn’t have any money, I could ease my loneliness by wandering the aisles. It made my
life a little more interesting. …
181.150 Excerpt from Shanghai Baby\fn{by Zhou Weihui aka Wei Hui (1973- )} Ningbo, Zhijiang Province, China
(F) 10
1
My name is Nikki but my friends all call me Coco after Coco Chanel, a French lady who lived to be almost
ninety. She’s my idol, after Henry Miller. Every morning when I open my eyes I wonder what I can do to make
myself famous. It’s become my ambition, almost my raison d’etre,\fn{Reason for being} to burst upon the city like
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fireworks.
This has a lot to do with the fact that I live in Shanghai. A mystical fog envelops the city, mixed with continual
rumors and an air of superiority, a hangover from the time of the shili yangchang, the foreign concessions. This
hint of smugness affects me: I both love it and hate it.
Anyway, I’m just twenty-five, and a year ago I published a collection of short stories that didn’t make any
money but got me attention. (Male readers sent me letters enclosing erotic photos.) Three months ago I left my
job as a magazine journalist, and now I’m a bare-legged, miniskirted waitress at a joint called the Green Stalk
Café.
*
There was a tall, handsome young man, a regular at the Green Stalk, who would stay for hours drinking coffee
and reading his book. I liked to watch his changes of expression, his every move. He seemed to know I was
watching him, but he never said a word.
Until, that is, the day he gave me a note that said “I love you,” along with his name and address.
Born in the Year of the Rabbit, and a year younger than me, this man enchanted me. It’s hard to put a finger on
what made him so good looking in my eyes, but it had something to do with his air of world-weariness and his
thirst for love.
On the surface we’re two utterly different types. I’m full of energy and ambition and see the world as a ripe
fruit just waiting to be eaten. He is introspective and romantic, and for him life is a cake laced with arsenic—
every bite poisons him a little more. But our differences only increased our mutual attraction, like the inseparable
north and south magnetic poles. We rapidly fell in love.
*
Not long after we met, he told me a family secret. His mother was living in a small town in Spain, with a local
man, running a Chinese restaurant. It seems you can make a lot of money in Spain by selling lobster and wonton.
His father had died young, suddenly, out there, less than a month after going to Spain to visit his mother. The
death certificate said “myocardial infarction,” and his ashes were flown home in a McDonnell Douglas jet. Tian
Tian still remembered that sunny day, and how his tiny grandmother, his father’s mother, cried, tears streaming
down her wrinkled face like water dripping off a wet rag.
“Grandmother was convinced it was murder. My dad didn’t have any history of heart disease; she said my
mother killed him. That she had another man over there, and they plotted it together.” Staring at me with a strange
look in his eyes, Tian Tian said,
“Can you believe it? I still can’t work it out. Maybe Grandmother was right. But whatever—Mother sends me
a lot of money every year to live on.”
He watched me in silence. His strange story grabbed me immediately, because I’m drawn to tragedy and
intrigue. When I was studying Chinese at Fudan University in Shanghai, I’d wanted to become a writer of really
exciting thrillers: evil omen, conspiracy, dagger lust, poison, madness, and moonlight were all words that sprang
readily to my mind. Looking tenderly into his fragile, beautiful face, I understood the root of Tian Tian’s sadness.
“Death’s shadow only fades little by little as time passes. There will never be more than a thin glass barrier
between your present and the wreckage of your past,” I told him. His eyes grew wet, and he clenched his hands
tightly.
“But I’ve found you and decided to put my faith in you,” he said. “Don’t stay with me just out of curiosity, but
don’t leave me straightaway.”
*
I moved into Tian Tian’s place, a big three-bedroom apartment on the western outskirts of the city. He had
decorated the living room simply and comfortably, with a sectional fabric sofa from Ikea along one wall and a
Strauss piano. Above the piano hung his self-portrait, in which his head looked as if he’d just surfaced from a
pool.
To be honest, I didn’t much like the area. Almost all the roads were full of potholes and were lined on both
sides with cramped, shabby houses, peeling billboards, and reeking piles of rubbish. There was a public phone
box that leaked like the Titanic whenever it rained. Looking out of the window, I couldn’t see a single green tree
or smartly dressed person or a dear patch of sky. It was not a place where I was able to see the future.
Tian Tian always said that the future is a trap set right in the middle of your brain.
For a while after his father died, Tian Tian lost the power of speech. Then he dropped out of high school in his
first year. His lonely childhood had already turned him into a nihilist. His aversion to the outside world meant he
spent half his life in bed: reading, watching videos, smoking, musing on the pros and cons of life versus death, the
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spirit versus flesh, calling premium phone lines, playing computer games, and sleeping. The rest of the time he
painted, walked with me, ate, shopped, browsed in book and record shops, sat in cafés, or went to the bank. When
he needed money, he would go to the post office and send letters in beautiful blue envelopes to his mother.
He seldom visited his grandmother. He had moved out of her house when it became a nightmare. She had sunk
into a permanent state of delirium, fixated on that “murder” in Spain. Her heart was broken, her face ravaged and
her spirit gone, but she wouldn’t die. She still lives in a western-style house in the city now, fuming with anger,
cursing her destiny and her daughter-in-law.
*
Saturday. Clear weather. Pleasant indoor temperature. At exactly 8:30 A.M. I wake up, and beside me, Tian
Tian opens his eyes. We look at each other for a second, then begin to kiss silently. Our early morning kisses are
tender, affectionate, smooth as little fishes wriggling in water. This is the compulsory start to our day—and the
sole channel of sexual expression between us.
*
Tian Tian just couldn’t handle sex. I’m not sure if it was related to the tragedy that had caused his mental
problems, but I remember the first time I held him in bed. When I discovered he was impotent, I was devastated,
so much so that I didn’t know if I could stay with him. Ever since college I had seen sex as a basic necessity
(although I’ve since changed my mind about this).
Unable to enter me, he stared at me, speechless, his whole body in a cold sweat. It was his first time with a
woman in all his twenty-four years.
In the male world, being able to perform sex normally is as important as life itself, and any shortcoming causes
unbearable pain. He cried, and so did I. For the rest of the night we kissed, touched, and murmured to one another.
I soon came to adore his sweet kiss and gentle touch. Kissing with the tip of the tongue feels like ice cream
melting. It was he who taught me that a kiss has a soul and colors all its own.
He was kind, loving, and trusting as a dolphin. His temperament was what captured my wild heart. What he
couldn’t give me—sharp cries or explosive pleasure, sexual pride or orgasm—lost significance.
In The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Milan Kundera gives a classic definition of love:
“Making love with a woman and sleeping with a woman are two separate passions, not merely different but
opposite. Love does not make itself felt in the desire for copulation (a desire that extends to an infinite number of
women) but in the desire for shared sleep (a desire limited to one woman).”
At the beginning of my time with Tian Tian, I had no idea that I would experience this for myself, until a series
of events and the appearance of another man gave me the chance to understand it.
*
At nine o’clock we got up, and he got into the huge bathtub while I smoked my first Mild Seven cigarette. In
the tiny kitchen I made corn congee, eggs, and milk. With the golden sunlight dripping outside the window like
melted honey, summer mornings always seemed poetic. I felt totally relaxed, listening to the sound of water
gushing in the bathroom.
“Will you come to the Green Stalk Café with me?” I asked, taking a big glass of milk into the .steam-swirled
bathroom. Tian Tian’s eyes were closed, and he gave a long yawn, looking like a fish.
“Coco, I’ve got an idea,” he said in a low voice.
“What idea?” I brought the milk right to him, but he didn’t take it in his hand, just leaned forward and sipped a
little.
“Why don’t you give up your job at the café?”
“Then what would I do?”
“We’ve enough money not to have to work all the time. You could write your novel.”
It turned out he had been brewing this idea for some time, that he wanted me to write a novel that would take
the literary world by storm. “There’s nothing worth reading in the bookshops these days, just empty stories,” he
said.
“Okay,” I said, “but not right now. I want to work a bit longer. You sometimes meet interesting people in a
café.”
“Whatever,” he mumbled. This was his pet phrase, meaning he had heard and taken in the comment but had no
response.
We ate breakfast together, then I dressed and put on my makeup and wandered elegantly around the room until
I finally found my favorite leopard-spotted handbag. Sitting on the sofa, book in hand, he glanced up as I left.
“I’ll call you,” he said.
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*
This is the city at rush hour: All sorts of vehicles and pedestrians, all their invisible desires and countless
secrets, merge with the flow like rapids plunging through a deep gorge. The sun shines down on the street,
hemmed in on both sides by sky-scrapers—the mad creations of humans—towering between sky and earth. The
petty details of daily life are like dust suspended in the air. They are a monotonous theme of our materialistic age.
2
It was three-thirty in the afternoon, and the Green Stalk Café was empty. A sunbeam filtered in through the
leaves of the parasol tree, and particles of dust floated in it. An odd pall hung over the magazines and the jazz
music from the stereo, as if they were survivals from the 1930s.
I stood behind the bar with nothing to do. It’s always boring when there’s no business.
Old Yang, the headwaiter, was taking a nap in the back room. He was a trusted relative of the boss and camped
out there day and night, managing the money and us.
My coworker, Spider, took advantage of the break to sneak off to the computer company on the corner in
search of cheap parts. He was a problem teenager with only one thing on his mind. He wanted to be a
superhacker. You could call him a half-graduate, because despite having an IQ of 150, he hadn’t completed his
degree in computing at Fudan U. He was thrown out because he kept hacking into Shanghai Online to rip off
account numbers and surf the web at their expense.
There we were, a formerly promising journalist and a computer hit man with a reputation, both working in a
café. It’s hard to deny life’s little ironies. Wrong place, wrong roles, but united in our commitment to life’s young
dream. And yet, our bodies were already tarnished and our minds beyond help.
I began to arrange the scented white lilies in a large jar of water. So delicate, that feeling when my fingers
touched these seductive white petals. My love of flowers may be conventionally feminine, but I believe the day
will come when I look in the mirror and compare my face to a poisonous plant. And my shocking best-selling
novel will reveal the truth about humankind: violence, style, lust, joy, and then enigma, machines, power, and
death.
The old rotary-dial telephone rang piercingly. It was Tian Tian. Almost every day he would call about now, just
as we were both getting tired of our respective surroundings.
“Same time, same place—I’ll be waiting to have dinner with you,” he said urgently, as if it were important.
At dusk I took off my uniform miniskirt and short Chinese silk jacket and changed into a tight-fitting shirt and
pants. Clutching my handbag, I walked light-footed out of the café. The colorful street lanterns had just come on,
and the fluorescent lights of the shops shimmered like shards of gold. I walked along the street, blending with the
thousands of people and vehicles shuttling back and forth, like the Milky Way blazing right here on earth. The
most exciting moment of the city’s day had arrived.
*
The Cotton Club is at the corner of Huaihai and Fuxing Roads, the equivalent of New York’s Fifth Avenue or
the Champs-Elysees in Paris. From a distance, the two-story French building has an air of distinction. Those who
come here are either laowai—foreigners—with a lewd look in their eyes, or slim, foxy Asian belles. Its
shimmering blue sign looks just the way Henry Miller described a syphilitic sore. It’s because we enjoyed this
metaphor that Tian Tian and I used to go there. (In addition to writing Tropic of Cancer Miller lived to eighty-nine
and married five times, and I’ve always seen him as my spiritual father.)
I pushed open the door, looked around, and saw Tian Tian waving to me from a corner. But what surprised me
was that next to him sat a fashionable woman wearing what was obviously a wig, but a striking one, and a halter
top in shiny black. Her tiny face was dusted with gold and silver powder, as if she’d just landed from some planet
incredibly far away.
“This is Madonna; we were at elementary school together,” said Tian Tian. Perhaps thinking that inadequate,
he added:
“She’s also been my only friend in Shanghai lately.” Then he introduced me to her. “This is Nikki, my
girlfriend,” he said, and quite unself-consciously took my hand and held it on his lap.
We nodded and smiled, because the fact we were both friends of Tian Tian, who is as wholesome as a tiny
butterfly, instantly disposed us to like and trust each other. But her first words startled me.
“Tian Tian has talked about you so often on the phone. He always goes on for hours. He adores you so much it
makes me jealous.” She laughed, low and husky, like an actress in one of those old Hollywood movies.
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I glanced at Tian Tian, who was trying to look as though he’d done no such thing.
“He likes chatting on the phone. You could buy a thirty-one-inch television with the money he spends on the
monthly phone bill,” I added thoughtlessly, and immediately I realized how tacky it was to see everything in
terms of money.
“I hear you’re a writer,” said Madonna. “Well, it’s been a while since I wrote anything, and actually … I can’t
really call myself a writer.”
I felt a bit ashamed: Just wanting to be a writer isn’t enough. Tian Tian interrupted.
“Oh, Coco’s already published a collection of stories. It’s cool. She’s so observant. She’s going to be very
successful,” he said calmly, not a hint of flattery on his face.
“I’m working as a waitress just now,” I said matter-of-factly. “And you? You look like an actress.”
“Didn’t Tian Tian tell you?” She looked briefly quizzical, as if she were trying to guess how I’d react. “I was a
mami\fn{A madam} in Guangzhou. I got married, then my old man kicked the bucket and left me a bundle of
money, so now I enjoy myself.”
I nodded, outwardly calm while an exclamation mark popped up in my mind. Right in front of me was a bona
fide rich widow! And now I knew where those courtesan airs came from, and those alarmingly sharp eyes, which
automatically made me think of an errant heroine. We stopped talking for a moment, as the food Tian Tian had
ordered arrived, one dish after the other—aall my Shanghai favorites.
“If you’d rather have something else, just order it,” he told Madonna. She nodded.
“Actually, I have a very small stomach,” she said, cupping her hands to make a fist-size shape. “The evening is
the start of my day, so most people’s dinner is my breakfast. I don’t eat a lot. My screwed-up life has turned my
body into a garbage dump.”
“I like your garbage,” said Tian Tian.
I watched her while I ate. She had the sort of face that only a woman whose life has been full of stories could
have.
“Come over to my place when you have time. You’ll find singing, dancing, card games, drinking, and all sorts
of weird people. I’ve just redecorated my apartment. I spent half a million Hong Kong dollars on the lighting and
sound system alone. More fucking awesome than some Shanghai nightclubs,” she said, without a trace of
smugness.
Her mobile phone rang. She took it out of her bag and switched to a grainy, sexy voice.
“Where? I’ll bet you’re at old Wu’s place. One day you’ll die at a mahjong table. I’m eating with friends right
now. Let’s talk again at midnight,” teased Madonna, eyes sparkling.
“That was my new beau”—putting down the phone—“he’s a crazy painter. I’ll introduce you next time we
meet. Guys today really know how to sweet-talk a woman. He just swore he’d die in my bed.” She started
laughing again.
“True or not, it’s enough to keep me happy!”
Tian Tian was reading the Xinmin Evening News and ignored her. This paper, which he reads to remind himself
that he still lives here, is the only thing that links him to the everyday side of Shanghai. And I was beginning to
feel a bit inhibited in the face of the wild-talking Madonna.
“You’re really cute,” Madonna said, looking straight at me. “Yo’'re not just pretty in a delicate way. You’ve got
an aloofness, too, that turns men on. Too bad I’ve washed my hands of the business, or I could make you the
hottest property around.” Before I could react, she was laughing so hard she could hardly catch her breath.
“Sorry, sorry—just kidding.”
I could see her eyes darting back and fonh all the time, avid with neurotic enthusiasm. She had the air of all
practiced flirts, past and present, Chinese and foreign, who can mix well with any company but really get excited
only when new faces appear.
“Watch what you say; I’m getting jealous,” said Tian Tian, looking up amorously from his paper and slipping
his arm around my waist. We always sat that way, like Siamese twins, even if it was a bit inappropriate for some
places. Smiling faintly, I looked at Madonna.
“You’re very beautiful, too. In a linglei\fn{Unconventional} son of way; not fake linglei, but the real thing.”
When we parted at the door of the Cotton Club, she hugged me.
“My dear, I’ve stories I’d love to tell you—if you really want to write that best-seller of yours, that is.”
Madonna hugged Tian Tian close, too.
“My little good-for-nothing,” she said. “Take good care of your love. Love’s the most powerful thing on earth.
It can make you fly and forget everything else. A child like you would be ruined in no time without love—you’ve
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no immunity against life. I’ll call you.” She blew us a kiss, slipped into a white VW Santana 2000 at the curb, and
sped off.
I thought about what she’d said. Buried in her words were fragments of philosophy, sparkling brighter than the
lights, truer than truth. And the scent of her kiss lingered in the air.
“She’s a crazy woman,” said Tian Tian happily. “But she’s really something, isn’t she? She used to stop me
from doing anything stupid when I’d been alone in my room too long, by taking me for a midnight spin on one of
those raised highways. We’d drink a lot, smoke dope, and wander around on a high until sunrise.
“Then I met you. It was all predestined,” he went on. “Yo’'re not really like Madonna and me. We’re different
types. You’re ambitious and full of faith in the future. You and your drive are what give me a reason to live. Do
you believe me? I never lie.”
“Idiot,” I said, pinching his bottom.
“You’re a crazy woman, too!” He yelped in pain.
For Tian Tian, anyone who falls outside the bounds of normality, specially anyone in a mental hospital, is to be
admired. In his opinion, crazy people are considered mad by the rest of society only because their intelligence
isn’t understood. He thinks that beauty is reliable only when it’s linked to death or hopelessness, even to evil. Like
epileptic Dostoevsky, ear-slicing Van Gogh, impotent Dali, homosexual Allen Ginsberg, or movie starlet Frances
Farmer, who was thrown into an asylum and lobotomized during the McCarthy witch hunts. Or Irish singer Gavin
Friday, who wore thick layers of brightly colored makeup all his life. Or Henry Miller, who, at his poorest, would
pace up and down in front of a restaurant to scrounge a scrap of steak, and wander the streets begging for a dime
to take the subway. To Tian Tian, these people are like wildflowers, bursting with vigor and living and dying
alone.
*
The night colors were soft. Pressing close together, Tian Tian and I strolled along Huaihai Road. The lights,
tree shadows, and gothic roof of the Paris Printemps department store, and the people in autumn garb meandering
among them, all seem adrift peacefully among the night colors. An atmosphere unique to Shanghai, lighthearted
but refined, hung over the city.
I am forever absorbing that atmosphere, as if it were a magic potion of jade or rubies that would rid me of the
contempt the young have for convention and help me get deep into the guts of the city, like an insect boring into
an apple. Thoughts like that cheer me up. I grabbed Tian Tian, my lover, and whirled him into a dance on the
pavement.
“You're a capricious romantic, like an attack of appendicitis,” he said softly.
“This is called Lazy Steps to Paris; my favorite foxtrot,” I said earnestly.
As usual, we strolled slowly over to the Bund. At night, it becomes a place of heavenly quiet. We went up to
the top floor of the Peace Hotel, where we’d discovered a secret passageway to the roof—through a narrow
window in the women’s restroom and up the fire escape. We climbed up there often and were never caught.
Standing on the roof, we looked at the silhouettes of the buildings lit up by the streetlights on both sides of the
Huangpu River, specially the Oriental Pearl TV Tower, Asia’s tallest. Its long, long steel column pierces the sky,
proof of the city’s phallic worship. The ferries, the waves, the night-dark grass, the dazzling neon lights, and
incredible structures-all these signs of material prosperity are aphrodisiacs the city uses to intoxicate itself. They
have nothing to do with us, the people who live among them. A car accident or a disease can kill us, but the city’s
prosperous, invincible silhouette is like a planet, in perpetual motion, eternal.
When I thought about that, I felt as insignificant as an ant on the ground. But the thought didn’t affect our
mood as we stood on top of that historic building. As the sound of the hotel’s septuagenarian jazz band came and
went, we surveyed the city yet distanced ourselves from it with love talk. I liked to undress right down to my bra
and panties in the moist breeze from the Huangpu. Maybe I have a complex about underwear, or I’m a narcissist
or an exhibitionist or something, but I hoped this would somehow stimulate Tian Tian’s desire.
“Don’t do that,” said Tian Tian painfully, turning his head away.
But I kept on undressing, like a stripper. A tiny blue flower began to burn my skin, and that odd sensation made
me blind to my beauty, my self, my identity. Everything I did was designed to create a strange new fairy tale, a
fairy tale meant just for me and the man I adored.
The man sat entranced against the railing, sad but grateful, watching the woman dance in the moonlight. Her
body was smooth as a swan’s yet powerful as a leopard’s. To him, every feline crouch, leap, and turn was elegant
yet madly seductive.
“Please try. Come into my body like a real lover, my darling—try.”
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“No, I can’t,” he said, curling himself into a ball.
“Well then, I’ll jump off the roof,” said the woman, laughing and grabbing the rail as if to climb over it.
He caught her and kissed her. But broken desire couldn’t find a way. Love was a miracle the flesh couldn’t
copy, and the ghosts defeated us. Dust covered us, closing my throat and my love’s.
*
Three A.M. Curled up on the big comfortable bed. I watched Tian Tian. He was already asleep, or pretending
to be, and the orom was strangely silent. His self-portrait hung above the piano. Who could help loving a flawless
face like his?
Lying beside my love, again and again I used my slim fingers to masturbate, making myself fly, fly into the
mire of orgasm. And in my mind’s eye, I saw both crime and punishment.
3
What sort of person am I?
To my mother and father, I’m an evil little thing devoid of conscience. (By five I’d learned how to stomp out,
haughtily clutching my lollipop.) To my teachers or ex-boss and colleagues at the magazine, I’m smart but hardheaded, a skilled professional with an unpredictable temperament who can guess how any film or a story will end
from the way it begins. To most men, I qualify as a little beauty, as pleasing as spring-light on a lake’s rippling
surface, with a pair of oversize eyes right out of a Japanese cartoon and a long Coco Chanel neck. But in my own
eyes, I’m just an ordinary woman, even if I become famous one of these days. When my paternal greatgrandmother was alive, she often said:
“A person’s fate is like a kite string. One end is here on the earth, and the other is in the heavens. There’s
nowhere to hide from fate.” Or:
“Which part of life is the part worth living for?”
This old lady with snow-white hair and a tiny frame would sit all day, like a ball of white wool, in her rocking
chair. Many people believed she had second sight. She correctly predicted the 1987 Shanghai earthquake which
registered 3.0 on the Richter scale, and told her relatives of her impending death three days before it happened.
Her photograph still hangs on the wall of my parents’ house, and they believe that she continues to protect them.
In fact, it was my grandmother who predicted that I would be a writer. With a literary star shining down on me
and a belly full of ink, I would, she said, make my mark one day.
At the university I often used to write letters to boys I was secretly in love with, rich in expression and
affection, almost guaranteeing conquest. At the magazine, the interviews and stories I wrote were like something
out of a novel, with their twisted plots and rarefied language, so that the real seemed false, and vice versa.
When I finally realized that everything I had done until then was just a waste of my talent, I gave up my highly
paid job at the magazine. My parents despaired of me once again, because my father had had to pull a lot of
strings to get me the job in the first place.
“Child, are you really my daughter? Why does your head grow horns and your feet grow thorns?” said Mother.
“Tell me, why all these wasted efforts?”
Mother is a pretty, frail woman who has spent her life ironing shirts for her husband and seeking the right road
for her daughter’s happiness. She can’t accept the idea of sex before marriage and absolutely cannot bear the
shape of a girl’s nipples when she wears a tight T-shirt and no bra.
“The day will come when you realize that a steady, down-to-earth life is the most important thing. Even Eileen
Chang says that human life needs a stable foundation,” said Daddy.
He knows I admire this famous author. Daddy is a slightly chubby history professor who likes cigars and heartto-heart talks with young people. A well-mannered man, he spoiled me from the start. By the time I was three, he
had trained me to appreciate operas such as La Boheme. He always worried that when I grew up I’d lose my body
and soul to a sex maniac. I’m his most precious baby, he says, and I should treat men cautiously and never shed
tears over them.
“The way we think is just too different. We’re separated by a hundred generation gaps. We’d best respect one
another rather than argue our cases,” I said. “Anyway, it’s a waste of time. I’m twenty-five, and I want to be a
writer. Even though the profession’s totally passe, I’m going to make writing up-to-date again.”
*
When I met Tian Tian and decided to move out, there was an uproar in my family fit to roil the Pacific Ocean.
“I don’t know what to do about you. We’ll just have to wait and see how you’ll turn out. I might as well
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pretend I didn’t raise you,” said Mother, almost shouting. She looked as if she had been struck hard on the face.
“You’ve hurt your mother’s feelings,” said Daddy. “And I’m disappointed, too. A girl like you is bound to be
taken advantage of. You say that boy’s family is odd. His father died in strange circumstances. Is he normal
himself? Is he reliable?”
“Believe me, I know what I’m doing,” I said.
I grabbed my toothbrush, some dothes, CDs, and a box of books, and left.
*
Amber sunlight poured over the floor in front of the sound system, like spilled Scotch. After a group of
immaculately dressed Americans left, the café was peaceful again. Old Yang was in his office-cum-bedroom
talking up a storm on the phone. Spider lazed against the window, snacking on a customer’s leftover chocolate
waffle. (He was forever doing this to prove his animal-like survival instincts.) Outside the window, sycamore
trees lined the street. The city’s summer colors shone fresh and green, like the mood in a European film.
“Coco, what do you do when you’re bored?” asked Spider vacantly.
“Being bored is when you haven’t got anything to do, so what would you be doing?” I said. “Like right now.”
“Last night I was bored, so I went online to chat. Chatting with ten people at a time is great.” I noticed those
two oblong black eyes of his, sitting deep in his face as though imprinted there with a spoon.
“I met someone called Enchantress, and it doesn’t seem like one of those guys pretending to be a girl. She said
she’s very pretty and still a virgin.”
“Nowadays, virgins are after something, too, didn’t you know?” I teased. “And any girl who could say that
sounds shameless.”
“I think what Enchantress says is cool,” he said, without smiling. “Our ideals are amazingly similar. We both
dream of earning a pile of money in one savage swoop, and then traveling the world.”
“Sounds like that pair in Natural Born Killers,” I said, curious. “So how will you make your money?”
“Open a store, rob a bank, be a whore or a gigolo. Whatever,” he said, half serious. “I’ve got a plan right now.”
He leaned his head down and spoke a few sentences softly into my ear, which knocked me off my feet.
“No, you can’t do that—you’re out of your mind!” I said, shaking my head furiously.
The creep wanted me to go along with him in stealing money from the café. He had noticed that Old Yang
stuffed the takings into a small safe every night, then went to the bank once a month to deposit the money. Spider
had a friend who specialized in safecracking. His plan was to hire this robber, and then, with help from us on the
inside, grab the money and take off. Of course, afterward we would have to say that an unknown thief had
sneaked in and robbed the place.
The date was already set. The following Tuesday was Spider’s birthday, and by chance we would both be on
the night shift. He planned to use his birthday celebration as an excuse to offer Old Yang a drink. He’d get him
plastered, and that would be that. Spider’s words made me nervous. I even felt a mild bout of cramps coming on.
“Stop dreaming! Forget it. Think of something else. Wait a minute … this wouldn’t be Enchantress’s idea,
would it?”
“Shhh!” Spider signaled that Old Yang had finished his phone call and was approaching. I shut my mouth,
terrified I might reveal a hint of Spider’s plot.
The café door opened and Tian Tian came in. I felt a wave of warmth in my stomach. Wearing a gray shirt and
black corduroy trousers, he had a book in his hands. His hair was a bit long and disheveled, and his eyes a bit
nearsighted and moist. Those lips of his, faintly smiling but cool, too—more or less my sweet love’s standard
look.
“Hubby’s come, and she’s oh so happy,” teased Old Yang in Shanghainese, with an accent one hears in Suzhou
ballads. Actually, Old Yang is good and kind, if a bit simple.
Greeted like that, Tian Tian looked ill at ease. I brought him a cappuccino and squeezed his hand lightly.
“There’s still forty-five minutes to go,” he said quietly, looking at his watch. “I’ll wait for you to finish.”
*
“Spider must have gone crazy thinking about money,” I said later, disturbed.
On the opposite wall, the exaggerated movements of my arms made shadow plays. A candle was burning on
the small round table where Tian Tian and I were playing five-in-a-row on a Chinese chessboard.
“When bright people get it into their heads to commit a crime, it’s worse than catching rabies,” I said. “They’ll
use computers to rob banks, let off bombs to destroy planes and ships, use invisible knives to kill people, even
manufacture plagues and tragedies. If 1999 is the apocalypse, it’ll be caused by weirdos like that.”
“You’re going to lose—I’m about to get four in a row,” said Tian Tian, pointing to the chessboard to get my

1283

attention.
“Intelligence is a gift and madness is an instinct, but if you exploit them for material gain, that’s not right.” By
now, my passion for debating was beginning to kick in. “In the end, a genius can get into a worse mess than an
idiot. Lately I’ve felt the Green Stalk Café is too peaceful. You can almost hear yourself blink. It’s because there’s
a murder plot or something. I’ve got a worrisome premomtlon.
“Then leave the place and come home and write,” said Tian Tian simply.
When he said home, it always sounded so natural. This residence of three bedrooms plus a living room, filled
with the scent of fermenting fruits, cigarette butts, French perfume, and alcohol, filled with books and music and
limitless space for fantasizing, was tightly wrapped around our bodies like a bank of clouds from enchanted
forests. You could try to wave them away, but they stayed put. Actually, our apartment was a block of space that
felt more predestined, and more genuine, than just a home.
Let’s go home. Now must be the time to cut to the heart of things. Start writing; set off on this journey of
writing using your dreams and your love. Use flawless prose to complete beautiful novels, one after the other. Use
wit and passion to handle the story’s opening, suspense, climax, and conclusion, like the world’s most fantastic
singer standing on Everest, singing at the top of her lungs.
A hand grabbed this idea and wrote it in my mind. Tian Tian wanted me to promise him that I’d call Old Yang
tomorrow and leave my job.
“Okay,” I said.
Quit a job, leave someone, throw something away. To a woman like me, abandoning something was almost
instinctive, as easy as the flip of a hand. Drift from one goal to another, push oneself to the limit, and keep
moving.
“From the moment I first saw you at the Green Stalk, I just felt you were cut out to be a writer,” Tian Tian
went on, to flatter my vanity more. “Your eyes are deep and your voice carries real emotion. You never stop
watching your customers. And I’ve even heard you discussing existentialism and voodoo with Spider.”
I hugged him gently. His words were a caress that brought me a joy no other man had ever come near doing.
Often, hearing his voice and looking at his eyes and lips, my sex would suddenly feel like a warm torrent and be
soaked in an instant.
“What else? Go on. I like hearing this,” I begged him, kissing his earlobe.
“Plus … you never let people see through you. Maybe born writers all have split personalities. I mean, they’re
a bit unreliable.”
“What are you worrying about?” I asked, confused, moving my lips away from his ear. Tian Tian shook his
head.
“I love you,” he said. He put his hands lightly around my waist and rested his head on my shoulder. I could
feel his eyelashes quivering against my neck, triggering a burst of velvet tenderness in my heart. One pair of
hands reached my tummy while another pair made contact with his buttocks. We stood face to face and saw
ourselves in the mirror—our reflection in the water.
*
Later, he had fallen asleep in an S-shape on the bed, and I held him from behind, in a daze. Indeed, all along
his stubbornness and his fragility had been a mystery to me. For no good reason, I felt responsible for him—and
also a sense of remorse.
In fact, nothing happened at the Green Stalk Café on Spider’s birthday: No professional thief appeared, no safe
disappeared, and there was no plot—not even a fly disturbed things. As usual, Old Yang was comfortable and
worry-free, counting his money, supervising the staff, working the phone, and napping. When she got down to
work, the new waitress was no worse than me, and soon afterward, Spider left with his wicked schemes,
evaporating without a trace like a bubble.
My attention turned to writing. I had no time to spare for anything else. My priority was to set up a hotline to
my soul and await the stealthy arrival of plot and characters amidst a madhouse-like silence. Tian Tian watched
over me like a slave driver, pushing me to use my magical power to write a genuine book of enchantment. This
became the core of his life.
He discovered a passion for shopping in supermarkets. Like our parents generation, we pushed our shopping
cart in Tops Supermarket, conscientiously buying food and daily necessities. Health experts say, “Don’t get
hooked on foods like chocolate and popcorn,” but those were just the things we liked.
At home, I spread out my snow-white manuscript-to-be and occasionally looked at my reflection in a small
mirror, to check whether my face now had the wisdom and rarefied air of a writer. Tian Tian trod softly in the
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apartment, poured Suntory soda for me, prepared fruit salad with Mother’s Choice salad dressing for me, gave me
Dove chocolate bars for inspiration, chose CDs that were stimulating but not distracting, and adjusted the level of
the air conditioning. On the huge desk stood dozens of cartons of Mild Seven cigarettes stacked neatly like a brick
wall, books, and a thick ream of manuscript paper. I didn’t know how to use a computer and didn’t plan to learn.
I had already thought up a long string of book titles. My ideal literary work would have profound intellectual
content and a best-selling, sexy cover.
My instinct told me that I should write about turn-of-the-century Shanghai. This fun-loving city: the bubbles of
happiness that rise from it, the new generation it has nurtured, and the vulgar, sentimental, and mysterious
atmosphere to be found in its back streets and alleys.
This is a unique Asian city. Since the 1930s it has preserved a culture where China and the West met intimately
and evolved together, and now it has entered its second wave of Westernization. Tian Tian once used the English
term post-colonial to describe it. The customers in the Green Stalk Café, speaking all sorts of languages, reminded
me of the days when old-fashioned salons with their florid talk were in vogue; but time and place had altered, and
now it was just like any international scene.
When I had written what I thought was a good passage, I would read it out to Tian Tian, full of feeling.
“My darling Coco, you’ve got what it takes. You can use your pen to create a separate reality, more real than
the one we live in. Here”—he grabbed my hand and put it on the left side of his chest; I could feel the rhythm of
his heart—“I guarantee this will bring you unlimited inspiration,” he said.
He would buy totally unexpected gifts, as if spending money on beautiful but useless knickknacks was his sole
pleasure.
But I’d rather have had him. How could I wait until the day when he would give me his body?
The deeper the love, the sharper the flesh aches.
*
Late one night, I had an erotic dream. In it, I became entangled, naked, with a man wearing dark glasses. Both
sets of four limbs entangled like an octopus, embracing and dancing, the man’s golden body hair glistening so
provocatively that my body itched all over. When my favorite acid jazz music ended, I woke up.
I felt a twinge of guilt about this dream, but then a question occurred to me: Just what was it that was
preoccupying Tian Tian? He was more focused on my writing than I was, to the point of being almost fixated;
perhaps writing really could function as an aphrodisiac, cultivating the inexplicable but imperfect love between
us? Did it come with a mission, and with divine blessing … or just the opposite? Who knows?
I thought and thought and then turned and hugged Tian Tian. He woke immediately. He could sense the
moisture on my face, and without asking or saying a word, he gently caressed my body. No one had taught him
how, but he had the gift of making me fly. Don’t cry, don’t speak of separation. I just want to fly to the other side
of the night.
Our lives are short and bitter, and romantic dreams leave no trace. …
1975

262.83 Excerpt from Ash\fn{by Malinda Lo (c.1975?- )} Peking?, China (F) 11
1
Aisling’s mother died at midsummer.
She had fallen sick so suddenly that some of the villagers wondered if the fairies had come and taken her, for she
was still young and beautiful. She was buried three days later beneath the hawthorn tree behind the house, just as
twilight was darkening the sky.
Marie Solanya, the village greenwitch, came that evening to perform the old rituals over the grave. She stood at the
foot of the mound of black soil, a thin old woman with white hair bound in a braid that reached her hips, her face a
finely drawn map of lines. Aisling and her father stood across from each other on either side of the grave, and at the
head of it, resting on the simple headstone, was the burning candle. Aisling’s father had lit it shortly after Elinor died,
and it would burn all night, sheltered by the curving glass around it. The gravestone was a plain piece of slate carved
with her name: Elinor. Grass and tree roots would grow up around it as the months and years passed, until it would
seem as if it had always been there. Maire Solanya said in her low, clear voice,
“From life to life, from breath to breath, we remember Elinor.”
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She held a round loaf of bread in her hands, and she tore off a small piece and ate it, chewing deliberately, before
handing the loaf to Aisling’s father. He pulled off his own piece, then passed it to his daughter. It was still warm, and it
smelled like her mother’s kitchen after baking. But it hadn’t come from her mother’s hands, and that realization made
a hard lump rise in her throat. The bread was tasteless.
Maire Solanya took the loaf from her, its crust gaping open, and placed it on the gravestone next to the candle.
Aisling couldn’t shake the feeling that her mother had merely gone out on an errand and would come home at any
moment and wonder what the three of them were doing. It didn’t seem possible that she was buried there, at the foot of
the hawthorn tree, in the ground. She had seen her mother’s body after she died, of course, but her face had lost all of
the vibrancy that made her recognizable. And it was easier to believe the village rumors than to sit with the ache inside
herself.
She remembered those rumors now, while she stood with her father and Maire Solanya in a tense silence, waiting as
the sun set over the Wood. Everyone had always said that Elinor had some magic in her, and everyone knew that fairies
—if they existed—were drawn to that. So Aisling’s father had ordered all the old rituals, even though he did not believe
in them, just in case. She was not entirely sure what she herself believed, but she knew that her mother would want
them to do these rituals for her, and that was enough.
When the sun slipped below the horizon, the greenwitch said, “Sleep in peace, Elinor,” and scattered a gold
powder over the grave to bind Elinor to the earth. On the freshly turned soil, the gold glittered like fairy dust.
Aisling’s father stepped around the grave and put a hand on her shoulder.
“Go back to the house, Ash.”
He had told her that he would keep vigil over the grave all night. Some said that the Fairy Hunt sought out souls on
the night after burial, and only those who were guarded by their loved ones would be left to rest in peace.
She walked slowly up the hill toward the house. When she turned back at the kitchen door to look down toward the
garden, Maire Solanya was making three circles around the grave before she left. Just beyond the hawthorn tree, the
Wood was dark and silent. The single candle glimmered, and Ash could see the shape of her father as he knelt beside
the grave. The housekeeper, Anya, came out the kitchen door and caressed Ash’s hair.
“It will be all right,” Anya said. “Come inside before night falls. Your mother’s spirit will be safe with your
father watching over her.”
*
Ash woke in the middle of the night from a dream of horses—tall, thundering white horses with foaming mouths
and slender, wraithlike riders. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and went to the window that looked out
over the Wood. She searched for the light of the candle by the grave but saw only darkness. Then there was movement
at the edge of the trees, and she shivered. Where was her father?
She ran down the stairs, through the kitchen, and out the back door. The wind was rising. She ran down the hillside in her bare feet, feeling the earth alive beneath her toes, her nightgown flying behind her in white linen wings.
She ran past the garden’s rows of carrots and cabbages and toward the dark, hulking line of the Wood. Beneath the
hawthorn tree, the glass cover was tipped over on its side, the candle was snuffed out, and her father was gone. She
knelt on the ground and reached for the candle, but she hadn’t brought matches and could not light it.
The wind gusted over her, whipping her hair around her face. The dark pressed against her, and she wondered if her
father had given up his vigil because of the weight of the night on his back. She heard the hoofbeats then, coming closer
and closer. She thought she saw a faint glimmer of white in the dark Wood, a glow of otherworldly light, like stardust
caught behind glass. She was frightened, but she would not leave her mother. She lay down on the grave, pressing her
body into the warm earth and her cheek against the gravestone. The hooves came closer, and she heard the high, thin
sound of a bugle. The wind rushed toward her, and the cries of the riders were clear upon the air: They called for her
mother, for Elinor. The ground beneath Ash’s body heaved, and she let out a scream of fright as she felt the world buckle
beneath her, earth and stone and moss and root twisting up as if it were clawed by a mighty hand.
There was a roaring sound in her ears as the horses surrounded her, and she squeezed her eyes shut, afraid of
what she might see. She dug her fingers into the ground, clinging to the earth where her mother lay buried.
And then there was a sudden silence, and in that silence she could hear the breathing of horses, the heaving of their
lungs, the musical jingle of bit and bridle, and the whisper of voices like silvery bells. She thought she heard someone
say,
“She is only a child. Let her go.”
The wind roared again, so fierce that she thought she would be pulled from the ground and thrown aside like a
rag doll, but when it died down the horses were gone, and the night was quiet. The air hummed as it did after a
storm. When she opened her eyes, the ground all around her was marked with hoofprints.
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*
Ash woke up suddenly in her own bed, her heart pounding. She sat up, gasping for breath as though she were
being suffocated, and saw the early morning light coming through the curtains. She ran to the window and looked
out; her father was coming slowly up the hill. When she heard him come into the house and close the kitchen door,
she realized she had been gripping the windowsill with white fingers. She let go, feeling foolish. But just as she
began to turn away, she saw something gleaming on the windowsill: in the spaces where the paint had cracked, gold
dust glittered.
2
In that country the great expanse of the Wood descends from the Northern Mountains in foothills of blue pine,
sweeping south toward the more civilized oak and birch of the King’s Forest. No one travels into the interior of the
Wood, though it must once have been populated, because numerous roads and tracks lead into it. Those tracks have
long been abandoned, and the Wood is thought to be the home of dangerous beasts and the most powerful of all the
fairies. Some scholars speculate that once upon a time, the country was thick with magic; in addition to fairies there
were powerful sorcerers and witches who did more than brew willow bark tea to calm a child’s fever.
But as time passed the magic faded, leaving behind only a faint memory of its power. Some said there was a great
war that drove away the sorcerers and lasted for so many years that the very shape of the land changed: Mountains
became valleys beneath the tread of thousands of soldiers, and rivers were rerouted to make way for grand new
palaces. But all that is merely conjecture; no history books survived to tell the tale. Only the greenwitches remained,
and their magic was limited to saying the old rites for birth and marriage and death. Sometimes they brewed love
potions for girls who hadn’t met their lovers by Midsummer’s Eve, and sometimes the love potions even worked.
Usually that was enough to remind the people that magic still lurked in half-forgotten places.
But even if magic was so rare it was more like myth than reality, the people of that country still loved their fairy
tales. They told stories about brownies, who helpfully did the chores overnight in exchange for a bowl of cream.
There were boggarts, mischievous creatures who slammed doors and shattered pottery or pawed through a
household’s winter stores in search of sweets. There were handsome love-talkers, who seduced girls with their charm
and wit and then left them to pine away for a love that could never be. Children were warned to stay away from
strange flickering lights at midnight, for if a person once set foot inside a fairy ring, he would never be able to leave.
Most of the people of that country lived on the borders of the Wood in pine-board houses built up close to the trees,
where the old magic lingered. South of the Wood the land sloped down in fertile, rich farmland toward the sea. The
farmers, who lived in quaint stone cottages surrounded by broad fields, grew yellow squash and long green beans and
bushels of wheat. In the very southern tip of the country they grew oranges and lemons, which were shipped north to
the Royal City during harvest season to be made into lemonade and orange punch. The farmers didn’t believe in
Wood fairies, but they listened for the tread of field dwellers and hobgoblins, who could bless a crop or eat it all.
They set out bowls of honey wine to tempt the fairies away from milking cows, and left out baskets of fruit to
distract them from their orchards.
In a country so fond of its fairy stories, where the people clung to the memory of magic with a deep and hungry
nostalgia, it was no surprise that philosophers and their church faced a difficult task when they landed in Seatown four
generations ago. Legends began to spring up about the philosophers—that they were the sorcerers of old who had lost
their magic; that they came from the hot desert places of the Far South, where illusions and spells abounded; that they
once were royal advisors who had betrayed their rulers. But the philosophers themselves disliked this penchant for
telling tales and insisted upon their own, much plainer history.
They reported that they were indeed from the south, from the empire of Concordia to be exact, and they had come
north to spread the wisdom of their emperor. They built churches out of plaster and wood and sat within them, reading
books written in foreign tongues. They argued passionately with the village greenwitches, claiming that all those fairy
tales were nothing but the stuff of nonsense—there were no greenies or goblins. Had anyone ever actually seen a brag or
a dunter or a mermaid? Or were they only stories told to children at bedtime? The greenwitches grumbled in response,
and some insisted that they had run into klippes at twilight, or seen sprites slipping among the shadows of the Wood
at Midsummer.
Perhaps because philosophers tended to be men and greenwitches tended to be women, the argument took on an
overly heated tone. Insults were hurled: The philosophers called the greenwitches superstitious old wives, and the
greenwitches retorted that not one of them was married. The greenwitches derided the philosophers as joyless old men
afraid of magic, and the philosophers, not surprisingly, protested that they found much joy in the real world. And then
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they brought out their largest tomes bound in gold, the leather covers stamped with the five-cornered star of the
Concordian Empire, and threw open the heavy covers. They pointed to the unreadable text and said,
“Look! There is the real world. All our learning, all our experiences, written down fact by fact. There are no myths
here; only facts. Fairies are mere fictions. We deal in the truth.” The oldest, most powerful greenwitch at the time, a
wise and wiry woman by the name of Maire Nicneva, laughed at those white-bearded men in their red-pointed caps
and replied,
“You shall not discover the truth by being blinded to faith.”
From then on, for a period of at least two generations, philosophers had a hard time in that country. They
continued to build their churches in village greens dotting the coast, but found it difficult to progress into the interior
of the country. The closer they came to the Wood, the more angry the people became. They were called liars and
unbelievers, and while they were never physically harmed, even children laughed at them—at their strange crimson
costumes and heavy, dusty books locked in huge, iron-bound trunks.
But one day the King met a philosopher who was less stubborn than the others, and they sat down together and
talked about the smell of spring and the taste of the sweetest oranges, and they grew to like one another. The King
even took the philosopher on a hunt, and as hunting is that people’s favorite sport, all the country began to listen
more seriously to the philosophers.
By that time the philosophers had also begun to change their approach to this people. Rather than insisting that
there was no such thing as magic, they began to merely suggest that perhaps magic was not as prevalent as it once
was. They asked, have you ever seen an elf? Or did you work hard on your own to build your house, to feed your
children, to put clothes on your family’s backs? And gradually the idea took root that magic was merely an old
country superstition.
The people of Rook Hill, however, the small northern village where Aisling lived with her father, kept to the old
ways. It was far enough from the Royal City to make the philosophy being preached by the King’s many advisors seem
stranger than the fairy tales most mothers told their children. Ash remembered playing in her mother’s herb garden
while listening to tales about brownies or picts or selkies. Sometimes the greenwitch Maire Solanya joined them, and
she too told tales, though hers were darker. Once she told a story about a young woman who wandered for a month
through the silver mines in the Northern Mountains, seeking her lost lover, only to find herself confronted by a
family of knockers who demanded her firstborn child in return for their help in finding him. When Ash looked
frightened, Maire Solanya said,
“Fear will teach you where to be careful.”
Her mother had been apprenticed to Maire Solanya when she was a girl, and sometimes she taught Ash the
differences between various herbs that grew in her garden—feverfew for headache, meadowsweet for a burn—but
when she married William, a merchant, she left her apprenticeship. Sometimes in the evenings after supper, they would
argue about whether or not she should go back to that calling, and usually Ash remembered those conversations as
friendly debates, but once her parents’ voices took on harder tones.
“The King’s chief philosopher himself has said that greenwitches do nothing more than calm one’s nerves—which
is no small thing,” William said. Ash had been sent up to bed, but she had come back downstairs to ask her mother a
question, and when she heard her father’s voice, she hesitated in the hall outside the parlor.
“Those philosophers only sit in their churches and issue judgments based on inaccurate texts from Concordia,” her
mother said. “They know nothing about what a greenwitch does.” William sighed.
“They are not distant scholars, Elinor; they have studied your herbal practices in detail.”
“It is about more than herbal practices,” she countered. “You know that.”
“Are you saying that all those tales you tell Ash have any basis in reality?” he said in disbelief. “They are only
bedtime stories—it is superstition, nothing more.” Elinor’s voice took on an edge that Ash had never heard before.
“Those tales serve a purpose, William, and how dare you dismiss our traditions as superstition? There is a
reason they have survived.”
“It will do you and our daughter no good to align yourselves with the past,” William said, sounding frustrated.
“The King does not follow those ways anymore, and you must understand that keeping to those traditions will
only harm my standing in court.” Her mother said curtly,
“I won’t abandon the truth, William, and I won’t lie about it, either.”
There was a sharp silence after that, and Ash retreated back upstairs, her question forgotten. It was unsettling to
hear them argue; she had never before realized the depth of their disagreement. But the next morning there was no
trace of the argument in her parents’ faces. In the months that followed, Ash listened a bit anxiously whenever her
parents’ conversation began to turn in that direction, but she never heard them bring it up again. When her mother
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fell sick so suddenly, her father called Maire Solanya to attend her, and Ash knew it was because he loved Elinor
more than his beliefs.
*
Two weeks after her mother’s funeral, Ash’s father left for the Royal City. At breakfast that morning, she asked
him,
“When will you come back?”
“Possibly not until autumn,” he said. Before her mother died, her father would leave them for months at a time to
do business in the south. When he returned he would bring back gifts: slippery, shiny silks, or thick woolen tweeds, or
toy dolls made of pale, cold porcelain.
“Did Mother ever go with you?” she asked, and he seemed surprised by her question.
“She did travel with me to Seatown once,” he answered, “but she did not like it. She said she missed the Wood.” He
suddenly looked deeply sad, and he rubbed his hand over his face as if he were brushing away the memories.
“She did like visiting the booksellers’ bazaar, though. She’d spend hours there while I worked.” Ash asked,
“Will you bring me a new book, Father?” He seemed taken aback, but then he said gruffly,
“I suppose you are your mother’s daughter.” He reached out and ruffled her hair, and he let his hand linger,
warm and firm, on her forehead.
After breakfast, Ash sat on the front steps and watched her father and his driver loading trunks onto the
carriage. It was a week’s journey from Rook Hill to the Royal City, barring any mishaps. When they were ready to
depart, he came over to Ash. She stood up, and he put a hand on her shoulder and said,
“Be a good girl and listen to Anya. I’ll send news when I can.”
“Yes, Father,” she replied, and looked down at the ground, staring at the toes of his polished black boots. He
lifted her chin in his hand and said,
“Don’t spend too much time daydreaming. You’re a big girl now.”
He touched her cheek and then turned to go to the carriage. She watched as it pulled away, and she stood on the
steps long after it had gone out of sight around the bend.
*
After her father left for the City, she went down to the grave every day, usually at twilight. The letters carved
into the headstone spelling out her mother’s name were sharp and fresh, and the rectangle of earth that marked the
length of the grave was still distinct, but even within a few weeks of the burial, wildflowers and grasses had begun
to grow. Sitting with her back against the tree, she remembered a tale her mother had once told her about a fairy
who lived in the mountains north of Rook Hill. This fairy was a shape-shifter, and a cruel one at that. If a family
had just lost someone, this fairy would visit them, knocking on their door after sunset. When they opened the door,
they would see their departed loved one standing there, as real as could be. It would be tempting to invite her in, for
in the depths of grief, sometimes one cannot tell the difference between illusion and reality. But those who gave in
had to pay a price, for to invite death inside would mean striking a bargain with it.
“What price did they have to pay?” Ash asked her mother.
“Generally,” her mother responded, “the fairies ask for the same thing: a family’s first-born child, to take back
with them to Taninli and mold into their own creature.”
“What sort of creature?” Ash asked curiously. Her mother had been kneading dough that morning, and she
paused in her work to look out the kitchen window at the Wood.
“You know, I’ve never seen such a creature,” her mother said thoughtfully. “It must be a strange one.” And then
to dispel the dark mood, her mother laughed and said,
“It’s nothing to worry about, my dear. Simply don’t answer the door after sunset.” And she reached over and
caressed her daughter’s cheek, leaving a light dusting of flour on her face.
*
The summer passed slowly. Her father sent news every few weeks, punctuating the warm stillness with reports from
the south: There had been a storm on the road, and it had delayed them. When they arrived in the Royal City, a new
King’s Huntress had just been appointed, and there was a grand parade. In Seatown, her father had attended a ball at a
grand estate on the cliffs. Ash and Anya read his letters together, and afterward, Ash folded them between the pages of
her mother’s favorite book, a collection of fairy tales that had been read so often the cover had come loose.
One market day, Ash went with Anya into the village. While Anya finished her errands, Ash wandered among
the peddler’s stalls in the village green. Coming to a cart piled high with herbs, she buried her nose among them
and inhaled. When she looked up, the greenwitch was standing beside the cart, watching her.
“Where is Anya?” Maire Solanya asked.
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“She is at the candlemaker’s,” Ash said.
“And your father? Has he sent news of when he will return?”
“No,” Ash answered. “Why?”
But the greenwitch did not answer her question. Instead, she bent down to Ash’s eye level and looked at her closely.
The woman had strangely pale blue eyes and sharply arched gray eyebrows.
“Do you miss your mother?” she asked. Ash stepped back, startled.
“Of course I miss her,” she said.
“You must let her go,” Maire Solanya said softly. Ash felt tears prick at the corners of her eyes.
“Your mother was a great woman,” the greenwitch continued. “She is happy where she is now. You must not
wish her back.”
Ash blinked, and the tears spilled over; she felt as if the greenwitch were tugging them out of her one by one.
Maire Solanya’s features softened with compassion, and she reached out and brushed away the teardrops. Her
fingertips were cool and dry.
“It will be all right,” she said gently. “We will never forget her.”
By the time Anya came to collect her, she had stopped crying and was sitting on the stone bench at the edge of the
green, and Maire Solanya had gone. They walked home silently, and though Anya asked her if she was upset, Ash
only shook her head. At home a letter had been left for them, wedged into the edge of the front door, and Anya
handed it to Ash as they went inside. While Anya put away the items she had purchased at the market, Ash unsealed
the letter, spreading it out on the kitchen table. She read it twice, because the first time she read it she could not
believe it.
“What news?” Anya finally asked, coming to join her at the table.
“Father is coming back,” Ash said.
“Well, that’s wonderful,” Anya said with a smile. “Sooner than expected!”
“He is bringing someone with him,” Ash said. Something in her voice caused Anya to take the letter from her,
puzzled, and read it herself.
“I am to have a stepmother, and two stepsisters,” Ash said. She was stunned. “They will be here in two weeks.”
*
After the letter arrived, the days passed in a blur. Anya was busy preparing the house as William had instructed.
Later, Ash could never remember if she had helped to clean her mother’s things out of her parents’ bedchamber, or if
Anya had simply swept them all into a trunk and out of sight. But she did remember that on the morning of her
father’s scheduled return, she visited what had been her mother’s room and stood on the thick gold-and-brown rug in
a pool of sunlight coming through the leaded glass windows. The wardrobe was empty now, and the door was
partway open, as if inviting Ash to look inside and make sure that all traces of her mother were gone.
It was late in the day when the carriage finally pulled into the courtyard. Ash went outside to meet them, and her
new stepmother, Lady Isobel Quinn, looked at Ash with an expression hovering between resignation and impatience.
As her new stepsisters climbed out of the carriage, Ana, who was twelve—“just your age; she will make a wonderful
playmate for you,” her father had written hopefully—complained of hunger. Clara, who was only ten, looked up at the
house with wide, anxious eyes. Anya had told Ash to be polite to them, but all she could feel at the moment of their
arrival was a thick, burning anger inside her. It licked at her belly when she heard her stepmother comment on the
smallness of the staircase; it throbbed at her temples when Ana demanded that Ash’s own room be given up for her; it
roared inside her when her father reached for his new wife’s hand and led her into her mother’s room.
That night, while her father and stepmother and stepsisters sat together in the parlor, exclaiming over the gifts he
had brought them from Seatown, Ash slipped away from them all. She skidded down the hill on feet made clumsy
from suppressed emotion, and sank down on the ground beside her mother’s grave, clutching her knees tight to her
chest. All her frustration and sadness began to bubble up to the surface, sliding out of her in hot teardrops. She tried to
not make a sound—she did not want anyone to hear her—but her body shook as she cried. When the tightness inside
her finally relaxed, she lay down on the earth, her cheek pillowed on her hand, staring slackly at the faint out lines of
her mother’s tombstone in the dark.
She didn’t see the man standing in the Wood beyond the house, watching her. He had white hair and eyes so blue
they were like jewels, and he was dressed all in silvery white. The air around him seemed to crack in places, and his
moonlight-colored cloak wavered at those cracks as if he weren’t quite all there. If Ash had seen him, she might have
thought that he was a fairy, for all around him the Wood seemed enmeshed in a web of illusion. One moment the trees
were solid as stone around him; the next it was as if he were standing among grand marble pillars in a magnificent
palace.
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But Ash did not see him. She lay there in the dark, rubbing away her tears, and when she was too tired to cry
anymore, she turned over onto her back and fell asleep
3
Her father had been back for nearly a week when Marie Solanya came to see him. Ash almost missed her visit
entirely, because she had been forced to go into Rock Hill with her stepmother and stepsisters. When they returned to
the house, a horse was tethered in front of it. Lady Isobel looked at it suspiciously but merely herded her daughters
upstairs and called for Anya to attend them. Ash dawdled behind, stroking the horse’s nose, hoping her stepmother
would forget about her. When she went back inside she heard voices coming toward the front hall, and she ducked into
the parlor to hide. As they came closer, she realized one of them belonged to the greenwitch, and she sounded upset.
I think you are making the wrong decision,” said Marie Solanya angrily.
“You have no evidence to support your claims,” Ash’s father objected in frustration. “What you are saying is
simply—they are simply tales told to children.” The greenwitch snorted.
“Very well,” she said coldly. “If you do not believe what has been true for thousands of years, I cannot change
your mind now. But you have to watch out for her—your only daughter. Her mother would have sent her to me in
time. Without her mother here to watch over her—”
“She has a stepmother now,” William interrupted.
“That woman knows nothing of this,” Maire Solanya hissed. Ash peered into the hail and saw the greenwitch
standing just inside the front door.
“You have lived in Rook Hill long enough to know better,” she said, lowering her voice. “Letting her sit out there at
her mother’s grave every night—they will come for her.” Ash’s father did not seem convinced.
“Elinor may have shared your fancies, but I do not,” he said. And then he put his hand on the doorknob in a
clear indication that the greenwitch should leave.
“Have a safe journey home.”
After he closed the door he sighed, rubbing his eyes. Ash slid back into the parlor before her father turned
around, and she tiptoed to the front window. The courtyard was empty; the greenwitch had already left.
Ash wanted to know what Maire Solanya had meant—who would come for her?—but she did not dare ask her
father. He was restless and aggravated for the rest of the day after the greenwitch’s visit. What she had overheard
reminded her of the argument he had had with her mother, and she wondered, not for the first time, how many of
those tales told to children were true.
Her mother had told her plenty of fairy tales, of course. If they were to be believed, any fairies who still
walked this land were most likely to be found deep in the Wood, where no one had traveled for generations.
Sometimes at twilight, when Ash was sitting at her mother’s grave, she thought she saw things—a silverish
shadow, like heat waves in the summer, or the movement of a creature who did not quite set foot upon the ground
—but it was only out of the corner of her eye. Whenever she turned to look, there was never anything there. She
knew her father would tell her that it was only the fading light playing tricks on her.
So she had been surprised when the book that he brought back for her was a volume of fairy tales. It was bound in
dark brown tooled leather, and the frontispiece was a painting of a fairy woman, elegant and pale, wearing a beautiful
golden gown. The title of the book was lettered in bold, dark calligraphy: Tales of Wonder and Grace. Each story was
preceded by a detailed illustration, hand-painted in royal blue and crimson, silver and gilt.
“Thank you,” she said to her father. “It is beautiful.”
The tales were not all about fairies—some were hunting stories, some were adventures—but many of them were.
When her father saw how she was transfixed by the book, he allowed her to skip Ana and Clara’s lessons with Lady
Isobel.
“She is young,” he said to his new wife, who frowned at this indulgence. “And she misses her mother. Let her be.”
Ash recognized some of the stories in the book as tales that her mother hd told her: “The Golden Ball,” “The Three
Good Advices,” “The Beast and the Thorn.” But the lengthiest story in the book, “The Farmer and the Hunt,” was
unfamiliar to her, and she stared often and long at the illustration that accompanied it. In the picture, a ruddyfaced farmer stood at the edge of a broad field, and riding across it was a ghostly host of hunters outlined in silver
paint, their horses’ eyes glinting gold. The riders were as pale as the fairy woman on the frontispiece, and their
faces were hollow skulls, their mouths gaping open.
In the tale, the farmer, a well-liked man named Thom, vanished on his way home from a village tavern. He was
found three days later when one of his neighbors discovered his horse tethered near a wooded copse down by the river.
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Within the copse, Thom was fast asleep on a bed of dried leaves. Although he was very confused when he awoke, after
he had been brought home and fed a good supper, he remembered what had happened. On the night he had
disappeared, he waited until the full moon had risen before leaving the tavern, and then he took his customary route
home. He was walking past the fallow field west of the Wood when he saw lights dancing in the copse by the river,
accompanied by the most beautiful flute music he had ever heard. Because his sweetheart, who had died several years
before, had played the flute, Thom was drawn toward the music and wondered who was behind it.
Within the copse he came across a scene so beautiful it made his heart ache. There were sparkling lanterns hanging
from the branches, illuminating the clearing where dozens of finely dressed men and women were dancing, their
bodies as graceful as blossoms bending in a spring breeze. At first they took no notice of the farmer standing on the
edge of their circle, and as his dazzled eyes adjusted to the light, he finally noticed the musicians playing along the
sidelines. There was a violinist who played a gilded instrument with finesse, but whose face seemed strangely weary
for someone who was making such sweet music. And there was the piper whose flute had called to the farmer; she
was a young woman wearing a relatively plain gown in comparison to the dancing ladies. As the farmer gazed at her
face, it was as if a glamour slowly fell away from it, and he recognized her as his sweetheart, Grace, who was
believed to he dead.
When she looked up and met his eyes, the illusion disappeared, and she put down the flute and came to him. In
wonder, he took her hands in his, and her hands were as cold as death. She said to him:
“You must go back, Thom. I am lost to you forever, but you can still leave.” As she spoke, the dancing people
began to notice him, and one of the women came toward them, her eyes great and blue, and offered him a goblet
of wine.
“Will you drink, sir?” she asked sweetly. He took the goblet without thinking, and the girl de parted, but just as
he was about to take a sip Grace said urgently,
“You must not drink of that wine. If you do you will be trapped forever in this world, never to see your fam ily
again.” Her words made him hesitate, but he said,
“I had thought you were lost to me; where is this place I have come to?”
“You have stepped into fairy land,” she answered. “Three years ago, I was walking home one night when I
encountered the Fairy Hunt, and they offered to take me the rest of the way. I should not have believed them. As soon as
I mounted one of their horses, they took me to Taninli, their home, where they gave me food and drink. I was so hungry
and thirsty that I gave in, but now I must serve them for eternity, for no humans are allowed to taste their delicacies.”
“I will join you,” he said, “for I love you and would be with you for eternity.” But she shook her head, and her
eyes were dark with pain.
“I am but a shadow of myself and can never love you as a human could,” she said. “The fairies have taken my
heart away from me.”
He could see that she told the truth, for no blood warmed her skin, and there was no pulse beating in her throat. Yet a
part of him still wished to be with her regardless of what form she had taken, and when she saw this in his heart, she led
him out of the copse, fearing for his safety, and took the goblet away from his hand.
“You must forget about me from now on, and if you see the Fairy Hunt riding, never approach them,” she warned
him. And then she touched his cheek and he fell down in an enchanted sleep and did not awaken until his neighbor
discovered him.
But as is the way with these encounters, Thom could not forget what he had seen, and every night he yearned for
Grace, his heart aching anew. At last he took to wandering near the wooded copse by the river, hoping to hear Grace’s
flute. One night at twilight, Thom saw a dozen ghostly riders coming toward him, and soon he recognized them as the
Fairy Hunt. But he ignored Grace’s words of warning and gladly went to meet them. After that night he was never seen
again, and no one knows if he succeeded in finding his way back to Grace. But a month later, the same neighbor who
had awakened Thom from his enchanted sleep came across the farmer again, except this time he would not awaken, for
he was dead.
The Tales of Wonder and Grace only sparked more questions in Ash. At night when she sat beside her mother’s
grave, wondering if this would be the night that someone—something—came to take her away, as Maire Solanya
had warned, she watched the darkness gathering in the nearby trees with equal parts dread and anticipation. What
lay beyond those trees? Would she ever dare to do what Thom had done? If the stories were true, as Maire
Solanya had seemed to imply, then there might be a way to see her mother again.
There were some common threads among the fairy tales she had read. Fairies were drawn to in-between times like
Midsummer’s Eve, when the full weight of summer begins to tip toward the shorter days of autumn; or Souls Night,
when the spirits of the newly departed walk the land. But fairies were never seen in common daylight, and they preferred
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the light of the full moon for their hunts and celebrations. So on the night of the next full moon, Ash rose from her bed at
midnight, trembling with excitement. She pulled on her woolen cloak and tiptoed halfway down the upstairs corridor
before her stepsister’s door cracked open. She heard Ana’s voice whispering,
“Where are you going?”
Ash froze, turning to look at her stepsister. Ana was peering out at her curiously, holding a lit candle stub
beneath her face.
“It’s none of your business,” Ash whispered. “Go back to bed.”
Ana's eyes narrowed and she stepped out into the corridor, pulling her door shut behind her. She observed,
“You are dressed to go outside. Where do you think you’re going?”
“I can go wherever I want,” Ash said curtly. She turned her back on her stepsister and began to walk toward the
stairs, but stopped when Ana said,
“I’ll tell. I’ll wake up your father and tell him you’re going out.” Anger rose inside her—she would not let this
girl stop her—and she glared at Ana.
“Do whatever you like,” Ash said dismissively. She did not wait for Ana's reaction but went down the stairs
quickly, her heart racing with fear and exhilaration.
In the pantry, she lit the covered lantern before going to the back door. She put her hand on the doorknob and looked
behind her. In the glow of the lantern the kitchen was comforting and ordinary. Ana had not followed her. Taking a
deep breath, she turned the doorknob and plunged out into the night.
As she went down toward the Wood, the full moon hung like a giant, pale eye above her, unwavering in its gaze. At
the foot of the hill, she paused and looked up at the house, and the windows were dark, reflecting only the heavy moon.
The lantern threw her shadow up the hill, a black ghost attached to her feet, and she shivered as the wind came rattling
through the pine branches. Steeling herself, she turned toward the Wood and her mother’s grave, and just beyond it was
the track she and her mother had sometimes taken to gather mushrooms or wild plants. They had never gone far enough
to lose sight of the house, and Ash did not know how far the path went, but tonight she meant to find out.
Entering the Wood was like entering a vast cavern: The sound of her footsteps was magnified by the branches
arching above. Her lantern cast only a tiny glow in the immense black, for now she could no longer see the moon. As
she went deeper into the trees, she heard the call of a night owl, and an animal bounded through the undergrowth—a
rabbit? In the distance, the howl of a wolf raised the hairs on the back of her neck. She thought she could see eyes
glowing on the trail ahead of her, but a moment later they had slid to the right, and she could not follow them as well as
keep her eyes on the path. Her hands trembled and made the lantern bob, casting wild shadows on the ground, but she
pressed on and tried to ignore the frightened voice in her head that told her to go back. Moving made her feel better: At
least she could run.
She came to a tangle of fallen branches that blocked her way, and in order to continue she had to leave the path to pick
her away around them. The ground was uneven, with roots protruding from the forest floor, and when she reached out to
steady herself on a nearby tree trunk she felt something move beneath her fingers. She gasped in fright and hastened
forward, clinging to the lantern, suddenly afraid she would drop it and be left in the pitch-black night.
She did not know how long she had been walking before she realized she had lost her way back to the path. She was
standing among tall trunks of blue pine, their bark mottled gray and black in the lantern light, and this time when she
turned to look around herself at the waiting dark, she was sure that she saw something glittering back at her: eyes,
yellow and blinking. She heard her own breath, quick and frantic, like a hunted creature. And then the whispering
began. It came on the wind, sweeping toward her in scratchy bursts, and then was borne away again before she could
discern any words. She held out the lantern like a weapon, calling out,
“Who is there?”
There was the sound of laughter—thin, distant, like bells. Was this the sign she had been seeking? She turned
toward the sound and stumbled forward, tripping over the undergrowth. As the laughter came more frequently, the
whispering began to separate out into sentences spoken in a language she did not understand. It could only be the
fairies, she thought, for who else would be deep in the Wood at midnight? The thought raised a cold sweat on her skin,
for if they were real, then all the consequences in those tales must be real, too. But that was the last clear thought she
had, because then she saw the lights in the distance. They did not waver; they were beacons in the night. She started to
walk toward them, but they always seemed just out of reach. She began to feel a deep longing in the pit of her stomach:
When would she get there? She feared she would wander in the dark Wood forever, until she was only a skel eton
powered by sheer will.
That was when the drumbeat of horses' hooves came toward her, the ground rumbling with the force of their
passage. She stood transfixed, and the wind rose, buffeting her in cold gusts. It became more difficult to see, as if

1293

there were a fog rising, and just when the horses seemed to be nearly upon her, her lantern went out, leaving her
momentarily blind. But soon afterward the fog began to glow with an otherworldly light, and she shivered in its damp
chill. When she saw the first horse, she felt her heart leap up into her throat. This moment would be fixed in her
memory forever: the moment she saw with her own eyes the creatures she had heard about all her life. They were
grand and beautiful and frightening—the horses’ heads shining white, their eyes burning like a blacksmith’s forge.
The riders, too, were like nothing she had ever seen before: ethereal men and women with pale visages, their
cheekbones so sharply sculpted that she could see their skulls through translucent skin. They surrounded her and
looked at her with steely blue eyes, each gaze an arrow staking her to that spot, and she could not close her eyes
though the sight of them made her eyes burn as if she were looking at the sun.
They seemed to speak to each other, but she could not see their mouths moving, and she could only hear the strange,
uneven whispering she had heard before. Suddenly the riders moved in unison, circling her, and she felt like she was
being spun like a limp doll held by a willful child. When the motion stopped, the riders were streaming away from her
in an elegant spiral, leaving her alone with one man who looked down at her from his tall white horse. He was more
handsome than any man she had ever seen, but like the other riders, he was pale as a ghost. When he spoke, she was
stunned that she could understand him, and he said,
“You must go back.” She opened her mouth to say,
“I came to find you.”
It felt as though she hadn’t spoken in years. He looked deeply angry, and she cowered beneath his glare. He
said:
“Then you are a fool.” She sank to her knees and begged,
“Please—listen to me—” He extended his arm, pointing back the way she had come.
“Go now—the way is clear to you. And do not return.”
She felt herself scramble to her feet as if he had picked her up, and behind her the path was clear through the
Wood. At the end of it, in the far distance, a light in the kitchen window gleamed. She felt the force of the air behind
her, propelling her to turn around, and her legs took her at breakneck speed down the path. It was wide open, free of
pebbles or fallen branches or even the thick padding of last year’s leaves. She could not slow down, and she could
not look back, either. The ground was hard and cold beneath her feet, and when she burst through the border of
the Wood and came upon the hawthorn tree, it was as if she had been slapped forward by the wind and forbidden
to return. The lantern was dead in her hand, and the Wood was a stone wall behind her.
Anya was standing at the top of the hill, calling her name, and when she saw Ash coming up the hill she ran down
to meet her.
“Where have you been?” she cried. “Ana said you ran away - are you all right?” She bent toward Ash and pulled
her into an embrace.
“Aisling,” she said in a ragged voice, “your father—he is not well.”
“What do you mean?” Ash demanded, pushing her away. “What do you mean he’s not well?”
“The greenwitch is here,” Anya said. “Maire Solanya is here. She has given him a draught to calm him, but he
shouts in his fever.”
Ash ran into the house and upstairs, down the hallway lit with flaming sconces and into her father’s room, where he
lay in bed tossing and turning, the greenwitch chanting something unfamiliar yet unmistakably old. Lady Isobel sat in
the window seat, turned away from them. Maire Solanya saw Ash and halted her chanting, coming toward her.
“This is a sickroom, Ash,” she said. “You must stay away.” And she pushed Ash out of the room and closed the door.
Standing in the hallway, Ash could hear her father shouting. It sounded like he were calling for her mother.
4
The fever lasted for two days, but a week after it broke, Ash’s father had still not recovered, and Marie Solanya
returned to speak with Lady Isobel. Hovering outside her father’s room, Ash heard their voices rise with emotion.
“Nothing you have done has worked,” Lady Isobel said bitterly. “Why should I follow this new course of treatment?
He has not improved.”
“You are not understanding what has afflicted him,” Marie Solanya said. “He is only now coming out of the worst of
it. He must continue to drink this.
“It has only made him feel worse,” Lady Isobel said. “I won’t allow it.”
“With all due respect, madam, he is too ill to decide for himself, and you do not understand what I am trying to do.
You must let me make the decisions in this matter.”

1294

“I understand that your old-fashioned ways are not working,” Lady Isobel said harshly, clearly frustrated. “I
think it is best that I send for a physician.”
“But they will bleed him,” Maire Solanya objected. “That will only make him weaker.”
“You do not understand medicine,” Lady Isobel said derisively. “It will clear out the bad blood.”
“You will kill him if you do that,” the greenwitch said, her tone low and hard. “Is that what you wish to do?”
Suddenly the footsteps came toward the door, which was wrenched open. Lady Isobel stood on the other side,
her hand on the doorknob, visibly shaking.
“Get out of my house,” she snapped at Maire Solanya. “Get out!”
Ash had not moved quickly enough; she stood in the corridor, gaping at the two women. Maire Solanya did not
say another word, but only swept through the doorway. When she passed Ash, frozen in the hallway, she briefly
touched her shoulder as if to reassure her. But then Lady Isobel saw Ash and demanded,
“What are you doing there? Have you been eavesdropping? Go to your room!”
“I want to see my father,” Ash said stubbornly. Her stepmother’s face darkened with anger and she pointed down
the hall toward Ash’s chamber.
“Go to your room. Now. Your father will send for you when he wishes to see you.” But she did not even wait to
see if Ash had obeyed; instead she went back inside, closed the door, and, a moment later, slid the bolt in place.
*
Ash had not slept well since her walk in the Wood. After Maire Solanya had shut her out of her father’s room, she
had lain sleepless in her bed until the sun rose. Every night since then, she was haunted by the fear that she had
somehow made things worse by seeking out the Fairy Hunt. When she closed her eyes she could see the eerie grace
of the riders as if they were circling her bed at night.
When she finally fell asleep, she slept deeply, and waking up was like dragging herself through mud. Sometimes
she awoke gasping for air as if she had been in the midst of a nightmare, but she could not remember what she had
dreamed. One morning she was pulled out of her uneasy, thick sleep by a steady pounding that sharpened into a
knocking at her bedroom door. She blinked her eyes open, her gaze unfocused, and saw her stepsister, Ana, in the
doorway. The morning light coming through the window was gray and watery, giving her skin an unhealthy pallor. She
said,
“Mother says we must hurry and pack up our things. Your father is not well and he must see a physician in the Royal
City.” Ash was confused.
“What—what do you mean?”
“We’re going home,” Ana said. “Finally.”
They packed the trunks that morning, first dragging them up from the cellar and then—loudly—back downstairs
again. Lady Isobel said they would return in the spring, so Ash packed her two books of fairy tales and all her
winter dresses. Anya was not going. Lady Isobel had her own manor house near the City and her own housekeeper
there. Instead, Anya would stay behind to close up the house for the winter, and then she would go back to Rook Hill
and stay with her daughter. All that day, Ash felt an underlying sense of surprise: She had never imagined the
possibility that she might leave Rook Hill. And she was not ready to go.
By noon the carriage had arrived, and the driver helped Anya load their trunks onto the rack. After a cold,
hurried lunch eaten in silence, Ash stood on the front stoop, waiting, and felt like her entire world was being
erased. Anya came out and put her arms around her and said,
“Lady Isobel will take good care of you.” She hugged Anya close, with tears pricking her eyes.
“I don’t want to go,” she whispered.
“Hush,” Anya said, smoothing her hand over Ash’s hair. “It’s the best for your father.” She put her hands on
Ash’s shoulders and looked down at her.
“You be a good girl, Ash.” She kissed her on her forehead.
Her father came outside, supported by Lady Isobel and the driver. Ash had not seen him in nearly two weeks,
and he looked, in that noon light, like an old man; she was shocked by the change in him.
They drove for a week, pausing only to rest the horses. Ash’s father slept for most of the journey, and when he
awoke he was often disoriented. On the first day they left the Northern Mountains behind, heading south toward the
King’s Highway. On the second day the land widened until all that Ash could see from one horizon to another was
spreading golden fields ready for harvest. Then the broad fields gave way to softly rolling hills covered with orchards,
and through the carriage windows Ash watched the fruit being plucked from the trees, red and round.
They arrived at Quinn House in the village of West Riding well after dark, and as soon as the carriage pulled to a
halt at the end of the long driveway, Lady Isobel leapt out, calling for assistance. A man came to help her bring Ash’s
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father inside, and Clara and Ana ran after them, excited to be home. A woman wearing an apron came toward the
carriage holding a lantern and shone it at her, saying gruffly,
“You must be the new girl. Come inside.”
Ash climbed out of the carriage in a daze; she saw a large stone building before her, the front door yawning open.
The woman took Ash upstairs, leading her down a dim corridor to a dark room.
“This is your room,” she said, lighting a candle for her. “You may as well go to bed; it’s late.” She shut the door
behind her.
The room was plainly furnished with simple wooden furniture; in addition to the small bed there was a wardrobe
beside the door, and beneath the casement window was a cushioned bench. She lay down on the bed, pulling her traveling
cloak over herself. The blanket beneath her was rough and thin; the bed was hard and creaked when she moved.
Conscious of the long days they had traveled, she felt very far from Rook Hill. The distance awoke a longing in her like a
cord pulled suddenly taut: she wanted so much to go back.
She leaned over and blew out the candle, but sleep did not come quickly enough.
*
The first thing she saw when she woke up was her trunk: it had been delivered while she was asleep, and it sat
locked and still beside the wardrobe. She got out of bed and went to the window, pushing open the dark brown
draperies. To her surprise, outside the window she saw a forest—the southern end of the Wood. There was no
sloping hillside as there had been in Rook Hill; here the land was flat, and between the house and the trees was a
meadow, the grasses golden and knee-high. She saw a kitchen garden below, planted in neat squares marked off in
red brick; a profusion of herbs staked out territory directly below her window. Ash twisted the window lock and
pushed open the diamond-paned glass, leaning out into the morning. It was cool outside, and the scent of the air
was new to her—meadow grass mingled with herbs from the garden. She took a deep breath and hoped that her
father would regain his health here.
The physicians, however, were not as hopeful. They were already in the house that morning; Ash could hear the
murmur of their voices coming from down the hall when she came out of her room. They drew her father’s blood and
gave him a noxious-smelling tea to drink, and she could hear him coughing. She heard the physicians say that the
journey must have tired him out, but her father did not regain his strength. They let her in to see him, and he did not
recognize her; his eyes were milky and distant.
He died almost two weeks later. Ash woke up that morning with her heart pounding, and she knew that something
was wrong because the house was full of noise. She threw back the covers and jumped out of bed, running down the
hallway toward her father's room. A black-robed physician with a long, moody face was opening his door, and when he
saw her approaching he said,
“This is not the place for you.”
“What’s going on?” she asked.
“Your father does not need you now,” the physician said, trying to block her way.
But Ash slipped around him and pushed through the doorway. Her father’s body was convulsing out of control,
and red spittle dotted his cheeks and the snow-white sheets that were pulled up to his chin. He was being held down
by two physicians, one on either side of him, and Lady Isobel stood as far from him as possible, her hands covering
her mouth. Ash ran toward the bed as the third physician tried to stop her again, and she clutched at her father’s
twitching right hand.
“Father,” she said in a frightened voice. “Father, what is wrong?” His cheeks were pale and sunken, and bandages
covered his wrists.
“What have you done to him?” she demanded, recalling Maire Solanya’s distrust of the physicians’ methods.
“He is ill,” one of them said. “You must leave.”
Then there were two pairs of hands holding her shoulders back, and though she screamed for them to let her go to
her father, they dragged her from the room and slammed the door in her face. She pounded at the door when she heard
the lock click shut, crying,
“Let me in!” But they did not answer.
She stood there for what seemed like hours, tears slowly leaking from her eyes, her bare feet growing colder
minute by minute. And then there was a great noise, followed by silence, and the sound of Lady Isobel sobbing.
*
Two men from the village church came to take her father’s body away later that morning. Lady Isobel came down
from her bedroom dressed in black, a veil covering her face, and announced that the funeral would take place the next
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day in the church at noon. Ash’s father would be buried in the cemetery, and Lady Isobel told her there was no need for
an overnight vigil.
“You must leave your superstitions behind now,” her stepmother said sternly.
At the funeral, Ash wore the stiff black dress that Lady Isobel gave her; the collar felt like hands around her throat.
She sat still, looking down at the floorboards, too stunned to cry. Although there was a service led by the village
philosopher, Ash did not hear a word of it. She felt smothered by the church walls, and as soon as she could escape
outside she did, taking deep breaths of the muggy air.
Behind the church, a rectangular pit in the ground gaped open, awaiting her father’s body. His gravestone was
not ready yet; until it was carved, his grave would be marked by the red banner that flew now, waist-high, a splash
of color against the slate-colored sky. When the mourners began to throw handfuls of earth onto the body, Ash had
to look away.
When it was over, they climbed back into the carriage and returned to Quinn House. The glowering sky hinted of
rain, and it had grown colder. Ash went upstairs to her bedroom; the house smelled of the bitter medicines the
physicians had brewed. In her room, she opened the window and curled up on the seat beneath it, waiting for the first
drops of rain to fall.
It smelled like moss and oak and the damp dark spaces of the Wood beyond the meadow. She looked out at the wide
expanse of golden grass being lashed by the rising wind, and wondered whether Anya had closed all the windows in
their house in Rook Hill. She thought:
Now, I am all alone. …
257.49 1. Interview 2. An Inexperienced World 3. Excerpt from Northern Girls\fn{by Sheng Keyi (c.1975- )}
Yeying, Hunan Province, China (F) 4
1
Northern Girls was my first novel, written in 2002. A decade has passed since I began my writing career and
China has undergone significant changes over the past decade. Social behavior is getting worse: devotion to
money is widespread; social values are distorted; individuals give up their moral bottom line; the media is no
longer guided by justice and conscience; materialized and self-materialized "New Women" and ignorant, morally
degenerated "Successful Men" can be seen everywhere; people work exclusively for profit.\fn{ Prompting this answer
was the question: “What’s changed in China since Northern Girls was published in 2004? How different would the story be if you were
writing it today?”}

"No money, no use" has even become a common saying among rural women. The happiness index of the
common people fails to keep pace with the growing indicators and figures in government reports. Life seems
harder than ever. We have an affluent material life thanks to the fake commodities in the market; we have a poor
spiritual life owing to lack of honesty.
Luckily, I finished Northern Girls with an almost unscrupulous zeal at the beginning of my writing career. If I
were to write such a novel today, I might be more adept at creating the structure of a novel and more practiced in
my writing skills, but I would have definitely lost the wild unconstrained style that is present in the novel,
especially the very conscious sense of humor born out of the cruelty of reality. I cherish this sense of humor,
which seems missing now. In short, I feel that I would not do better than 10 years ago if I were to write Northern
Girls now. This novel cannot be built upon, and I have no regrets in this regard.\fn{ Northern Girls depicts a maledominated society. To what extent does that represent China today? To what extent are the situations of characters Qian Xiaohong and Li
Sijang consequences of their gender and to what extent are they consequences of their class, their rural origins and lack of education? }

This male-dominated society not only refers to the real men, but also refers to the combination of power,
wealth and an unreasonable social system and values. It is almost impossible for women from all social classes to
escape such social pressures. Thousands of years of political traditions and social customs are deeply rooted in
Chinese society and prevent women from overcoming the limitations caused by their sex. Northern Girls depicts
the life circumstances of women from a specific social class.
It is a work of fiction but it is also the grim reality. It is just the tip of the iceberg in broader Chinese society,
and the extent is beyond our imagination. Females like Qian Xiaohong and Li Sijiang who have nothing but their
bodies are bound to be at a disadvantage in competition. What they try to seize in the boiling waves of society is
dignity as a human being. They have to pay more for it.
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Men, society, system—in China, the poor and the lowly have no dignity; the empty-handed enjoy no rights. All
is opening a bloody mouth to them. Qian Xiaohong has the strength for self-defense thanks to her instinctive
bravery and intelligence, while Li Sijiang submits to the mercy of others.\fn{ How unusual is it in Chinese fiction to write
so explicitly and frankly about sexual matters and bodies? Was it a difficult taboo for you (editors and your publisher) to break? Would you
write about people from a higher class the same way? What has been the reaction from readers and reviewers? }

Obviously, descriptions of sex in publications are wider in dimensions than those about politics. Recently I
read the Chinese version of Empress Dowager and I,\fn{The autobiography of Sir Edmund Blackhouse } written by a
foreigner, which gave an account of the sexual relationship between himself, the Empress Dowager Cixi and
another participant in the royal palace: three people or more making love together, homosexuality and so on. The
book aroused no disputes after it was published.\fn{ In 2011, though written in the early 1940s} The social context has
changed compared with that of 10 years ago.\fn{When Sheng was writing Northern Girls}
I make no distinctions between the high and the low in my novel. The accounts of sex are not to cause
controversy but were necessitated by plot development and the needs of the novel. Primary instincts play an
important role in deciding people’s behavior.
For instance, in Northern Girls, Qian Xiaohong’s pursuit for sexual freedom is actually a resistance against the
materialized or alienated society. She hopes to be released from hypocritical morals and material oppression, to
restore the freedom and harmony of human nature. Sex helps to interpret the characters and the stories. It
functions as a metaphor and need not be avoided or played up. I am only responsible for my work and can't
comment on the reactions of others.\fn{ Although Qian Xiaohong has heart and soul, Northern Girls depicts a society that’s largely
heartless and soulless. Is that a fair assessment of China today? Is China a society looking for something to believe in, and what things to
believe in are winning adherents?}

It is common to observe society through a novel. However, the novel is nothing but a novel. It only provides a
perspective, a scene. It cannot reflect the overall situation; it only reveals the living circumstances of an
individual, a small group of people. However, you may find that the situation at the deeper level is no better than
what you see from this perspective.
People from this social class are like lifeless machines or living animals. They are speechless and have no say.
They lack social security and care. China is a society where privilege, wealth, success and power are worshiped.
These faiths attract devoted followers, men and women, old and young, one after another.\fn{ How typical is Northern
Girls of your other work?}
In my eyes, Northern Girls has unusual significance in my writing career. I still remember the ecstasy of
writing like a wild horse galloping on the grassland. Later when I learned how to restrain myself in my writing,
the daring and fearlessness particular to a fresh hand disappeared. This book has left an indelible imprint on my
writing career as it records women's rugged treks towards cities in China's urbanization process, and it predicted
my writing style.
In addition, this is my first book in English, so I have the chance to come into contact with foreign readers and
to hear their comments on the book. They are greatly surprised at the living circumstances in China. What they
usually see about China is the stunning surface, but actually it is an apple of Sodom. They can get a glimpse of
Chinese society through my writing. In addition, I am happy that they really like the characters such as Qian
Xiaohong in my work. I hope that more people will know Qian Xiaohong instead of me.\fn{ What's the status of fiction
in China today? Is being a novelist a respected profession? Is it more difficult for women to be recognized and respected as writers? Is there
a vibrant writing community?}

The status of fiction in China may be described with one word—prospering. However, prosperity may not be
good because it shows the status of the group instead of individuals. I mean that most writers are diligent and
honest. It seems that a net is cast to catch all fish. In fact, there are fish which split the net or which sink with the
split net, although most fish may be mild-tempered. Likewise, some super talents are showing their ferocious
features and are biting the pulse of the society till it bleeds. Among high achievers, the novelist is the least
conspicuous and the most worthless.
In the eyes of men, women are not welcomed to the profession of writing. They are only curious about the
women writers, regarding them as aliens. In a society where worship of wealth and power prevails, in the world
where people are impoverished spiritually and indulge in materialistic desires, they do not need souls, and
literature is deemed useless.\fn{ I’ve read that you have left some of your work unpublished rather than change it to satisfy censors.
Who are these censors? What kinds of things have they asked you to change? Would it be possible to publish those things unchanged if you
lived in a different place or had a publisher in a different country, or would you face consequences for that? }
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Well, yes. It makes no difference to me to publish more or less. What I value most is the free expression of my
inner thoughts. I would certainly like to publish my works without changing it, if circumstances permit. I don’t
want to lose readers, nor do I want readers to miss the honesty in my novels.
Censorship is carried out by reporting to the higher levels, and we cannot see the person who has the final say.
He is invisible and has absolute power. I think that in an increasingly civilized and rapidly developing country, I
occasionally got something out of the waves of history by inventing stories, which will cause no consequences
other than disturbing the ghosts.\fn{What impact has having your writing translated into English had on you personally and on your
work?}
It would be dishonest to deny the impact. I secluded myself in Huangshan Mountain to write a novel in July
and August, but I left my work unfinished because I had to apply for visas to attend literary festivals and events
for Northern Girls in several countries. Besides, I got many interviews. I am slow in answering interview
questions just as I am in writing. I am a professional writer, and my job is writing and reading. The English
version of my work is an encouragement to me. I always say to myself that I will never let down the readers, but
offer more good works to satisfy them.\fn{ Which non-Chinese writers do you enjoy reading? Which Chinese writers, modern and
classic, do you enjoy reading? To what extent have any of these writers influenced your writing? }
This is the most frequently asked question and my answer to it varies because good works and good writers
keep emerging at different times, which causes surprise, admiration and the regret not to have come across them
before. For instance, when I was tidying up the bookcase the other day, I took out Thomas Mann’s short stories
and novelettes to read—the books were buried in the bookcase immediately after I bought them—and I was
captivated by his writing. In addition, there are Salinger’s Nine Stories and Steinbeck’s writings, which I hate to
part with. I want to recapture sometime the feelings these books aroused in me the first time I read them. My
favorite foreign writers include George Orwell,\fn{ English author (1903-1950), born in Bihar State, India} Cortazar,\fn{Julio Cortázar (1914-1984), Argentinian author, born in Belgium } Faulkner,\fn{William Faulkner (1897-1962), American author and
Nobel Prize laureate, born in New Albany, Mississippi} to name just a few.
I also love classical Chinese writings, like Strange Tales From a Chinese Studio,\fn{by Pu Songling, 1640-1715} A
New Account of the Tales of the World,\fn{by Liu I-ching, 403-444} Extensive Records of the Taiping Era,\fn{by Li
Fang (925-996)} Tang poetry and rhyme prose of the Han Dynasty—too many to list them all. In general, I prefer
classical readings.\fn{Did you have any concerns about coming to the Ubud Writers Festival in Indonesia, given Indonesia’s history of
anti-Chinese violence? What, if any, image does Indonesia have in China? }
There are complicated reasons behind every major incident, especially when it involves politics or history,
which may confuse the public. I am slow in reacting to politics, but I believe that all forms of violence and
bloodshed should be avoided and condemned. It has been many years since the anti-Chinese violence in Indonesia
happened. People will recover from it through rational introspection over the years. A lamp is on at midnight in
the heart for every one to examine his conscience.
I am glad to attend the Ubud Writers Festival because literature is accessible to everyone, irrespective of
nationality or race. It is about the hearts, about love and pain, about sin and redemption. I hope that a literary
storm will sweep through the land during the Ubud Writers Festival.
2
The screen prints red characters, the train is late. The woman retreats to a distant corner, pillar at her back,
holding herself apart from the press of higher-order animals, sniffing the mingled scents of male and female, and
thinks shapeless thoughts of humans and things. It is Saturday, March 17 th, and it is drizzling. The woman
generally enjoys the weeping lament of the city, it brings a kind of grace into her bones, such a welcome release
from the so-called writer with her feigned cool, her speculations about the world and its people.
The train persists in being late. What does heaven have in store for her? The woman fingers her fruitless
conjectures until they are as crumpled and distorted as the train ticket in her palm. Bored, she studies the ticket’s
creases and wrinkles, thinks of past loves she has crushed through her lack of patience. The wasp of experience
darts at her, stings her heart and it swells; soon experience allows her to extricate herself with ease, and recover
her reason. Experience hops onto her lap like a small furry creature, warming her hands. Once again she is the
“writer”; she swiftly eliminates the swelling of her heart. She peers at the males and females embracing within the
crowd; blinks at the shoulder-bags of small-time businessmen; squints at men in suits, corpulent and crabwalking; stares at the rings thick as armor on the fingers of frizzy-headed young artists … The woman secretly
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seizes upon these details and what they reveal. A male in a white tracksuit passes before her eyes, a crane among a
flock of geese; she wonders whom he has pressed into his arms in secret.
Luggageless, she finds her place, glances at the empty seats opposite her, counts the raindrops on the window,
returns to her identity as “woman”, is dragged into an eddy of old sorrows. Other passengers straggle onto the
train, plant themselves like saplings in their seats, each leafs forth a mood. A round-faced girl sits next to her. The
woman has occupied the girl’s window seat but the girl doesn’t mind. The woman has nothing to say to her.
A woman like this, well past thirty and possessed of a certain experience of life, has long since surrendered the
field of love. She conceals no quivering creature in her breast, has ceased feeding old flames. Life’s moment of
glory has faded like the sun over the plains, and dusk has fallen. She has no desire to linger over the history of her
loves, though it would be untrue, naturally, to say that all the old wounds were healed. She still feels occasional
yearnings but they are insubstantial, and quickly pass. It would be vain to encourage real hope; dalliance with a
young man in his prime would be impossible without extraordinary mutual attraction.
The protagonist of the woman’s story takes the stage abruptly, catching her off-guard. The woman cannot
describe the details of his appearance; his simple body has blocked the wellspring of her words. There is a period
of emptiness and silence. He and his companion sit down across from her. Her vocabulary has already begun to
recover; strangely, it is her seasoned heart that has received the heavier blow. Heart-stung and agitated, the woman
notes that she has neglected to make herself up before embarking on this journey; she thinks of the days of travel
and the weariness which must have taxed her looks, and grows even more flustered. She lowers her head, combs
her hair with her fingers, it insists on tangling, she must go to work on it. Damned experience withholds
rationality from her, denies her its impregnable calm, brings only mortification. Her face burns hot at her own
thoughts and actions.
The woman tidies herself, raises her head. There are two new bottles on the table, one pale blue, one bright
orange. Gatorade, a product of the Pepsi-Cola company; the price sticker on the cap reads six yuan. The fingers of
the drink’s owner play nimbly on a cell phone. They are young, after all, and heedless of the woman’s furtive
coquetry. The one in the white tracksuit, across from the round-faced girl, is the young crane from the waiting
room. The woman faces a youth in a blue track suit; they are separated by his half-bottle of orange beverage. The
sun breaks through the drizzle and gives off dazzling rays. No one speaks, a thread of restraint runs through the
atmosphere. The train is full of empty seats but they chose to sit here, and juggle feet and knees. She puts this
down to the allure of the mature woman—a common error for a woman of a certain age, who mistakes the
promptings of plain vanity for calm judgment. A secret within her is revived by a chance look from the white-clad
youth—his gaze ignites a withered wick, and the walls of the woman’s dark lonely chamber are illuminated. A girl
re-enters the woman’s body; her blood bashfully reverses its flow.
The woman attempts to describe his appearance, but finds language drab and dull. There is this about a woman
of experience: she desires to attract attention, but is also wary of appearing frivolous. Feeling this constant
friction, the anxiety of the display, she knows that wasting words on the youth’s external appearance is beside the
point. The woman represents the world of experience, and how can that world comport itself before a world that
lacks experience? He is no more than three feet distant from the woman; the boys look at each others’ cell phones,
chuckling easily. His jacket is only halfway zipped up, exposing a V-shaped expanse of flesh and a large ring
threaded on a rough silver chain, lying between two ridges of muscle. That exposed chest gives a sensation of
strength, it draws her and fascinates her. He has perfect masculine fingers, both strong and soft, clean close-cut
nails, fine wrinkles on the knuckles. They move nimbly over the Nokia’s color screen, evoking bursts of music.
The woman lives alone. She has long been sexless. When lustful dreams trouble her, reminding her she has a
body, she reaches her legs to the other side of the bed, and lurches onto the cold emptiness. The bed seems wider
than the world, her heart empty as the heavens, no boundaries in sight and no one to hear her plaint. Before others
she is exaggeratedly happy, covering over the cold wounds of those dreams, laughing easily, not the kind of
woman people pity. The title and identity of “writer” is draped on her like a tiger’s skin, terrifying the herbivores;
even the carnivores dare only watch from a distance.
The woman licks her paws to pass the time. If she were licking them as a prelude to snaring her prey the scene
might bear a thrill, but it clearly indicates only regret and bitterness over the waste of such rich physical resources.
This is the consequence of experience. Experience has taught the woman to see at a glance how this or that meat
would yield to the tooth; to gauge weight and height from the beast’s posture in flight; to accurately judge age by
the sound of its cry; to know by its scent the purity or pollution of its soul. Experience has left the woman cold;
experience has made her supremely discriminating.
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… Xiaohong found that the beige jacket she’d hung up was missing. Ah Jun had reminded her not to leave it
out. Still, it had to be washed and hung out to the dry. She was too lazy to make a complaint. She know how
things worked here and knew that anything of even a little value could grow wings and fly off into someone else’s
embrace.
Her work became even more tedious, an unending line of monotony. She counted it off on her fingers. Twenty
days she’d been at it, twenty days on end. Other than the half-day of sick leave, every day was the same and she
went through it all in that robotic fashion. Clock in at eight a.m., clock out at eight p.m., without any margin of
error. Back to the dorm, eight beds to a room. People were always coming and going, each individual’s smell
mixing with the rest. Only the odour coming from the shared toilet was stronger, becoming especially offensive
when a queue of women waited to clear their systems. The tap water was always cold but they had so little time
for washing their faces that it didn't matter much. When they did have time for a quick spit bath, they just had to
grin and bear it. Factory regulations allowed a fan in the summer and a small space heater in the winter. It was
lucky that winters this far south were mild, making it easy to bear. Frostbite and flu, at least, were not major
problems. Each day when they came back, they’d dillydally through their cleaning up.
At ten-thirty, it was lights out, and they went to bed. They slept till morning, then got up and queued for the
toilet. After washing, dressing and running a comb through their hair, they were herded back into their cage on the
factory floor where they repeated the previous day’s routine.
There was about a fortnight left until the Spring Festival holiday. People began to stir, all decked out in festive
colors. Clothes and food were plentiful, ready for holiday-makers to purchase in preparation for their
celebrations. She went shopping with Ah Jun, who bought a little of this and a little of that, getting ready to make
a trip home for the holiday.
“Ah Jun, how long’s it been since you went home?” she asked.
Ah Jun seemed to want to buy the whole market and take everything back home. Xiaohong wondered where
this strong desire to purchase so many things came from.
“Two years! My parents are looking forward to me being home. I want to get some more clothes for my
brother and sister.”
“You’re the oldest?”
“Yeah. They’re still at school.”
“Ah Jun, you work so hard. Why don’t you buy some clothes for yourself?”
“I’m in the factory all day every day. I only need my uniform.”
“You’re so generous. If my sister was like you, I’d be so happy I could die. But remember to get something for
yourself.”
When they went for fast food, Ah Jun always bought the cheapest meal, such as tofu or radish. She’d simply
say,
“That’s what I like to eat.”
But Xiaohong didn't believe it for a minute. How could she like that bland stuff? Looking at her friend’s face,
Xiaohong saw those eyes light up when they talked about her family and felt a twinge of sadness.
It was crowded. People were exchanging money everywhere, peeling notes off fat wads of cash, each stack as
thick as a roll of toilet paper. They took in a note, handed out a note, everyone seemingly willing to spend every
last penny. Workers happily parted with their money. Ah Jun joined the ranks, buying so much that the two of
them could hardly carry it all home.
Accompanying Ah Jun had its rewards. Halfway home, a small slip of red paper pasted on a wall caught
Xiaohong’s eye. She leaned in closer and saw a job advertisement:

Qianshan Hotel — hiring two front desk attendants
The paste was still wet, so obviously it had not been there long. Without a word, Xiaohong tore off the address.
“What are you tearing that off for?” Ah Jun asked in surprise.
“Do you know where the Qianshan Hotel is?”
“Hmm. I suppose it must be in Qianshan Town. About three or four miles from here.”
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“I’m going to apply tomorrow. You tell Runway that I’m sick to my stomach and went to the hospital.
Remember to take leave for me so I don’t lose my hard-earned money!”
Xiaohong put it all so simply, it was as if she’d been planning it for days. Ah Jun was a little dumbfounded. …
1976

181.13 An Autobiographical Statement\fn{by Martha Reeves (1976- )} Chongqing, Sichuan Province, China (F) 5
My English name is Martha. Ed [my husband] gave me this name. I didn’t know why he chose it. He just said
that’s good for me. I was born in Chongqing, Sichuan Province, in China. I never knew that until very recently.
Before I left China I had to fill out papers for my visa, and at that time my mom said I was born in Chongqing,
Sichuan. I don’t know when we moved to Xian, Shaanxi Province. I always lived in Xian as long as I can
remember. I thought I was born in Xian but my paper says I was born in Chongqing, Sichuan, and I must use that
paper for my visa.
My parents are both retired. They stay at home and take care of house and everything, including my nephew
and my brother. My father was a manager of a traveling company. His job was very easy. He did not have to
spend a lot of time at work and he did not work too hard because he was old. He is si.xty-three now. My mother is
fifty-eight. She was an inventory clerk and she took care of everything in her factory. She did a .very good job.
She was very busy. Both my parents were very busy when I was young.
Before they had jobs, they were peasants in a village in Hunan Province. My father had a very limited
education; he didn’t graduate from elementary school. But he went into the army at sixteen. After my mother
graduated from middle school, my grandfather said to her,
“You don't need more education because you are a girl. After you are married just stay home and take care of
your husband and baby.”
So they didn’t let my mom go to high school. I think in the village that is very common. The girls just need to
know how to count so they can pay the bills.
I graduated from high school and I came to America. School is twelve years in the Chinese school system—six
years for elementary school, three years for middle school, and three years for high school. Ed told me that here it
has just two years for middle school and four years for high school.\fn{ The term “middle school” is very recent in America.
I remember we just used to call it the seventh and eighth grades. But “grades 9-12,” as they used to be called, was commonly known as
“high school” by the time I arrived there in 1958:H}

Many people go to university in China, but it depends on what university. Qinghua University in Beijing, for
instance, is a very good university. If you go there you must have good grades and money. In the United States,
you can borrow money from the bank, but in China most people depend on their parents. Some parents have good
jobs and can save a lot of money. But some parents are very poor. You can probably get a scholarship if your
grades are very good and if your high school tells the university that you’re very good.
If you are excellent, the university is free for you. There are only a few cases like that, and most people go to
an average college. They are not good but they can provide you with a diploma to prove that you graduated from
university. I have never been to a university in China, but I went to Ed’s university in Xian. I thought that for
foreigners it is good, but for Chinese, it is just a library. They give you one big room to study at night. It is very
crowded. I don’t know anything else about it because I did not attend university. My parents made me study when
I was younger. I really regret the time I didn’t read a lot of books.
In the late 1970s the Chinese government issued a law permitting only one baby per family. That time my
mom was seven months pregnant with me, they wanted my mom to abort me. My mom said,
“No! If you want to kill my baby, you first kill me!”
They didn’t do that, and I was born in 1975. My family is considered big in China. I have three brothers. My
first brother got married some years ago and they have a baby, my nephew. He is three years old. All of my
brothers are older than me. I think my first brother is now thirty, my second brother is twenty-four, and my third
brother is twenty-three. They all have jobs. My first brother is a driver, my second brother is a hotel worker, and
my third brother does his own work as a salesman. It’s not a really good job; it’s just something you do when you
have free time. For instance, right now I work at Hardee’s. Study is important. I just need a little money from
Hardee’s, so I work there. In China, I worked at Xian Hotel as a shop assistant. My section of the shop sold
polished jade and wooded statues. The other section sold clothes.
When I was very young, my father loved me a lot. When we grew up, I tried to think we were all the same. My
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parents wanted me to go to school and study. They want me to study a lot and study hard. All the Chinese parents
hope their children do very well. In China a boy can always go out, but a girl can’t, especially at night. In my life,
before I married Ed, only two boys came to my house. One was my classmate, the other was my workmate. The
first boy came to my house just to give me a book that I left at school. The second one stayed at my house with all
my workmates. After an half-hour he left because my fattier didn’t like me to meet boys.
Ed is a brave and special boy. He is not my first boyfriend. I had two boyfriends before I met Ed. One was my
first love. I was dating the second one when Ed was in China. After we broke up, I met Ed. At that time I didn’t
think I would marry him because he was a foreigner. We were just friends. But the next year, he came back to
China again just for me. Oh, he just came back for me, how exciting! Then I thought we understood each other. I
knew he was really good to me. After we decided, we were married. I didn’t tell my parents about it. One night, I
just told my parents I was married. They said,
“What? You married a foreigner?” But they didn’t go against it because they knew I’m a donkey [very
stubborn].
So I introduced Ed to them. For people their age, my parents are open-minded. After they met him, we often
ate out together. During the Chinese New Year, Ed was at my home with us. Everyone in my family thought that
he was a normal person, a part of the family. After that I often brought him to my home to spend time with us.
They often talked with Ed and that made them understand him. At first they did not like or dislike him because
they didn’t know him. They just thought,
“Ha, he is a foreigner:”
When they knew Ed better, they liked him, especially my mom. They just hoped he was nice to me. They
didn’t want anything from him, they didn’t care if he was rich or poor. They even didn’t care that he was a
foreigner, that he looked different, and that he had blonde hair and blue eyes. I think if Ed were Chinese, he would
be in much trouble. But because he is foreigner, he doesn’t understand some parts of our culture, such as the boy
going to the girl’s house. He is very lucky in that way.
My parents and my brothers would like to play with him, but they didn’t want to make it too difficult for Ed.
So they tried to be so nice to him, especially my mom. She always asked,
“Is he cold, is he hungry?” I really miss that time when we spent time together.
It’s not good to be a foreigner in China. I met some Chinese here in Columbia. When I told them my husband
was an American, they didn’t say anything. But I could see that their eyes just looked mean, as if they were saying
that I just wanted to marry a foreigner to come to America. I stopped talking with them; they’re not my type. In
China, when I walked with Ed on the street, some people would say,
“Oh! That girl is dirty!”
At that time I was not used to it, so I was very mad at Ed. After a while I got used to it; I just thought: I’m
marrying him, your bad words mean nothing to me. When people said some bad words when they saw me with a
foreigner, I just looked at them. Only a few times, some teenagers saw me and said,
“Oh, she is a translator:”
I was very happy because they didn’t think bad things about me, like you make love with him, you live with
him, you want to spend his money. That always made me angry.
Chinese boys treated me differently than Ed did. When I am with Ed, he tells me everything. He always lets
me choose what I want to do. But in China, all the boys already made their plans and you just go with them. They
cared about your dress and they cared about your appearance. When I was with my Chinese boyfriend, I always
felt nervous. While with Ed, I’m very relaxed. I want to do everything that I want. I can do anything with Ed. I
don’t worry about him being angry because he likes everything I do.
Going out with my Chinese boyfriend, I must bring money with me. Sometimes I paid and sometime he paid.
When I am with Ed, he always pays, but that’s not what matters. I feel Chinese boys are not strong. They are not
like men, but like young boys. With Ed, I feel very good and very relaxed. He is just my friend. I feel very happy
and very free with him, and I want to do everything and to make noise.
That’s what I like most about Ed, his temperament. Even if I’m very angry and very crazy, he is always very
nice, always makes me feel better, quiet, and calm. He makes my heart feel good all the time. Sometimes I fought
with my family, then I would go to his dorm and be very angry at him. He would calm me down and I would go
home to my parents and we were all together again. I like that. If I did that with my Chinese boyfriends, they
would say,
“What’s wrong with you? Are you crazy?” They always did that to me.
When I was with Chinese boys, we couldn’t hold hands. But I could hold Ed’s arm to go down the street or go
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shopping; I felt it was very natural and not strange at all. When I was with Ed in China, I never touched his hand.
I never let him touch me. We just walked on the street and I went to his dorm just to study and to listen to music. I
never let him touch me. The first time he kissed me, I thought,
“Oh, this is a foreigner. This is foreigner’s kiss.” It felt very different and I just thought,
“Oh, this is foreigner’s kiss taste.”
This is how I first met Ed. I remember that in the disco my friend Bobby said my friend wants to be your
friend. At that time I thought,
“Oh, he could be my friend.”
So I walked to Ed and spoke to him. I said hi, he said hi and then I went back. At that time I was thinking,
“Oh, he has a beard, he is very old.” You know Chinese boys doesn’t have beards. Then one day he shaved his
beard. Standing in front of my workplace, he showed his face to me. I thought,
“Oh my God, it’s so strange. When I saw him first time, he looked like he was thirty. Today he stands in front
of me and looks like he’s fifteen or seventeen.”
That time I thought he was very different, but I felt very strange. I had never seen a boy before and after he
shaved his beard. I had never seen Chinese boys like that. So I just thought,
“Oh, he is a foreigner and he is very interesting.”
I never felt he was different from us. I liked studying language. I wanted to know different cultures and
different countries. I could study English from him, and he could teach me English. That was what I thought about
Ed then.
I want to have two children. I want to teach them about my Chinese heritage. We will bring them to China,
because I want to show them China is a great country and that many cultures came from there. After we have a
baby, we will decide if they must speak Chinese at home. When they go to school they can speak English. I don’t
want them to forget Chinese because they are half-Chinese. I want to teach them like Chinese children. I want
them to have knowledge about China when they are young, in kindergarten and in elementary school. I want them
to speak both Chinese and English. I don’t want them to forget either one. I also plan to teach them some
Japanese. I studied Japanese in high school for half a year. I want to study Japanese again. If I study Japanese
well, I will teach them a little bit of Japanese. I want them to speak a lot of different languages.
If we have enough money, we will send them to a private university because I think the education there is very
good. We still want them to have nice personalities. We don’t want them to hate poor people because we don’t like
that. We were not raised poor. We are young; we cannot throw money out. We must study to give our children a
good life. I want to do that. Parents in China do that. They start saving money for their baby when they are very
young. That’s why they try so hard to find a good job. That’s why Chinese teenagers study so hard. They probably
don’t want it, they don’t like it. But their parents want it. So their parents make them study because their parents
want them to be very good, hardworking people. Since 1976, parents in China can only have one baby, and so that
baby becomes your king. In China, we call baby the king because he would just sit down there and say,
“I want this and I want that.” Then his grandparents and parents must get this or that for him. If they don’t, he
starts crying. When he is crying, the parents and grandparents would say,
“It hurts my heart! My poor baby!” So parents and grandparents spoil a child in China.
A lot of girl babies were deserted. Especially now, since you just have one chance to have a baby, most people
want a boy, especially in villages. When some peasant women have girls, they would try not to let the government
know and her baby girl wouldn’t have a birth certificate. After the baby grows to one year or two years old, and if
the mother wants the baby to have a birth certificate, she must pay money, about ten thousand or twelve thousand
dollars to the government. You must have connection to the government some way. If you don’t, your baby would
have a very difficult time getting that birth certificate.
The birth certificate affects how you go to school and if you could buy your food, because we buy food like
rice and flour in government-owned stores. That’s important for the Chinese. If you don’t have a birth certificate,
you can’t buy food for the child. That’s why those families are very poor and they always run away from
government. They don’t have a home.
Boys are very important in China. That’s why they find a lot of girls whose parents don’t want them. In middle
school, I found that situation all the time. In the back streets, if people look around they could find a crying baby.
It must be a girl—it wouldn’t be a boy. It’s just a girl by itself by the road. Sometimes the parents keep the baby’s
name and birth date with the baby. In China they still think boys are important. Parents think they can depend on
the boy when they are old. That’s why they want a boy, but I don’t think that way.
If I stayed in China I would be expected to take care of my parents. While in America, old people are very
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independent. In China, if you don’t live with your aging parents, other people would think you are very bad to
them. You either live with them or bring them to your house. If you don’t do that, people would think you’re very
bad to your parents. My first brother has a house, but it is not big. China has lot of people; they can’t have big
houses.
My parents are not old now. They can still take care of themselves. My second brother and third brother live
with my parents so they can take care of them. Even after they marry, they will probably live with my parents. But
they will probably rent a room because too many people living all together is not convenient. If you have only one
son, your son will probably live with you. If I were married and lived in China, and if my brothers couldn’t take
care of my parents, I would bring them to my house. If I married a Chinese boy I would have to live with his
family. But some men live with their wives’ families because they don’t have their own houses or they don’t have
enough space for the wedding.
Chinese weddings are very different. At Chinese weddings, we must wear a red dress. But in America, people
wear a white dress. I don’t think it matters. In China, if someone died, we would wear a black or white dress.
White dresses are considered bad luck, while red dresses can make ghosts and bad luck go away. The color red is
hot. On a Chinese wedding night, we must wear a red bra, red underwear, and red shoes. In America, you must
wear a sexy dress. When Ed’s mom told me that I was surprised.
In a Chinese wedding, when the groom first goes to the bride’s house, he must try hard to get into the house
because all the girlfriends of the bride would stop the groom and say,
“Give me my money.”
So the groom must give them money for good luck. After the groom gets in the house, he must rush into the
bride’s room. The girlfriends of the bride would say that he can’t come in, he can’t take her away. The groom has
to try very hard to please these girlfriends so they would let him come in.
Then the newlyweds go to the reception. Before they start eating, they have to show their marriage certificate.
If they don’t show it, they would be thought as fake, that they just want to have a reception to make everybody
think that they are married. Then they eat, and after that, the groom takes the bride to his home. Then the groom’s
friends start teasing the bride. If they want to smoke, the bride must light the cigarette. That was just a normal
game people play at weddings.
The bad game is when the groom has policemen as friends, they would use handcuffs on the bride. Sometimes
they beat the bride just for fun. This kind of teasing is really hard to take and sometimes it even makes the groom
angry.
Before I met Ed, I was thinking that if I had wedding in Xian that it would be very scary. The manager of the
hotel where I used to work said at his wedding, he had to eat three candies and then throw them up into his bride’s
mouth. If you don’t do it, your friends will be angry.
In China, we have a lot of American movies. We often see American weddings on TV. But I never thought I
would have a wedding in America and that I would wear a white wedding dress. On my wedding day, I thought it
was like a dream and I was very sad that day because my parents were not there. That morning when my father
called me from China, I was very sad. I cried over the phone, not being able to stop myself. When I went to
church I was still crying.
“You can’t cry! You’ll be very ugly if you cry!” I prayed to God. When the clergyman was saying the wedding
vows, I was just thinking,
“My family is not here.” Next month we will send them wedding pictures and videotapes.
My parents were very sad when I left for America and I was a little surprised that they let me go. They didn’t
stop me, but they just said,
“We hope your life is good. If you choose it then you must be there. If you’re sad in America you can come
back. If Ed is not good to you, you just tell us and we will help you.”
That was very sad. My mom always cries. Every time when they write a letter to me, I am very happy for a
few days. Their letters let me know something about my home and I can think about things there.
I think it’s normal for parents to be so supportive of and helpful to their children, especially in China where we
always live with parents. My brothers are already twenty-four or twenty-three and they still live with my parents
and depend on them. My parents buy food for them and give them money if they need it.
In America when you are eighteen years old, you must go out to work and your parents don’t give you money.
In China we don’t have to. When I was in high school, my parents paid my tuition and fees. But in the last
semester of my high school, I paid tuition myself. I paid one hundred dollars; I was very proud of that. There are a
lot of people who don’t do that; they just depend on the parents. In my family, I am very independent.
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Now I understand that my parents are very important to me. But I didn’t understand that when I was in China. I
thought I could live by myself. I could save money. I could go to work. But I never thought life was not easy.
When I came here to Ed’s mother’s house, I thought we could depend on his parents. We wouldn’t have to pay for
food, rent, and utility bills.
But after we moved to Columbia, I must take care of everything—rent, health insurance, his tuition, and
electricity, water, and trash bills. We must plan our spending for every month. At that time I began to feel our life
here is not easy. I think it is very difficult not to live with your parents. But when I was in China I wanted to leave
my family. It was normal for high school students to want to leave their family.
I really don’t have a favorite thing about living in America. I just have one wish. I wish I can speak English
like Ed. Eventually, I want to understand everything. I can go to college or university. I want to have a very good
education so I can find a good job. I can help Ed because he will go to another school and study for five years. If I
can speak English and go to university, I think I can find a good job. It is my wish. In China my favorite thing was
riding bicycles everywhere. I didn’t have to stop. I would look at everything. But here I am afraid to ride a
bicycle. I am worried that I will die in traffic. There are not too many interesting things for me here. I just want to
study English all the time.
1 will go back to China, but I will not stay there for a long time. I like America because everything is
convenient. I think American education is good for our future babies. I want them to study here and grow up here.
I will go back to see my parents. I miss them a lot. I have lived here only for four months, but I feel it’s been four
years. Probably I would just go back and live for half a year, just for a visit. Ed is studying Chinese politics;
everything is very good for his study in China.
1977

181.38 Chinese And Proud Of It\fn{by Jubilee Lau (1977- )} Hong Kong, China (F) 2
It was 11:00 A.M. on January 23, 1983. I lifted the panel to the window on the airplane and timidly peered
outside. I glanced back at my parents and my eight-year-old sister sitting beside me and felt reassured by the grins
on their faces. My parents began talking excitedly in Cantonese and hugged each other in happiness.
We had finally made it to America. Hand in hand, the four of us stepped onto the carpeted floor of the San
Francisco International Airport and stared in awe at the people around us. They all spoke English. We, the nonEnglish speakers, were guided to our luggage by a friendly bilingual stewardess, and we were soon greeted by my
aunt and uncle at the crowded greeting area. I had never seen such happy laughter from my par- ents as they kept
repeating in disbelief,
“Finally, we’ve come to America!”
*
My family immigrated to the United States when I was six years old. I was too young to realize that the plane
ride that I had been so excited about was actually going to transform my whole life. My parents left Hong Kong,
our long-time home, with high hopes to “make something of their lives.”
They dreamed of coming to America, the land of opportunities, to recreate our lives for the better. They were
convinced that America could offer my sister and me the best education and future. To them, America promised
success and a steady life. Therefore, with high hopes and determination, we left our families, friends, and home
country behind to pursue a new and better life.
When we first arrived as new immigrants, we rented a small apartment near Chinatown. Although my uncle,
who has adapted to the lifestyle in America, frequently tried to take us to “American” shopping malls and tourist
areas, we would still end up going to Chinatown at least once a day. There, we felt more at ease because we could
buy Chinese groceries and hear people speaking the same language as us.
Whenever we were in the “white areas” of San Francisco, I would hold on to my father’s hand tightly for
security and shyly ask in Cantonese,
“Daddy, what are those English people saying?”
During my six years of life in Hong Kong, I had never been acquainted with the strange language, which
everyone was speaking so rapidly on the streets of San Francisco. Both my mom and dad spoke limited English,
and they found it hard to translate for me.
*
After a week, my sister and I began attending the Chinese Educational Center, an elementary school for new
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immigrants who didn’t know English at all. My parents sent us to school with sparkles of hope in their eyes.
“This is a new beginning,” my mom would remind us. “Study hard in school, and don’t worry about anything
else.”
My parents would often fantasize how proud they would be when they will be able to brag about their two
college-graduate children from the United States to their friends and families in Hong Kong. It didn’t matter that
they couldn’t find a high-paying job with their poor English skills, or the fact that people snickered silently at
their terrible pronunciation. The hope that they put on my sister and me was enough to keep them going.
Learning English proved to be much harder than I imagined. I still remember the first day of school when I
wanted to know where the bathroom was. I shyly walked up to a teacher and whispered,
“Do you know the toilet?” The teacher didn’t even try to cover up her laughter as she pointed to the other
direction.
“The bathroom,” she emphasized, “is right down the hallway.”
I was so embarrassed that I refused to try to speak English again. I was so afraid that other people were going
to laugh in my face again, and I wasn’t going to let that happen.
After a while, my parents noticed that my English was not improving a bit. Everyday after school, they would
ask me to speak in English, but I would always refuse and went in the living room to watch Chinese television
programs. Frustrated, my parents decided that this couldn’t go on.
*
I thought the worst day of my life was when my parents announced that we were moving to Idaho. After
getting loans from the bank and relatives, my parents collected enough money to buy a restaurant in Idaho, where
we would start our lives all over again. I had overheard my parents talking in their bedroom one night, and I knew
that Idaho was a place where I would have to speak English, whether I chose to or not. My parents thought that
this would be the only way for my sister and I to adapt to the American way of life and really start learning
English. Within a month, we packed our bags and were on our way.
Idaho was everything that I had feared. There was no Chinatown for us to “hide,” no Asians, and nothing but
farms, cows, and the “English people.” I cried every day during the first week of our arrival. I was so afraid of
living there that I refused to step out of the house. I felt so unsafe and so scared that I often had nightmares about
speaking in English.
However, I was too young to have a say in any decision. My parents quickly found a school for my sister and
me, and we were to start school in three days. I dreaded starting school, and seeing the difficulties my parents
were having in getting people to understand how they wanted the restaurant to be renovated made me feel worse.
Everything did not go the way that I expected. On the first day of school, I was caught by surprise when I
stepped inside the carpeted floors and air-conditioned hallways of Centennial Elementary School. My eyes
widened as students trampled past me without their shoes. Friendly smiles greeted me as I continued walking
down the hall, holding on to my dad’s hand. When the principal, an extremely nice lady, took me to my new
classroom, my heart skipped a few beats as other classmates eyed me curiously.
My fear didn’t stay very long though, because I could sense the friendliness all around me. My teacher, a
pleasant-looking young lady, gently steered me to the front of the class and introduced me. Then, she turned to me
and said very slowly,
“We are very happy to have you here. You are the only Asian we’ve ever had in this school, and we hope you’ll
feel right at home.”
She pronounced each word carefully and accurately, and I was amazed that I actually understood her words.
When recess came, all the other kids surrounded me and began shooting questions at me excitedly.
“Are you from China? Hey, then you must know Kung Fu!”
“What do you eat for dinner? Snakes?”
“Say something in Chinese!”
“How come your eyes aren’t slanted like they should be?”
I was startled by their bundles of questions, but I also felt pleased that they were so interested in me. Taking a
deep breath, I tried to answer their questions the best I could. To my surprise, none of them seemed to mind that
my English wasn’t fluent, or the fact that my pronunciation was poor. That day, I went home feeling confident and
great.
The next few years in Idaho were the most memorable ones in my life. I learned English much quicker than
anyone expected, and I realized that I was smarter than most of the people in my class. Pretty soon, I spoke
English fluently, read the Sweet Valley Book Series that everyone else read, sang Christmas songs as loudly as
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anyone else, and played Double Dutch at recess. When class officer elections came around, I didn’t even hesitate.
With help from my dad, I created a great campaign and won with a majority of votes.
My parents were so proud of my improvements in school, and smiled modestly when my teachers praised me
continuously. I remember when one of my classmates lost to me in a Spelling Bee, he asked,
“Are all Asians that smart?”
My classmates and teachers never stopped taking an interest in my Chinese culture. They continued to fire
questions at me once in a while, and sometimes begged me to teach them some Chinese. I enjoyed the attention
very much, and felt prouder about my cultural background than ever. At home, I would ask my parents to tell me
more about my cultural background so I can transfer the new information to my fellow classmates. I had never
felt so good about myself.
My family really benefited from our decision to move to Idaho. My parents not only had a steady business, but
they also learned to speak English a lot better by constant practice with customers at the restaurant. I realized that
not all Americans look down on the new immigrants who can’t even pronounce the simplest English.
Idaho made me see a completely different side to the American culture. It also made me aware of my own
culture and how interesting it really is. Although I am now an American citizen who can speak English fluently, I
still don’t consider myself an all American. I will always be a hyphenated American because I am from Hong
Kong, my ancestors are from China, and I will always be Chinese.
1982

192.115 Excerpt from Journey Of A Thousand Miles: My Story\fn{by Lang Lang (1982- )} Shenyang, Liaoning
Province, China (M) 15
The Cultural Revolution, which spread over a decade beginning in 1966, had an enormous impact on
practically every person in China. I was born on June 14, 1982, some six years after the Revolution had ended,
and I still felt its enormous reverberations. The Revolution was a large-scale, society-wide social and political
upheaval in which all students and intellectuals, including musicians and artists, were sent away from the cities to
labor on farms and learn from the peasants. Millions of professionals were forced to leave their homes. China was
to be self-reliant and was closed to the West.
When I was around seven years old, I began asking my mother questions about our family’s past. One night,
while my father was at his job policing the nightclubs and entertainment district of Shenyang, and after I had
completed my long practice session on the piano, my mother sat down next to me, handing me slices of fresh
oranges and a glass of cool water. It didn’t take much prodding to get her to start talking about her youth.
I loved listening to my mother’s stories. Because she had been a singer and an actress at her school, she spoke
theatrically, with bubbly enthusiasm and great dramatic pauses. As she told me the story of her life, and my
father’s, and how their lives intertwined, music in my head accompanied each tale—ever since I can remember, I
have had a kind of soundtrack playing in my head, accompanying my life’s most memorable moments. I heard
etudes and concertos, sonatas and great symphonies. I heard the harmonies and counterpoints. I heard the action
of the music. To me, music was action. And my parents’ lives were action packed, the stuff of drama and thrilling
music.
“Music,” said my mother, “was an early love in my life. Music always lifted my spirits and brought me joy.”
Mom told me how, when she was four, her parents moved the family—her and her three brothers—from
Dandong on the coast of North Korea to Shenyang in the north of China, where her father worked as a highly
skilled technician in an iron plant and her mom became a bookkeeper. Her grandfather loved to sing songs from
the Peking opera, so music filled the house.
“What about my grandmother?” I asked. “Why don’t I know her?”
“She died of a lung disease when I was young.”
“How young?” I asked.
“I was nine.” My heart started beating like crazy—I was suddenly terrified.
“Will you die when I become nine?”
“Oh no, darling,” she assured me. “I’ll always be here with you.”
“Were you scared?” I asked.
“Yes, I was afraid. Being the only daughter, I was so close to my mother. Losing her hurt a great deal. I was
afraid of living without her.”
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“Then what happened?”
“The world went on,” said my mother. “The world always goes on.”
Her father excelled at his job in the ironworks factory. He invented a device that improved manufacturing
efficiency, and he was rewarded accordingly. My mother went to school and did well; they were all bright
students in her family. At school, she began acting in little plays, singing, and dancing. Then, in 1966, came the
Cultural Revolution—and everything changed.
Mom’s paternal grandfather was a landlord, even though my mother had never seen this “land.” Though her
father was a successful inventor and invaluable technician at the ironworks factory, he was now considered
untrustworthy and was supervised closely. Rumors circulated that my grandfather was conspiring against the
Cultural Revolution. Of course, the rumors were false, but they persisted. To protect Mom and her brothers from
worry, her father never mentioned any of this. They only found out when a friend came to their house one day and
cried out,
“They have your father in the fools’ parade!”
My mother didn’t even know what that meant, but of course she ran outside to see. On the street, a group of
men was being forced to march from the factory, her father among them. They were all wearing dunces’ hats and
holding up big cards with words Mom didn’t understand. She wanted to run to him, but he was surrounded by
guards. That night her father didn’t return home. She wept like an infant. When he finally showed up the next
morning, she ran to him.
“Why are they doing this to you?” she demanded. “Have you made a mistake?”
“I have made no mistake,” said my grandfather. “I have done nothing wrong. But these are changing times
with new people in charge who persecute me even though they don’t know me.”
Her father was reinstated at the factory but was demoted, and he was no longer recognized or respected. My
mother felt the community’s contempt most keenly in school. Her classmates were being chosen to serve in the
Red Guard, which was an honor for young boys and girls. Those selected wore a special red scarf, but because of
her father Mom was forbidden to wear one. She was a good singer, though, so despite their scorn, they wanted her
to perform for the school. During her performances, she was given the red scarf to wear, but when they were over,
the scarf was taken from her. Boys from her school would chase her down the hall and curse at her. They never
expected her to answer them, but she always did. She cursed them right back. She may have been wounded by
their hatred, but she was not shy or weak. She had dreams and ambitions.
“What kinds of dreams, Mother?” I asked.
“Dreams of joining a professional dance or music group. Dreams of acting. When I was on that stage, it didn’t
matter what anyone thought of me—up there, I was invincible.”
Mom had imagination and talent. She could feel the story behind the lyrics of songs and make that story come
alive. She could transform herself into different characters. She could lose herself in a costume drama, or a song
from another century, or a choreography arranged decades before her birth. Onstage she felt free, and she had high
hopes of becoming a professional. The military recruited actresses and singers to entertain the troops of the
People’s Liberation Army. At that time, the military was the most important power, and to play before the generals
was the biggest honor. My mother had every reason to believe that she would be chosen. Her teachers
recommended her highly. Her colleagues all said she was the number one actress, dancer, and singer in her school.
And yet she was rejected.
“My father’s family were landlords, and landlords—even the granddaughters of landlords—could not be
trusted during the Revolution,” my mother told me. “My schooling ended, and so did my dreams.”
My mother and her three brothers were sent away from their father—my mother to work on a farm, and her
brothers to labor in different villages. One of her brothers was a talented Peking Opera singer, but his career was
ended during the Revolution.
I loved listening to my mother talk. Inevitably, though, her stories would come to an end, and she would tell
me to go practice. I was working on pieces by Chopin and Liszt that other students didn’t attempt until they were
thirteen or fourteen, and I was excited by the challenge. But as my fingers moved over the keys, my mind would
move over the stories my mother had told me about my family. I was proud that she hadn’t allowed the boys in
her school to intimidate her. I was grateful for her strength, and I believed she was the artist she had hoped to
become. I practiced to make up for her missed opportunities, until I conquered the music just as she had
conquered her enemies. The music became a soundtrack to a movie about my mother.
At our small dinner table, she served me the food I loved best, hot dumplings and sauerkraut with pork. My
father worked late, so she and I would often eat alone, and I would urge her to continue her stories.
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She told me how she and my father had met in 1977, when they were both twenty-four years old. The Cultural
Revolution had ended, and because of her excellent work on the farmland she was allowed to return to Shenyang.
She had just begun her job as a telephone operator at the Institute of Science, and my father was working at a
factory during the day. But my father’s dream was to become a professional musician. He played the erhu, a twostringed fiddle, the most popular traditional instrument in China, which in a traditional orchestra plays a similar
role to the violin in a Western orchestra. Although his dream to enter the music conservatory had not been realized
because the conservatories had been closed during the Cultural Revolution, he had found part-time work playing
with an acrobatic circus band, and sometimes he traveled with them. But the job wasn’t stable.
On their first date, my father took my mother to the movies to see a Russian film. Afterward, he told his friends
that he was 100 percent satisfied with her appearance and her personality.
I asked my mother if she had been 100 percent satisfied with my father.
“I can’t say I was—certainly not at first. My ideal man was a little taller, a little more dashing than your father,
more talkative, and with a warmer personality. And a little more established in his line of work.”
I asked if my grandfather liked him, and Mother couldn’t help but laugh. She told me how her father had
warned her, saying,
“This man has no future, no profession. You will not be satisfied with him.”
My grandfather forbade my mother to date my father, but my dad was persistent. He kept asking my mother
out. In spite of her father’s disapproval, she agreed to meet Dad secredy on several occasions. One evening when
she came home, her father spotted Dad walking her to the door. Infuriated, my grandfather slapped my mother
across the face. According to Mom, this was the only time her father ever raised a hand to her.
After that, she stopped seeing my father, but it was as much his own doing as it was her father’s. Once in a
while, my father still called her; her job as a phone operator meant that he could reach her at any time. The
country was filled with new hope for the future. The universities had just reopened, so my father decided to apply
to the conservatory; he knew that higher education was his key to becoming a professional musician. While he
studied for the entrance exams, he told my mother,
“Zhou Xiulan, please understand if I don’t call you for a while. I must dedicate myself fully to these tests.”
Naturally, my mother understood and wished him success.
My father placed number one on the first two exams, and yet he was still denied admission to the conservatory.
My mother explained to me that the leaders of the conservatory found an inconsistency in my father’s application.
In those days you couldn’t apply for admission if you were older than twenty-five. Dad was, in fact, twenty-five at
the time, but a teacher advised him to put down twenty-four so that if he failed the exams, he could reapply the
next year. My father followed the teacher's advice, but because he is an honest man, right below, in parentheses,
he wrote, “Real age: 25.” They immediately disqualified him—this, even though he had twice placed number one.
I could only imagine how he suffered, to have his dreams dashed for such a stupid infraction that had nothing to
do with his talent.
After that, my mother’s father forbade her to see my father at all. According to my grandfather, the incident
proved that Lang Guoren was not worthy of his daughter’s company. Mom was told to return all the small gifts
my dad had given her, and she had no choice but to obey.
“But you married him anyway,” I reminded her.
“As I said, your father is a tenacious man. He would not let me go. Now that he was no longer preoccupied
with his studies, he would not stop calling me at my job. On some days he must have called fifty times. He called
so often I could hardly do my work. He would insist that I accompany him to a concert or a play. When I told him
that my father had forbidden me, he said,
‘You don’t have to tell your father.’”
So a new, even more secret phase of their relationship began. It wasn’t at all romantic; at first my parents were
simply friends. My mother began enjoying my father’s company more and more. But although she realized that
they had many artistic interests in common and she saw that he was intelligent, she let him know that she did not
see her future with him.
“‘Don’t underestimate me, Zhou Xiulan,’ Lang Guoren told me. ‘I will have a good future. I’ll prove it to you.
I will become a professional musician.’
“Because my own artistic dream had been denied, I didn’t believe him. I didn’t think it was possible for him to
find a stable job as an artist.
“‘I will find a job,’ he said, ‘and I will win your love.’”
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Of course, as with anything my father put his mind to, he succeeded on both counts. The Air Force had a
program for musicians to play in its band, but to enter it, you had to pass exams. The Air Force orchestra’s pay
was decent and the work steady. If he got in, my father would no longer have to work his two jobs, one at the
factory and one in the acrobatic circus. So he found a teacher at the Shenyang Conservatory of Music to tutor him.
For months he practiced his erhu day and night, outside so that he wouldn’t disturb anyone, beginning at 4:00
a.m. before he went to work and until midnight after work. His discipline never faltered, and, true to his word,
when the exam day came, he excelled. He was finally granted admission to the Air Force as a soloist and
concertmaster of the orchestra.
Mom’s father was impressed.
“Perhaps I have misjudged the man, Zhou Xiulan,” he said. “He is ambitious and persistent. I will no longer
interfere in your friendship with him.”
Their friendship blossomed into love. I didn’t see my dad as a romantic man, but when my mother told the
story, I understood that he had passion. My parents were married on April 22, 1980, and I was born a little more
than two years later.
At first they lived with my paternal grandparents. But when Dad’s younger brother married, he needed a place
to live with his new bride. My father, being generous, offered his place in their parents’ home. In those days, you
couldn’t just buy an apartment, because apartments were allocated by the state. But as an Air Force musician, my
father qualified for a room in the barracks. He and my mother, who was pregnant with me at the time, could move
there, and that would solve the problem. But new complications emerged: Chairman Deng Xiaoping was
reforming China, and one of his goals was to reduce the size of the military. Dad learned that the Shenyang Air
Force orchestra would be dismanded in a couple of years, and when that happened, he would not be entitled to a
room.
So my father made a plan that defied all the regulations. He had no other choice. Mom was less than a month
away from giving birth. She was big and uncomfortable, and the thought of being homeless was too much to bear,
so she went along with Dad’s plan. He got a truck and moved everything—the bed, dresser, clothes—without
permission, into a vacant apartment in the barracks.
Naturally, the leaders were furious. In the military, you cannot break rules. Some of his superiors wanted to
evict them right then and there, but others were more sympathetic: how could my father move when his wife was
about to give birth? Quite unexpectedly, my parents were allowed to stay, and I was born in the Air Force
barracks.
My given name Lang means “brightness and sunshine”; and my family name Lang means “educated
gentleman.” Though I’m grateful to my parents for having given me such a wonderful name, I now have to live up
to their expectations. My birth, like so many things in my life, was a challenge. My umbilical cord was wrapped
around my neck two and a half times, almost choking me to death. My face had turned a terrible shade of green,
and I made no sound. But when the doctor removed the cord and slapped my behind, I cried a piercingly loud cry.
I didn’t die, my mother explained to me, because I had work to do-the work of bringing music to the world. As
a child of two musicians who had had their ambitions and hopes shattered, I was born of great expectations—ones
that both guided me and led me to great success.
*
People often ask me about my influences. They want to know the cultural forces that inspired my love of
music. They expect me to say Beethoven or Brahms, Tchaikovsky or Bach. Naturally, they’re shocked when I say
Tom and Jerry, the beloved cartoon characters created in Hollywood.
How could an animated cat chasing an animated mouse possibly inspire me? Let me explain.
It began one morning when I was not yet two years old. It was summertime, and I was fast asleep when I
awoke to a loud knock at the door. A man outside was shouting,
“Delivery!”
My mother opened the door, and I stood behind her. Two men were in the hallway on either side of an
enormous carton.
“What is it?” I asked my mother.
“You’ll see,” she said, smiling proudly. It seemed to take forever as the deliverymen tore away the packing,
ripping off endless sheets of heavy cardboard. Finally, underneath all that packing, the most beautiful object I had
ever seen was revealed.
An upright piano. I ran over and touched it. I pressed the keys. The dark wood was smooth and without a
scratch. The ivories were smooth. The inscription above the keys said,
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“Xing Hai.”
“It is yours,” said my mother. “All yours.”
I hugged her, and then, for the remainder of the day and well into the evening after my father returned from
work, I played my piano.
Very soon after getting the piano, I saw two cartoons on our small black-and-white television set. In the first,
The Music Kingdom, musical instruments appeared on the screen and played by themselves. First came the
trumpet, announcing,
“I am Trumpet. I am a general because I play the overture.”
Then the timpani arrived and argued that they were the most powerful instrument because they made the
storms and thunder, while the harp insisted that she made the most beautiful heavenly sound and the violin said
that as leader of the orchestra, she was queen of the instruments. Suddenly all the instruments disappeared, and a
grand piano stood alone, playing by itself.
“The king has arrived,” the cartoon announced.
The cartoon made me proud to play the most important of instruments. But even more than The Music
Kingdom; an episode of the cartoon Tom and Jerry called “The Cat Concerto” made a lasting impression on me,
and each time it aired, I was riveted.
Tom is a cat but also a concert pianist. He comes out in a tuxedo and bows to the audience. Then he starts to
play. His playing is magnificent. A cat in a tux is playing the piano! I found it hilarious. First the music is slow.
Then, inside the piano, we see that Jerry, the little mouse, is taking a nap on the strings and the felts. He wakes up
and waves to Tom. He teases Tom, while Tom, determined to keep playing, ignores him. But Jerry gets under the
keys and under Tom’s skin. The music speeds up and so does the action. Tom and Jerry drive each other crazy:
Tom gets his finger caught in a mousetrap set by Jerry; Jerry gets thrown under the piano bench by Tom. Jerry
gets out and starts hitting the keys to a jazz beat in the middle of this classical piece. Cat and mouse fight
furiously while the music continues. The music and the fighting are perfectly in sync. In the end, Jerry triumphs.
The cat is worn out while the tiny mouse, now wearing a tux, takes a bow as the audience applauds.
I later learned that the piece the duo was playing was the Hungarian Rhapsody no. 2 by Franz Liszt. But as a
baby of only twenty-one or twenty-two months, I didn’t even understand what a composer was. I simply loved
animated creatures, how they played with and against each other. Cat was chasing mouse. Mouse was teasing cat.
Little feet were scurrying up and down the keys. I was especially impressed by Tom’s fingers. He could extend
them in order to reach the keys at either end of the piano. To play a key was to ignite action. To play many keys
was to keep the story flowing. The faster you played, the faster the creatures chased each other, the crazier their
adventures, the sillier their spills, the funnier their pranks.
Playing the piano meant pranks. It meant fun. It was silly, it was crazy, it was slow, it was speedy, it was a
merry-go-round of music.
I wanted to play the piano faster and faster, to see how fast my fingers could fly over the keys. I wanted to see
how fast I could chase Tom and how quickly I could catch Jerry. I wanted to jump and fall, and then get up and do
it all over again. Even if my hands grew tired and my fingers began to ache, it didn’t matter, because I was
making up stories by making music.
My father accompanied me on the erhu practically every day. He appreciated my playfulness and could be
playful himself. He could make the erhu sing and laugh. Together, we told our own speechless stories. That’s
when my father and I were able to express love. It was a deep and powerful connection, but also dangerous, a love
that commingled with ruthless and overwhelming ambition, forceful enough to turn a child’s play into an
obsession.
*
For several reasons, the fact that I was born in the Air Force dormitory has helped me become who I am today:
First, I lived in an atmosphere of protection and safety. We didn’t lock our doors or worry about crime, because
entrance to the base was fiercely guarded; in fact, I grew up in one of the most guarded places in all of China. In
that impermeable bubble, I was free to concentrate on my music without worry or distraction. Second, the campus
was rich with a sense of adventure. The military base was a thrilling playground, a wonderland of imagination to a
child already inclined to lose himself in dreams of faraway places. In 1984, China was engaged in a war with
Vietnam, and enormous, terrifyingly loud fighter planes would fly above us, and land and take off at the base,
when I played with my friends. The sight of all those airplanes made me believe that one day I would see the
world. But the best part of all was that in our section of the barracks, the artists’ quarter, music was everywhere.
Every Saturday night Mom and Dad would invite our musician friends and their kids to our room for a party.
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Of course, each kid was an only child. In 1979, alarmed by population growth, the Chinese government
initiated a one-child policy, and so an entire generation was born blessed and cursed by completely undivided
parental attention and no sibling companionship. And worse, our parents had been robbed by the Cultural
Revolution—their ambitions had been stymied, and, in turn, they grafted their hopes onto us. What they couldn’t
achieve of their dreams, we would achieve. Where they had failed, we would succeed. Every last ounce of their
energy was devoted to us; we carried the burdens and the blessings of their hopes and dreams. Chinese parents’
favorite symbols of fortune for their children are the dragon and the phoenix. All parents hoped their sons would
be dragons, their daughters phoenixes. As only children, we were even called “Little Prince” or “Little Princess”
by our grandparents. And in the case of an obviously talented child, the pressure was even greater, the
expectations higher.
Our parties in the artists; barracks were very happy affairs, but also very intense and competitive. Almost all
the children played Western instruments, while their parents all improvised along with us on Chinese instruments:
the erhu; the pipa, which resembles a lute; the guzheng, a Chinese harp; the suona, a kind of Chinese trumpet; and
the bamboo flute. A little girl played the violin, one little boy played the erhu, but most of the children played
piano. I played the piano because my dad said it was the most beloved instrument. He and my mom had been
thinking that way since they had discovered my talent; even before I was one, they heard me singing melodies
from the radio, and they taught me to read musical notes before I learned to read letters.
I relished playing. Even more than playing, I loved performing—showing my friends and my parents’ friends
the Mozart sonatina I had memorized; I loved the feeling of sharing music with others. Many of the other children
were older and already proficient in their musicianship, and I was keenly aware that I wanted to play better than
they did. But my competitive nature never got in the way of the camaraderie, warmth, and generosity of our
gatherings. Still, some of the kids whispered,
“Lang Lang is a show-off.”
I was so desperate to play one piece, and then another, and then still another; I’d play every song I knew from
Bach’s fugue to a piece by Liszt called the “Little Hungarian Rhapsody.” Of course every child wants to
demonstrate how well he can run or swim or play the piano. But my desire to play went beyond merely showing
off: I wanted to express myself through the music.
My mother had filled our small barracks room with fresh flowers and blooming plants that smelled of mint and
spice. The air was fresh and fragrant, and we would sit together playing and singing songs, which were always
about maternal rivers—rivers that give sustenance and life to the people—and noble shepherds who love nature
and guard the animals. Those impromptu concerts remain among the happiest memories of my childhood.
The fellowship in the barracks was strong. We ate in a common kitchen and shared common bathrooms. We
were a makeshift family of artists, even us little ones, eating, singing, laughing, and playing our hearts out.
*
When I was four, I overheard my father speaking to Mr. Bai, the conductor of the Air Force orchestra.
“My son needs a teacher. A good teacher.”
“My daughter’s violin teacher has a friend who heads the piano department at the Shenyang Conservatory of
Music,” Mr. Bai offered. “She is the best teacher in the city.”
“Will she teach my son?”
“She must first hear him play.” Later that day my father threatened me:
“Now you must practice twice as hard. When you play for this teacher, you must make no mistakes. Not one.
Start practicing now.”
Both my parents had taught me the rudiments of reading music, but it was my father who had become my
piano teacher. He had been studying piano for the past two years on a pedal organ in order to be able to instruct
me. Now, though, he realized that his teaching skills were limited, and he wanted me to have the best instructor
available.
I could see that his plans for me had taken on a fresh urgency, and for the first time I worried that I would
disappoint him. He told me that my instructor’s name was Professor Zhu Va-Fen and that with her help I would
become a good pianist, and “the only way to achieve that,” he said, “is through practice. With practice you will be
famous all over the world.”
My first meeting with Professor Zhti was a momentous event, but the day did not begin well. My father was
nervous and, of course, that made me nervous. He was afraid that my performance before my first teacher would
not meet her standards and she would reject me. And if she rejected me, my career would be over before it began.
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According to my father, everything depended on my having the best teachers. And according to everyone,
Professor Zhu was the best.
“No mistakes,” he kept saying. “When you play in front of this woman, you can make no mistakes:”
As I got dressed that morning, I envisioned a tall witch who would stand over me and rap my knuckles with a
ruler if I played a wrong note. I was frightened. This was, after all, my first audition.
“Hurry!” my father yelled. “We must leave right now!”
My dad put me in the sidecar of his motorcycle, and we rode through the city. It was wintertime, and Shenyang
was bleak, even foreboding that morning. The temperature was freezing, and while the concrete city flew by, the
wind whipped me in the face. I looked out on a landscape of ironworks, with a few leafless trees. The factories
were coughing up smoke. The sky was gray. Snow was falling: Even when the weather turned warm in Shenyang,
the sun stayed hidden behind a layer of thick yellow smog. An industrial city of seven million people, the biggest
city, in fact, in northeast China, the proud capital of the Liaoning region, Shenyang looked unhappy that morning
of my first audition, frozen and stark. I was frozen too, and terrified.
But the moment I saw Professor Zhu Ya-Fen, my fear vanished. She was a small, delicate woman who looked
nothing like a witch. She greeted me with a smile and helped me take off my coat and mittens. She was patient
and spoke softly.
Children sense when adults like them, and I sensed immediately that Professor Zhu understood me. She
complimented me on my military uniform, which was the pride of my wardrobe. She asked me gently whether the
toy pistols in my belt would interfere with my playing. I took the guns out and gave them to my father to hold.
She wanted to know whether I needed to use the bathroom before we got started. She asked if I was thirsty. She
told me to relax.
“Relax” was a new word for me when it came to musical instruction. When I watched cartoons, I could relax.
When I played the piano for fun, I could relax. But when my father was watching and evaluating my performance,
relaxation was out of the question. I was afraid of not pleasing him. And today, quite naturally, I wanted to please
Professor Zhu. The very utterance of the word “relax” came to me as a revelation. Relax in the face of being
critiqued? Relax with the threat of rejection hanging over my head?
“Yes, child, just relax;” Professor Zhu repeated. “Think of what makes you happiest, and then play.”
I thought of my favorite cartoon character, Monkey King, who could overcome any obstacle, who conquered
all fears and always saved the day. I relaxed. I played well.
“You are gifted;” said the professor when I was finished. She touched my cheek, a gesture that reminded me of
my mom. “I will give you a new exercise book and a composition to learn for next week.”
“Shouldn’t he learn two or three new compositions?” asked my father.
“One will be sufficient,” Professor Zhu answered calmly. “There is no rush.”
“What about competition?” asked my dad. “When will he be ready to enter a competition?”
“He will be ready when he is ready;” said my new teacher. “And, believe me, that time will come soon
enough.”
Years later, after I had enjoyed some success, I asked Professor Zhu about her first impression of me.
“I had been told you were talented,” she said, “but I didn’t quite know what to expect.” She described to me
my beautiful manners, the way I bowed politely when we were introduced. She told me that she had introduced
me to her mother-in-law, who shared the apartment with her and her husband.
“From then on,” she said, “whenever you came for your lessons, you would first proceed to my mother-inlaw’s room, knock on the door, and, when she opened it, greet her with a deep bow.”
Professor Zhu told me that I had asked her, in a sweet, high- pitched voice, if she would like to hear me play.
“Of course I would, my child,” she responded.
I marched directly to the piano, placed two pillows on the bench so that I could reach the keys, and began to
play an extremely difficult exercise by Hanon. Professor Zhu told me that I played with neither hesitancy nor fear,
that my relationship to the piano was like other children’s relationships to toys.
“You genuinely loved to play,” she said. “It was a game to you, a game at which you were exceedingly
skilled.”
“Will you accept him as a student?” my father was quick to ask. Professor Zhu answered just as quickly.
“I told your father that I would, that you had talent. I remember that when I said that, your father did not smile.
In those days, I can’t remember your father ever smiling. He had questions he wanted answered—and he wanted
the answers immediately.”
“How talented do you think Lang Lang is?”
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“Quite talented,” Professor Zhu stated.
“He must be the number one piano player in all of China. And then all the world. Is that possible?” he asked
her.
Professor Zhu recognized that my father, like so many parents whose lives were affected by the Cultural
Revolution, was placing his hopes on me. She admired his straightforward attitude: he said what he meant and
meant what he said. Professor Zhu’s life had also been interrupted by the Cultural Revolution. She, her husband,
and their children had been sent from their home to work as rice farmers. For many years they toiled in the fields,
and my teacher was unable to play the piano. To even speak of one’s love of Bach was a dangerous act at that
time. Professor Zhu was raised in Shanghai by English-speaking nuns and had been taught by the most respected
teacher in all of China, Madame Cui Cheng Li. Madame Cui Cheng Li had been a legendary pianist who could
transpose and play Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier in every key. A beloved mentor and musical prodigy, she did
not survive the Revolution—she tragically took her own life, as some musicians did at that time. Yet in spite of
the hardships her family faced, Professor Zhu told me that their years in the rice fields were not all bad.
“The farmers loved us and we loved them. They treated us kindly and taught us patiently. Patience, I learned, is
the key to learning and the key to teaching. I saw how badly your father wanted you to succeed.
“‘Do not be easy on the boy,’ he kept telling me. ‘Push him. Challenge him. There’s nothing he can’t do.
There’s nothing he won’t do on the piano.’”
Professor Zhu told my father that I had an astute ear, large hands with long fingers, an instinctive sense of
rhythm, and a gift for sight-reading. But as important as those factors were, she believed that my most outstanding
quality was my spirit. She felt that I understood the power of the music I played, could tap into the tremendous
emotions within the music.
“If we deal with him harshly,” she told my father, “and push him without restraint, we risk endangering that
spirit, even destroying it. To do so would be a crime.”
She told my father that while she understood his ambition for me, and even applauded it, she would always
protect my spirit above all else.
My father did not understand Professor Zhu’s philosophy. He always worried that she was being too easy on
me. He believed I could handle anything, no matter how advanced, that I just needed to practice harder if
necessary. I would practice all night if I had to.
“Children require recreation,” my teacher told my father. “They require rest and play. Like plants, they require
surilight and nourishment. You can’t rush their growth.”
But my father insisted that she keep pushing me; he insisted that she give me harder pieces to play and that I
memorize them more quickly than the average child. He believed I was different from other children.
“If you take it easy on him, you will hurt him,” he told her. “You will compromise his progress and his future.”
Still, my father respected Professor Zhu, even though she did not change her approach with me; yet, as the
years went on, he continued to challenge her.
Professor Zhu’s patience and nurturing surely changed my life. But my father’s approach, which was a
reflection of the culture of our country at the time, ultimately prevailed. That approach had to do with winmng,
winning, winning.
*
At the age of four, my world was confined to our small room in the Air Force barracks and focused on music,
cartoons, and comic books. If my horizons were expanded at all, it was because of Monkey King. He was my hero
—then and now. Monkey King was a monkey, an adorable cartoon character, but he was much more than that.
When I was older, I learned that he was a character from a Chinese epic novel from the sixteenth century called
Journey to the West, which was based in turn on a story from the seventh century, during the Tang dynasty. But
even as a little kid I could sense his significance. Monkey King was on a hero’s mission to bring the truth to all
people. He had a good heart and helped people in trouble. He was immortal. He was born of rock. He rebelled in
heaven. He was buried under a mountain for five hundred years and only managed to escape when he agreed to
protect a monk on the monk’s pilgrimage to bring the holy Buddhist texts through India to China. He was more
powerful than any other creature in the world; no one could catch him—he had incredible strength and speed. But
though he took his assignment seriously, he also played pranks and had fun. He could change forms. He could
turn into a fish, a flea, a turnip, or a tree. But whenever he transformed, he always kept his tail—that made me
laugh.
Like music, Monkey King took on many different shapes that suggested coundess different stories. But in
every story Monkey King knew who was good and who was bad. He protected children, monks, and good people.
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One of his companions was an adorable pig, a former general of the Sky Palace who was turned into a pig
because of his womanizing; he could not control his temper or his appetite. If you weren’t looking, he would eat
all your food. But you forgave the pig, just as you forgave Monkey King, because he had a good heart and they
were both on a great journey to bring joy to people.
Early on I knew about Superman. He was popular in China: he could fly, he was all-powerful, he apprehended
the bad guys. But Monkey King was better because he did not fall for women—he had no need of a love life. His
loves were his adventures. He had monkey problems, but he could still crush anyone who threatened him. Even
the Chinese gods feared Monkey King. Freed from his captivity under the mountain, Monkey King always
redeemed himself from any mischief he had done. For all his crazy adventures, his message was about redemption
and peace. Monkey King made me feel brave. As a little boy, I did not draw well, except for Monkey King. I was
an expert illustrator of Monkey King and never tired of depicting him.
My friend Mark Ma, whose Chinese name was Zhi Jia (he later moved with his parents to America and
changed his name) and who also lived in the Air Force barracks, loved Monkey King as much as I did. He and I
loved playing with new Atari games from Japan that his father would buy him, or looking at Dragon Ball Z,
Japanese comic books. Mark had the best collection of comic books and trading cards of any kid I knew. He also
had the most Transformers, those toys that change from ordinary machines to robots just by twisting and turning
their parts. For example, a truck could turn into a fighter jet. Like Monkey King, Transformers captured my
imagination because they could tell stories. There were the good Transformers and the bad Transformers. The car
men were good; they protected the world. The sky men were bad; they wanted to destroy it. Deadly battles were
fought. Robots became motor vehicles, and motor vehicles became robots. This business of transforming-of
magically becoming something and someone different from who you are—fascinated me.
When I played the piano, I became something different, something more extraordinary than just a boy. Like
Monkey King and the Transformers and Tom and Jerry, the piano took me away from one world and transported
me into another, where I was happier. I became a character like Monkey King, a force that could not and would
not be defeated. I imagined myself flying across the globe in one of the planes that were housed at the Air Force
base, armed with guns to fight off my enemies. I liked living at the military base—the equipment excited me, the
planes most of all. Flying was mysterious, and airplanes were the most thrilling form of transportation because
they were the fastest. At the start of a new composition at the piano, I imagined myself taking off, lifting off,
leaving the ground.
Despite how little time I had for them, I never truly set Tom and Jerry and Monkey King and Transformers
aside. I worked them into the rhythms and dramatic movements of the pieces I played. Beethoven didn’t have a
Transformer in mind when he composed, but who cared? Who even understood that Beethoven was a Western
European who had lived and died long ago? As far as I was concerned, Beethoven had written the score for a
movie starring robots and monsters, anti-aircraft guns, and nuclear submarines. Monkey King even helped me
play Mozart. Mozart wrote music almost as mini-dramas; every few bars a new character enters his pieces, each
of a different age, nationality, or temperament. Since Monkey King was always transforming, every few bars I
came to see him inhabiting Mozart’s compositions.
Thus, with the help of Monkey King and an ever-expanding cast of characters and military hardware, I made
progress at the piano by leaps and bounds. I didn’t like learning scales and tackling exercise books, but I did so
because I realized that to play the pieces that I loved—to be able to run over the keys like Tom chasing Jerry—I
needed to practice. In that way, even as a small child, I was practical. Still, I made a game out of practicing. And
my mother helped me by cutting out gold-colored stars; when I memorized a piece or played something
particularly well, she’d give me a star. When I received five stars, she bought me a new toy. My instincts told me
that playing was playing, whether playing with Transformers or playing pieces by composers whose names I
could not pronounce.
*
“Number One" was a phrase my father—and, for that matter, my mother—repeated time and time again. It was
a phrase spoken by my parents’ friends and by their friends’ children. Whenever adults discussed the great
Chinese painters and sculptors from the ancient dynasties, there was always a single artist named as Number One.
There was the Number One leader of a manufacturing plant, the Number One worker, the Number One scientist,
the Number One car mechanic. In the culture of my childhood, being best was everything. It was the goal that
drove us, the motivation that gave life meaning. And if, by chance or fate or the blessings of the generous
universe, you were a child in whom talent was evident, Number One became your mantra. It became mine. I
never begged my parents to take off the pressure. I accepted it; I even enjoyed it. It was a game, this contest
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among aspiring pianists, and although I may have been shy, I was bold, even at age five, when faced with a field
of rivals.
The determination to win was in my blood. It is in my blood. It shaped my dreams at night and drove my
discipline during the day.
“It is not wishful thinking,” my father would say. “It is not an idle hope or a silly prayer. Being Number One is
a realistic goal to be achieved through dedication. You may face a competitor who has more talent than you. You
can’t control that, though I believe you have all the talent and creativity you need. But you can control how hard
you work. You can make sure that you work harder than anyone.”
It was much later in my life that I learned where my father’s motivation originated.
Dad was born on March 5, 1953. In those days, patriotism implied unconditional dedication to work and
economic progress; my father was called Lang Guoren because the name “guo” means “the nation” and “ren”
means “duty” suggested duty to his country. Unconditional dedication to my career became my father’s solemn
duty.
My great-grandfather was a famous educator and the founder of a school in northeast China. His son, my
grandfather, became an accountant and a music teacher; he played many instruments but was especially talented at
the harmonica. My grandmother was also an educated woman who became the director of a trade union. As a
young couple with five children, they faced the economic difficulties plaguing our country. Food was scarce.
Natural disasters, including a devastating flood, threatened their very existence. But they managed to hold on.
My grandfather taught my father music, just as my father taught me. But just as my father was ultimately
unable to forge a career as a musician, neither was his father. He took work in a factory, and though he excelled in
that work, he suffered during the Cultural Revolution.
One day my grandfather didn't come home from work. The next morning, concerned and afraid, Dad and his
brother went to the plant where their father had enjoyed a spotless record and were surprised to find
proclamations denouncing him on the factory walls. They had taken him away. For many weeks Dad lived in fear
that his father would never return.
After a month or so, my grandfather reappeared. Dad and his family were grateful to have him back, and
grateful that they were not relocated to a farm, but they were carefully watched because one of my grandfather’s
brothers, whose family later moved to the United States, was a Nationalist and had fled to Taipei. Having even
one family member leave the mainland for political purposes put the entire family under lots of pressure. When
the restrictions were lifted, my grandfather was too old to take advantage of a new world of opportunities, but Dad
wasn’t. Dad was still young with a big musical talent. He felt he must emerge victorious from every single battle.
No combat could be lost. No result could be anything less than Number One.
In that way, my father’s heart and my own heart beat as one. And when I was five, we were determined that I
would win my first contest.
“Your heart was set on winning,” Professor Zhu told me many years later. “I was afraid it was too early for you
to start competing. I saw how you were growing tense, and I didn’t like that. You were only five! But your father
was insistent and, in your own way, so were you. You would have been crushed had I not prepared you to win the
contest.”
It was a big contest, too. Over five hundred children, most of them older than I was, had already submitted
their applications by the time I applied. Professor Zhu had given me a variation by Kabalevsky, the Russian
composer, a piece she thought would impress the judges, and I was excited when I saw it. It was advanced, but I
realized that I could master it. But when I played it for my teacher the first time, I was overexcited and lost my
balance.
“Lang Lang,” she told me, “if you play the piece this way for the judges, you won’t advance beyond the first
round.”
When I heard those words, tears began to stream down my cheeks. In my mind, I had already lost.
“But don’t be discouraged,” she added. “I can show you what you’re doing wrong and how to avoid those
mistakes.” With that, my face lit up and the tears stopped.
“Show me,” I said. “Please show me right now, Professor.”
It was a matter of tempo, of relaxation, and of approaching the piece more musically. It meant hard work and
tedious practice, but I was elated that there was an answer to my problem. I practiced twice as hard. I conquered
the Kabalevsky variation, a composition that would have been challenging for someone three times my age. At
five years old, I entered my first official competition, the Shenyang Piano Competition, a citywide contest for all
piano students under the age of ten, and won first prize. Afterward, I gave my first recital. In 1987, China still
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didn’t know how to perform Western pieces; I was dressed in Peking opera makeup, with a red face and heavy eye
makeup. I looked like a little cat. I loved being onstage with the warm lights on me and the passionate applause
from the audience. The stage felt like a sweet home to me. Right at that moment, I decided to be a concert pianist.
*
My imagination was vivid because I spent so much of my early childhood alone. Now that I had won my first
competition and was determined to be a pianist, I no longer wanted to go to school. I didn’t like the kindergarten
classes or teachers. And when I wanted to leave early to go home and practice, they wouldn’t let me. They didn’t
understand me. I was a shy boy who was uncomfortable outside my home, but I couldn’t remain home alone.
Both Dad and Mom worked. After her long maternity leave—in those days you were given a hundred days with
pay—my mother had returned to her job as a telephone operator. Very fortunately, my seventy-eight-year-old
great-grandmother traveled from another city to come to take care of me for three years. After she left, I was
convinced I could stay alone, so I came up with an idea.
“Get a tape recorder,” I told my father, “and turn it on when you and Mom leave in the morning. I’ll practice
all day. When you get home, you can check the recorder and see that I’ve kept my promise.”
Dad liked the idea because it kept me at the piano. I liked the idea because it kept me from school. At the
piano, even tackling impossible-to-play pieces by Czerny, seemingly designed to drive a pianist crazy, I never felt
as awkward as I did in the classroom. Mom’s job and its flexible hours allowed her to come home from time to
time to check on me. When she did, I was always at the piano, practically anchored to it. Despite being alone
during the day, I felt no fear. Sitting on that stool, conquering difficult pieces, I felt in control. And completely
safe. After all, I was on a guarded military base. What could happen to me?
But because I was alone so much of the time, my natural shyness intensified. When grade school began and I
could no longer stay home, the idea of returning to class terrified me. I was so uncomfortable with other kids that
I pretty much stayed to myself, and that’s why I was happy to run home at lunchtime to practice. My father had
set up a daily routine for me that didn’t allow much time for recreation:
5:45 a.m.: Wake up and practice piano for an hour. School at 7:00 a.m. Home at noon for lunch: Fifteen
minutes for eating; forty-five minutes for practicing. After school, two hours of practice before dinner. Dinner:
Twenty minutes, during which I watched cartoons. Two hours of practice after dinner. Homework.
My father was all business when it came to me and the piano. The only time he relaxed was when he played
his erhu. Then something in him changed. He looked different. He lost himself in the haunting sadness of his
music, as if he were looking for something that could never be found. My father made the erhu cry.
When I heard Dad play, I closed my eyes. If I saw Tom and Jerry, I saw them crying as well. Maybe they were
lost and couldn’t find their way home. Maybe their mothers had died. When I played, I always told happy stories,
but my father told a sad one. I wanted to know more about his story, but the mystery of the sadness stayed inside
the notes. Unlike my mother, my father talked very little about himself.
I consoled myself with stories of Monkey King and the Transformers, of Tom and Jerry and Donald and Daisy
Duck, and of the colorful Japanese comic books filled with explosions and chases and fabulous monsters. And
there were the stories in the music, the ones I made up in my mind as I practiced and played by myself or in front
of my father or my teacher. But there were also the stories of the composers. I had no idea that they had lived long
ago in countries whose languages were not my own. When my father and my teacher began explaining to me that
these men were dead, I was totally confused. The first question I asked my dad was:
“Of all the composers, who is Number One?”
“Mozartm” he was quick to say. “Mozart is Number One because he wrote the most and he wrote the best. He
could compose when he was three. He was a super-genius who created masterpieces in every form. He wrote
concertos and symphonies and operas. He wrote the most beautiful melodies and the most moving rhythms. He
wrote with the biggest imagination and the most pleasing harmonies. He wrote for princes and kings. He began
playing when he was barely more than a baby, and he had a father who watched over him and helped bring his
music to the world. His father was nearly as famous as Mozart. Were it not for Mozart’s father, Mozart would not
have become famous. Together, they achieved immortality.” My father clearly identified with Mozart’s father.
My father explained to me something about the background of the courts of Austria during Mozart’s day. I’m
not sure how much I really understood, but when I played Mozart, I had a picture of who he was and how he
behaved. I envisioned him as a character in a cartoon who loved to run and skip. He chased his friends around the
playground and they chased him. Unlike cold and polluted Shenyang, the Vienna of my mind was golden, and
Mozart was a golden boy who danced from one birthday party to another.
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Bach was different. Professor Zhu loved Bach most and played him magnificently. She taught me his pieces
from the very beginning of our time together, and the strength of his music shook me to my core. I was lucky to
encounter Bach early because Bach is the foundation for music; learn Bach and you learn music. His many
complex melodic lines and voices help you understand the structure of music. When I pictured Bach, he was
always talking to God in heaven, and though he was somber, their conversations yielded the most beautiful and
most intellectual music imaginable.
I imagined Chopin as a handsome man, a movie idol, who always sought a love he could never find. I saw him
crying as he sat at his piano and wrote those heartbreaking melodies.
Beethoven was another hero of mine. He was serious, as serious as my father. Neither my father nor Beethoven
ever smiled; they didn’t have the time or patience to party or joke or watch cartoons. There was music to write
and music to learn, and music was a matter of life and death. For Beethoven, music was grand. My father and
Beethoven related more to music than they did to people.
I fell in love with Tchaikovsky when my parents took me to a performance of Swan Lake by a Russian ballet
company, but that love deepened immeasurably when I heard his Piano Concerto no. 1. Of course I was far too
young to identify it as such, but the rich emotions of his Russian soul spoke to my impressionable mind. I saw
him living alone in a big house; I pictured him weeping and writing, writing and weeping. The beautiful
melancholy of Russian music touched my heart, just as the amazing circus I saw from the Soviet Union had when
it came to China. I was raised to have great respect for Russian artistry in all its forms.
When I saw Elvis Presley perform on television, I thought of Liszt. Liszt was a rock star—he was wild, and
women swooned for him. In my imagination he raced motorcycles and flew jet planes faster than the speed of
light. Liszt and Monkey King would have gotten along famously. Unlike most of the others, Liszt did not die
young. He found a way to live and keep his story going, leaping from one thrilling adventure to another.
I invented adventures for all those composers, just as Monkey King had invented adventures for me. Yet,
despite my active mind and my busy fingers, despite my eagerness to learn more music and conquer increasingly
difficult pieces, I remained terribly shy at school. I felt different. I was different. Except for the children at the Air
Force barracks whose parents were musicians themselves, kids saw me as an oddity. I lacked social skills. I spoke
awkwardly. Sometimes when I felt uncomfortable among my peers, I would close my eyes to hear the music in
my head. My secret fantasy was to avoid school for the rest of my life.
And then came Miss Feng.
She was different. She was young, probably no older than twenty-six or twenty-seven, and she was pretty. She
didn’t subscribe to the traditional Chinese method of teaching; she was not strict or stern or indifferent. She was
sweet and personable, and she rescued me with her kindness. Like Professor Zhu, she entered my life at precisely
the right time. Miraculously, Miss Feng managed to turn an extremely introverted six-and-a-half-year-old into an
extrovert. She saw that underneath my facade of timidity, I wasn’t really timid at all. In fact, I loved people. Miss
Feng brought that hidden part of me out into the light of day.
“Lang Lang,” she said, “you must not be afraid to speak out your answers. You have a good brain and a strong
voice. You must express what you know.”
At the time, I didn’t want to express anything except my music. I was terrified of sounding stupid in front of
the other kids.
“You’re a bright boy, Lang Lang,” Miss Feng told me. “Let every- one know that.”
“I’d rather not say anything,” I said.
“You have no choice. When I ask you a question, you’ll come to the front of the room, face the class, and
respond. You may be uncomfortable at first, but you’ll get used to it. You’ll do fine.”
And she was right. By forcing me to speak up, she showed me that I had nothing to fear. I knew many of the
answers and could articulate them well, and my classmates were happy to hear me. The more I did it, the more at
ease I felt. If I could play piano in public, I could speak in public as well.
Miss Feng had a three-pronged method of advancing students: if she gave you one stripe, you were the captain
of a little team; two stripes, you were in charge of a division (music, math, science, writing); three stripes, you
were class leader. I proudly wore two lines on my sleeve because I was the music man. I accompanied our class
when we sang, chose the songs, and gave performances for the school. Where other teachers had questioned my
leaving early to practice, Miss Feng encouraged it.
She had a deep appreciation of Chinese culture and had us read poems from the Tang dynasty, which took
place from A.D. 618 to A.D. 907, a glorious time in our history called the Golden Era, the time of the creation of
the Monkey King. We also learned poems from the Sung dynasty, between A.D. 960 and A.D. 1279, verses that
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conveyed longing and loss. The rhythms of these poems were music to me. They had the same power to lift me up
and transport me.
“Everyone has a talent,” Miss Feng would say. “It’s just a matter of discovering what your special talent
happens to be.”
She would give out extra gold stars to any child who brought in a painting, poem, or something special. If you
could run fast or were a skilled gymnast, you’d be similarly rewarded. Miss Feng did not play favorites; every
student was showered with attention and affection. And I desperately needed both.
*
When I was around six and a half, my father left his job at the Air Force orchestra when he was accepted into
the Shenyang Police Department as the officer in charge of the entertainment section of the city. He was
responsible for keeping out corruption and vice, and he was certainly the right man for the job because he was
honest, tough, and afraid of no one. With the position came a new motorcycle and a spiffy uniform. I was proud of
him, but I still feared him, perhaps even more because of his uniform. He still never joked or smiled or said much
to me except “Practice.” When it came to music, he watched me like a hawk, like a policeman ready to punish
anything I did that was out of line.
We moved to a simple apartment outside the barracks. My mother, who kept her phone operator job, made sure
there were plants and flowers and pretty pictures on the walls, and I had my piano that I played so often and so
hard that I broke many pedals and strings. That made playing more challenging, but by then challenges were the
very things that kept me going.
“Challenges are there to be metm” my maternal grandfather used to tell me.
My great-grandmother and my grandparents were essential to my happiness because they loved me without
conditions or restraint. In China, we are taught to respect our elders. Though I didn’t have formal instruction in
the Chinese version of Buddhism, I do have memories of standing before a holy temple, making wishes on sticks
of fire, and burning fake money called mingjie on which we’d written the names of family members who had
died, to honor their spirits. I was told that those spirits were to be cherished, and I always thought of my
grandparents in the same regard, as spirits here on earth to impart wisdom and love.
“Here is where your love of music comes from,” said my grandfather one afternoon, pointing at the television
as we watched the Peking Opera.
The opera was spectacular: high, eerie, magical voices, extravagant costumes, acrobatic action, dazzling
swordplay, brilliant martial arts. The story was complicated—about historic dynasties and love dramas—and was
sung in a local dialect, which we could only understand by reading the subtides, but he did his best to explain it. I
was riveted. Grandfather held me in his arms as we watched together.
“Do you hear how the story goes with the music?” he asked.
I heard the high-pitched voices leaping and then plummeting, then rising again. It sounded like speaking
Chinese but in an extremely dramatic way.
“Do you hear how the story drives the music and the music drives the story?”
“I do, Grandpa, I hear everything.”
Listening to music with my grandfather gave me confidence that I could meet all challenges and that I
wouldn’t disappoint my father. I carried within me his faith in me, a different, warmer, less judgmental belief than
that of my father.
Sometime after our move, Professor Zhu and my father accompanied me to a series of master classes
conducted by American pianists from the Eastman School of Music who were visiting Shenyang. Twelve different
artists, twelve separate classes. I attended every one. It was my first time seeing and hearing Westerners play
Western classical music, though a month after I began lessons with Professor Zhu, she and I had watched on
satellite TV the great Vladimir Horowitz play live from Moscow, his first return to his native country after sixty
years. It was also my first time hearing jazz. The average student attending was at least ten years older than I was,
but I didn’t care. I sat and listened, absorbing the intense emotions each pianist brought to his or her piece. I could
feel the joy of Haydn, the lyricism of Schubert, the deep emotion of Brahms. When one of the pianists told the
audience, “Remember, it’s easy to be a pianist, all you have to do is move your fingers. But to be a great pianist,
you have to use your mind;” I wrote those words down on paper. I was so taken with the event that when it was
over, I begged the artists for their autographs. The Chinese translator stopped me.
“Leave the artists alone!” he barked. “They do not want to be disturbed!”
But an American pianist very politely came over to me, gave me a big smile, and signed his autograph for me.
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I look back at myself then and see a child who was much loved, even adored, by his mother, his grandparents,
his uncles and aunts. I was gentle in manner, shy, sweet in demeanor, enthusiastic, and curious about the world
around me. And yet I was already indoctrinated into China’s fiercely competitive system—musicians, painters,
mathematicians, virtually anyone who showed signs of talent was ranked. I reveled in competition. Nothing
thrilled me more than watching the national Chinese soccer team on television kick the ball deep into their
opponent’s net. When I won my first competition at age five and was told, for the first time in my life, that I was
Number One, I felt invincible—I was the striker who had scored the goal. Now, two years later, I wanted to score
again. Nothing would stand in my way. Winning was everything. For better or worse, that was my nature.
It was exciting, then, when I was seven, not only to enter my second competition but to get on a train and
travel from Shenyang to Taiyuan to compete. This was my first trip out of Shenyang, and my father and I took an
overnight train to Peking, where we met up with the other contestants and spent a wondrous day sightseeing and
visiting the Great Wall, and then another overnight train to Taiyuan, now a wealthy city but then dusty and dark.
During the trip, my father explained the beautiful possibilities that lay ahead.
“Third prize is a television set,” he said. “But we don’t need one of those, do we?”
“No. We have one.”
“Everyone has a television set,” said my dad. “Second prize is an electronic piano, but it makes an artificial
sound that will throw off your pitch. Electronic pianos have an entirely different touch than real pianos and will
lead you in the wrong direction. So you don’t want one of those, do you, Lang Lang?”
“No,” I said.
“But first prize is a good prize. First prize is the only prize you want.”
“What is it?” I asked.
“A new piano. A brand-new real piano.”
Of course, my father was right. The piano we had gave me no pleasure. My parents had paid five hundred
dollars for it, and though it was half of their yearly salary, it was a cheap and inferior instrument with broken
pedals and broken strings. I had practiced on it so unmercifully that it was on its last legs. The thought of a new
piano excited me. I envisioned its smooth keys and shiny finish. So there I was: a child on a mission. I would not
allow success to elude me.
Can a seven-year-old be so determined? I certainly was. My father assured me that victory would be mine, and
I embraced his confidence as my own. He gave me a pat on the back before I walked out onstage. I bowed before
the judges and began to play.
I had prepared a Mozart, a Czerny, a Bach, and a Chinese piece called The Brilliant Red Star, which was an
appropriate piece because I had every intention of being brilliant.
I played with such fervor, such dazzling theatrics, such generous feeling that I was absolutely certain I had
won. I heard the other contestants perform, but I was so into myself that I thought their playing did not equal
mine. I already saw the new piano sitting in our apartment back in Shenyang, and I saw myself sitting at the
bench, the first-place trophy resting atop the instrument.
When it was time to announce the winners, my dad and I sat in the back of the auditorium. Tension in the room
was high. Third place went to a girl, which was a huge relief. Had I won third place, I would have been stuck with
the worthless TV: As the judge said, “Second- place prize goes to …” I held my hands to my ears and willed him
not to say my name. The tinny sound of that electronic piano would have no place in our home. Another boy’s
name was called, and I sat up straight, poised to leap out of my seat onto the stage to accept first prize and the
warm applause of the crowd.
“The grand prize,” said the chief judge, “goes to …”
Who?
At first, I thought the man might have just mispronounced my name. But he hadn’t. He had announced an
entirely different name, the name of a boy who was clearly not me.
I didn’t get first place. In fact, I didn’t get fourth, fifth, or even sixth. I placed a lowly seventh. It was
incomprehensible. I started crying and ran to the judges screaming,
“It’s not fair! You cheated me!”
My dad had to restrain me. A girl who had also failed to place touched my shoulder and said,
“It’s okay, we get a consolation prize.”
The consolation prize was a stuffed yellow dog. I slapped her hand away.
“You played poorly and I didn’t. I should have won.”
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Even as I saw that I was being cruel, my hurt at losing the competition overwhelmed any sympathy I might
have felt for her. I was a sore loser, and to this day I feel bad for the way I behaved.
I looked at the toy dog and kicked it. I didn’t want a consolation prize. I couldn’t, I wouldn’t be consoled. But
Dad made me retrieve it, and I held it on my lap as we sat silendy on the train back to Shenyang. The dog seemed
to mock me: it couldn’t bark; it couldn’t whimper. It just stared at me blankly, reminding me of the devastating
moment when I watched someone else receive my shiny new piano.
Professor Zhu understood how devastated I was to lose the contest and tried to give me perspective.
“You have a wonderful desire within you to win,” she said. “That helps you practice when the nights are cold
and the days are warm. But you will not always win. No one does. You will win often, and those victories will be
sweet. You will enjoy them. But you must know that the life of an artist is filled with disappointments. They are
inevitable. Whether we like them or not, we must live through them.”
“The judges weren’t fair,” I protested.
“What the judges decide is out of our control. True, some judges are unfair. Some have prejudices. Some even
have inferior ears or poor taste. But you will learn that most judges will be fair. Most will reward talent. Yet
judges, like teachers, are not perfect. We all make mistakes. And at times we will all come across other artists
who, for reasons of experience or preparation, will play better than we do. It’s a fact we must face. If you fall
apart after every contest you fail to win, preparing for the next one will be that much more difficult. You are still a
boy, and I understand disappointments are difficult for all boys. But as an artist, you are already a little man. As
such, you must learn to face reality. You must absorb that blow, as painful as it is, and still come back strong.”
Professor Zhu wiped away my tears and kissed my cheeks. In that moment, I loved her with all my heart.
After my failure, I practiced harder than ever. I placed the yellow dog next to the broken pedals of my old
piano, and whenever I played a wrong note, I would kick the dog and call it a bad name. It became my whipping
boy, suffering for my inadequacies, which I refused to accept. In spite of Professor Zhu’s words of wisdom, I was
determined never again to lose a contest. If that meant working harder or practicing all night, so be it.
One day I was practicing a Mozart sonata. I had been trying to negotiate an especially difficult passage for
several minutes, and as usual when I messed up, I tortured the dog. Suddenly, though, I felt a wave of relaxation
wash over me. I don’t know where it came from. Just when I was starting to feel myself straining, a sense of
surrender overcame me, and, miraculously, I played the piece effortlessly and flawlessly. I looked down at the dog
and, for the first time, saw that on his face was a smile. His smile had been there all along, but I hadn’t noticed it
before.
I had misunderstood that yellow dog. He was not there to torment me or remind me of defeat. He was a source
of inspiration. He was there to help, and from that day forward he went from being my torturer to being my
friend. Still, as I practiced, I adopted a mantra, sometimes repeated under my breath and sometimes repeated
silently; I spoke the two words that never left my consciousness, at least not while I was playing:
Number One, Number One, Number One.
*
“You look tired, sweetheart,” my mother told me one night after I’d been practicing for a long time. We had
eaten dinner at six, and now it was eight. My dad was working and Mom and I were alone.
“Why don’t you stop and sit by me?” she asked.
I was glad to do so. My eight-year-old eyes were blurry, my hands hurt, notes were still ringing in my ears.
“Professor Zhu says you are coming along beautifully,” said Mom. “She said you are coming along faster than
any student she has ever taught.”
“Not fast enough,” I said.
“Plenty fast. But she’s also a little worried.”
“About what?” I asked.
“She thinks the musical resources in Shenyang are limited, that you would do far better in Peking. All the great
teachers are there.”
“Professor Zhu is a great teacher. I don’t want anyone else.”
“Professor Zhu is a great teacher,” my mom agreed. “But what makes her great—and unusual—is that she puts
her students first. Most teachers would never even think about giving up a prize student like you. Such a student is
what makes a teacher famous, and sometimes rich. Yet Professor Zhu, unlike most instructors, does not accept
extravagant gifts from her students’ families. Her only concern is that her students realize their potential. And
she’s convinced that if you want to be known outside China and have an international career, you must first go to
Peking."
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“Would we all go—you, Dad, and me?” 1 couldn’t quite imagine how we’d realize Professor Zhu’s plans.
“Your father and I are discussing that.”
“Could I go with just you, Mom, and let Dad stay here?”
“Those are things we have to work out. But there’s nothing to be frightened about,” Mom assured me. “Your
father and I will protect you. You will always be the most important thing in our lives. We will sacrifice whatever
is necessary to ensure your career.” Just then the door opened and Dad walked in.
“Why are you sitting on the couch?” he asked.
“We’re talking,” Mom answered.
“He should be practicing.”
“He has already practiced two hours, Lang Guoren,” my mother said.
“Three hours is what we agreed upon,” my father fired back.
“I was going to practice the third hour,” I said.
“Then stop talking to your mother and start practicing.”
“We were talking about something important,” I said.
“Nothing is more important than practicing. Now stop the chitchat and get back to the piano.”
“You don’t understand!” I heard myself screaming. “I want to talk to my mother, and you can’t stop me!”
Certainly I was upset at the news about Peking. And certainly my father might have had a difficult evening at
work. But for whatever reason, he flew into a rage, went into the box where 1 kept my precious Transformers, and
started throwing them out the window. I ran to stop him, but he pushed me away.
“Lang Guoren,” Mom pleaded, “the boy has done nothing for you to be acting this way.”
“He has defied me!”
“Those are mine!” I screamed, grabbing for my toys. But the louder I screamed, the more Transformers my
father flung out the window until they had all landed on the street below. I ran downstairs to retrieve them, but
they were broken. Tearfully, 1 gathered the broken pieces—arms, legs, heads—and put them in a paper bag that I
carried upstairs and hid under my bed. Then, with fury, I practiced not for another hour but for two—two hours of
miserable practice in which I didn’t think about the music I was playing, just my broken Transformers.
My family was in the throes of change, and it wasn’t at all clear what form that change would take. Because
we lived in a small apartment, 1 could easily overhear my parents’ heated conversations, even when they spoke
sofdy. The subject was always me.
“If he is to become number one in the world,” my father told my mother, “we must go to the number one city
in China. Peking is the power city. Peking is the international city. The Central Conservatory of Music in Peking
is the best in the country. Lang Lang needs the best.”
“I explained that to him,” I overheard my mother say, “but he was upset. He’s afraid of changing teachers.”
“He wants to be number one, and he’ll do whatever is required.”
“He wants me to go with him.”
“You know that's impossible, Zhou Xiulan. We need your salary so Lang Lang and 1 can live in Peking. 1 must
devote all my time to supervising Lang Lang. The conservatory is not an easy school, but first he has to be
accepted, which is even harder. You don’t know how competitive those kids and parents are. There are roadblocks
everywhere. Peking is a dangerous place. Our boy needs a man to protect him.”
“And you’ll give up your job with the police? The position you worked so hard for?”
“I’ll have to.”
“Have you mentioned this to your parents or your leaders?”
“I have.”
“And what do they say?”
“They say I’m crazy.”
“And their words do not move you?”
“They don’t understand the extent of our son’s talent. They see him as a cute little kid who plays the piano
well. They don’t see that it isn’t enough for him to compete in Shenyang. We must compete in Peking, and then
all over the world.”
“It will break his heart to be without his mother.”
“It will break his heart even more not to achieve his goal,” said Dad. “The boy’s musical genius must be
developed. Everything else is second to that goal.”
“Getting into the conservatory won’t be easy, Lang Guoren.”
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“That’s just the point. There will be two thousand students from all over China competing to get into the fifth
grade,” said my father.
“How many will be admitted?”
“About a dozen.”
“Do you think Lang Lang will make it?”
“He will if we get to Peking many months ahead of the entrance exams. Professor Zhu will find us a good
teacher in Peking to rigorously train Lang Lang for those exams. With concentrated effort, he will win admission.
He will have to.”
“He has never lived without me,” said my mother mournfully.
“He will learn to do so. He has no choice. Lang Lang is a little star here in Shenyang, and that’s well and good,
Zhou Xiulan. But I do not want my son to be a big fish in a little pond. If we stay here, he’ll stagnate.”
“I don’t know if I can live without my son.”
“You’ll visit.”
“It’s a twelve-hour train ride.”
“You’ll come every few months.”
“That’s not often enough.”
“We’ll see, Zhou Xiulan. We’ll find a way to make it all work. Do you understand?”
“I understand that we must sacrifice for our son. But to live without him is a sacrifice I’ve never considered.”
“For the sake of his future, you must.” There were several seconds of silence.Then my mother said,
“I will.” …
194.65 A Farm In The Desert\fn{by Lhamotso (1982- )} Hainan Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Qinghai
Province, China (F) 5
As the daughter of peasants, I know what a struggle it is for an entire family to survive on the meager earnings
brought in from the fields. I can see this struggle in the heavy wrinkles on my young parents’ foreheads and their
stooped gait as they come home for the night. They have given everything they have so that my brothers, sisters
and I could get a complete education and live a more comfortable life. I have watched their health deteriorate and
their eyes fill with hopelessness as they have toiled, day after day, to bring us a better life. Now, as a college
graduate, I have the knowledge and power to improve the desperate situation of my parents and impoverished
people like them. This is my life’s work, and my firm commitment.
My hometown is located in a remote area surrounded, not by beautiful grasslands and limpid rivers, but a vast
expanse of sand dunes as far as the eye can see. We are a pastoral community, and for over one hundred years the
people of my village have made their living by farming the arid land. Traditionally, local people grew wheat,
potatoes, beans and rapeseed, and enjoyed bountiful harvests. But for the past decade, most of the families in my
village have not. even been able to produce enough food to feed their own families. The desert is slowly
expanding into our farmland, making our former way of life impossible. Due to government restructuring, the
amount of land that each person owns is not sufficient to produce any substantial harvest. To make matters worse,
most of the small fields that villagers own are littered with sand and stones, making them useless for farming.
Fields that otherwise would be productive are often desiccated because of the unreliability of our village’s
irrigation system.
The barrenness of our village’s fields has driven the people to find other means of income. The people in my
family, like many in my village, make money doing unskilled migrant construction work such as mixing mud for
houses and building roads. They also dig for caterpillar fungus, a medicinal herb which is used to make medicine.
Except for these two options, there are no other known ways to earn money to survive.
The problem with both of these sources of income is that they are unstable and unreliable. People who do
construction work are very often cheated out of their pay. Often the construction manager promises to pay the
workers one month after they finish construction, but when they go to collect their payments, the construction
manager is gone, and they end up getting paid absolutely nothing.
Recently, to protect the ecological balance, a new law was passed that forbids people in my area from digging
caterpillar fungus. Because villagers have difficulty earning an income, it is becoming very common that, in
addition to not having enough money to support their children’s education, many families do not have enough
money to buy food and clothing.
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It wasn’t always like this in my village. For hundreds of years, we lived in a different area, Longyangxia town.
At that time our fields were productive and many villagers could live comfortably off of the income that they
made growing different fruits and vegetables such as tomatoes, watermelons, pears, apples, eggplants, and
peppers. A clean spring flowed out of the mountain direcdy in front of my home. Although I was too small to
remember it vividly now, I feel an immense fondness for my former hometown. In the fall, fruit was so bountiful
that it seemed tmlimited, and some days after working the field my family would sit under the shade of the fruit
tree, next to the spring, and eat apricots, pears and apples until our stomachs ached. In the autumn, all of the
village children would set out with small baskets into the woods and compete to collect the most mushrooms.
After coming home with our baskets full, we would fry them and then feast.
In 1987 the local government built a hydroelectric station in Longyangxia town, and everyone had to move. A
few days before they completed the dam, we packed all of our belongings onto a small hand tractor and drove to
our new designated home several kilometers up the mountain. I was six years old. I struggled to hold onto my seat
as the vehicle rumbled unsteadily along the dry rocky path. When it stopped, I saw nothing but tall dry grass all
around. My parents’ faces looked like stone as they unpacked the truck. There was no river, and no drinking water
nearby. There would be no more fruit, and no more mushroom picking competitions, because all that surrounded
our new home was grass and sand. I knew that our life would never be the same.
I remember clearly the day I went back to see what was left of my village. Everything that I had known and
loved in my childhood was gone, buried under a lake. A Chinese villager in a boat now stood with his pole in
hand catching fish above my former home. I felt empty and small beside the shores of this huge, unwelcome lake.
In our new village, we could no longer rely on farming for an income, so my parents were constandy absent,
doing migrant work to earn money to support us. Waiting for them to return from digging medical herbs was an
exercise in hope and despair for us young children. We hoped that luck would take their side, as it did on rare
occasions, and they would return bearing gifts of candies and toys. But we dreaded their more common empty
handed return for it would mean that they would be leaving us again all too soon.
On the day that I knew they would return, I would stand at the edge of the village and stare at the bend in the
road on which they would arrive. I stood very still and stared for hours, until my eyes became red and sore.
Sometimes, my body would fill with anticipation as I saw what looked like their small motorcycle round the
comer, but then the vehicle would disappear into a cloud of dust and I would realize that my mind had been
playing tricks on me.
When they did finally arrive, I could tell right away how their luck had been by the looks on their faces. On the
bad days, their eyes were sallow and their faces drained of energy. Even on the good days, when they smiled from
ear to ear and carried bags of chewing gum and candy for us children, they looked pale and emaciated. But we
children were so excited by the prospect of sugar that we soon forgot the toll that the work was taking on our
parents.
Tasteless “black wheat bread” was our family’s habitual diet. We didn’t have the money to buy a modern
electric wheat mill. We used a stone mill, which produced wheat of terrible quality. Few products could be made
out of this wheat, and one was the tasteless dark bread that Grandmother baked every day.
Breakfast, lunch, or dinner, despite our stomachs’ protests, we knew that we could expect the same black
wheat bread to greet us at the table. Grandmother tried cooking the bread with rapeseed oil to give it some flavor,
but instead of improving, it took on the characteristics of the oil, gooey and sour.
After years of this diet, I developed an aversion to the bread that was so strong that I had to choke it down with
water. The ubiquitous bread came to symbolize my childhood, pasting itself over earlier memories of fruit and
mushroom gathering. Today, being near the bread fills me with fear and revulsion, and takes me back to a
childhood of grumbling stomachs and absent parents.
*
Before the move, my villagers did not live lavishly, but we got by, and we were satisfied to work the land and
take care of our families. But when all sources of income were eradicated by the dam, my village became stuck in
a cycle of never-ending poverty.
Education was the only way out. Unfortunately, most of the villagers didn’t see this—they still don’t. Lack of
knowledge and experience made the majority of local people in my hometown think that sending children to
school was a wasteful way to spoil them into uselessness. So, most parents kept their children at home after
primary school so that they could help bring in money, do housework, and care for animals.
I began primary school in a class of ten, but only two of us went on to middle school. The others were pulled
out to become unskilled laborers, herders, and housewives. Even those with high scores in primary school were
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taken out because of their parent’s perception that earning money in the present was more important than
spending it on a useless education. It was as if the entire village had their eyes covered in thick mud.
My parents were different. They kept all of us in school for as long as we could pass the end of year exams
which determined entrance into junior and senior middle school, and eventually college. Both of my parents are
illiterate, and never attended a day of school. But, they could see through the mud that blurred the vision of our
fellow villagers, and they decided upon the birth of their first child that they wanted a better life for us. They
knew that we could get this through education.
For a long time, I didn’t see this, and I thought that they were no different than everyone else—caring only
about money. They seldom encouraged us to study hard and didn’t praise us when we scored high marks in class.
Sometimes I spent hours brooding over their frugality. I also yearned for the life of my richer middle school
classmates. I stared at their leather shoes with envy, detested my passed down clothing that never fit right, and
suffered every step home as my classmates enjoyed the comfortable bus ride that their pocket money afforded
them.
One way that my villagers could earn a meager income was selling wheat flour in the county town. My parents
did this every week, and one day when I walked through the market on the way home, I ran into Father bartering
with a customer. Father handed the man a 76 kilo sack without weighing it. The customer didn’t trust Father, and
with disdain asked him to weigh it in front of him. Although the man was being very rude, Father kept a smile on
his face and assured him that it was more than 76 kilos, he had weighed it that very morning in the mill. The
customer persisted in his demand that the flour be weighed, treating Father like he was nothing more than the dirt
under his shiny city shoes.
Seeing Father treated this way, my eyes welled up with tears. I wished that I hadn’t seen this horrible
transaction, and that I could disappear from this terrible place. Still amiable, Father agreed to weigh the flour
again, it was 79 kilos. The man grabbed the sack from Father’s hands and thrust his money at him. He didn’t pay
for the extra weight.
I was so ashamed. I could not understand why my parents did business with such people. Why were they
willing to let people treat them like dogs just to sell one more sack of flour? I soon found my answer.
One day soon after, I asked Father why he had tolerated such ill treatment from the customer.
“To earn money,” he replied curtly. But I was unsatisfied, my pride wounded.
“But why do you let people treat you like that?” I persisted. Father turned to me confidendy and his voice
softened:
“So that you can go to school.”
Suddenly, I realized that I had made a shameful mistake in assuming my parents cared only about money. It
was all for us. Everything they did, everything they had suffered through, was so their children could have a better
future. The price of our future was higher than their pride. It was a miracle to send four children to school in our
village, and my parents made it happen by giving up everything for us. Although poverty weakens some, it had
made my parents stronger.
From then on, I learned to trust them. Even though I didn’t always understand them, I knew that they had
nothing but my best interests in mind.
*
This trust soon proved important, for when I was twelve years old, without much explanation, my parents
pulled me out of school to take care of my newborn cousin. They were confident in their decision, and although it
didn’t make sense to me, I agreed. Mother’s sister had given birth to a baby girl. Neither she nor her husband
could take care of the child, because they both needed to attend to their jobs in the county town as teachers. My
younger sister was too young to take on such a task, and my older sister was needed at home, so I was chosen.
In Tibetan culture, it is expected that relatives will help each other in this way, so I didn’t think much of my
new fate. In fact, I looked forward to moving in with Aunt and Uncle in the county town, because I knew that
there I would finally be able to wear nice clothes, watch TV, and eat fruit and candy. I would have the life that I
had dreamt of and envied since my family had moved.
The journey to Aunt’s home took almost four hours on the bus. The bus was very crowded and Mother and I
had to stand in the aisle for the entire trip along with a crowd of other passengers. While the others looked sick
and exhausted, I was quite happy and excited the entire time-it was the first time in my life that I had ridden on
anything larger than our family’s small hand tractor. Some of the passengers wore tattered clothes like me, and
chatted happily with each other about their lives and families. Others wore suits and shiny leather shoes. These
people remained quiet the entire trip, and recoiled in disgust every time the bus swerved at a turn in the road and
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one of the villagers came near them. Some of them wore a look of disdain so fixed it appeared as though they
were wearing masks.
When we arrived at Aunt’s home, there were so many new and amazing sights that I could barely contain my
astonishment. I stood frozen in the doorway, my mouth ajar, and stared at the glazed tile floor. Further inside the
room, the television, washing machine and refrigerator enchanted me. Never before had I seen such amazing
machines. Aunt offered tea to my mom and handed me a chunk of chewing gum wrapped in glossy paper. I took
the gum and held it tightly in my fist, afraid that someone would take it away because it did not truly belong to
me. Aunt noticed my trepidation, and asked me to unwrap and enjoy the gum. As I slid the wrapper off of the
perfectly shaped pink rectangle, my mouth watered. When I finally managed to get it into my mouth, I chewed
voraciously and made giant bubbles. I chewed the gum for hours, until it lost its flavor and transformed into a
glob of gray cement on my teeth. It wasn’t until Aunt handed me her baby that the gum lost its interest.
The girl was about four months old, and she felt light in my arms. She looked at me strangely, without
blinking, and I could see my face reflected in her wide eyes. For the next few days, it was just she and I alone in
the expansive and mysterious house. Taking care of her was harder than I had imagined. I had to keep an eye on
her every minute except during the rare times when she fell asleep.
Days turned into months, and the months stretched out into two years.
In the beginning, I had a difficult time being a mother. One time, the baby wet herself during her nap. Her
trousers were soaking wet, as if they had just been taken out of the wash. She began screaming for food, and when
I approached her, a terrible smell drifted towards me. I had never dealt with a diaper before, and wasn’t quite sure
what to do. Eventually, after much confusion, I managed to clean and dry her. I soon became more adept at the
task, but never quite got used to the terrible smell of sullied clothing when the baby had wet herself. But I was
there for her first words, and saw her first steps. Over time, I grew to love taking care of her.
Aunt and Uncle were home at dinner and on the weekends. They would help me study Chinese, Tibetan and
Math on my own. They were caring teachers. They tracked my progress and gave me fair amounts of homework.
Although I did not move along as quickly as my peers who were in school, I made progress.
Soon the young girl was big enough to attend kindergarten with her mother during the day, and it was time for
me to move on. I began going to grade three in the county primary school. Aunt paid for everything, including my
clothing and tuition. Now, two years later, I finally understood my parents’ decision to make me a foster mother to
my cousin. I never would have had this kind of an education on the meager income they earned as farmers.
Although I hadn’t understood it at the time, taking me out of school to live with Aunt and Uncle would ultimately
be the best way for me to get an education. My parents had pulled me out of school not to reduce their own
burdens, but with my future in mind.
*
Unfortunately, sometimes just when everything in life is working out for the best, disaster strikes.
In my family, Grandmother had always herded the livestock so that my four siblings and I could attend school.
But this arrangement changed swiftly, and to everyone’s detriment.
One cold winter morning during Physics class someone came to the classroom door looking for me. I went
outside and saw my sister crying inconsolably. She didn’t say a word, but I knew that Grandmother had died. I
asked her what was wrong and in a whisper she confirmed my fears.
Grandmother was only 56 years old, and she had passed away suddenly while herding sheep outside of our
village. She had been completely alone, and no one had been able to help her when she collapsed. I always
wonder if it hadn’t been for our poverty, which forced Grandmother to herd the family’s livestock alone, would
she still be here with us today?
The next day my sister and I headed home for Grandmother’s funeral with heavy hearts. The house was
humming with the sound of scriptures being chanted by loved ones, and the air was thick with incense.
Everything was abuzz with activity, but the sorrow hanging in the air made life move in slow motion. I sat in the
corner and cried until my eyes were so puffy that I could not see, and my cheeks burned with the salt from my
tears. Mother found me and said,
“Good child, don’t be so sad. It is a law that nobody can escape.”
I knew that her grief was far heavier than mine. She had lost her own mother, and she would never be a
daughter again. But still she tried to comfort me.
As I watched her walk away into the kitchen, my eyes hung on her shadow, and I became desperately sad. I
simply could not accept that my dear grandmother was gone forever. I stood up and began searching for her in
every room of the house. Eventually, I found her, resting quiedy under the light of a large butter lamp in the prayer
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room. She looked peacefully asleep, but knowing that she would never again awake to this life filled me with
pain. I knelt down on the floor next to her and sobbed bitterly. My mourning was interrupted by Aunt’s soft voice,
“Mother’s soul can not go if you cry.”
I didn’t want to hold Grandmother back, so I wiped my sore cheeks with the sleeve of my jacket, and tried to
concentrate on our happy times together.
The next day, Elder Sister and I left early in the morning in order to attend our first class on time. Father told
us before we left that we would not have to follow the customary mourning rituals like everyone else in our
family. According to Tibetan custom, the relatives of a recently deceased loved one must not wash or comb their
hair, change their clothing, or sing for forty nine days after the person’s passing. After this amount of time, the
deceased will have been reborn somewhere else, and life can go back to normal.
My sister and I wanted to follow the custom to honor and protect Grandmother’s soul, but because we were
students, we could not. We waited only seven days before washing up and combing our hair. At school, we had to
be clean or we would be expelled. So we could not properly mourn Grandmother’s death.
Now that Grandmother was gone, there was no one to take care of my family’s livestock. Both of my parents
had to work the fields—our entire family depended on this income. One of my siblings would have to leave
school to care for the livestock.
It was an impossible decision, and my parents couldn’t bring themselves to choose which of their four children
would be pulled out of school. Finally, my younger sister stood up and made the decision to drop out and herd the
goats and sheep. This decision would drastically alter her future.
I often wonder, if my family had not been so poor, how different my younger sister’s life may have been. Now,
she is married and has a three year old daughter. She herds livestock during the day, and sometimes helps my
parents work the fields. Were it not for our poverty, she would be a university graduate like me.
I can sometimes see the regret in her eyes, and feel her mourning the future that she will never have. But she
never complains, because she knows that her fate is no one’s fault but poverty’s. Perhaps nothing can be done now
to alter her destiny, but when I look into her eyes and see the pain and regret, I know that I must do everything I
can to stop other young girls from falling into her situation.
*
The best weapon I have to fight against poverty is my own education. With this tool, I can help the people in
my community who are struggling to meet their basic needs. I knew this in junior middle school, and I studied
harder than I ever had before, and searched out every possible chance to expand my education. One day, the
school leaders told us that there would soon be an opportunity for a few students to study English on scholarship
at the provincial University. I resolved to put all of my effort into this competition.
Several teachers from Qinghai Normal University came and gave us oral and written tests in Chinese and
Tibetan. As the tests proceeded, the list of candidates’ names grew shorter and shorter, but after the second test,
my name still remained. At the third and final test, one of the exam proctors asked whether I wanted to be a
teacher, and if so, why? He told me the answer was not very important, what mattered was that I spoke loudly,
clearly and confidently. I knew that this would be my one chance; it was time for me to express myself. I put
everything that I had into my answer.
At the end of the semester, my teacher told me that I had been chosen among sixty students. I was brimming
with joy. My parents were proud and said that I had excellent karma. I didn’t quite know what lay ahead of me,
but I knew that it was the beginning of a new life.
While my family celebrated, I saw my sister sitting in the corner staring at the TV. She appeared to be ignoring
our conversation, but I knew better. She couldn’t hide her sadness at her own fate. Her head hung low as two
happy lovers frolicked about on the screen in front of her celebrating some unknown joy. For a second my eyes
met hers, and in that moment, I made a promise to myself and to her that I would find a way to help her.
On the first day of class, 1 did not know one single English word. A strange looking man with a gray beard
came into our classroom and began speaking; 1 didn’t understand anything he said. He was American and he was
speaking English. He had two Tibetan students with him, and they all spoke with ease in this strange new
language. The foreigner spoke, and the students translated his words into Tibetan. I envied their skill. At the end
of his speech, the foreigner handed us all a small piece of paper with strange writing on it. I had no idea what the
symbols meant or what I was to do with them. I looked down at my paper, it said “Lily”. 1 soon learned that this
was my new English name.
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We had many foreign teachers, and they only used English in class. At first it was very difficult, and all of the
students struggled to understand. 1 still remember watching our first film after class, and only understanding two
words in two hours, “yes” and “no”.
Sometimes it seemed impossible to make sense of what we were learning, and to remember it all. Whenever 1
felt like giving up, 1 thought of my parents and my dear sister, and buried my head back in my books.
Some nights 1 would stay up as late as 2 AM memorizing words and going over lessons. The more I studied,
the easier it became, and soon I was conversing in English with my teachers and classmates with the skill of the
two students who I had so envied my first day in class.
As soon as my English knowledge was sufficient, I learned from my teachers how to do small scale
development projects, and I wrote a proposal to bring a new form of income to my village. After a few months of
anxious waiting, my greenhouse proposal was funded by the Australian Embassy. When I went back to my village
to begin construction, I felt as though I had finally accomplished my dream.
Now my villagers would be able to increase their income by 1,000 rmb per year selling livestock that they
raised in the houses. They would also be able to eat the vegetables that they could grow inside. The greenhouses
were an oasis in our desert farm town. This was the first project of its kind to be started by a villager. 1 am one of
only four girls in my village with a college education, and the usefullness of the skills that 1 had gained in school
did not go unnoticed.
*
Last winter I went home to celebrate tibetan New Year with my family and collect information for a new a
health clinic project proposal for my village. I was very sick for several days. During the New Year’s festivities, I
stayed in the back room of our house wrapped in blankets, writing up my notes for the proposal. One afternoon,
while everyone else was eating, Mother came and sat beside me.
“I know that this new project will be successful,” she assured me as she took my hand in hers.
“How can you be so sure that we will get funding?” I asked, my nose running.
“I had a dream last night,” she explained. “The village doctor came and offered me a plain piece of worn out
cloth. When he spread it out before me, it transformed into a long white kala scarf. It was for you.”
I said nothing, just sniffled and held her hand.
The next night, I too dreamed of kala, of bountiful fruit, and clean clear mountain water. I saw my village
thriving, and laughed as I held hands with my sister and raced to fill my basket with the most mushrooms.
1983

194.61 The Pilgrim’s Journey\fn{by Samtsogye (1983- )} Xiahe County, Gannan Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture,
Gansu Province, China (F) 4
The light split a crack in the gray sky and earth-shaking thunder clapped against my ears. A torrential rain fell;
the kind that’s in such a hurry to hit the earth that it has no time to flow down the drainage spout. It was as if
someone up in the clouds was pouring clean water out of wooden barrels above my head. It seemed as though in
only a few minutes, heaven would wash away all the dirt and dust in the world. The zigzag mountain roads that
coiled around our pasture and into the distance soon became rivers of mud. I was grazing calves on the eastern
foothill of my family’s autumn pasture, about three kilometers from my village. As I strolled behind the calves on
the wet hill, the rain soaked me completely. The heavy mud crept up the edges of my Tibetan robe until it was
difficult to walk. Water ran from my wet hair down my face, and into my eyes, making it difficult to see. I
stumbled after the calves, trying to keep my footing. I was so cold that I could not speak from trembling.
Not far in the distance, I saw a group of ten pilgrims prostrating. The storm didn’t seem to bother them. They
raised their clasped hands above their heads, brought them down to their foreheads, and then their hearts, and then
got down on their knees and stretched their arms out full length in front of their bodies until they were laying face
down on the ground. Then they stood back up, took one small step forward, and repeated the exercise. They were
making their way to Lhasa—2,300 kilometers away—one prostration at a time.
I knew from my family members who had gone on pilgrimages that each step made in worship represented the
difficulties one must suffer through in life. With each pace, the pilgrim affirms her commitment to good deeds,
and erases past wrongs. She completes the pilgrimage not only for herself, but for all sentient beings who suffer.
The journey from my hometown to Lhasa takes five years on foot. On this long journey, some pilgrims may
freeze to death from the cold of the high plateau, be struck down by the heat of the summer sun, or lose their few
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possessions and supplies at the hands of thieves. But these threats do not deter them. They continue on their
journey despite all odds, and without fear, even of death.
A year before that terrible storm, I saw for myself the strength of the pilgrim’s determination. A group of
pilgrims passed in front of me, and one young man went down to the earth for a prostration. He did not stand back
up again. Exhausted and hungry, he had passed away. The other pilgrims dragged his still body to a nice place on
the side of the road, and after a few moments of prayer, continued on their way. Death was not new to them.
Back in the storm, I approached the group of dedicated worshippers. As I got closer, I could see their swollen
feet through the gaping holes in their well worn shoes. Their faces, covered in dirt, glistened with sweat and rain.
The lines that time had carved deep in their faces revealed what they had suffered through. One man’s hair was
tangled like so many birds’ nests and his lips, constantly murmuring prayers, were split and dry. Another woman
had a thick callus at the center of her forehead. It was a scar made from her ceaseless collision with the earth
during thousands of prostrations. It was a badge of her dedication, and unwavering faith. They had all walked so
far, and still had a long way to go.
The ten pilgrims took turns pulling a cart which contained all of their possessions—a small amount of food and
seasonal clothing. Today, the cart was heavier. People in the neighboring village had offered the travelers a small
bag of roasted wheat flour and a half kilo of butter. Among the pilgrims were women and men as old as 60, and as
young as 45. They would complete their journey thanks to the kindness of strangers who offered them the food
and clothing they needed to keep going. They did not complain about sore bodies, hungry bellies, or the duration
of their journey. Time had lost all meaning for them, and if you asked them how long they had been traveling,
they would not know. All their energy was spent in prayer.
The rain ceased, and they soon invited me to join them for lunch. An older man greeted me with a friendly
“Tashi Delek!” and offered me a large piece of fresh bread from his limited supply. The food was delicious, and
the people kind. I asked them many childish questions:
“Why are you going to Lhasa?”
“Aren’t you afraid of wolves?”
They were patient, and explained that from the moment they left their homes, they had only one goal, to reach
the holy city. They made the journey for the sake of all sentient beings, and thanked the Buddha for always
blessing them. A woman who was around 50 told me her story.
“My son began this journey with us,” she smiled sadly, “but after several months of walking, he passed away.
When he died, I did not feel sad,” she explained as she sat down beside me. “I know that it is very good fortune to
pass away on a pilgrimage.”
As she spoke, she patted her hand across her heart, where a small pouch in her robe held one of his teeth.
“He will make it to Lhasa too,” she said peacefully.
I was six years old that day and I spent my days herding calves with Grandmother in our family’s pasture. At
that age, I knew from my granny’s melodious stories that wolves were furious, rabbits were smart, kings were
powerful, and being nice to others brings good fortune. I was not old enough to fully comprehend the journey that
the pilgrim’s were making, but I was amazed by their courage, cooperation and generosity. Most of all, I was
impressed by their persistence. Although I was, too young to understand everything they told me that day, they
planted a seed of compassion in my heart.
Most of us will never make the long trip to Lhasa. But in our own way, each person makes a pilgrimage as we
journey through life. This journey takes courage, and we cannot do it alone. In times of need or doubt we must
rely on the generosity of others to help us along our path. And for each of us there comes a time when we must
help another.
*
My own pilgrimage started out quite smoothly. I had the good karma to be born in a family yearning for a
daughter. My birth was very special compared to most of my peers, because my family hoped that I would be a
girl. My parents already had three sons, and above all else, Mother dreamed of having a daughter. Every morning
during her pregnancy, she prayed to the birth god to have mercy and grant her a girl.
Most people in my semi-nomadic village did not think this way. When a girl was born, they were disappointed.
On the very day that a daughter in my village entered this world, her family relegated her to an unhappy fate. She
would stay at home and find a husband as quickly as possible. No one even considered sending their daughters to
school. But I was different. I enjoyed a childhood of love and overindulgence as my family’s treasure.
But when I entered the world beyond the walls of my family’s house, I realized all too soon that it wasn’t
enough to be born in a family that wanted a girl—for I lived in a society where women had few opportunities.
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When I was little, I knew that I wanted to go to school. I saw my village brothers carrying their school bags,
singing:
I am going to school,
I will never be late.
I love studying,
I love work,
When I grow up I will serve my people.

I admired and envied them. But my village sisters sang different songs. They sang about herding, weaving,
milking, but never about school. At that time I was herding calves without any plans for my future. Because I was
a girl, I thought that I would not have a chance to attend school in this life.
In my village, most of the people looked down on girls and saw them as debts for their families. Most people
thought that it was useless to send them to school. Women do the bulk of the work, and do not have time for
luxuries like education. Although women are busy the entire year, they usually do not reap the benefits of their
hard labor.
In my own family, my sister-in-law is the busiest of all. In the winter and spring, she gets up very early, about
4 o’clock, to milk the yaks, and then she has to go to the distant mountains to collect yak dung for fuel. It takes six
or more hours to go back and forth on foot. When she is finally finished she returns home very late, but she still
has to prepare the dinner for the family. The next day, she goes to the town to sell yak dung. This is the story of
almost all my village sisters. They exert so much effort, but for very little reward.
But I was not to suffer the same fate. Mother and Father broke with village tradition, and I became the first girl
in my village who had ever attended school.
Although at that time my family did not have very much money, Father wanted my first day at school to be
special and so he dressed me in the latest fashion, a silk and lambskin Tibetan robe. Neither my peers nor my
brothers had ever owned such delicate and expensive clothing. Father made the robe by hand. It was bright red
like the wild flowers that bloomed around our village in the summer. It fit perfectly, and felt silky against my skin.
I never wanted to take it off.
Once school started, my family paid a lot of attention to my studies. Even though both of my parents are
illiterate, they did their best to check my homework whenever they had time, and made sure that I had completed
it. They were overjoyed every time I received high marks on my exams. They couldn’t reward me as my
classmates’ parents did, with fancy gifts like school bags and new pens, but the happy smiles on their faces were
all that I needed in the way of encouragement. I knew that my family had to sacrifice a lot to pay my school fees,
and in return for their limidess support, I studied twice as hard as my classmates. As a result, I became one of the
top students in my primary school. When teachers spoke about dedicated studying, they often mentioned my
name. Sometimes, when I was successful, the tattered figures of the pilgrims popped into my mind. I dreamed that
one day I could repay the generosity and kindness that my friends and family had shown me.
*
But like the pilgrims on their long journey, my sunny days could not go on forever, and I was soon caught in a
storm.
Out of nowhere, Mother fell ill. One day while I was happily studying in my classroom, my teacher came and
told me there was a phone call from my family asking me to come home. There was no explanation, just the order
to return as soon as possible.
When I got home, I saw the door leading to the shrine room wide open. As I approached, everything looked
normal: Thangka paintings hanging on the walls, Buddha images resting peacefully in their niches. But I soon
heard the unfamiliar sound of chanting. It was different than my family’s morning recitation of prayers; the voices
were distinct and far more numerous than usual.
As I entered the prayer room, I saw twenty maroon-clad monks murmuring scriptures. What I saw next
knocked me to my knees. It was Mother, deathly pale and thin. The tears flowed down my cheeks as I pulled
myself to her side. She was barely breathing, and her eyes were glazed and dull. I took her hand and pleaded,
“Ama, I am here, I am home beside you, holding your hand.” She did not respond. Instead Uncle entered and
said gravely,
“She needs surgery on her back. Tomorrow we will take her to Lanzhou hospital.”
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Father paced back and forth in the prayer room. We barely had enough to pay for the train ride to Lanzhou, let
alone the cost of the operation. I could do nothing but cry and hold Mother’s hand tightly in mine, softly echoing
the prayers of the monks under my breath.
That afternoon, I watched in terror as Brother carried Mother to the bus station in the back of a shabby hand
tractor usually used for transporting animals and supplies. She had contracted tuberculosis. The news hit my
family like a clap of thunder. I felt especially bad about her sickness, because I knew that she had contracted the
disease while toiling in the fields to earn money for my tuition.
She had never been healthy. A donkey kicked Mother when she was only fifteen, and her hip never recovered.
Despite the crippling pain, she limped for miles every day without uttering a single complaint.
In the winter and spring, Mother does the same work as Sister-in-law. She wakes up well before the sun rises
and collects yak dung until the afternoon. The next day, she limps to town with a small donkey cart to sell the yak
dung for 2 mao per kilo. In summer and fall, after she milks the yaks, she carries the milk for nine kilometers
from the pasture to our home. Then, she makes yogurt and butter, and walks into town to sell it. Usually, when she
returns, she works on the farm a little, and then goes out to the pasture again. This endless, hard work weakened
her body and made her more susceptible to diseases like tuberculosis.
After Mother's operation, poverty plagued my family. Father spent all the money he had saved over a lifetime
of herding. But this wasn’t enough, and we had to borrow an unimaginable sum, 20,000 rmb, from the bank. We
only make 1,000 rmb per year from farming and herding, and it was hard to imagine how we would pay it back.
My education was threatened.
The first solution that many of my relatives suggested was to pull me from school in order to save my family
from a financial disaster. I overheard them telling Father that sending a girl to school was useless, a huge mistake.
But Mother stubbornly disagreed, and refused to pull me out. She knew how difficult it was being a woman in my
village and she didn’t want me to follow her footsteps. At Mother’s bequest, my family scraped together enough
to keep me in school.
But having just enough to pay tuition didn’t make my life easy. I couldn’t afford any new school supplies. To
save paper, I went over lessons in my head, and used my pencils until they were too small to grab with two
fingers. I spent every weekend alone in the dormitory while my roommates went shopping. When holidays came,
I had mixed feelings. I enjoyed visiting my family almost 20 kilometers away from my school, but I was afraid to
ask my parents for more money at the start of the new semester. Our old debts had not yet been paid off, and now
we had new debts in order to pay for my tuition. I hated being poor.
To help my family, during the winter holiday I accompanied my sister-in-law to our pasture land to collect yak
dung. After a full day working in the frozen mountains, we would walk 10 kilometers to town to sell the dung.
While we were working, my hands would freeze and the pain of a thousand piercing needles would surge through
them as the wind whipped by. But after a few hours, my hands, face, and feet became completely numb. My
stomach, however, refused to comply in such a manner, and growled angrily all morning. I only had to suffer
through this work for a few days during my holiday, but my heart ached when I thought about Sister-in-law, who
did this work every single day of the harsh winter. Some nights, I would come home and plead with my family to
pull me from school so that I could help ease their burden. But they never agreed. They just continued going to
our neighbors and borrowing money to pay for my tuition.
My family’s immense generosity and stubborn insistence that I continue with my education gave me the
strength to continue achieving top scores all the way through junior middle school. Without their kindness and
support, I never would have made it. Some days, after battling them over my desire to leave school and help pay
back our debts, I would see small groups of pilgrims passing through our village on their way to the holy city. I
wondered, did any of them ever want to give up? Whatever the answer, I knew that they never could have made
the journey alone.
*
At the beginning of the new semester a group of teachers came from Qinghai Normal University to choose
three students out of 75 to study English on a full scholarship. On this day my destiny took a turn for the better. I
passed the rigorous tests and was chosen to study English, a strange new language, in the next province over.
I put my heart into my studies, because I knew how much it had cost my family to get me there. I not only
strived to excel in my regular classes, but also took all of the extracurricular classes offered. Courses like gender
studies and small scale development gave me new ways to see my struggle, and made helping my family a
tangible possibility.
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I designed a project to bring aluminum milk churns to the women of my village, lessening their workload and
increasing their income by 420 rmb per year. My teachers helped me write the proposal, and in December of
2006, my project was funded by the Shambala Connection. It was wonderful to finally give back to those who had
given to me my entire life.
As I gained momentwn on my journey, I sometimes became confused about where I was headed. When I tried
to picture my future after graduation from college, I saw blank space. Many of my classmates talked excitedly of
going abroad after school. I liked the idea: it sounded so new, adventurous, and bold. Slowly, I began to see my
future; there I was speaking English in an exotic country, surrounded by foreign people. I liked what I saw, and as
time passed, the picture became clearer. Slowly, the images of the pilgrims stumbling along were blurred by
skyscrapers, and fast shiny cars speeding down slick paved roads so long that they disappeared into the horizon.
But a trip home shordy before my graduation corrected my distorted vision. It was summer, and I was working
as an English tutor for two children in Xining City. Although my students were only thirteen years old, they
enjoyed luxuries that my family members didn’t even know existed. They wore expensive clothes that they
changed every day. They owned a collection of pens and school bags so diverse that they could pick and choose
which ones to use according to how they felt. They had fashionable dyed hair, and clean white skin. They lived
like nobility, sheltered in their apartment from the piercing hot summer sun.
Although my students were amiable, and the life that my work afforded me was comfortable, I soon grew
bored and homesick, especially for Mother. One holiday weekend, I decided to go visit my family. I bought two
watermelons and a bus ticket and headed home.
On the bus I imagined my return. My two nieces would run up to me and joyfully take the watermelon from
my arms, Mother would interrupt her circumambulation of the local prayer hall to come home, and Father would
put down the tent he was weaving to greet me. Then we would all sit in the cool summer shade and enjoy the
watermelons together.
The scene that greeted me was nothing like what I had imagined. When I stepped off of the bus and onto my
village road, no one noticed my arrival. As I stumbled down the dusty road with the watermelons barely contained
in my arms, I saw why. They were all working tirelessly, so hard that they didn’t even have enough time to look
up and see me approaching. As I ambled toward my home in the searing heat, I saw villagers busy at work
constructing a home, weeding their fields, collecting yak dung, and starting out on the long journey into town. My
two nieces could not run to greet me because they were busy cutting wild vegetables for the family pig and the old
milking cow. Even Mother, with her broken hip, was in the field weeding.
She was stooped over, drenched in sweat. Her face was contorted from the pain in her back and hip. When she
saw me, she stopped her work and limped toward me slowly, taking one of the watermelons from my arms. The
watermelon she held was soon covered in dirt and blood. Her hands were cut from weeding. As soon as we sat
down in the main room of my home, Father rushed in from his work and handed me a big piece of meat to eat.
Then he and Mother tenderly gathered together a small pile of money, 250 rmb in total, and shoved it toward me.
Father’s voice trembled as he advised me to buy warm clothes with the money, and study hard.
It was all too much, and I broke down in tears, refusing to accept the money. I knew that neither of them would
work under such terrible conditions if it were not for their children’s tuition. Suddenly, my life in Xining seemed
so extravagant. I had been spending my parent’s money, earned with their blood and sweat. The tears flooded out
of me.
My parents didn’t understand my sudden sadness, but comforted and held me while I cried. Sitting there with
them in our humble living room, the blood from cuts on Mother’s hands mixing with the tears on my cheeks, I
saw my future clearly for the first time.
My destiny did not lie far away on a slick road lined with tall metallic buildings. It was right here, with the
people who loved and supported me. The time had come for me to give back. I made a silent vow that day to
dedicate my life to my parents and people like them who toil tirelessly for the benefit of their loved ones.
The next day, I walked back to my old school building, through my family’s pastures where I had herded
calves so long ago. The sunshine was warm on my back, and the fresh mountain air filled my lungs. As I walked,
villagers greeted me. One young woman approached and pointed out the thousands of yellow and red wild
flowers growing around us.
“These flowers follow the pilgrims, they bloom in celebration of their long journey,” she said as she gestured
toward the hills.
When I reached my old school, I sat down in the vacant room and closed my eyes. In my mind I saw a storm,
but this time, flowers, not rain, fell from the sky and surrounded my village with brilliant hues. Slowly making
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their way along the village path, I saw a different group of pilgrims: young girls headed to school. Their book
bags were full and the air filled with their laugher and singing as they passed through the village:
I am going to school,
I will never be late.
I love studying,
I love work,
When I grow up I will serve my people

I can hear their song today every time I close my eyes.
1984

194.70 Little Woman\fn{by Wende Drolma (1984- )} Gyegu Township, Yushu County, Yushu Prefecture, Qinghai
Province, China (F) 7
Wen I was a young girl, Ama and all of my villagers used to call me “Little Woman”. I was bom in the year of
the wood mouse, 1984, the oldest daughter of a poor family in a little village named Leba, located under a rocky
mountain. At that time, it seemed the only reason to study was to become a monk. My brother was two years older
than me, and when he was seven, he began learning Tibetan with an old Buddhist practitioner. There was no
school in our village, and the old practitioner only taught the boys who wanted to join the monastery. I never
thought I would get an education or learn how to read and write. It seemed extravagant to even hope for such
things.
Back then, Father was a village leader and he had to travel a lot, so all the family responsibilities were loaded
on Ama’s back. She had to take care of us and attend to the household chores and the livestock. She also had to
manage the small shop that we owned. Every day,. she woke up very early in the morning and went to sleep well
after midnight. Although I was very young at the time I always wanted to share her workload and try to lessen her
burden.
Every morning, I woke up soon after Ama. She would ask,
“Why did you get up so early? Go back to sleep!” She never believed I could do anything to help her.
“Oh! I don’t feel like sleeping,” I would say, and follow her outside.
When she went to milk the yaks, I would go inside to clean the house and then I would take a small pot to fetch
water. When I came back, Ama had usually finished milking the yaks, and I would insist on herding the calves.
“No, you are not old enough to do that job,” she always said. I would plead with her,
“Ama, please, I can do it. Just let me try.” She usually wouldn’t agree. One day, I persisted so adamanrly that
she had no alternative but to give in.
The task of herding calves seemed quite easy to me. I drove them to the hill beside our home, and then I came
back. Ama was quite happy that I had done it well. In the evening, I drove them back from the hill to our home so
that they wouldn’t find their mothers before we had a chance to milk them.
That evening, while my brother and I sat around our small wooden dinner table, Ama leaned over, holding my
baby sister tightly in her arms, and handed me a piece of candy, praising me for my work. I felt so proud, and I
wanted to do more for her. Though she never complained, and was never sad despite her heavy workload, she
seemed lighter that day. I wished she could always be happy like that.
The next day, I did the same thing. On the way home I saw one of my neighbors carrying a basket on her back
and collecting yak dung. At that time, we spared the trees around our village, believing that they held sacred
spirits within them. Dried yak dung was the most prevalent source of fuel.
Ama, like every woman in my village, would go out every afternoon and collect the wet dung. Later she would
spread it out to dry in the sun, and form it into cakes for burning. It was tedious work, and I never liked it.
However on that day, newly infused with the pride of a good daughter, I wanted to collect yak dung. I tried to
carry Ama’s basket, but it was too big for me. I asked her to make me a smaller basket, and this time she readily
agreed. She knew I could bring in at least two or three pieces of yak dung from the fields each time I went out.
From then on, I carried my small basket just like other women in the village and often went out to collect dung.
I really hated it when Ama washed my hair. If I saw her take out the washing powder, I would run out of the
house as quickly as I could. Ama would have to chase me down and force my head into the basin of warm water. I
didn’t hate the washing as much as the combing that came afterwards. It was too painful for me to endure. One
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day, after a particularly excruciating wash and comb, Ama took out a piece of butter and rubbed it in my hair,
making it shiny and smooth. Then, we sat in the sunshine togethet while she braided my hair into a hundred small
plaits, attaching a small amber bead at the crown of my head. When she was finished, she looked at me and said,
“Oh! My little woman, you are so cute today.”
From then on everyone began calling me “Little Woman”.
*
Herding calves proved more difficult than I had previously thought. Sometimes I had to race after them in the
rain. Other times I had to search for them in the cold snow. I went out alone to fetch water and collect yak dung,
even when I was very tired, or when other children were calling me to play.
Whenever I met another villager, she would call me Little Woman. That was what everyone called me. I did
not know what it meant. One afternoon, as soon as I got home, I asked Ama out of curiosity,
“Everyone is calling me Little Woman. What does it mean?” She stopped her work, kneeled down and gently
stroked my hair.
“You are helping Ama and you are like a grown woman, yet you are so young,” she replied.
I hesitated for a moment. The name “Little Woman” seemed odd. At the same time, I was proud to have earned
such a title.
“I like it,” I told Ama, and she broke into a laugh.
The huge rocky mountain above our village looks like an old sitting giant, and we are right under his knees.
People said that he was our mountain god. Because our village was under his knees, he couldn’t see us, and we
couldn’t get any help or protection from him.
It sometimes seemed that my village was cursed with poverty. The soil was not very fertile and the crop yields
were always low. We were isolated form the world. Vehicles could not reach our village, and horses and yaks were
the only form of transportation.
Although it was a peaceful place surrounded by snowcapped mountains, crystal clean rivers, and a clear blue
sky, natural beauty means little to people who are struggling to survive. To escape the fate that awaited them
under the knees of the mountain god, most of the villagers moved to the county town. I lost nearly all of my
friends and playmates. Soon, I only had one friend left, my neighbor’s daughter, who was the same age as me. Her
name was Lhamo.
In the mornings, if there was nobody in the yard, I would secretly run to her home and stay there all day.
There, I got to know and love her mother, who was a typical traditional woman. She wore a black Tibetan robe,
and her hair fell down to her waist in hundreds of small braids, all topped with an amber bead the size of a small
bird’s egg.
She didn’t talk much, but I loved her because she was a compassionate woman. Every morning, she would
make a big bowl of tsamba for Lhamo and I. Then, she would boil milk for us to drink. When she was free, she
would play with us and tell stories. She became my beloved aunty, even though we were not blood-relations.
Although life was difficult in my village, for most of my childhood, I was surrounded by love and harmony.
Every morning as the bright sun began to warm the grass, I watched husbands and wives bustle their yaks and
calves out to pasture. As I was fetching water in the evenings, I saw them helping each other bring in the yaks for
the night.
The harvest ground, where all the villagers threshed their crops, was full of laughter. Our village had only one
grain thresher, but nobody fought over it. Men worked in the fields and went out for business while their wives
took care of the family and livestock. There was a rhythm to this cooperation that I came to expect. But one day,
the harmony that I had known my enrire life was broken in a most cruel and vicious way.
One late winter afternoon, I was playing with Lhamo in her family’s yard when we heard a loud cry from
inside her house. My body tightened with fear as Lhamo and I rushed into the room. I couldn’t believe what I saw.
I had to gulp for air, and everything became fuzzy. I would have passed out if not for another blood curdling
scream, this time from Lhamo, snapping me back to reality.
When I opened my eyes I saw Lhamo lying over her mother on the ground. Her Motherss nose was broken,
and tears and blood soaked her cheeks. Standing over them, her enraged, fierce husband waved a round, meterlong stick that we used to make noodles. It was obvious he had beaten her with it, and he wasn’t finished.
“Who told you to come here?” he shouted to his daughter, his face glowing with rage. “Get out!” Lhamo
begged,
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“Apa! Please don’t beat Ama!” But her pleas only incited his anger. He narrowed his eyes and raised the stick
over his head.
“Get out of here, both of you!”
Now I saw the glazed look in his eye, and I smelled the stench of alcohol. He was drunk. The room reeked of a
stench that gushed from his mouth every time he spoke.
“Get out or I will beat you too!” he shouted furiously. His bloodshot eyes opened wide and his dark face
tensed.
“You beast! She is your own child! How could you beat her?” her mother reasoned as she tried desperately to
lift herself off of the floor.
“Beast, you say I’m a beast?” his anger burst.
He pushed Lhamo aside and brought the wooden stick down hard on Aunty’s back. It made a muffled cracking
sound as it pounded into her flesh. With all of his strength, he brought it down again and again; on her shoulder,
her leg, her back. The dull sound it made against her body still rings in my ears today. I was paralyzed with fear,
sadness, and disgust. I didn’t dare say a word. I just looked at him. He was so ugly—a living demon. How could
he treat my dear aunty like that? She had done everything he asked. Why was he still unsatisfied? I opened the
door and escaped, and Aunty’s cries and the foul smell of liquor followed me, pouring out of the putrid room.
I ran home, tears blurring my vision. I had never felt so much hatred for a person before.
The next day, I dared not go to Lhamo’s home. I was afraid of her father and I did not want to see him again. I
sat alone picking small colorful stones out of the river, and moving them round in the palm of my hand.
Grandmodler had once told me that there are white conch shells in the river, and if I found one and prayed with all
my heart, every sentient being would find happiness. I looked carefully, but I did not find a conch. In the distance
I saw Aunty approach, walking unsteadily toward the river with a water bucket on her back.
I went up to her. When I saw her up close, I was stunned. She looked far worse than she had the night before.
Her eyes were swollen nearly shut. Her face was a bruised rainbow of colors, green, red and purple. Both of her
hands were so battered and swollen that she had trouble filling her bucket with water.
I could do nothing for her but cry. I put my arms around her neck and buried myself in her chest, crying loudly
in her warm embrace.
She said nothing. She just sat and stroked my hair with her swollen hand, crying quietly. A while later, she
stumbled back home slowly, the full bucket of water on her back—the day’s chores complete.
Everything seemed deadly tranquil. I looked up and saw the same sky that I had known as a child on the
grassland, but it seemed further away now. In the distance, I watched a man drive his yaks into the mountains. At
the lower part of the river a man helped a woman fetch water. Life continued as it always had, but it was all so
disconnected from Aunty. I wondered why she had to endure so much, while others enjoyed a happy peaceful life.
Later that year, shortly before the Lunar Festival, I was awoken by yelling outside. It was Lhamo’s voice. As
my parents rushed out, the door slammed loudly behind them. I hurried to the window in time to see Lhamo and
my parents fade into the darkness as they ran. Something bad had happened.
Later, Ama told me that Aunty’s husband had beaten her again that night. This time it was so bad that she had
tried to run away from home. But she did not find freedom that night. Her husband hunted her down and caught
her. Her flight had enraged him. When my parents arrived at their house he was beating her to death. I don’t dare
imagine how she felt that night. My mind fills with cries, blood and the putrid smell of alcohol every time I recall
it.
Soon after that night, my family moved into town so that we children could get an education. Before we left
the village, Aunty came to my home. She gave me a fist-sized piece of wild yam bread wrapped in a clean
washing powder bag. I cried again in her warm arms. This time she spoke:
“Study hard. After you get an education you will not suffer like me. My life is my karma and everything is
settled. But your life is different. Your future has not yet been written.”
Although I did not fully comprehend her message at the time, her words carved themselves deep into my mind.
After that day, I never saw her again. I only heard from Father that she is still alive. I will never forget her
suffering, her kindness or her wise advice to me. Even today, I still hate her cruel, vicious husband.
*
When I was five, Father taught me to read and write Tibetan. I never paid much attention to it. He wanted to
send me to school. He discussed it with Ama, and she refused it as a foolish idea. Sending us to school would
mean we would have to move into town, where we had no farmland and could not herd livestock. Everyone in the
village thought it was a stupid idea. They tried to persuade Father out of it.
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“There is no use sending them to school. Your boy can be a monk and he can learn in the monastery.”
“Don’t be foolish. Soon they will grow up and can labor for the family,” they would say. Some of the relatives
warned in a concerned voice,
“How could you possibly survive in the town? You have nothing there.”
Ama never wanted to move, but Father was persistent, and he finally convinced her.
We moved soon after the Tibetan New Year. Countless relatives came to my home and loaded everything in the
house onto the backs of horses and yaks. Some of our relatives even went with us to the town to help unload our
belongings.
As we trotted away, our neighbors and relatives prayed for a safe journey and a good life. I was on the back of
a white horse behind my brother. As we made our way out of the valley, I looked back and got one final glimpse
of my village. In the distance, the snow on the mountain tops glittered. The small village was veiled in a haze of
morning smoke. The brownish adobe houses were packed in snow, like babies in their cradles, sleeping
peacefully. Although I was eager and curious to see the town, a bitter sadness for my home stirred within me.
I said farewell. As dazzling images danced in my mind, my sadness faded. I wondered if town would be as
beautiful as heaven. Would the people look like me?
In the afternoon, we came to a wide river, where a truck was waiting for us. I had never seen a truck before and
was amazed by the giant machine. It was a dark green with huge tires. It made a rumbling sound as though angry
yaks were trapped inside its belly. We loaded everything into the truck and one of our relatives drove the yaks and
horses away. Others came with us to town. Father gave away our farmland to relatives and Grandmother stayed
behind to take care of the family livestock.
I came from a remote place, where electricity and motor vehicles existed only in stories told by villagers when
they arrived home from traveling. Town was a place that existed only in my imagination, a heavenly place, where
everything was magical. As our truck jittered and gurgled through the town, this world of myth became a reality.
The first sight that caught my attention was a large three-story building. I had never seen a building like that
before, and I couldn’t imagine how they had managed to pile one floor on top of another without the whole thing
toppling over. On the slick paved street, crowds of people walked to and fro; moving about like ants. They were
all dressed so beautifully. I thought there must be some sort of festival taking place.
I had entered a new world, and a sense of strangeness permeated everything. After my family set up our new
home, I slowly got used to the hustle and bustle of the town, and that year, in August, I went to school for the first
time.
*
In my school, no one wore Tibetan robes, so Father bought my brother and me a new set of clothes. It was the
first time I had worn pants and a jacket, and somehow I didn’t feel comfortable. I kept reaching my hand to my
chest, searching for the pouch in my robe where I stored treasures, but there was just a flimsy pocket. I didn’t
recognize my brother in his new clothes, and felt uncomfortable walking together with this new stranger to
school.
After a few short months, my brother became the best student in our class, and the teacher always let him out
of class early. In our class, the best student went home ten minutes earlier than everyone else. Although he was
proud of his reward, Brother would wait for me outside the school gate so we could walk home together. We
would laugh and talk about the days’ lessons as we drew closer to the warm glow of Ama’s kitchen fire.
In winter, after every class we played a game called tobpoh. We tore out two small pieces of sheepskin from an
old jacket or blanket. We turned the woolen sides in, placed a small stone between them, and sewed them closed.
Then we threw the tobpoh into the air and kicked it with our foot. When there were several children, we would
separate into two groups.
One day as we were playing, a boy in my class bumped into me and I fell down. I hit the ground hard, and
cried out in pain. My Tibetan teacher heard me and asked what had happened. I looked back at the boy who had
run into me. He was the oldest boy in my class and I knew if I told the teacher he had pushed me, then later he
would really beat me up. I told the teacher that I had fallen down while I was playing. He checked to make sure
that I was not injured, and left.
I started primary school in a class of forty, but by the time we entered middle school, there were only twenty of
us left. Some of my classmates dropped out to help their families, and others failed out. I will never forget the day
my quietest classmate left school.
Our Tibetan teacher paced about the room in a faded blue suit, his thundering voice keeping us alert despite the
monotony of our lessons. The door opened suddenly, and a man with dark brown skin and greasy tangled hair
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ambled in uncomfortably. He kept his eyes down, and when I caught a glimpse of his face, I could see why. He
had clearly been crying.
Our teacher stopped the lesson and joined the man outside. Moments later, he came back in and approached
Kandrol Tseren. He put his hand on her shoulder and whispered in her ear. Her face tightened, and she packed up
all of her school supplies and rushed outside. As the door closed behind her, our teacher sighed, and said in a
horse whisper,
“Kandrol Tseren’s mother passed away last night.”
I never saw her again.
Father was very strict with my brother and me. Every day we had to do double the amount of homework
assigned by the teacher. In the beginning, I was so new to school that I really struggled, and came home day after
day with low exam scores. School was so alien to the life I had lived. I often considered giving up.
But under Father’s watchful eye, I slowly caught up with the other students. Every morning at five o’clock, he
would call me to get up. I would start the day reciting everything that I had to memorize. I also had help from my
Math teacher. Despite my terrible Math skills, he was very kind. He always praised me for my hard work and took
every possible opportunity to teach me more.
During those years in middle school, I put my life into my studies. Sometimes I stayed up until to 1 or 2AM
reading my lessons. Because of Father and my kind teacher’s gentle urging, I became a passionate student, and
soon rose to the top of my class.
*
Then one spring, while the winter cold still hung around the school yard, three visitors came to choose the top
students to study English on scholarship in Xining. I thought of Father as I scribbled my answers on the exam
papers, and felt deep gratitude to him and my kind teacher when I saw my name on the list of the six chosen
students. I had begun school at the very bottom of the class, and because of their support, I was now leaving at the
top.
In my first semester in the English Training Program at Qinghai Normal University, I was like a mindless
parrot, simply repeating every letter of the alphabet after my teacher. Without Father there to wake me up early, I
slept late, and played while others were studying. The city was a new place to me, and I spent my days and nights
filled with curiosity, playing and discovering new things .
Before I knew it, it was time for final exams, and I was totally unprepared. I wasn’t worried about the tests
until I received my scores a few days after the end of the semester, and realized how wrong I had been to ignore
my studies. My semester grades were no better than the scores I had received in my first days at primary school. It
was as though all of the hard work I had done in the beginning was for nothing. I felt so ashamed.
The next day, I bought a ticket home, and sat on the bus for hours imagining what my parents would say when
they saw my grades. The bus rolled on late into the night, and while my fellow passengers snored peacefully in
their seats, I stayed wide awake, haunted by the image of Father with a furrowed brow and down-turned mouth.
Twenty-four bumpy, windy hours later, I arrived home. I was exhausted, embarrassed, and afraid. Before I
even had a chance to knock, my brother opened the door to our home with a warm smile on his face. My two
younger sisters rushed up from behind him and encircled me in their small arms, tears of happiness nmning down
their cheeks. Even Ama sniffled with joy as she set the food that she had prepared for my homecoming down on
the table. In honor of my return, she had prepared a feast of potatoes, peppers, mutton, and noodles, foods
reserved only for special occasions. I was racked with guilt as I sat in the center of the warm circle that my family
made around me in the kitchen.
“You have become so pale! Have you been eating well in school? Are you sick?” Ama said with a worried look
as she touched her hand to my forehead. My younger sister playfully batted away her hand.
“Silly Ama. It is fashionable to be white. I think she looks good!” she laughed.
“I am fine, and the food at school is fine.” I replied solemnly, my face pointed towards the ground.
“So how is school?” Father asked hopefully.
My body shuddered at his words. I looked up and into my family’s gentle, loving eyes, glowing with hope and
anticipation, and I wanted to escape, to somehow avoid answering the question that had kept me awake for the
last twenty-four hours. I knew that my response would shatter all of their hopes for me. I lowered my head until
my chin touched my chest and muttered,
“I don’t think I did very well. I just barely passed the final exams.”
The room was silent, and I didn’t dare look up. I held my breath as I waited for a reply.
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“Don’t worry. Everyone has a difficult time adjusting to new surroundings and new subjects,” Father said in a
kind, understanding voice. I lifted my head and looked into his eyes; they were still glowing with enthusiasm and
hope.
“You will do much better next semester,” he smiled.
I let out a long, deep breath, and the color returned to my cheeks. I realized that it would take a lot more than
one semester of low grades for my family to give up on me. I picked up my chopsticks and began to enjoy the
feast that Ama had prepared. The food warmed my stomach, and I was filled with hope as I heard my family
laugh and tell stories as we ate. I had been given a new chance at life. This time, I was determined to make them
proud.
*
I returned to school the next semester as a new woman. I made a goal to score higher on every exam than I had
on the previous one. I studied day and night, until my eyes were red, and my mind dizzy with new information. At
night, after the dormitory lights were shut off, my roommates and I sat in a small circle and read by the dim light
of a prohibited candle. My three older roommates were kind and patient, and did everyhing they could to help me
study.
Slowly, I caught up with the other students. Our class was very competitive, and I was constantly working.
Now, on the days that I would have spent lying in the grass looking up at the puffy white clouds in the sky, I
didn’t even notice the weather. Life was busy and stressful, but it was far more meaningful than the lazy life that I
had been living before. With time, I began to understand the deeper meaning of the lessons that our foreign
teachers taught, and the world outside of Tibetan areas of China unfolded before my eyes.
*
Now that I could see the world around me more clearly, I began to think about my place in it. I had grown up
in the company of stories about starvation and hardship. Though I always had enough food as a child, I remember
sitting with Ama on the grassland when I was young, hearing about her childhood during the great famine of
1958. Because there was no food, she and her eight brothers and sisters would search around the grassland for
anything that was edible. They ate bitter grasses, leaves, and anything else that wasn’t poisonous. My stomach
ached as I ran my fingers in the grass below me, imagining Ama and her family cooking and eating it for
breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Now, as one of the few Tibetans from my area with a college education, I felt a
responsibility to help those who were still struggling with harsh living conditions.
This started with my own village. When I went home every winter, I got a glimpse of how difficult life was for
people, especially the women. Women are responsible for all of the household chores. Every morning they have to
get up at 6 o’clock to go and fetch water. For 9 months of the year, when the small river closest to the village is
dry, they have to walk 2 kilometers to another river and then carry two buckets of water back home. Someone
from each household has to go three times a day to fetch water. Every day they spend three hours fetching water.
The path to the river is steep, narrow, and covered in ice during the winter. One winter, I went to fetch water
for my family, and as I was walking back home with two full buckets of water balanced on a board over my
shoulder, I slipped and fell down the ice path. My left leg was severely injured and I had to stay in bed for four
days. I couldn’t walk properly for the rest of the month.
While I lay in bed, my leg pulsing with pain, I realized that something had to be done. As soon as I returned to
school the next semester, I began working on a well project for my village.
I started this project with a beam of hope that was weighed against heavily by the doubts of my villagers. From
the very beginning, I knew that completing the project would not be an easy job, but the thought of giving up
never occurred to me. Something deep in my heart urged me to continue moving forward. I faced the obstacles
that occurred one by one, and as the project progressed steadily, the doubts of the villagers were slowly erased.
The Canada Fund provided money for my project, and I successfully implemented it in the winter of 2006.
*
A short time later, right before my graduation from college, I went to visit Grandmother at her home in a small
village not very far from our town. She lived with Aunt Tsomo, her youngest daughter, and together they tended to
a small herd of yaks and a small plot of land on which they grow vegetables.
On the first morning of my visit, I woke up from a long rested sleep and looked out the window to see the
world covered in snow. Large white flakes drifted onto the window and melted. Far beyond the village, the snow
covered mountains stood and reached for the sky. The trees in our yard, bent from the weight of the snow, seemed
to be bowing in greeting. Smoke drifted slowly from the neighbors’ chimneys, and the entire village slept
peacefully.
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I stretched, and walked into the kitchen to be greeted by Aunt Tsomo. She hadn’t driven the yaks mto the
mountains this mornmg as she normally did, because the snow was so thick that there would be no grass for them
to eat. Grandmother sat in the back of the small room chanting in a low voice and fingering her prayer beads.
Usually, at this time of morning she would be out on kora, sacred circumambulation of the nearby temple, but the
deep snow had kept her in as well.
Tsomo pulled a small wooden stool up to the clay stove and patted it with her hand, inviting me to sit down
beside the fire. I was too excited to accept her invitation.
“I.will fetch some water,” I suggested, eager to enjoy the calm white world outside.
“Don’t be ridiculous! It is too cold and it is dangerous, you may slip. I will go and fetch water later,” Aunt
Tsomo said firmly while she poured me a warm bowl of milk tea. But I couldn’t get my mind off of the soft white
snow outside.
“Please, Aunt, I will be fine, and if it is dangerous for me, then it will be dangerous for you too, so I might as
well go,” I insisted stubbornly. Grandmother stopped her chanting for just long enough to murmur,
“Wende is being a little naughty today! Tsomo will go and fetch the water; you stay at home with me.”
“Please Grandmother, I will fetch the water. Aunt has to feed the yaks and collect dung for fuel,” I said as I
held Grandma’s hand and scrunched up my face like a kitten.
“OK, go then,” she said reluctantly, and continued chanting.
Aunt handed me a large empty plastic container, and warned me to be very careful not to lose my footing. I
nodded and slipped out of the front door with a big smile.
The smile faded about ten minutes later, when I realized how freezing cold my white winter wonderland was,
and how poorly my thin robe insulated me. As I made my way down the narrow valley road that led to the river,
my body trembled and my fingers grew numb inside of my gloves. When I looked back and saw the warm plume
of smoke rising gendy from Grandmother’s chimney, I almost turned back, but my pride pushed me onwards
towards the nver.
When I finally arrived, I saw that the small river was completely frozen over except for one small hole, gaping
like an open mouth at its bank. A woman knelt beside it, clearing the fresh snow away so that she could fill her
water bucket.
She was difficult to see at first. She had been digging for some time, and the back of her black robe was
completely covered in snow, camouflaging her. I carefully made my way down to the mouth of the river and knelt
beside her.
She looked up at me, and I saw that she was not much older than I. Her eyes were dull, full of suffering, and
surrounded by a sea of wrinkles far too abundant for such a young woman. She ignored her tangled greasy hair,
which was spread messily on her shoulders and dangling in her face. She chiseled the surface of the frozen river
with a small rock, enlarging the hole to collect water. She wasn’t wearing gloves, and the cold had turned the dark
wrinkled skin on her hands a greenish red color. Water sloshed in and out of the cracks in her worn leather boots
and mixed with the dirt on her apron into a thick mud. She must have been working all morning to dig that hole in
the river, and she seemed too tired even to smile in greeting.
I could be her. If I had stayed in my hometown, then the burning sun and harsh winds of the grassland would
have carved the very same wrinkles in my forehead, tangled my hair, and clouded my eyes.
The stillness of the snowy world swallowed us in silence. As the snow fell between us, not a leaf rusded, not a
bird chirped. It seemed as though we were the only two people in the world. I had come face to face with the
future I would have had without an education.
I felt the cold seep through my robe and into my bones. I knew that she felt it too, and that hers was a world of
snow. The snowflakes poured onto her head and body, burying her, smothering her in silence. In the snow, I saw
my dear Aunty’s face, and understood her words for the first time,
“Study hard. After you get an education you will never suffer like me. My life is my karma and everything is
settled. But your life is different. Your future has not yet been written.”
The young woman finished drilling, and filled her wooden bucket. As I watched the cold clear water flow over
her fingers, I wondered, why couldn’t Aunty search for the life she wanted to live? Is it really anyone’s fate to
suffer?
Her bucket full, the young woman stood and began the slow ascent up the valley to her home. As I watched her
disappear into the storm, I knew that the answer was no.
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194.83 Mountain Song\fn{by Chodpaylhamo (1984- )} Mai-er-ma Township, Aba Autonomous Tibetan Prefecture,
Sichuan Province, China (F) 5
Mother pulled one of her well-aged yak hair bags out of our storage space in the tent. In it, she pac.ked several
cakes of butter that she had made for me the night before under the light of a dim candle. As she handed me the
heavy bag, she asked one last time if I wanted some milk tea. She had woken up at four that morning as usual, to
milk the yaks. It was difficult to resist another bowl of her fresh warm milk tea. I refused the inviting tea; my
stomach was full and I didn't want to get sick during my long journey.
As I gathered together my clothing and supplies and packed them on to the back of my old Palomino horse,
Mother held the.1eather reins in her hand and whispered,
“Listen to your grandmother. Be nice to the other students, and study hard.”
She looked at the ground as she spoke; she didn’t want me to see the tears welling up in her eyes. Father tied
up the last sack of supplies, tightened the grip of the woolen hat on his head, and mounted his brown horse. Like
Mother, he avoided my eyes and spoke quickly to hide his sadness.
“Cho!” he commanded, and his horse ambled forward slowly. I mounted my horse, and with a click of my
tongue, we were off.
It felt strange to leave. I was excited to see the world beyond the grasslands where I had grown up, but it
pained me to know that I was leaving my parents, our yaks, and everything I loved behind. I was seven years old,
and this was the first time I would leave our rolling pastures and experience the wonders of electricity, paved
roads, and brick buildings. I wished that I could stay just a little longer, but I knew that we could not wait—today
was the auspicious day that our lama had chosen for me to begin my new life at school.
I was the first of my seven siblings to attend, and we didn’t dare toy with our fate by leaving on any other day.
My horse’s hooves pounded out a steady rhythm, and I rode straight-faced behind Father, too afraid to look
behind me. As we came to the bend in the road where our black hair tent would disappear from sight, I felt
something pulling me back. I turned around for one last look at the valley where I had grown up.
A dense fog lingered around the hill tops, obscuring our yaks from view. At the bottom of the hill, our tent was
lit up by the morning sun, clouds of smoke curling out from under its roof. It was so small next to the rolling hills.
Mother stood motionless at the entrance of the tent. I was too far away to make out her face, but I knew that her
apple red cheeks were now wet with tears. My own eyes began to sting, and I wiped my face with the sleeves of
my woolen robe. As I turned to face the road ahead, I chanted the Jamdrol prayer\fn{A prayer to the Buddha, the
Dharma and the Sangha: the three types of refuge} over and over below my breath.
*
The journey to the township was difficult. We had to cross many rivers, some so deep that the water danced
across the sacks of butter tied to our horse’s saddles as we made our way across. We traversed mountains so steep
that we had to dismount our horses and walk beside them. As we traveled, we passed valleys dotted with black
tents, and saw fellow nomads going about their daily work. Women dug for medicinal herbs with small pointed
scythes, their backs bent at striking angles; men swung rock slings above their heads to control unwieldy
members of their yak herds; children played with rocks and grass in small groups in the sunshine next to their
herds of calves. As we passed one valley with a lone black tent, I watched a girl in the distance with a bright red
scarf herd her sheep. As we drew nearer, I heard the sweet notes of an old Tibetan folk song that she sang to pass
the time.
When we rode over the crest of the last mountain separating the grassland from the township, I could barely
believe my eyes. All of the houses were crowded together in small groups, a wide road splitting them in two
groups. The road was different than any I had seen before, covered in something that looked like rock, but smooth
and bright. A net of wires surrounded the village and stretched out for miles along the road. Tall wooden posts
held the wires above the ground. The posts looked like giant men, and it seemed to me as though the township
was being guarded. Grandmother lived here in a small wooden cabin near the road. This would be my new home.
It was unusual for my parents to send me to school. Almost no one from my home area was educated, and very
few people thought it was a worthwhile pursuit. When Father was a child, he had a rare chance to attend school,
and he had enjoyed every minute spent in his small classroom learning how to turn the letters of the Tibetan
alphabet into words and sentences. But Grandfather was afraid that success in school would mean being
transferred to a far-away Chinese city, and he cautioned his son not to put too much effort into his studies. Despite
Father’s reticence, his teachers recognized his intelligence, and rewarded him with high scores and candies.
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Grandfather’s fears grew, and one day he came to school with the news that Father’s mother was dying and he
had to return home. When they returned, Father found his mother in perfect health, and realized that Grandfather’s
fears had gotten the best of him. His education ended forever after only one short year.
As he grew up, Father watched his friends who had continued in school get stable government jobs and enjoy
the steady incomes that education had brought. While he was eking out a living for his family herding his
livestock in the rain, sleet, and snow, his former schoolmates sat in warm heated offices and bought toys for their
children. He always came home from his trips to town looking ashamed. Because he couldn’t speak Chinese, he
could not bargain with the shopkeepers when he was buying goods for our family. He did not wish the same
future for his children.
So as soon as his older children had learned how to care for the livestock that our family depended on, he sent
us to school. When I was old enough to herd yaks alone they decided to send all of their younger children to
school. I was the first to go.
*
On my first day of school, I woke up to the gentle sound of boiling water and the acrid smell of burning yak
dung. I knew it must be breakfast time, but I rolled over in bed, wanting more sleep. Grandmother’s calm
rhythmic chanting and the sound of her prayer wheel turning round and round on its axis woke me up slowly. I
climbed out of bed, pulled my small woolen robe on over my long underwear, and walked into the kitchen.
Grandma had already prepared tsampa and milk tea for breakfast, and it steamed on the small table in front of
me. Before I could eat, she filled a basin with hot water and told me to wash my face and hands every day, or the
other students would make fun of me. The hot water felt good on my hands, and the soap stung my cheeks as I
scrubbed them clean. When I walked back into the room, Grandma handed me a large warm lump of tsampa that
she had shaped in her palm. I looked at the marks that her hands had made on the mixture as I gulped it down, and
a warm, comfortable feeling filled my stomach.
After I had finished breakfast, Grandma straightened my sleeves and tightened my cloth belt. I held my hands
above my waist as she tugged firmly on my robe, perfecting every crease. On our way out the door, she gave me
one final look and smiled warmly with approval.
I held Grandma’s finger as we walked to school so that I would not trip and fall. As we made our way to the
small brick building, we came across many other children who she said would soon be my schoolmates. I jumped
with glee at the thought of so many new friends, and Grandma held me steady. As we entered the school gate, she
warned me to never play near the river, for if I did, Mara would come and take me away forever. I shivered and
promised to follow her advice. The bell rang, and a tall man came out of the classroom holding a book and pencil.
He began to call out students names.
“Yangiian Lhamo, Tashidondrol, Yeshemtso, Shamba …”
When my name was called, I let go of Grandma’s finger and ran to the room to join the others. Just before
leaving the ! schoolyard, she called out,
“Listen to your teachers and be kind. I will come and l get you after your last class.”
I lived happily with Grandma like this every day for the next two years. I made many friends in school, and
enjoyed what I was learning.
*
One day I went to my friend Tspomo’s home to play. As we sat in her family’s yard playing with the rocks, her
mother came home carrying a heavy box in her arms. We rushed into the house behind her to see what was inside.
My mouth began to water as soon as she removed the flimsy cardboard lid to reveal layer upon layer of golden
apples. The sweet smell of the ripe fruit filled the house, and my eyes grew wide with anticipation. Because we
lived at such a high altitude, we almost never ate fruit. It was a rare delicacy that Tsomo’s farming cousins had
sent to her family. I tried to be polite and hide my desire for the mouth watering fruit, but Tsomo’s mother saw my
longing and generously offered me apple after apple.
I gobbled them down like a hungry wolf, the juice running down my chin and onto my robe. I ate until my
stomach bulged and ached, and all of my clothes were covered in sticky sweet juice. I knew that I never would
have been able to eat so many apples if Grandmother had been there, for she would have cautioned me to be
polite and restrained. I left feeling lightheaded from such unhampered indulgence.
But the next day, I paid dearly for my gluttony. I awoke in the morning with a terrible sickness. I opened my
eyes and tried to look up, but my head wouldn’t move. I tried to call out to Grandmother, but could not raise my
voice above a whisper. I was drenched in sweat and vomit, and could do nothing but cry from the pain surging
through my body.
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Grandma was there by my bedside for hours, and as my sickness worsened, she grew pale. Her hands trembled
as she brushed my hair off of my forehead. She prayed all day and fed me medicine, but my sickness only got
worse.
In the afternoon, my eyes began to roll back in my head, and Grandma knew she had to take me to a doctor.
The only doctor in our town was Chinese, and she could not communicate with him because she only spoke
Tibetan. She called our neighbor for help, hoisted me on her back, and carried me to the clinic, five kilometers
away.
As I lay barely conscious in the clinic bed, she held my hand with tears in her eyes. My parents came as soon
as they could and joined her beside my bed, chanting and moving their prayer beads in endless circles through
their hands. As soon as he could, Father went to the monastery and asked the monks to chant to scare away the
demon that had taken me. He came back with a blessed red string from the lama that he tied around my neck. He
told the others the lama’s instructions: I would survive, but we would have to move to the larger hospital.
The next day I was moved to the prefectural hospital. The room charge alone was well beyond our means, and
the doctors told my family that the medicine needed to cure me was very expensive. Without it, I would not get
better. I drifted in and out of consciousness for days, but every time I woke up, one of my family members was
there by my side chanting. They looked into my eyes with love.
One day, I heard my parents discussing the hospital fees outside of my room.
“I borrowed money from my brother Galko, but it is not nearly enough,” Father whispered to Mother.
“We have already spent everything we have to pay the hospital fees,” she groaned back. When they came back
into the room, Grandmother took a small wooden box out of the pouch of her robe. I had seen it before, and knew
that it held her most cherished and valuable possession, a set of ivory prayer beads that her grandmother had
given her.
“I want you to sell these to pay for the hospital bill,” she said decidedly. The last thing I saw before I blacked
out was the determined look in her sad, pale eyes. I knew that I would be OK.
*
It took two months of hospital stay for me to recover from the poisoned apples, which had so much pesticide in
them that they nearly killed me. Although I was healthy again, it was difficult for me to return to my normal life. I
had missed so many classes, and no matter how hard I studied, I could not catch up. On exam day, while my desk
partner scribbled away on her paper, I chewed my pencil and stared at the ceiling. I handed in a blank exam sheet,
and hung my head low when I met Grandmother at home that afternoon. She was busy cutting the grass in our
yard under the hot summer sun and her neck and forehead glistened with sweat.
“I ca’t go to school any more,” I announced as I made my way into the yard.
She looked up, startled, and wiped the sweat off of her face with the edge of her robe.
“Look at me carefully,” she said sternly, “Is this how you want to be? Always working? This will be your life if
you quit school.”
I shifted on my feet and looked down at the grass. I hadn’t really considered the alternatives, and I knew she
was right.
A few days later, I woke up one morning and thought it strange that I didn’t hear Grandmother's chanting. I
walked into the kitchen and saw her sitting on her wooden chair with her brow wrinkled and her back bent, staring
down at the prayer beads in her hand. When she saw me she looked up.
“I can’t remember the rest of the scripture,” she said sadly. She repeated the first part to me, but her voice
dropped off when she came to the third verse.
“You see, if you quit school you will be like me, illiterate! I have to depend on neighbors and friends to teach
me the most basic scriptures. If you can read, you can figure them out by yourself,” she instructed.
I remembered her advice every time I didn’t know the answers in class. I thought about it late at night when I
was up studying, and in the early morning when I recited my lessons while other students were still warm in bed.
One semester later, I had not only caught up with the others, I had the top scores on the year end exams. Both
of my parents were very proud of my progress in school, and encouraged me in every way.
*
After my sixth year of primary school, Father decided to send my younger sister and me to the best junior
middle school in the county. It was 85 kilometers from our county town, and it took four hours to reach by bus
from Grandmother’s home. Entrance was competitive, especially if you were from an outside county like us.
Every winter, my parents came to live with Grandmother and me. One cold morning I woke up and Father was
gone. I asked Mother where he was and she told me that he left before sunrise to travel to the neighboring county
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to speak with the school leaders about my sister and me. I leapt out of bed with excitement at the thought of going
to the wonderful junior middle school. I had never left my county before, and I imagined how exotic and different
a school so far away would be.
I counted the days after father left, and prayed for his safe return and happy news. We had no telephones in our
hometown, and no way to contact Father to find out how his negotiations were going. I sat beneath the tree in
front of Grandmother’s house and fixed my eyes on the magpies that perched on its branches. When I was young,
I believed that if a magpie called three times after I asked it a question, then what I hoped for would come true. If
the bird flew away, my wish was in vain.
Five days after Father had left, it snowed heavily, and when I walked outside, it seemed as though the world
was sleeping under a thick white blanket. It was very quiet, and there was not an animal in sight except for a lone
magpie sitting in the family tree. I walked over to the tree cautiously and looked up at the solemn bird.
“Will father bring good news today?” I asked tentatively.
Everything stood still as I waited for his reply. My breath froze in front of me and drifted in large clouds up to
the magpie’s branch. Then, to my delight, he called three times and flew away. I ran back into the house and
announced the good news to Grandma. The hours of the day dragged on as I awaited father’s return. As the sun set
beneath the hills, I looked out on the horizon and still saw no sign of him. I thought that the magpie had tricked
me, and I went to my neighbor’s house to play and pass the time.
I returned home well past dark and saw the lights in the kitchen blazing. When I opened the door, I knew that
the magpie had been truthful. My brothers and sisters sat on the floor playing with toys that Father had brought
them from the far-away county. Father smiled warmly as I came through the door, and handed me a brand new
school bag. I grabbed it from him and ran off to tell the good news to Tsomo.
At the time, I was too young to realize what my family had gone through to get me into that school. Father had
gone day after day to the school’s administration office and begged the leaders to meet with him. They ignored
him, thinking themselves too important to meet with the poor nomad camped outside their door. He had no
relatives or friends in the area, and slept in a cheap, cold hotel while he waited for a meeting.
To pay for his food, lodging, and bus tickets, he borrowed money from aunts and uncles. His relentless
insistence eventually paid off, and the school leaders soon agreed to hear his plea. After several meetings, he
convinced them to admit my sister and me to their school. He never mentioned any of this to us, and even brought
gifts back just to see the bright smiles on our faces. Even today, when I ask him what he and Mother went through
to pay for our education, he just smiles and says,
“Money is never a problem if you study hard.”
Life at the new middle school was difficult, because I was so far away from my home, and I almost never got
to see my parents and Grandmother. But my classmates, who were far from their families as well, comforted me.
Our teachers were kind, and treated us like their own children. I excelled, and they praised me for my study ethic
and excellent scores. My confidence soared, and time passed quickly.
*
One day when I was in Junior Grade Three, I heard that there would be a competition for a full scholarship to
study English in Qinghai, the next province over. Six students would be chosen for the honor. I eagerly joined in
the competition. I knew that my parents would be excited for such a wonderful opportunity. My hands were
dripping in sweat when I took the exams and I stuttered as I answered the interview questions. The recruiters left
soon after the competition without announcing who had been chosen.
In the days afterwards, I sat in the schoolyard and looked for a magpie that I could tell my wish to. But in that
area, there were no magpies, and all I could do was wait in silence to hear the news.
About a week later, our school leader came to our dormitory and announced the six names of the chosen
students.
“Tsehuajya, Shangchu, Iyabay”—my tongue shaped the words of my name in my dry mouth—“Sonam
Lhengdrup, Draden”—they were all boys. Then finally, just when I had almost given up hope, I heard the four
syllables of my name roll sweedy off of my teacher’s tongue:
“Chodpaylhamo.”
I was the only girl chosen.
Our teacher told us to pack our things and get ready to go. We would be leaving the next morning. When I got
back to the dorm, I was so excited that I could hardly pack. My roommates chattered advice and encouragement
to me as I readied myself for the long journey.
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“You are the only girl, so you need to be careful!” they warned with care. “Watch out for thieves and
kidnappers. The big city is a dangerous place!”
My new school was nearly four days away, in the next province over from mine. My destiny was carrying me
further than ever from my dear beloved home.
I left the next day without ever telling my family what had happened. They were herding in our summer place
where there were no phones or electricity, and I couldn’t afford to make the two day journey to tell iliem my
exciting news and ask for their perinission. So I left for the big city wiiliout ever talking to them. I woried that
they would disagree with my decision when they heard the news.
On ilie bus, my classmates chattered about buildings twenty stories high, and streets lined wiili shiny new cars.
It was difficult to imagine such a big modern place. But while iliey worried about thieves and city folk, I worned
about my family. As soon as we reached the city, I ran to the first phone I could find. I walked past tall buildings
and colorful cars without even seeing iliem. I called my neighbor to ask her to send the news to my family when
she went out to the herding area.
But I was lucky that day, and father was in town. He came to the phone. I told him where I was with a shaking
voice, and to my relief he laughed joyfully and told me how proud he was. He not only supported my choice, but
said that if I needed anything, all I had to do was call and ask and they would stop everything to help. Tears
streaked down my cheeks as he spoke. I really didn’t know how I could ever repay my parents’ kindness.
*
Years later, I graduated from Qinghai Nonnal University with a degree in English and I found myself in Peking
for an international conference on development. I was alone and searching for a place to stay. As I walked
down the crowded sidewalk, people rushed by me in every direction, yelling loudly in strange accents, bumping
into my shoulders, and stepping on my feet. The sun was hot on my back and my feet burned on ilie hot sidewalk.
The air was gray and thick with smog and the sound of honking cars. One building blended into another, until
they became a maze of searing hot metallic mirrors. I turned in circles as I tried to find my way.
I paused in the shade of a tall silver skyscraper, so high that it seemed to disappear into the sky. But the shade
was unsatisfying, and I could feel hundreds of eyes boring into me as I leaned against the building. They knew I
was different. The air was thick with foul and unfamiliar smells: car exhaust, sweat, asphalt, and garbage.
“Excuse me,” I politely begged the man in the storefront next to me selling cheap cotton t-shirts. :Can you tell
me where I can find a hotel near here?”
“Where are you from?” he smirked, clearly unwilling to help. A young couple walked by and chimed in.
“What nationality is she?” they asked the storeowner curiously. I would have to figure this out by myself.
I closed my eyes, and my mind traveled back to my hometown. I breathed in the rich warm smell of yak butter,
green summer grass, and fresh morning air. I could see the expansive grassland spotted with yaks. My family’s
small yak-hair tent was in front of me. Mother stood at the door with a fresh bowl of milk tea, her warm eyes
smiling with pride. Father sat behind me on his horse, urging me forward. In the distance, the sweet melody of a
young girl’s herding song rose over the hills.
I knew that I would never be alone. I opened my eyes and walked confidendy back into the surging crowd.
194.101 A Family At War\fn{by Tsering Drolma (1984- )} Jiga Township, Daocheng County, Ganzi Tibetan
Autonomous Prefecture, Sichuan Province, China (F) 7
Late one spring evening, I came home from school to find my family sitting silently around the fireplace, their
heads lowered to the ground. I greeted them when I walked in, but the crackling of the fire was the only sound I
heard in return. As I walked around the room, they lifted their heads only slightly to watch me, surveying me as
though I was their enemy. I knew something was seriously wrong, and since it was spring, two months away from
the next harvest, I guessed what it was. I walked to our dim storage room at the back of the house and dipped my
hand into the grain bin. Dark, empty air was all that I felt. The entire year’s supply of grain was gone, and the
harvest season was still a long way off. We would have to find a way to survive over the next two months without
food or money.
I walked back into the main room and crouched in a dark corner, my hands wrapped around my knees. My
family had gathered together around the fire that evening to figure out a way to sustain ourselves. But instead of
looking for a solution, Grandfather growled at Father and Mother,
“You didn’t work hard in the fields last year, so the harvest was not enough to feed these hungry animals!”
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His face twisted with resentment as he spat the words out at his children. Neither of my parents said anything,
but a dark shadow came over Father’s face, and I knew there would soon be a fight. I had tried to stop the fighting
before, reasoning with my family and trying to convince them to calm down, but they had just ignored me, or
worse, brought me into the fray. As a child, I was helpless to stop the fighting, and I had learned to be quiet at
times like these.
“Where were you while we were out working in the fields?” Mother retorted as she stood up to face
Grandfather. “Maybe if you weren’t always drinking and fighting, we wouldn’t have this problem!”
It wasn’t long before their yelling match escalated into an all out war. Grandfather lost his temper, and began
picking up everything around him and throwing it at Mother. Pots and pans flew threw the air and landed against
the wall with a deafening crash as my elder brother tried desperately to hold Grandfather back. Father and the
children wrestled Grandfather to the floor, and he writhed and spat in our faces as he tried to break free. Father
didn’t fight back, but just patiently held him while he cursed. He was always the one to calm Grandpa’s rages of
fury. Feeling terrified, and not knowig what else to do, we children screamed at the top of our lungs as Grandpa
kicked and swung. Soon the house was full of angry shouting, the sound of objects breaking against the walls, and
the crying of children. Anyone who passed by would have known that our family was in the middle of a major
conflict.
When everyone was exhausted, the fighting came to an end. We lay around the house panting, surrounded by
debris, our stomachs grumbling. It was long past dinner time, and everyone soon realized that we still didn’t have
any food. Finally, Mother and Father went to our relatives’ homes and beg for grain. Although fighting never
solved anything, my family’s warlike method of dealing with problems persisted. The atmosphere in the house of
my childhood was always thick with fear and anger.
To make matters worse, my school fees were a contentious issue. My grandparents deeply valued our
traditional way of life, and thought that it was a waste of money to send me to school, especially when my family
was barely getting by on our farming income. The skills gained in the schoolhouse were useless in the fields,
which was where they felt I belonged.
But my parents disagreed, and thought I should at least have a few years of basic education so that I could
read, write, and do math. Every time we had money trouble, a fight would break out over my schooling. I stayed
in school, but my grandparents and parents remained in stubborn disagreement, and life went on unchanged.
Because of this, I was a pessimistic and narrow-minded young girl. Like a sheep wandering on the grassland, I
had no direction in school or in life. My mind was so preoccupied with my family’s conflicts that I was never
invested in school. Today, while I cannot remember the faces or names of my classmates, I can clearly recall
every scene of violence in my broken family. My fear for our situation was overwhelming, and I often worried
that someone would be killed in one of our fights. It was hard to even imagine the possibility that things could
ever change. How could I hold any hope for the future when just surviving a day was such an accomplishment?
In the last weeks before my graduation from junior middle school, I had only one goal in mind: to pass the
exams, so that I would save face in front of my classmates. Beyond this, I figured that my fate was out of my
hands.
*
A couple of weeks after the final exams, I went into the mountains with Father, Brother, and Sister-in-law to
collect wild mushrooms.
We walked for two days to reach the forest where they grew. When we arrived at a suitable place, we hung
several large sheets of plastic that we had brought with us over a long branch to make a tent. For the next month,
this would be our home. We spread dry leaves on the ground of our shelter, and covered them with a thin woolen
blanket to make a bed. Then we stuffed leaves into three old grain bags to make pillows. Every now and then, we
added more leaves to the ground and our pillows to keep them soft.
Next to the tent, father set up a small kitchen. First, he cleared out an area in the dirt for the fireplace. Around
this, he created a shelter made of branches and sticks. The top of the shelter shielded the fire below from wind and
rain. It also helped with the cooking. He hung a long thin wire directly over the fire from the roof of the shelter.
When he cooked, he would simply hook our bucket-like pot from the wire and the oil inside would crackle and
pop. Finally, he found several old tree trunks for us to use as chairs, so that we could warm ourselves by the fire
on days when the rain had soaked into our skin.
Every morning, we sat in a small circle around the fire and ate our breakfast of tsampa and salted dried pork.
Then, we spent the rest of the day scouring the forest floor in search of the small brown mushrooms that grew
among the decomposing leaves and dirt. In addition to drying the mushrooms for market, we sometimes ate them
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for lunch or dinner. They were very tasty, even without any spices at all. Father would fry them with a small
amount of oil and a sprinkle of salt, and the four of us would feast.
When it rained, I was miserably cold. My clothing would soak through to the skin, and even after hours of
sitting by the fire, I couldn’t warm myself completely. But the rain was welcome, because with it came more
mushrooms. This year it was sunny.
One day, after eight hours in the forest, I came back thirsty and tired, an empty mushroom bag hanging at my
hip. Thankfully, Father and Brother were already back and preparing dinner. I tore the empty bag from my hip,
and threw it into the tent with all of my strength. Seeing this, Father and Brother smiled in amusement. They
knew that my luck had been bad that day. Without saying anything to either of them, I gulped down a bowl of the
cold spring water that brother had collected that morning from the stream below, and then retreated to the tent for
a nap.
When I woke up, it was already late in the evening, and the bright moon was shining through the tree tops.
Father told me that dinner was almost ready, and I sat down beside him at the fire. My mouth watered as he
handed me a hot piece of cornbread.
“A villager came while you were sleeping.”
“Mmmhu?:” I said, my mouth too full of cornbread to elaborate.
“He said that you were accepted into a vocational school.”
“Oohhhrnm!” I managed to mumble, swallowing down my mouthful.
“The school is very far away from our home,” he said in an ominous tone.
“Can I go then?” I queried, now finally able to talk.
But even before the words left my mouth, I already knew that the answer was no. It was clear in the defeated
look on Father’s face. He put down his piece of cornbread and took out a handkerchief to clean out his nose.
“You know how much we have earned this year. The four of us have worked very hard, and we will be lucky if
we bring in 2,000 rmb at the end of the season. Your school fees are 6,000. We can’t borrow such a large amount
of money from others.”
He said as he took his small snuff bottle out of his jacket pocket. He poured a small amount onto the top of his
thumbnail tenderly before bringing it to his nose and inhaling sharply.
“It is not your fate to go to school, my poor little daughterm,” he lamented.
My brother and sister-in-law didn’t say anything. I picked up another piece of cornbread and shoveled it into
my mouth. As I chewed, thoughts raced through my head. I knew Father felt bad that he wasn’t able to send me to
school. But like me, he was consumed by fear and uncertainty about our family’s future. He assumed I would
understand that our family’s situation would inherently prohibit me from going to high school. He believed it was
a poor man’s fate to suffer unmet goals and an unwanted lot in life, and that he could do nothing to change the
situation.
Mother, who may have offered more comfort, was not with us to share any warm advice. I knew that there
wasn’t anyone else in my family I could turn to. Grandfather had given up caring about our family long before,
and would probably celebrate Father’s decision.
I was quiet for the rest of the evening. I went to bed early, and buried my head in the covers so deeply that I
couldn’t hear anything except the beat of my own heart. The sound was slow and heavy.
For the next two weeks, I came back every evening with an empty mushroom bag. Although I went out into the
forest every day, I had lost all enthusiasm for the search. When I had free time, I avoided my family, and went to
other people’s tents to play cards or chat. I came back to our tent late, after everyone else had already fallen
asleep.
I thought my chances for higher education, and perhaps a different future, were lost, and I resigned myself to
my farmer’s fate. I would get married before I was eighteen; give birth to two or three children, and do back
breaking labor every day in the fields. If my luck was good, my husband’s family would be kind. If not, I would
suffer through their mistreatment silently. It wasn’t the future I wanted, but I couldn’t see any other option.
I nurtured a deep anger towards Father and the rest of my family for not even trying to send me to school. It
seemed to me that he didn’t care how I felt. I assumed that everyone knew what was weighing so heavily on my
heart, and I didn’t share it with them. I seldom spoke with Father, Brother, or Sister-in-law, and they didn’t try to
make me talk. We spent the end of mushroom season like that.
When September came, we returned home, and my classmates trickled out of the village one by one to attend
their new schools. My stomach churned as I watched them say goodbye to their families and leave for school. I
suffered quietly when villagers visited our home and asked inquisitively whether I was going as well. Every night,
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I lay in my small wooden bed and cried into the ball of jackets that I used as a pillow. I didn’t cry for failing to
achieve my dream, but for the humiliation of not being able to go to school like the other students in my village.
*
One day, only a couple of months into my new life as a farmer, I sat alone on the exposed third floor of our
stone house and watched the clouds drift over the mountains in the distance. I heard someone slowly ascending
the notched log ladder that led up to me, and soon Mother’s warm body was crouched next to mine.
“I have something to discuss with you,” she said with an intensely serious look on her face.
She appeared lost, as though she didn’t know how to start the conversation. Her uneasiness told me that our
discussion would not be pleasant.
“Your great uncle, Tashi, thinks that you’d better marry the Chinese carpenter who is working in his home. He
said life would be much easier for you this way. What do you think?” she said with a look of pain, and then
moved her eyes away from me and stared out at the distant mountains.
A long silence followed.
Thoughts raced through my mind. How could my sweet Uncle Tashi have suggested this? He was educated,
and worked as a government official in the county seat. He knew how much better my life would be if I went to
school. Why was he encouraging me to marry early instead of furthering my education?
Anger swelled inside of me. I knew how things worked in my family. If Mother was asking me about the
business of marriage, it must mean that the whole family had already discussed it. They had probably agreed that I
should marry this Chinese man. Did I even have a choice?
Rage filled my body with a heat that burned my eyes and throat. I could no longer contain all of the words I
had inside of me. Although I was ready to burst, I did my best to compose myself and calmly turned to face
Mother.
“I will do it,” I said coldly, replacing my anger with icy indifference. “It seems that this is the only way for me
to survive in this world, and I know that all of you are very eager to get rid of me. So why not?”
After I said this, I turned away. I couldn’t look at Mother for fear that I would burst into tears. I did not want
her to see through my cool composure. In my mind, she was just as heartless as the rest of my family, and I did
not want to show her any sign of weakness.
It was she who broke down. After several minutes of quiet, I looked at her cautiosly out of the corner of my
eye. Her ruddy cheeks were soaked in silent tears. I bit my lip to control my emotions. I did not know how to
respond, and so I just sat there. After what seemed like an eternity, she spoke,
“I didn’t expect you to respond so coldly. I discussed your future with the family last night and they said that
marrying the Chinese carpenter would not be so bad. I was so disappointed in them! I expected more from your
father and brother—I thought they would act like men. But they are just like two timid little rabbits. I cried the
whole night for your sake, but now you’re treating me so callously. I was totally mistaken about you. I thought
that you had big dreams to get an education and finish school.”
Now I understood why she was crying so bitterly. I had been so wrong. I knew well the pain of being
misunderstood by your own kin, and now I had done the same to my dear mother. My heart and cheeks warmed,
and I could feel again. The tears poured out with my words.
“Mother, I don’t want to marry this Chinese man. I’d rather die than marry now!” I said as I turned to face her,
“I thought that I didn’t care about going to school. But watching all of my classmates leave, I realize that I do. I
want to go too. I have had no one to guide me or offer advice, and now this marriage proposal. It was all too
much. I apologize for my behavior.”
She looked up into my eyes,
“Then why not struggle for what you really want?”
She clamped her hand firmly on my shoulder.
“I know that you are used to school life and want to continue. Why don’t you tell the family how you feel and
persuade them to send you? How can we know what you want if you don’t tell us? It’s useless to sulk all the time.
You must tell people what’s on your mind. What did you learn at school? To be a coward? To be passive and
pessimistic?”
She was right. I had been a coward. Something deep inside my soul woke up. Mother had never spoken to me
like this before. I had mistaken her silence for indifference, and I had been blind to her love for me. She was a
poor illiterate farmer, who hadn’t been given the opportunities I had to learn about the outside world and its ways,
yet she was a thousand times more ambitious than me.
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Two nights later, I worked up the courage to follow her guidance. While everyone was sitting around the fire at
dinner, I stood up and announced that I would re-take the entrance exam in the coming spring. I would not marry,
but go to school instead. They reacted halfheartedly to my announcement, but it didn’t matter. I was determined,
and with Mother’s support I felt that nothing could stop me.
*
The months raced by. I went back to repeat my last year of middle school, and helped my family around the
farm in my spare time. In October, it was time to harvest corn. Mother and I woke up well before six and ate a
quick breakfast of tsampa and cheese before heading into the fields. Then for hours, we pulled corn from their
stalks, and threw them into small baskets that we carried on our backs. We began just as the sun’s first rays lit up
the small valley where we lived, and we didn’t stop until it was too dark to see.
But even then, our daily work was not yet finished. At home, we ate a quick dinner of tsampa, and then peeled
the thick green husks off of the corn we had collected that day. We did this for five days in a row, and at the end of
each day, my hands were burning with blisters that popped and eventually hardened into thick calluses.
When the harvest was finished, there was still more to do. The now barren fields needed to be cleared,
ploughed, and reseeded with wheat and barley. I lead the bulls and their plows over the rough dirt. It was
wonderfully easy compared to harvesting corn, but it was still tiring and dull. From dawn to dusk, I led our
family’s two bulls back and forth through the fields by a long rope that ran through their noses. The sun beat down
on my head as I stumbled back and forth for three days ploughing.
Finally, the harvest and reseeding were finished. But the farmer’s work is never done, and we needed to collect
wood from the forest and chop and store it for the long winter. We also had to cut and chop up tree branches to
spread on the first floor of our home, where all of the livestock lived. This would create a fertilizer that we would
spread over the fields in the spring.
When the cold winter came, we went around the village and helped our neighbors rebuild their houses. In May
there was another harvest, and the entire cycle of work repeated itself. Our work seemed to me like an endless
cycle, a grindstone moving round eternally but never getting anywhere.
*
Soon it was time to re-take the entrance exam. As Mother and I made our way along the narrow dirt path that
led to my middle school, I felt our neighbors’ curious eyes burning into the back of my head. It was embarrassing
to return for the second year in a row, and Mother made the trip with me to offer her support. The fact that I was
going back to take the test could only mean two things, both humiliating: that I had failed, or that my family had
been too poor to send me the first time. As I walked, I kept my mind on the exam and my eyes focused on the
small stone school ahead. I was heading in the right direction.
A few short weeks after the test, I found that my focus and extra year of schooling had paid off. I was accepted
to Kangding Normal School, one of the best schools in the prefecture.
When I went to school this time, I cared about my studies. During the months that I had worked on the family
farm, I saw very clearly what my future would look like without an education, and I knew it wasn’t the future I
wanted. I studied hard. Sometimes my reviews were so extensive after school that I dreamed of grammar rules
and math equations. I became the top student in my class, which both encouraged and challenged me. I knew that
if I dropped from my post as number one, I would lose face. It would mean that my performance had grown
weaker instead of improving.
So, in school I worked out a perfect formula for my own success. I sat quietly in class and absorbed my
lessons. My reticence was not a problem, because my Chinese and Tibetan teachers didn’t encourage active
participation. It was in keeping with tradition for us students to listen, and for the teachers to speak. This worked
well for me, and I became accustomed to the idea that if I understood something myself, there was no need for me
to share it with others.
I spent one year as the top student in my class before I got the opportunity to come to Xining and study in the
English Training Program at Qinghai Normal University. When I arrived in Xining, it was as though my world
had been turned upside down. All of my old patterns in school failed me. I was in a new environment, with
foreign teachers who demanded that I speak, debate, and participate. I didn’t adjust well.
One morning, my teacher purposefully neglected to give exercise papers to all of the girls who had been quiet
in class. He wanted us to stand up and ask for the exercise papers using our loudest voices.
Shaking, I stood and quietly asked for a paper several times, but my voice barely rose above a whisper, and my
teacher refused to give me the paper. I felt again as I had when Mother told me about the marriage proposal,
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completely alone and misunderstood. I forgot what I had learned about struggling, lost the voice I had used to
demand that my family send me to school. I shuffled back to my desk with my head down.
Around me, all of the other students excitedly completed the exercise in pairs. To keep from crying, I lazily
drew random lines and swirls in my notebook. As I drew, my head fell lower and lower, until I could feel the
crinkled pages of my open notebook brushing against my forehead.
Suddenly, I heard my teacher loudly clear his throat. He was standing over me. I was glad; I thought he had
decided to give me friy exercise paper after all.
“If you are going to draw pictures in my class, you should leave,” he commanded loudly.
I stood up, but didn’t say anything. A few seconds went by, and he said again,
“If you will not do the exercise, and you will not leave, then I will leave, and this class will not have a teacher
for the next hour.”
The classroom grew silent as the students finished their exercises and listened to the growing conflict. All eyes
were on me.
“Well?” he asked hopefully.
I stood up and walked out the door. Once outside, I ran to my dorm room and cried miserably into my blanket.
After an hour or so, I had no tears left inside of me. I could only lay there and think about what I had done. When
I calmed down, I realized that everything that had happened was my own stubborn fault. The whole class could do
what the teacher asked, why couldn’t I? Coming to this program on full scholarship was an incredibly rare
opportunity for me, and here I was squandering it. What was I doing?
I thought seriously about whether I wanted to continue to study or go back home forever. I knew very clearly
that I wanted to continue, but my pride was deeply wounded. How could I go back and face the others? I knew
that the shame of what I had done was less than that of going home to face my family, and I decided to apologize
to the teacher. I remembered what Mother had said to me years ago, and the next day I went to the teacher’s home
after class to explain myself.
When I told him about my mistake, he forgave me. I sensed from him that it would not be so easy next time.
His message was the same one that Mother had given me so many years before: I would have to start speaking up
for myself.
*
Slowly, I began to speak up, albeit with a trembling voice. It was not easy, and it did not happen quickly. My
habit of silence was one that I had nurtured since childhood, and it was not an easy pattern to break. It helped that
my peers were so ambitious and competitive. In addition to loudly expressing their ideas in front of others, many
of them did work outside of school. They took extra courses, and did projects for their communities. I was never
one to shy away from competition, so I joined these courses and found out more about the work that my
classmates were involved in.
One day, in an after-hours gender course, a group of female students came in and talked about how they had
helped their communities with projects, and how much their villagers appreciated what they had done. I started to
consider the conditions of the women in my village, and what needed to be done to help them.
I remembered threshing wheat and barley during the holidays when I was in primary and middle school. Day
after day, I would sit on the exposed clay ground on the third floor of our house beating a small bundle of barley
in my left hand with a short stick that I held in my right hand. Around me, there were four thick walls of barley
bundles that needed to be threshed. I would thresh for hours, and when I stood up at the end of the day, my back
ached as though I had just carried a heavy bag of rocks up the mountain. I would do this work for the entire
holiday, about twenty days. As much as my body ached, I knew that Mother and Sister’s pains were far worse.
They would have to continue the labor for one month after I left for school.
When I went home for break that winter, I told Mother and sister about the projects that my classmates were
doing, and together we began to design a threshing machine project. Because of the remote location of my village,
I had a hard time writing my project proposal. There are no phones in my village, and until October of 2006, there
was no electricity either. The only way that I could collect information was to go home, which took five days by
train, bus, motorcycle, and foot from Xining where I attended University. I could only make this trip once or twice
per year, and so it took me more than twelve months to gather all of the information that I needed for my
proposal. For several months after that, I waited to hear back from the donor organizations who were considering
my project application. The Shambala Connection wrote to me in December of 2006 with the wonderful news that
they had decided to support my project, and I began preparing to implement it.
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So much time had passed since I had first begun working on the project; I worried that my villagers might have
lost faith in me. I sent a message to the village for everyone to meet together on the same day to distribute our five
new threshing machines. When the day arrived, the truck driver from the threshing machine company and I left
early in the morning from the county seat where the factory was located. But because of the terrible road
conditions, we didn’t arrive at the township until way past sunset.
When we reached the small township, a group of my relatives were waiting there to help us. The narrow dirt
road from the township to the village was so steep that we had to push the truck all the way up the mountain.
After hours of exhausting work pushing the truck, we finally arrived at the edge of the village. There was no
moon, and when the truck driver turned off his headlights, it was pitch black. It was so late, and I knew that we
would need to unload the truck in the morning.
I never imagined that the villagers would still be up waiting for us. But as the truck rolled into the village,
hundreds of familiar faces shined in its headlights. They had been waiting there all day, and still had huge smiles
on their faces. We planned to meet the next morning at 7 AM:, and I went to sleep exhausted.
I was so tired, however, that I did not wake up the next morning until after 8. As I rubbed my eyes open, I
imagined the angry pandemonium that would await me at the project site. In my mind, I saw villagers fighting
over the machines, cursing me for my repeated tardiness, quibbling over who would use the machines first. As I
rushed out the door, my stomach began to ache.
But when I arrived at the meeting place, the villagers were all sitting around the truck, patiently waiting for
me. I immediately apologized for my mistake.
“Don’t mention it at all, no problem.” Several people smiled back simultaneously. Soon I was surrounded by
kind and caring faces.
”Did you have any difficulties on your journey here?”
“Tell us more about the project!”
“How is school going?”
The women thumbed my collar as they spoke, their eyes full of love. I was speechless. Because of my
childhood, I had learned to expect the worst from people. But the villagers didn’t solve problems like my family
always had, by fighting and blaming each other. Their respect and admiration for me remained despite my
imperfections. As they happily began to unload the threshing machines from the truck, I felt like crying. Men and
women stood in the truck, lifting the cumbersome machines with the utmost care and handing them off gently to
the people below. On the ground, people gathered into small groups. In teams, they lifted the machines onto
stretchers and carried them to their final destinations. They worked slowly and patiently, constantly making sure
that the other people on their team were doing all right. I was moved by what I saw. I knew very well how evil
people could be when confronted with difficulties. But now I saw how good people could be as well.
*
Unfortunately, some of my family members have not yet learned how to cooperate like this. The winter holiday
after my project, I went back home for Losar with my family. In the middle of our celebration, one of my Uncles
drank himself into a rage, and began berating everyone in my family one by one with his sharp tongue.
“You don’t care about me, you heardess stones … you are even worse than dogs! At least they know how to
take care of their families! … I have done so much for you, and look how you repay me? With nothing!” he
slurred.
It wasn't long before pots and pans were flying through the air, and I heard the familiar sound of children
screaming. Mother tried her best to stop him, holding him down with her body. This only incited his anger, and he
began to hit her viciously.
Paralyzed with fright, everyone stood in a daze and watched them, refusing to get involved lest they also incur
his wrath. This time, I refused to sit in the corner quietly.
I ran straight over and tackled him with all of my strength, pinning him down to the ground with my arms and
legs. He struggled for a few minutes, spitting out his complaints in my face>
“I am going to leave this family forever. No one likes me.”
I folded his hands across his chest, and held them down with the full weight of my body. He was very drunk,
and he soon grew tired and passed out underneath me.
When it was clear that he would not be causing any more trouble, I stood up, brushed the dirt and spit off of
my clothing, and looked around the room. It was empty. Except for Mother, everyone else had gone to sleep.
“Thank you! You are wonderful,” Mother said through her sobs.
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“It’s OK, Mother, he is just drunk. Don’t be angry with him. It’s all over now,” I assured her. She sniffled in
agreement.
“He will apologize tomorrow. Let’s go to bed,” I said calmly as I patted her shoulder.
“OK” she whispered as she followed me into the room where our beds were.
That night, I slept better than I ever had before.
194.108 Unburied\fn{by Drolmatso (1984- )} Dongle Township, Zeige Autonomous Tibetan Prefecture, Sichuan
Province, China (F) 2
In my childhood, my Tibetan middle school teacher once remarked to me,
“If you are gold, no matter how deep you’ve been buried, people will dig you up someday.”
Our school’s conditions were very poor, and even though we had many good students, the educational system
neglected us. All of the scholarships and opportunities went to richer schools with better conditions. I told my
teacher that I wanted to improve the school and he explained to me,
“If there is gold under the ground, people will not ignore it forever, but eventually will dig it up.”
He meant that if people have worthwhile abilities, others will eventually discover their value. In my life,
however, I have not had the luxury of waiting. Instead, I have learned that in order to succeed, each person must
make her own opportunities through hard work.
When I was very young, gender distinctions meant little to me. I never considered the fact that I was a girl, and
most of my playmates were boys. We played outside all day, catching fish and baby birds. When they fought, I
would join them. I never thought of myself as different from them. This freedom, however, proved short lived.
Because I am a Tibetan woman, I was soon taught to be quiet and keep my thoughts to myself, especially around
men. Mother would stop me if I held a gun-like toy and ran around crazily with my boy playmates. I had to hold
back my strength when fighting with my younger brother because Father said it was shameful if a boy could not
control a girl.
As I grew older, I neglected my strength in order to fit in, and day by day I became weaker. When I wanted to
speak, in my mind I would imagine Mother’s voice or see the reproachful gaze of neighbors.
To be a “good girl,” I became very quiet and sensitive to what people thought about me, until I could no longer
speak in front of a group of men. In class I no longer raised my hand, even when I knew the answer. Opportunities
ceased to be important to me, seeing as I was bound to my fate in the home.
Yearning for validation, people are limited by the expectations of others, and I was no different. Finally, I could
no longer call upon my strength when I needed it—I had buried it too deep.
Since then, I have learned that if you wait for others to discover you, they never will. Thinking back, I’ve
found that by not expressing myself I have lost many opportunities to expand my horizons. In losing my voice, I
have realized I don’t want to be just a “good girl”. I am a person, not a piece of gold, and unlike gold, which lasts
forever, my life ia limited. I cannot always wait for someone to discover me. Rather, I have to move away the
earth that covers me. All my experiences from my childhood until now have impressed upon me the fact that if
you want other people to acknowledge your value, you must struggle.
*
People always say a child’s world is all about happiness.
I do not agree. I was born in a family of eight children: two boys and six girls. I was the seventh child. Our
family’s survival rested precariously on the little land that we owned. For years, there were weather problems and
poor harvests. My sister and I wore clothes that were passed down from our elder sisters. When those were worn
out, my parents mended them with patches. Village children would chase and beat my younger sister and me,
because of our poverty, nicknaming us the “little twin beggars.”
My parents worked very hard to feed many mouths with a meager income. I recall often waking up in the
middle of the night to discover Father sitting under dim candlelight mending our clothes. Day after day, the
hardship carved deep wrinkles in his forehead. His hair became as gray as winter grass. Every moming when I
looked into his bloodshot eyes, a pain awoke in my heart that seeped into my bones, a pain bom of my inability to
ease his burden.
Mother got up when the moming stars still shone in the sky. I sometimes watched her as she put on her tattered
old robe that smelled of children and hurried into the kitchen to begin kindling the fire. Before sunrise every
moming, she would clean the house and milk the cow. If it was still early, she would walk into the family shrine
and prostrate in front of the Buddha image there. I sometimes heard her as she prayed for all sentient beings, her
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two sons, and the whole family. Once it was light enough to see the road, she would carry her wooden bucket to
fetch water at the river, a mile away from the village. All of this took place before sunrise on a typical day during
my childhood.
After the sun was up, my parents would eat a rushed breakfast before taking the elder children to help them
with work. My younger sister and I were sent to the village’s childcare—an old woman who had a lame leg and
was charged with taking care of all the village’s young children. Her yard was always crowded with little boys
and girls, usually about thirty of us. We quarreled and fought. The older, bigger children would beat the smaller,
weaker ones. When the granny heard the noise, she would come out and threaten the bullies by saying,
“Nice and quiet children will get more food.”
After that, all of us would become quiet and well behaved for a while, because food is a sensitive topic for
hungry people. This would never last long, though, and as soon as she reentered her house we would continue
fighting. Later I learned not to believe what she said, because well-mannered silence only left me with a starving
belly.
One moming, when our parents went to work, they took my younger sister and me to the granny’s home with a
few handfuls of rice to cook for our lunch. We took our wooden bowls and spoons with us. Children were not
allowed to take porcelain bowls because they were too easily broken. Our bowls were made of knots that grew on
the local pine trees.
The length of a moming is short when you are having fun, but it feels like a lifetime for a hungry person. We
stayed in the sun all moming and our skin was burned to a deep brown. We tried playing with dirt to pass the time,
but that did not calm our growling bellies.
At lunchtime, as soon as we smelled food, we ran to the black wood-framed windows and stared in. The
granny yelled at us to keep away from the window and wait in the yard. After what seemed an eternity, she carried
out a dirty basin filled with watery porridge. Bowls in hand, we all rushed to her. Amid the jostling and shoving
crowd, I heard my younger sister’s screaming voice.
I stopped pushing and went to her. She was the shortest of all, and she was being trampled. It took all my
strength to get near to her. As I reached for her, a big foot stepped on my right hand and my bowl fell away. I
opened my mouth and tried to shout but another foot stepped on my head. I held back my voice, recalling the
granny's warning,
:”Quiet and nice children will get more food.”
I crawled away from the crowd to find a clear place to breathe. My little sister came and sat by me, and we
both hoped that the granny would notice us and offer us some food out of pity.
She did not. The crowd dispersed and finally my sister and I rushed to the pot, only to find it empty. I regretted
not pushing in when there was a chance. Knowing that I would not eat for a long time, tears rolled down my
burning cheeks. My stomach cried for food and I swallowed saliva to calm it. Looking at my little sister’s hungry
lips, I promised her that I would get food next time. Gazing into her weak but trusting smile, I realized that
charity, if it comes at all, comes too late. One must struggle to make the most of this world.
*
At fifteen, I had another lesson, this time through a life-or-death experience. It was July, and we students
considered it the “black month.”
A crossroads of sorts, it was then that we had to put everything we had learned in school down on pieces of
exam paper. After hours of long and tiring study at school, we took a break shopping in the county town. For
countryside people a visit to town was a great event, so we were excited.
At the time, only one nearby bus went to the county town, but no one took it due to the booming lumber trade.
Lumber trucks zoomed back and forth to the county town, and every driver was friendly on account of the crisp
wad of money in his pocket. People who wanted to go to town only had to wave their hand and a truck would
stop, the smiling driver urging them to hop aboard. Without a penny to spare, we were happy to hitch a ride.
As soon as we flagged down a truck, it started to rain heavily. There were many people on board, since rural
people have formed the good habit of saving whenever possible. All four sides of the truck were open. We could
hear the wind whipping by our ears, and see the sky above our heads. People were seated in groups of five or six,
all busy chatting and eating. People usually don’t stand on the truck because it’s easy to fall off; many accidents
have happened because people were standing in the open truck bed. But that day, there wasn’t any space and the
floor was flooded. My classmates and I gathered at one corner of the truck and stood with our backs to the railing.
At one turn in the road the driver sped up and swerved suddenly. I heard a loud crash, and suddenly found
myself dangling over the side of the truck. Only my feet, pinned under the railing, kept me from falling onto the
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road. Blood rushed to my head, and I felt I might burst at any moment. The tires whirred near my ears and made
me dizzy. The stones on the country road were so clear I could almost count them. Everything slowed down;
green trees beside the road appeared greener than ever before. I could see life shining on every leaf.
A pain in my chest jarringly brought me back to reality and I realized I needed to breathe. I tried to move my
body, but I felt only my classmates’ bodies hanging over me. They were crushing me, and my lungs burned. There
was pain, true pain, stabbing at me. It was the first time I had comprehended the nature of flesh and blood so
vividly.
Was I going to die? Where would I be after death?
I didn’t want to think any more because I had no time to waste. My body was slipping down. I could hear the
sound of my braided hair dragging along the ground. So close to death, it never occurred to me to give up on life.
If I wanted to live, I knew that I must struggle, but heavy bodies were pressing on me and I could not move. What
could I do? The memory of the starving afteroon at the granny’s house jumped into my mind as the distance
between my head and the rocky ground shortened. This time, I didn’t stifle my voice. Instead, I cried out as loud
as I could.
The next moment, I felt someone grab my feet and my body stopped slipping down. A few seconds later, a
fellow passenger yanked me back atop the truck. I breathed in huge gulps of air. My cries had saved me. When
your life rests on a knife’s edge, a single gesture can mean the difference between life or death. In that moment,
there is no room for passivity, only action.
So it is with daily life. Although your survival may not always be at stake, people will never notice your voice
unless you use it. If you remain quiet, your voice will only become dull, and you may eventually lose it. At the
end of my high school, I was chosen for a unique opportunity to learn English in a program for Tibetans at
Qinghai Normal University. Representatives from the program came and collected students from all over the
Tibetan Plateau according to school grades and behavior. I promised myself to make the best of this opportunity.
I was a quiet girl when I first entered the program, because that is how teachers in my old school expected us
to act. In class we scarcely asked questions. Like receptacles, we took in everything that teachers told us—it had
never occurred to us to think critically. Speaking one’s opinion was considered a shameful thing; after all, people
believe the saying,
“Never listen to a woman.”
Early in our first semester, each student had to stand in front of the class and talk about themself in English. I
was petrified. When my turn came both my voice and my legs shook with fear. Unable to utter the words I had
desperately tried to memorize, my face became so red that I could feel the hot blood in my ears. I nearly cried
seeing so many strange eyes peering at me; so many faces waiting for my answer. I managed a few sentences
before my mind emptied, and I completely forgot what I had wanted to say. Seeing how other students gave their
speeches I thought, if we are all beginners, why can’t I speak like everybody else?
Continuing in the program, I discovered that capability alone is not enough to achieve success. You must also
be confident enough to show your abilities and prove yourself. Our foreign teachers wanted us to participate in
order to learn the language faster. They expected us to express our thoughts and opinions and ask about what we
did not understand. Everyone studied very hard because each of us felt we represented our home schools and
areas. Our work paid off, and after two years of study we could speak English very well and pass the national
English tests. Thrilled with our progress, we continued to work hard.
In our last year, we moved forward in our studies with incredible force. Unfortunately, just like buried pieces
of gold, many students in our class, especially girls, remained timid. When spoken to privately, they had excellent
ideas, but in public they were quiet, just as I was taught to be. On the contrary, boys spoke freely and expressed
themselves openly. Many people, therefore, concluded that boys were smarter and more useful than girls. Boys
were first in line to gain opportunities like studying abroad or helping foreigners do research. All the same, girls in
my class tended to get higher scores on exams. Unfortunately, in this world that is not enough. I took this lesson
to heart, and strove to speak up bravely in class. I soon got used to expressing my opinions and enjoyed
challenging those with whom I disagreed. Only with this confidence could I take on the challenges and
opportunities life offered me.
I think back now to that night after the speech fiasco my first semester. After everyone else had fallen asleep, I
lay awake thinking about my shyness speaking in front of others. I could remember my peers’ critical eyes
piercing me. However, out of the classroom and alone in the empty, quiet night, I felt a kind of release.
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A gust of wind blowing through the gaps in my window caught my attention, and I got up and pushed the
panes open. Gazing out over the millions of stars shining in the dark blue sky, I thought about how they would all
vanish with the dawn. Those slumbering in their beds would miss this wonderful scenery.
We Tibetan women are just like those brilliant night time stars, and our brilliance will never be known if we do
not wake others to show them. To be successful we have to assert ourselves. Unlike buried gold, we cannot wait
to be discovered. Instead, we must discover ourselves: our talent, and our confidence. That done, no one can
afford to ignore our brilliance.
1986

194.55 Goldmine\fn{by Dawa Drolma (1986- )} Dongdatan Township, Tianzhu Tibetan Autonomous County, Gansu
Province, China (F) 6
I am from a remote Tibetan village in Gansu Province, in western China. At the foot of a large mountain, my
villagers have built their homes in five rectangular lines at the foot of the mountain. From afar, the houses form
the shape of a headless person lying down with his four limbs outstretched. Hundreds of pine trees surround the
village, their evergreen arms reaching out in greeting to anyone who passes by.
My neighbors are Tibetan, Monguor, and Han Chinese. Most make a living raising wheat, barley, and corn;
others herd yaks, cattle, sheep, and goats to augment their agricultural income. The farmers have limited crop
land, and the land they cultivate is usually infertile. Many people face poverry and starvation due to their limited
harvest and income. On most days, men sit on the steps of the village temple, watching old women
circumambulating, and waiting for the sun to set. They have nothing else to do—there is no construction work or
any jobs that can give them extra income.
Before I was born, my family was not poor: Father owned a small gold mine, and was one of the richest and
most well respected men in the village. Mother, a quiet hardworking woman, watched him walk to work carrying
an exquisite leather suitcase packed full of cash. Our house was built in the latest Tibetan style. Its adobe and
stone walls were supported by five intricately painted wooden columns. There were five rooms with walls painted
white, enough for everyone in my family to have their own. While most villagers ate on cheap stone tables, each
room in our home was furnished with finely crafted wooden tables and chairs. While his playmates walked around
in bare feet, Older Brother had enough clothes to change outfits almost daily. When reminiscing about his
childhood, my brother has told me that life was quite comfortable.
But misfortune came with my arrival. Two days before my birth on August 1,1986, Father’s small gold mine
collapsed. To make matters worse, my family already had three children (one boy and two girls) and was hoping
I’d be another boy. When the mine collapsed, some workers were buried alive and died. In the ensuing chaos, two
workers stole most of Father’s money and fled. The dead workers’ families came to our home seeking restitution,
and the workers who had survived came for their salaries. Our household crumbled under the pressure of angry
mobs cursing and threatening Father.
Father had no money to pay them, so our grain, livestock, and furniture were all taken away. There was almost
nothing left. We had little food; Older Brothers and sisters fought over bread like cats and dogs. Our entire family
slept together on one small platform made of mud and stones. There were no blankets to cover us. Mother could
not stand the loss and fell sick after giving birth to me. After so much worry and malnutrition, she had no milk to
breast-feed me. I grew very thin and wailed day and night for food.
Such difficulties make people lose their minds. Seeing me, an extraordinarily thin creature who screamed all
day long, Father decided to cast me off. Mother had no objection, for the family could not fill my eating bowl. My
parents decided to give me to a rich family with only one son who wanted a daughter. They promised that they
would take good care of me and send me to college later on. My parents were happy, because they knew that it
was much better than leaving me on a river bank, like some people in my area did with unwanted baby girls.
Grandmother was enraged. She had stayed at our home to care for Mother after my birth. She told my parents
that their decision was cruel and volunteered to care for me. I was saved!
Although Grandmother was also poor, she treated me like a treasure. She overfed her hens so that they would
lay eggs that she could trade for my powdered milk. I grew healthier and stronger under her care, but this happy
life only lasted until I was five.
One bright morning, as usual, Grandmother combed my hair into two lime braids and gave me powdered-milk
for breakfast. Afterwards, I played happily with Uncle’s pet dog when it suddenly turned towards the door and
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began barking. I also turned, and saw Father enter smiling, carrying the morning sun on his back. He greeted me
warmly and asked where Grandma was.
“Please wait here, Uncle. I will find her.” I said hospitably, and went to tell Grandma that “Uncle” had come.
At that time, Father was so unfamiliar to me that I called him Uncle. Grandma put down the stick she was using to
stir the pig’s food and came with me immediately. They exchanged greetings and talked for a while. Then Father
said he had to leave and wanted to take me with him.
“Why? Am I not treating her well?” asked Grandmother angrily.
“No. She has been a burden for you, and we can take care of her now,” explained Father. I looked at “Uncle”
and Grandma curiously, not knowing what was happening.
“Why do you want to take her? How unreasonable! Do you want her to attend school? We can send her!”
pleaded grandma.
“No, Mother. Just let her go. We have no time to argue. Dawa, come with me!” shouted Father and grabbed my
arm. I held Grandma’s hand tightly, and begged him to release me, but he picked me up, put me under his right
arm, and headed towards his home.
“Dawa, maybe your mother and your sisters miss you. Go with your father. I’ll send your uncle for you
tomorrow, O.K My good girl, go with your father,” said Grandma.
I screamed as loud as I could, hoping Grandma would come for me. She stood in front of the gate, like a statue,
watching me vanish from her eyes.
*
As soon as we reached my parents’ house, I was put into a jeep beside a well-dressed woman. Mother and my
two older sisters told me to call her ‘Aunt’. Choking with sobs, I wiped my eyes with my wet sleeve and looked at
the woman next to me. She wore a loose white sweater barely covering her waist. Her long hair reached her upper
thigh. Her bangs were made into small curls that resembled flower petals. Her cherry-red mouth reminded me of
cannibals Grandma had told me stories about when I refused to go to sleep. She wore leather pants; and her pearly
teeth shone brilliantly through an exaggerated smile. She put me on her lap and asked me many questions that I
did not answer. Soon the jeep started moving. I looked through the glass and I saw my family wiping their eyes
with their sleeves. My new aunt sang songs, and I was soon deep asleep after such a struggle.
“Dawa, wake up!” ‘Aunt’ said shrilly. I jumped up, wiped my eyes, and looked around. I had no idea where I
was.
“This village is really strange,” I thought. "The houses all point toward the sky and there is no dust on the
roads. They seem smooth like frozen lakes in winter, slick enough to slide on!”
“We are home! Let’s go!” Aunt's piercing voice brought me back to reality.
“Home? My home is … there! Oh, no, over there!” I said, confused, as I pointed in the direction of
Grandmother’s house.
“Come! I’ll bathe you before your uncle and your older brother come,” she said, urging me to follow her.
I soon realized that I had reached my new home, with the same family that my parents had wanted to parcel me
out to five years earlier. Father had not told Grandma that he was giving me away, because he knew she would
worry. Both Father and Mother thought that I would have a better future living with this new family.
At first, I was happy to be there. I had never seen a house like that before. The floor was as clean and smooth
as ice. I had never before seen such expensive furniture: leather sitting chairs were scattered around the sitting
room, surrounding a big TV. The walls were made of a soft yellow wood and every few minutes I encountered
objects that were new to me. I. didn’t know that a machine could wash dirty clothes for you. When I first saw the
flush toilet, I thought it was a strange sink.
That day, Aunt gave me the third bath that I had had in my life. The small tub where I laid was full of violet
scented baby soap. I felt the water lifting me up; my whole body seemed weightless. After the bath, I was led to a
table covered with food the likes of which I had never seen before: there was a plate brimming with what
resembled chicken hearts, but of a deeper red color. When I bit into one I discovered it was a pickled vegetable
that tasted both sour and sweet. I held a long, yellow fruit in my hand, perplexed about how to eat it: Aunt peeled
back its skin for me, and when I bit into its soft flesh, I giggled with glee at the wonderful taste. Soon my new
uncle and brother came and greeted me warmly and curiously. We were all very happy, eating exotic food that
Uncle had bought for the occasion. I soon forgot my bitter departure from Grandmother and my parents, and
became determined to have a good time with my new family.
These warm feelings didn’t last long. My new older brother soon told me that I was a parasite under their roof.
He was thirteen, much older than me, and he wasted little time in using his strength and authority to bully me. His
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every action was filled with disdain for me. When his parents were away, I had to mop the ice floor repeatedly
until he tired of watching me; he bruised my arms with hard pinches, and cut my long hair because he said it
looked too “countryside”. He told me that I stank and threw away all the clothes that I had brought with me. He
invited his friends to his home to watch him torment me. Worst of all, he lied to his parents that I was bad and
convinced them to scold and beat me.
One day, after a month of living at my new home, I was wiping the tables in the kitchen when he came in, his
mouth full of cake.
“Dawa, you are working really hard today, and I decided to take you out to play. What do you think?” he said,
which really surprised me.
I dared not say that I was dying to play. I had been working so hard at my new home that I hadn’t had any time
to act like a child. He said that I could go with him to fish. Overjoyed, I sprinted out of the kitchen to change my
clothes. He took my hand, led me to a small river, ordered me to hold his fishing rod and started preparing. I
watched him curiously. After several minutes spent concentrating on fishing, he suddenly asked me if I felt
hungry. I wasn’t hungry, but when he mentioned ice cream my stomach rejoiced and I nodded. He gave me one
yuan and pointed me in the direction of the store.
After buying two ice creams, I retraced my steps back to the stream. Older Brother had vanished. I thought that
I might have gone to the wrong place, so I walked around until I saw the fish bait that he had left behind. I called
his name many times but there was no response.
“He has probably gone to get something, so I’ll just wait for him,” I thought.
I sat on the ground, licking my ice cream and waiting for his return. I ate it as slowly as I could. Finally, my
treat was finished and his was melted. He had not returned. The sun had nearly set behind the tall buildings in the
west. My stomach started complaining as I watched people pass by.
Then, an appalling thought came to me, and I began shaking with anger and fear-he had abandoned me! I
decided to find the way home myself. I began walking, but soon was completely lost. I wandered around the
streets until it was so dark that the dim street lights blinked on. I was terrified. Luckily, I saw one of my uncle’s
friends riding by on his bike, and he brought me home. When I arrived, I saw all of Uncle and Aunt’s friends
sitting around them. They began scolding me as soon as I walked through the door. I didn’t know what I had done
wrong.
Pow; my right cheek burned from a slap from Uncle’s hand.
“Father, beat that evil girl! I tried to stop her but she pushed me away and said that she wanted to leave this
place,” yelled Older Brother from the corner of the house, sounding innocent.
I understood. He had planned the whole thing. He had started this scene to embarrass and punish me. My heart
trembled as I looked his way. I collected all my bravery to defend myself.
“You cruel boy! You told—“ before I could finish speaking, Aunt dragged me into a bedroom and shut the door
behind me. I went to bed early and no one came to bother me. I lay in bed with my eyes open the whole night.
While I lay there, I remembered Grandma, my pet dog, and even my parents and sisters. I suddenly realized
that I had not thought about them for a long time. I wondered what they were doing, and tears soaked my pillow. I
looked around the room where I was lying—it was so strange to me. In my head, I recounted the stories that
Grandma had told me—the yellow cow and the old granny, the father and his three daughters, the shepherd and
the goat—how much I missed Grandma!
“I’ll go and find her tomorrow. She must be waiting for me. She said that she would send Uncle for me,” I told
myse!f. Thinking about the sweet times that I had with Grandma, and comparing those to the life that I was
weathering now, I felt something inside calling me to act, to find a life where I was appreciated as a human being.
The next day, when my family went out shopping and left me behind, I escaped. After a year and a half of
being a Nangsa Obum, I took my own freedom. I ran as fast as I could away from my new house and soon got lost
in the town. As I walked aimlessly around the central square, trying to figure out what to do,.I saw a man I knew
from Grandma’s village. I asked him to take me back with him. In the beginning, he refused, saying that he was
busy. I followed him everywhere he went and ultimately, he conceded. He dropped me off at my parents’ front
gate and left without a backward glance.
I knew what was waiting for me—a scolding, and a beating. But I did not hesitate; because I knew that I had
made the right decision. I walked through the gate with my head held high and called out for Mother and Father.
*
My parents decided to keep me, because “Uncle” and “Aunt” did not want me any more. They said that an evil
girl like me would disgrace them some day. I have been considered a bad girl ever since, but I have never
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regretted what I did, because in Uncle and Aunt’s home, I had no freedom. I knew that no matter what the
consequences might be, I could not live under such terrible conditions.
My parents enrolled me in the village primary school when I turned seven. My family didn’t have high
expectations for me, because their attention was focused on my younger sister. Like any family, they gave me
what I needed for school, but they never asked whether I did my homework, or how my grades were. I wanted
them to notice me, but I didn’t know how to achieve this. I heard them praise my cousin who was a top student,
saying that she was a very good girl because she got high marks. This inspired me to be a good student so that
they would like me more. This decision pulled me through primary school, where I finished with the highest
marks in the township. Despite my accomplishment, my parents treated me the same. But soon, because I had
earned such high marks, I was preparing to go to the middle school in the county town, and their praise seemed
less important.
After graduating from primary school, I insisted on continuing my education. Six years of studying had
changed me from a girl yearning for my parent’s attention into a person thirsting for knowledge. It was difficult
for my parents to find the money for my tuition, but they allowed me to continue attending school, and I
appreciated the chance with my whole being. I told myself,
“You must get good grades to repay your parents! If others can do well, you can too.”
When I first arrived at the junior middle school in the county town,\fn{ County seat:H} I was disoriented.
Compared with students from the county town, my clothes were drab and worn, and my village dialect sounded
funny. My grades were no longer impressive, because the other students had earned much higher marks at better
schools. I wondered if I had come to the right place.
“Hey, you! That girl in red. Are you sleeping?” my Math teacher demanded of me during our first day of class.
“No,” I said, standing up reluctantly.
“If you’re tired, go to your dorm and sleep there! You haven’t planned to study but to enjoy yourself here,
right?” he continued. The whole class laughed.
I forced my tears back. I had not been sleeping. I was having a hard time understanding the new Chinese
dialect. I could not stand such a terrible accusation.
“Wait and see,” I swore in my heart.
I studied harder than I ever had before. While others were hugging the heaters in their rooms for warmth, I was
outside reading under the schoolyard lights. While the little forest behind our school was a paradise of romance
for some, for me it was a place to memorize long texts. My grades soared to the top of the class and stayed there. I
began to write articles for the school newspaper and soon became the Head Editor. When test day came, I passed
the junior middle school graduation exam with the highest marks. I was determined to attend a good senior middle
school and prepare myself for college.
My high grades did not, however, change the fact that my family was very poor. My parents did not have
enough money to put me through senior middle school. They suggested that I attend a less expensive normal
school so that I could one day become a teacher. I could not escape the circumstances that shaped my life, so, with
a boiling heart, I agreed.
The next year, I went to Tianzhu Normal School. A common saying among the students there was,
“When you arrive here, you are square. When you leave, you’ll be round; long live 60!”
When students said this they meant that when you first entered the school, you were a confident, responsible
student. But after being there awhile, you would lose your determination and your highest hope would be to
receive a 60 on every test. I did not believe any of this and worked hard. I continued to have the highest grades in
my class.
One Friday afternoon, while I was representing my class in a Math competition, the head teacher called the
entire class out and told us to meet him at our former middle school. We asked why we were going, but he
wouldn’t answer.
We were soon put into an empty classroom. We had no idea what was going on. A middle aged man came in
and said that people had come to choose students to study English in their school, and we had to take exams in
order to qualify. Suddenly, a large man with a long, strange beard came into the room. I had never seen anyone
like him in my life. His eyes were green and his hair was long and brown.
At the sight of this foreigner, I was scared. He began talking to us, but we did not understand a word, because
he was speaking English. A young man translated. He said that the man's name was Kevin, and that he wanted us
to write a Tibetan article for thirty minutes, and a Chinese article for thirty minutes.
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I did my best to calm my nerves. As I looked at the test paper I thought to myself that it was just another exam,
and there was no need to be nervous. I started my article with a peaceful heart. One hour later, I was chosen along
with five other students out of sixty to enter the English Training Program at Qinghai Normal University.
So after my stubborn hard work, the prophecy of “Long-live 60” had failed to come true for me. I could have
been like the many of my classmates, waiting for the school bell to set them free, but the desire for knowledge and
a better life urged me to be different.
*
I had a very difficult time adjusting to my new school because I did not know any English and I could not
understand most of my classmates’ Tibetan. The notion of being Tibetan was not that strong in my hometown, or
in me, and some of my classmates suspected that I was Chinese.
Although this was difficult, my first desk mate, Rendzenjyi, helped me adjust. She was very good at English
and she didn’t laugh at me when I couldn’t understand the English and Tibetan teachers. She encouraged me to
speak Tibetan with her, which I did, and slowly my Tibetan improved. I will always remember her kindness.
When I began in the ETP, I felt as though I was at the very bottom of the class, and I struggled again to become a
top student.
Every time I called my family, I lied and said that I was doing well. I woke up at five o’clock in the morning to
memorize new words and stayed up until one o’clock in the morning reading short stories. I found a tutor from
another school to teach me Tibetan. After two years, my English and Tibetan improved quickly, and I could
communicate well.
Although I had done well, the two years I spent studying in the ETP were only the end of my senior middle
school education. To become a university student, I had to take an entrance exam. I passed the exam with the
highest mark in English.
However, my parents asked me to give up my studies again, for the university’s tuition was beyond the reach
of my family. I refused to accept this at the beginning, because I had worked hard for this opportunity and had
already begun to plan for a future that required a college education. But over the long summer holiday, I came to
terms with my family’s poverty. I looked at my family’s rickety house and the wrinkles on the faces of my aging
parents. The walls were blackened with age; and the original color of the mismatched furniture that Uncle had
given us could hardly be guessed. My parents’ handmade bed was covered with a quilt as old as me. And my
parents, one 60 and the other 61, looked tired from sickness and old age. Seeing this, and thinking about the seven
thousand yuan school fee per year, I trembled. How could it be possible? What about my younger sister who was
also attending college?
My world and my dreams were now all ashes. I decided to find a job instead of going to school. I swept my
family’s house relendessly to pass the time. This was the time to say goodbye to my venerable teachers, I thought.
So with two shaking hands, I wrote a goodbye e-mail to my teacher Kevin and my other foreign teachers. Two
days later, I saw my teacher’s response. He simply asked:
“What do you think is down the road? A child? A husband? A messy house?”
I trembled as I read it. Of course not, I said to myself. He said I should continue if I wanted to, and not worry
about the tuition because I was a special student with special abilities. He told me that if I were not in ETP, the
teachers would be very upset and that I would have a more promising future if I continued. He said there mjght be
people willing to donate money to help me because they thought I had earned this chance to go to college. In the
end, generous donors gave enough money to cover all of my tuition for two years.
After the summer break, I was back in the ETP again! I knew that I must not stop where I was, because like
Teacher Kevin said, I knew what was waiting for me if I did—a child, a husband, a messy house—and I knew I
could do more than that.
Going to college was a very precious chance for me, and I worked very hard to make my teachers, my parents
and myself proud. Besides putting all of my strength into my regular courses I took every extra curricular course
offered. One day, during a short visit home, I listened for hours as my nephews complained of their school’s
terrible conditions. They had none of the books needed to help them prepare for the national exams, but the
teachers blamed them when they didn’t pass. After hearing their complaints, and seeing how much they hated
going to school, I felt a pain in my heart.
That same day, I called the headmaster of the school and asked about the problem. He told me how terrible the
school’s situation was, and listed the essential books and study materials that were beyond the school’s budget. I
realized that my nephews’ faces had the same defeated looks as the faces of my classmates who had given up on
their education in keeping with “Long-live 60.”
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I resolved to help. Over the next few months, I designed a library project for the school. This project, funded
by the Shambala Connection, filled the classroom’s empty shelves with 670 books. Seeing the glowing faces of
the students and teachers after I implemented the project, I felt deep pride. The books gave the students the
ambition they needed to care about their education, and their future. Without determination and ambition, we are
just like empty tsampa sacks.
*
At the endof my last semester at Qinghai Normal University, I headed home to celebrate the Tibetan New Year
with my family. As I sat on the rickety old bus on my way home, I looked around for acquaintances, but found
none. I tried reading, but the loud music blaring over the bus speakers, and the cigarette smoke enveloping my
face made it impossible to concentrate. I closed the book and my eyes, drifted off to sleep, and began to dream.
In my dream Grandfather, who died several years ago, was wearing the same old worn black cotton jacket that
he had always worn, and a brown hat with a faded brim. He smiled as he smoked the pipe that Grandmother had
given him so long ago. As the smoke drifted in my face, I felt calm and happy.
“Grandpa, what are you doing?” I asked.
“I am preparing for the Losar celebration! Aren’t you preparing for the New Year? You should be. It is very
important!” he said kindly.
Grandfather often told me how sacred and important the Losar celebration was for us Tibetans. He was very
particular about each part of the celebration. We children had to wear brand new clothes on New Year’s Day and
the bread that we would later enjoy with our family and neighbors had to be fried and arranged just so, standing
like a golden pyramid in the center of our table. I missed grandfather. I reached out for his hand, and then felt
someone tug my shoulder.
“We are here! Get off!” the bus driver shouted, rudely awaking me from my dream. I gathered my things, and
stumbled out the bus door, still groggy from my nap. When my eyes focused, I saw the small dirt road that led to
my village. The fields beside it were brown and stark, and the air was chilly. As I walked, the noise of my feet
scuffing against stones echoed throughout the silent valley. There was no one else on the road.
“Everyone is preparing for Losar!” I thought with a smile as I approached the first houses in my village. The
smell of fried bread, meat and sausage being prepared was thick in the winter air. I began running as I approached
my family’s home, eager to see my family after so many months. When I entered the yard, a group of chickens
scattered down the newly swept pathway.
“Aunty is here!” cried my nephew from inside, his neck craning through the curtain. Soon I was surrounded by
my relatives. Father looked older than he had the last time I had seen him. Behind his dark crystal glasses
sparkled a joy that I hadn’t seen for some time. My small nephew hid behind Elder Sister, whose hands were
covered with white flour. My mouth began to water as I thought about the noodles she must be cooking. Mother
stood in the doorway, smiling, her hand resting against the old wooden frame.
Soon I was inside the warm cozy house. Everyone was talking about their preparations for the New Year, and
the house seemed too small to contain so many ideas at the same time. My nephew cleaned his fingernails as he
excitedly talked about Losar with my niece.
“I dreamt about Grandfather today,” I told Mother as she kneaded more bread for frying.
“Oh, that’s good. That means he’s missing us,” she replied. The room grew silent as we talked, and curious
ears turned our way.
“Tashi is looking for workers after Losar,” my normally quiet brother announced.
“For what?” demanded a chorus of voices.
“To rebuild the gold mine that you used to own, Father. Should I join them?”
“No. When that gold mine collapsed, it knocked me down, and I have never been able to stand back up. I don’t
want it to ruin your life too,” lamented Father.
My brother just stared silendy at the ground, his shoes circling back and forth on the wooden floor. Silence
filled the room.
“The gold mine did not ruin us,” Mother broke in.
“See what we got after it collapsed? A daughter!” she gestured to me, a warm smile on her face. “She is gold,
isn’t she?”
“Yes,” Father whispered, removing his glasses and rubbing his wet eyes with his hand. “Yes she is.”
Hearing this, it was all I could do to hold back my tears. I felt like a pot on a hot stove, boiling over with
emotion. These were the words I had wanted to hear more than anything as a child. I had spent my life working
for my parents’ acceptance, love, and approval, and upon hearing this at last, I wasn’t quite sure what to do or say.
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As my family members slowly returned to their busy Losar preparations, I thought about the gold mine. When
it had collapsed, my family’s hopes and dreams went with it. But after so many years, the gold was still there,
buried deep inside the mountain. It had always been there, even though it couldn’t be seen with the naked eye.
Perhaps what my mother said was true, and I was like the gold in the mountain. Now that I finally had my
family’s approval, I realized that I didn’t need it. No matter what others thought of me, I would be the same
person inside. I do not know if Tashi is determined enough to rebuild the gold mine, but whether or not he does,
the gold will be there, deep in the mountain. It always has been.
194.77 Wrestling With The Tiger\fn{by Gelsang Lhamu (1986- )} Yunling Township, Deqin County,m Deqing
Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Yunnan Province, China (F) 6
One cool autumn evening during my third year of University, I was invited out to dinner with some friends and
acquaintances. Several honored guests attended the event: a high-ranking monk from a nearby monastery, two
Tibetan doctors, an Australian tourist, and a classmate. I went as a friend, and also to translate from Chinese and
Tibetan to English. As we shuffled into our seats in booths around the rectangular dining table, I purposely sat
next to my Australian friend, knowing that I would need to translate for her.
Everyone began chatting happily, and soon the waitress appeared with a large teapot and several beautifully
decorated drinking bowls. After pouring the thick warm milk tea, she left the pot on the table for us. As I sipped
tea from the side of my bowl, I noticed Uncle Aka, the monk, staring at me with disapproving eyes. I put down
my bowl, perplexed.
“Lhamu, as a young girl you should sit at the edge of the table, ready to pour tea for anyone who needs it,” he
said, his face tight, and although his mouth was twisted into a faint smile, there was no kindness in it.
I was crushed. Moments before, I had felt like an intelligent person, discussing interesting topics with friends.
Now I felt like I was different than the others; and somehow less. I searched the eyes of my classmate, who was
my age, and had the same level of experience and education, but male. He too looked at me coldly, signaling his
agreement with the monk’s stern advice.
The foreign woman sitting next to me hadn’t understood the command, which was issued in Tibetan, and
seemed confused about the sudden discomfort that fell over the group. I felt torn. I had been invited as a
translator, and I knew that I couldn’t do my job properly if I moved my seat. At the same time, I could not directly
show my opposition to Aka, a respected guest. A smile on my face, I muttered in English in a half-joking tone,
“Discrimination.” My classmate instantly countered in English,
“No, it’s a part of our Tibetan culture that women should do housework and serve guests. If you want to
change it, then you are trying to change our roots.”
“What’s going on?” the Australian woman queried. When I explained to her that Aka wanted me to move my
seat so that I could serve tea, she smiled nervously and replied,
“Feminism really is a very hot topic in our western world. It’s hard to say whether men and women should be
equal.”
Her warm smile was encouraging, but her words were not. Thus far, our conversation had taken place in
English, and the two Tibetan doctors, both women, asked me to explain what was happening. In order to avoid
offending Aka, I summarized our discussion in Chinese, which he could not understand.
One of the doctors gave her advice.
“You see, in our world, men are better than women; they can do what we women can’t.”
I felt utterly alone. I had expected and hoped that the women around me would offer consolation for my
predicament. I wanted to explain the ideas that had been tumbling around in my head over the past few months. In
school, I had learned about gender, social expectations, and the effects of different forms of inequality throughout
the world. I had learned that in addition to being discussed by social scientists in the west, the idea of equality was
foundational in the texts of our own religion, Tibetan Buddhism. In my mind, compassion for all sentient beings
was at the very heart of our culture, not gender inequality. I was bursting with ideas, information, and questions,
but I kept them to myself. Each person at the table had their own position on the topic, none of which was in
agreement with mine, and I knew that if I shared my thoughts, our friendly dinner might quickly turn into an
argument.
But although I was polite, I didn’t budge. This wasn’t the first time in my life that I had gone against other
people’s expectations. As we sat eating, I wondered if my difficult situation that night had anything to do with my
tiger.

1361

*
My tiger, it seems, has always brought me trouble. It has ever since Mother told me about it. One hot summer
day, when I was about six years old, she and I sat resting in the shade of the large walnut tree in front of our home.
We were taking a break from weeding the cornfields. After eating my favorite summer lunch of yogurt and soft
corn bread, I sat in mother’s lap while she stroked my hair with her green, weed-stained hands, and dug the wax
out of my ears with the broken end of a small wooden match. She hummed a sweet tune in my ear, and I soon
dozed off in her arms, dreaming of sweet honey on my tongue.
She patted my head to wake me up, and when I opened my eyes I saw a thousand rays of sunshine sparkling
through the thick leaves of the tree above us. In my child’s mind, I imagined the Heaven that Mother and Father
often told me about after dinner must be like this. I looked up at Mother, but she did not seem as happy and
carefree as I felt. Her swollen eyes were sad and distant.
“You were born in the same animal year as me,” she said forlornly. I stood up to face her; she was full of
anxiety.
“The Year of the Tiger. You have been born with bad karma, and you will have a difficult life.” She traced her
hand up my arm until it came to rest on the small brown mole at the base of my neck.
“Lhamu, you’ve also got a mole here on your shoulder. This nowah signifies bad luck and a hard life. You will
carry many heavy burdens,” she said, looking desperate, like someone standing on a rickety bridge whose
connections to land have been destroyed. I placed my hand over hers and touched my birthmark.
“Nowah,” I whispered. All of a sudden the friendly brown dot felt like a hot stone pressing into my flesh. My
heart grew heavy.
“You know, Lhamu, that in our culture, we believe that a daughter born in the same animal year as her mother
will have very bad karma. It’s too bad that you are not a boy, for then your tiger would be a blessing instead of a
curse,” she said, completely shattering the warm peace of the day.
“Why? Who said that, Ama?” I pleaded. But she had no answer; she just stared into the distance as her fingers
caressed my tangled black hair.
“If you can face the hardships that life will bring you, you can reverse your karma,” she said. This seemed to
be the only consolation that she could offer.
“You will have to work twice as hard as everyone else. It will not be easy to challenge your tiger,” she said and
then groaned as she stood and walked towards the fields to continue the summer weeding. I stood under the tree,
stunned and alone, wondering what I could have done in my past life to deserve such a fate.
*
I was bornin a small Tibetan farming village [in] the far eastern part of the Tibetan region of China. My village
is surrounded by vast forests and rocky mountains that reach towards the sky. And not far from my home, the
rushing waters of the fearsome Mekong River dance dangerously through the valley.
We are farmers, and our family owns the smallest field in the village, covering less than a hundfed square
meters. It is so small that the food it produces is not enough to sustain our family through the year. Every year of
my childhood, we needed to save what little cash we had to buy corn and wheat to eat to keep us alive.
In my village, it was bad luck to be born a girl. As a child I sat in Uncle’s home watching with envious eyes as
Grandmother cooked eggs and boiled milk for my young nephew to eat every day. I visited them often, but
Grandmother never cooked eggs for me. After my niece was born in the same house, I heard Grandmother asking
Aunt why she hadn’t given birth to another boy; instead of calling my niece by her name, Grandmother simply
called her “girl.” To this day, the people in my village know her by this name.
My parents’ firstborn child was a girl, Elder Sister. I was the second child, and everyone hoped that I would be
a boy. No toys were bought to celebrate the occasion of my birth, and life went on as usual. But the day of my
younger brother’s birth was marked by a huge celebration. I was still crawling, and played with the smooth wood
on the floor of our home while my parents cooed and coddled the bundle in their arms. As my fingers caressed the
wood floor, my favorite and only plaything, I gazed longingly at the plush stuffed teddy bear that sat on the bed
next to my infant brother.
As soon as I learned to walk, I ventured out to our neighbor’s homes. I helped the women feed their pigs, and
kept the fires under their cooking pots bright and warm. One day, when I was about five, I walked over to
Mother’s best friend;s home, where I found her drying wheat in the hot sun on the roof. I helped her spread out
the long golden strands, and shooed away the crafty birds trying to steal her hard-earned grain.
“Ameah,\fn{Aunt} can I be your daughter?” I asked as I crouched next to her. “Nobody cares about me because
I am a girl.”
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“Gelsang Lhamu, you have your own parents and your siblings. How could they let you be my daughter? They
love you.”
Bemo was a kind woman whose mother had passed away. Although she was over thirty, she had never married,
and lived alone in her big house. I heard rumors whispered that she had sworn off marriage after her father left her
and her mother alone when she was a child. She was a jolly woman, full of life and laughter despite her difficult
circumstances. Whenever I visited, she filled my hands with apples and walnuts.
Recently, Mother told me that later that day; Ameah had gone to my home and told her what I had asked.
Ameah asked her to care more for me; and told her that she should love all her children equally.
Often, it was Elder Sister who gave me the love and attention that my parents couldn’t offer. During the school
vacations, when we were both at home, we would go together to collect grass from the mountains for the pigs to
eat. We woke up very early in the morning and ran up the hill with the other girls in the village, large bamboo
baskets strapped to our backs. We would gather the long thin weeds all day, until our baskets were overflowing
with bright green. While we labored, we laughed and sang together. It was hard work, and sometimes I felt so
weak from the sun that I couldn’t walk very well. Many days, my sister took my smaller basket full of weeds and
strapped it on top of hers, also full. Her warm brown face would drip with sweat as she carried the weight of both
our loads, holding my hand and humming genyly to me as we made our way back home down the mountain.
One morning, I sat by the fire in our home and watched my sister assemble her materials for school. I envied
her. Often, I would linger outside of the old school gate and listen to the students repeat their lessons loudly for
the teacher. I memorized the words to “A Song for Ama” as they drifted out of the schoolhouse door.
Looking at the stars in the sky
I think about Mother in my hometown.
Those who are far away from home
Carry Mother’s love in their hearts
Star, star, please carry a flower to Mother far away.
Star, star, please carry this kata\fn{A ceremonial scarf, offered to honored guests and teachers in Tibetan culture} to Mother far away.
Mother, Mother, your child misses you.

I would repeat the sweet words to myself whenever I was alone. They drifted through my head as I watched
Elder Sister ready herself for the journey to the schoolhouse that morning.
“Go with her,” Mother commanded without much emotion.
I was bewildered. Would I be going to school?
“The teacher said you should be going to school now,” mother explained as she pushed me out the door
unceremoniously.
I obeyed. Completely unprepared, I followed my sister down the narrow dirt path and into the rickety old
classroom. Once inside, I sat beside her quietly.
“Welcome,” said the teacher warmly as he began writing the lesson on the broken old chalkboard.
I was now a student. I learned later that it was because of my tiger that I had a chance at an education. Because
I was cursed, mother took pity on me, and decided that school was the best chance I had of fighting for a better
destiny.
*
But this may have been the only good will that my tiger ever brought to me. By the time I was eight, Father’s
gambling addiction had broken our home, and Mother’s will.
“This is the last of the money. Take it, and never come back again. I can raise these children by myself!”
Mother screamed as she threw a fold of paper bills at Father. She buried her head in her lap, whimpering softly as
she crouched near the ground next to the cooking fire.
“How can I win with so little? Give me more!” Father spat at her in a rage. His eyes were wide and crazy.
“There is nothing left but the children’s school tuition. How can I give you more?” she answered, her head still
buried in her thick woolen pants.
She seemed to be hiding from Father’s anger. I heard the terrible sound of his teeth grinding together, and saw
his wild bloodshot eyes and wished that I too, could hide. The room filled with silence, and I prayed that a
friendly spirit might come and whisk us all away to a more peaceful world, where there were no such quarrels,
and Father didn’t gamble.
The bills crackled as Father grasped them tightly in his fist and made his way toward the door. I felt relieved.
Soon he would be gone, and Mother and I would be left in peace. But as he walked past us, he flung the money
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into the hot blue flame of the cooking fire, which burned all the brighter with its expensive fuel. The door
slammed behind him as he disappeared into the obscure world outside.
The flames of the fire lit up Mother’s face, which was now glistening with tears.
“See, Lhamu, he’s been acting like this since you were a little baby!” she cried. “I’ve wanted to leave him for a
long time. But for you, your sister and your brother, I’ve endured it.”
Everything was quiet, and I felt my tiger crouched against my back, weighing me down so heavily that my
body crunched into a small ball.
Mother pushed herself up from the floor and walked over to the slop bucket. It was still early morning and the
pigs were yearning for their first meal. Outside, the world slept under a heavy black sky, my heart followed
Mother into the darkness.
Father returned a few days later, and none of us ever talked about what happened. Mother found ways to keep
our family going. And through hard work, begging and borrowing, she pieced together enough money to keep us
in school. For years, Father’s gambling continued. Mother aged quickly, and I sometimes wondered if my tiger
had cursed us both.
*
As prophesied by Mother, my life would only get harder until I learned to fight against my tiger.
In the spring of 1998, my entire family was to face the worst challenge of all. It was Losar, a time of happiness
and new beginnings, and all of our villagers were gathered together in the meetinghouse that we had crafted for
special celebrations like these. The older men sat on one side of the room, and the women on the other. Jovial
laughter filled the room as the men and women debated back and forth.
“Duoma, I heard that you were with some stranger from the neighboring village the last time you were up in
the mountain. What do you say about that?”
“What did you do the last time your wife wasn’t at home?”
A wave of laughter passed over the room. It wasn’t so much what they said that was funny, but the poetic way
that they expressed it. Every word was a hilarious provocation.
I was uninterested in these strange adult affairs, and left Mother’s side to go and play hide and seek with the
other children in the yard. As Dorje Lhamo counted off, I ran to find the best hiding place, one where I would
never be discovered, no matter how hard the other children looked. I crouched behind a small door that led to a
storage room inside of the assembly hall, holding my breath as I listened to the other children search for me. I
heard them scream as Dorje Lhamo revealed their hiding places one by one.
But then I heard a different kind of scream. It was higher pitched, and full of terror, and it didn’t come from the
children. Silence followed, and I crawled out of my hiding space to find out what had happened.
Aunt ran frantically into the courtyard, and yelled at the children to stop running around. Another ear piercing
scream echoed from inside the assembly hall. I ran to the door, and through the chaos of churning bodies that now
filled the room, I saw a body convulsing on the floor.
It was Father. His face was covered with blood, which gushed out into his oily black hair, and covered the floor
in a big puddle. Mother sat next to him in a panic, rocking his body back and forth as she cried and reached out
into the empty air for help. Several villagers surrounded Father’s body, straightening him out and preparing to
carry him outside. Everything was so blurry; it almost seemed like a dream. But I knew that it wasn’t.
Suddenly Aunt’s strong arm pulled me back out of the crowd.
“Go back home!” she commanded breathlessly.
I pushed her hands away, and ran towards Mother, only to be caught again by another villager, and returned to
Aunt. The people around Father were swanning, and I could no longer see him or Mother through the crowd of
moving bodies. I shouted out to them as Aunt dragged my body backwards.
Soon the mass of people had carried Father past me, and down the road to our home. I shouted after them with
all of my strength, but my voice seemed weak, and no one heard it. When I made my way into our home, I saw
that the villagers had laid Father down on our old couch beside the dining table. The cushions of the couch
absorbed his blood like hungry sponges. Mother, who had now stopped crying, hurriedly soaked rags in our
homemade wheat wine and applied them to the gaping wounds on Father’s face. But the blood kept flowing.
The villagers urged her to stop, telling her that the only way to save him was to take him to the county hospital
immediately. Mother put down the rags reluctantly. She knew that we would never be able to afford the hospital
fees.
My cousin, who was a driver, brought his giant blue truck around to the head of the village road, and Father’s
slumped body soon disappeared into the night, followed closely by Mother and the other villagers.
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The next morning, Aunt told me what had happened. A drunken villager had started a fight with Father.
Because it was Losar, Father had not brought his knife to the celebration, and thus had nothing to protect himself
with. It was terribly bad luck. It was the third day of the New Year, and everything that happened would cast a
shadow over the year to come.
Father stayed in the county hospital for two months recovering from the horrible injury. His medical costs were
more than 20,000 Renminbi, more money than anyone in my family had ever seen. Mother borrowed the money
to pay for Father’s treatment from her sister. Although it would have made sense for her to pull my sister and me
out of school, she borrowed more money from all of our neighbors and relatives so that we could continue.
One night after dinner, as my sister and I sat around talking and relaxing, I realized that Mother had
disappeared.
“Where is Ama?” I asked my sister.
“She is in the other room counting money,” she answered with a knowing frown.
I walked into the next room, and found Mother squatting beside the shrine altar with a tight coil of bills rolled
in her palm. When she saw me approach, she stuffed the coil in the iron box where she kept all of our income. She
took in a deep breath, and looked at me dejectedly.
“If you and your sister didn’t go to school, everyone in our family would be able to afford a much better life.
After you graduate from school, you will pay back our debt. You must study hard. You must never forget all of the
hardships that we have suffered through to keep you in school.” Then she stood, and joined my sister in the next
room.
The tiger on my back felt heavier than ever.
*
I performed well on my middle school exams, and I was accepted into one of the best middle schools in the
prefecture. My sister had not done so well, and was attending a more mediocre school in Zhongdian, the
prefecture capital. Although it seemed that my fortune had taken a turn for the better, I was terrified of the
responsibility of facing my terrible fate alone. I secretly signed up to attend the same school as my sister—I
thought that I would be stronger with her there to help me.
Two months later, my acceptance letter from the Zhongdian School came in the mail. By this time, Father had
recovered, and he, Mother and I were in the market, selling the wild mushrooms that we had collected over the
past months.
From July to October of every year, we went into the mountain forests, and dug deep into the ground to find
hundreds of the small brown acrid smelling fungi. When I was a child, the people in our village could collect
nearly ten kilo of them in a day, and sell them in the night market for between 30 and 180 rmb per kilo, depending
on how late it was in the season. In one season, a family could earn up to 3,000 rmb, enough to sustain them for
years. But over time, the hunt for these valuable mushrooms stripped the forest floor, and left huge gashes in the
earth where nothing grew. This year, although it was near the end of the season, we had only earned 500 rmb from
our mushroom trade.
I followed Mother through the market as she searched for the vender with the highest buying price. Suddenly,
my sister’s face popped out of the crowd of haggling buyers and sellers. In her hand, she carried a wrinkled blue
envelope. I knew immediately what it was.
“The bus driver gave me this. It’s your acceptance notice! Now we will be together!” her face glowed as she
thrust the envelope in my hands.
My heart jumped. I would not have to bear my burden alone. But my sister’s excitement was countered sharply
by Mother’s anger when she realized what I had done.
“Let me see that!” she commanded as she tore the letter from my hands.
“What is this? Zhongdian School? This is not right! You were supposed to attend the top school in the
prefecture!” Her face grew red, and she crinkled the paper in her hand.
“You disobedient demon child!” she raged as she picked up a stick from the side of the road.
“Leave her be,” said Father calmly. “What’s done is done.”
Mother cursed me all the way home. She didn’t understand my decision, but deep in my heart, I knew that it
was the right one. I would need my sister’s love and support to tackle the challenges ahead of me. ..
*
I was twelve years old when I left home for the first time to attend middle school in Zhongdian, six hours away
from my village. Although it was the furthest that I had ever been from home, I wasn’t nervous, because I knew
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that Sister would be there. As the old dilapidated bus pulled into the station in the foreign city, I saw Sister’s face
through the dirty window, and my heart felt light.
At school, she took care of me like Mother never had, washing my clothes, dressing me in the morning, and
buying me candies when I was good. Life in the new school was difficult, but she constandy encouraged me.
“Study hard. This is your chance at a new start,” she would remind me every time I didn’t feel up to the task of
finishing my schoolwork.
I didn’t forget the debt that lowed Mother and my family. I studied hard and ranked [at] the top in the first class
exam. I couldn’t have done it without my sister.
When I went home that holiday, I showed Mother and Father my exam score, and Mother's tight face relaxed
into a smile. Her eyes glowed as she asked me about my lessons, my teachers, and life at the school. When I went
back, I worked even harder. I knew that somehow, eventually my grades would help me to pay off my family’s
debt.
One evening, the teacher interrupted our study hall with an announcement that an important Lama, Agong,
would visit the next day, and that he would give a special reward to the top three students at the school. That night
I prayed with all of my heart that I would be chosen. Sleepless, I thrashed about in bed until the covers wound
tightly around my body, imagining myself standing at the front of the platform accepting Agong’s great honor.
In the morning, we gathered in front of a small platform in the schoolyard to welcome our special guest. He
was short, and wore dark glasses and a warm smile. All of the students waited in rapt attention to hear his words,
each one of us hoping to hear our name. When the time came, in a booming voice, he called out four sweet
syllables
“Gelsang Lhamu.”
My classmates cneered, and I walked up to the platform to accept a long white kata and a 100 rmb note from
him. For the first time since Mother had told me about my tiger, I felt truly happy.
After the ceremony, I ran as fast as I could to the small shop outside of school to call my parents and tell them
the news. With the prize money, I would be able to support myself for the rest of the semester. It was the first time
in my life that I could do something to help my family. Now I knew that I could reverse my fortune, as long as I
was willing to struggle for what I wanted.
A few weeks later, my resolve was put to the test. A young doctor came to our school and announced that he
would soon give an exam that would help him choose two students to attend Qinghai Normal University on full
scholarship to study English. A wave of excitement rippled through the classroom. But as soon as he had left, our
headmaster came in and made a different announcement.
“The top three students will not take the exam,” he said firmly. I knew that he was talking to me.
.
“Why would he say that?” I whispered to my classmate.
“He wants the top students to stay in this school, and continue studying here through high school. It will be
better for him if they don’t leave for this scholarship program,” she replied, clearly understanding politics far
better than I did.
I knew that the scholarship was an amazing chance, and I wasn’t willing to give it up so easily. An hour later,
when it was time to take the test, I snuck into the exam sitting room while the headmaster wasn’t looking. It was a
short test; it wasn’t long before all of the students sat outside waiting to hear the results. Whether or not I was
chosen, I knew that I had fought for myself, and I felt good. I made my own destiny, and there was nothing that
the headmaster could do about it now.
In the end, I was one of two chosen students. As soon as I heard the results, I ran to call my parents, just as I
had when I was selected by Agong. Mother trusted me now, and said that the decision was up to me, and that I
should follow my heart. I came to Xining in September of 2003.
*
A Tibetan saying reads “When you grab a tiger’s tail, don’t let go,” which means that once you begin working
on something, you cannot give up. Usually it is a warning to make people think carefully before they take on a
challenge.
I did not choose any of the challenges in my life. Instead, I was born with my hand wound tightly around a
tiger’s tail. I have had to fight to become who I am today, and the people around me have not always understood
or agreed with my decisions.
After the dinner last year, I tried my best to forget about what had happened. But for several nights in a row, I
tossed and turned in my bed, the words of the female doctor haunting my dreams,
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“In our world, men are better than women.” One morning after a particularly bad nightmare, my roommate
smiled at me jokingly as she folded her bed sheets into a perfect square.
“You snored very loudly last night. It was so noisy! We couldn’t believe that such a loud sound could come
from you.”
I smiled as I stretched and pulled my hair back. Maybe it wasn't me, I thought to myself. Maybe it was the
angry call of a discontented tiger. My tiger was pushing me to fight for what I believed. I knew that I must
continue the discussion that began that night at dinner.
194.96 The Long Dusty Road\fn{by Rendzenjyi (1986- )} Nengke Township, Jianza County, Huangnan Tibetan
Autonomous Prefecture, Qinghai Province, China (F) 5
“Dogs? It couldn’t be! Impossible!” I said as I searched through my small desk for the precious apricots I had
stored there that morning.
“Then do you think somebody stole your food?” questioned Deldronjyi, my friend and the only other girl in
my class.
“No, but I hid them so far back in my desk; how did they find them there?” I said, defeated, my voice
trembling.
This was the first time all year that my parents had given me fruit. I had wanted to savor it, and had saved it all
night in anticipation of sharing it with Deldronjyi for today;’s lunch. My mouth watered during class as I
imagined biting through the juicy skins.
“It’s OK, we can share my bread for lunch,” she said.
We sat down on the dirt at the back of the empty classroom and broke Deldronjyi’s fist-sized piece of bread in
half. It was sour and dry in my mouth, sticking to my tongue as I tried to swallow it down. There was water in the
teacher’s room, but we didn’t dare bother them. Instead we swallowed the rough bread in silence.
About two mouthfuls into our bread, we heard teacher Lobe beckon us to help make lunch for him and the
other teachers. While all of the boys played and ate outside, we built a small fire and washed potatoes and peppers
for our teachers. As I turned the green pepper in my palm, my stomach growled. I had never tasted one before.
We watched captivated as Lobe cooked the ingredients into a beautiful dish. Big squares of meat glistened on
top of a steaming mountain of potatoes, peppers and noodles.
Lobe noticed our hungry eyes devouring the food, and offered us a small plateful. We stood frozen in front of
him, our chopsticks stuck to our palms. We were too shy to eat in front of our teachers. They were elders, and held
positions of great respect. We had been taught to remain stoic in front of such figures, a lesson which kept us still
despite our ravenous hunger. As soon as Lobe turned his back, we ran away from the steaming food, back to the
safety of the classroom.
“Oh Ama Drolma!” Deldronjyi shouted at the scene that greeted us.
Three dogs rushed past our legs and out of the classroom, leaving behind only a few crombs of what had been
our lunch. My bag was covered with sticky white dog saliva. I ripped a small page out of my notebook and tried
to clean it.
The rest of the afternoon, Deldronjyi and I tried to listen to the lessons despite our hunger. My eyes flitted
constantly back to the sun making its slow descent in the sky. When it reached the western mountain, we would be
free. It seemed to take three days to get there.
Finally it was time to go home. We waved goodbye with envy to our classmates from the nearby village. We
still had to walk for more than an hour to reach our homes.
That evening, the boys were up to their usual tricks and games. As we stumbled home, exhausted from hunger,
they trailed behind and in front of us, taunting. Our foreheads glistened with nervous sweat. We didn’t know what
they had in store for us, but we knew it would be bad. All of a sudden, I felt a pressure on my shoulders and heard
one of the boys cackle with glee. Seconds later, another boy kicked my feet out from under me, and I was lying on
the dusty ground, too hungry to cry in pain and frustration. We never told our parents about the boys’ daily torture.
If we did, they would retaliate, and our situation would worsen.
When I got home, I gobbled down my dinner of noodles. Soon after, I heard a knock on our door. It was
Deldronjyi.
“I won’t go to school tomorrow,” she said with resolve. “You shouldn’t go either; convince your parents to let
you stay at home.”
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I thought over her solution as I watched her return to her small adobe home across the way. A few minutes
later, Mother came out to relieve herself. I followed her out of the yard, and as we squatted under the stars, I
brought up school:
“Ama, I don’t want to go to school,”
“Don’t say such things or your brother will beat you,” she said. Tears filled my eyes as I stood up and adjusted
my robe.
“All the other village girls stay home to work, why can’t I? Their parents are kind and don’t make their
daughters suffer like Deldronjyi and I,” I argued.
“They don’t know how important education is,” said Mother coldly, standing to face me. “You don’t know
what you are saying. Don’t you know what your life would be like if you didn’t go to school? The other girls in
our village wake up before sunrise every morning to fetch water, milk cows, and make breakfast. In the winter
they walk miles every morning to cut trees for fuel. They cut enough wood to fill the backs of 3-5 donkeys and
mules. During the harvest season, they are bent over cutting wheat and barley day after day. Is this the life you
want?” she asked.
“Then I want to become a nun,” I said stubbornly.
“Don’t make jokes, and don’t try to escape difficulties. There is no life without difficulties,” she replied
angrily, ending the conversation and turning back towards home.
I knew she was right, there is no life without suffering. If I became a nun, who would feed me? Who would
take care of me when I became old? If I stayed at home, I would have to work as hard as other village women,
and marry out\fn{Out of the family} when I was eighteen.
Father greeted me with warm eyes when I came back in through the door. Mother had told him about our
discussion.
“The only way to overcome an obstacle is to defeat it. Running away will only create more obstacles,” he
advised.
I considered his words as I sat down on the warm kang and readied myself for bed.
“With enough struggle, we can move a mountain,” he said gently as he patted me on the head.
The next day, I made my way to school alone. As promised the night before, Deldronjyi had stayed at home.
As I made my way down the dusty path, I was full of a new confidence. My male classmates ran in front of me,
laughing and kicking dust in my face. I walked onwards, slowly placing one foot in front of the other. The dust
soon cleared, and their voices were drowned out by my parents’ encouraging words. I knew that it would be
another hard day, but I felt strong.
*
For the first fifteen years of my life, my family lived in extreme poverty. I grew up on a farm in Jianza County,
the youngest of ten children. By the time I was born, several of my eldest siblings had already left home. One
worked as a translator in the provincial capital, one had married out, and one was a monk who had moved to
India. Only my eldest sister stayed at home to help Mother with her work, and the rest of us, the six younger
children, attended school.
It was not easy to feed so many mouths. The crops that we grew hardly produced enough food to feed twelve
people. Our entire livelihood depended upon Eldest Brother and Father’s meager monthly wages. Before I was
born, Father contracted gallbladder disease and fell very ill. The disease nearly took his life, and when he
recovered, he was too weak to do hard manual labor.
He found a job as a ranger in a nearby township. The work was not physically demanding, and he could find
healing herbs in the forest to boil and drink to cure his illness. But the salary was low, and the job demanded that
he work outside of our village for weeks at a time. Most of the family responsibilities fell on Mother’s back. She
struggled just to feed and clothe us.
Our school fees were another troubling matter. My parents had to borrow all of the money for our school
tuition from neighbors. They went. from house to house begging, and borrowed from lenders. We children worked
the fields every summer and winter holiday to try to pay back what we owed. But despite our endless labor, our
debt grew larger every year.
One year, just before the harvest, a terrible hailstorm blew through our village and destroyed nearly all of our
crops. When we harvested what was left, we only had ten sacks of grain, 50 kilos, about one third of our usual
yield. We were in a desperate situation.
The next day, Mother led five of us children to the fields and we collected every loose grain of wheat that was
left on the ground. We had to reach our hands between the wheat stalks left over from harvest to pick up the small
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grains, pinching them between our fingers. The dry wheat stalks were about seven inches high and razor sharp. By
the end of the day, our hands were raw and bleeding from the razor-like stalks. After ten hours, we were able to
gather only one and a half sacks of grain. Aunt walked by in the late afternoon and saw us:
“You can go to my family’s fields and gather some if you like, Lhamo Yangtso,” she told Mother with
sympathy.
Mother just nodded, exhausted, and continued searching for grain. Not all of our neighbors were as kind as
Aunt. One of our cousins came while we were working and stood over Mother with her arms crossed and a scowl
on her face,
“You are so stupid to waste your time like this. Take your children out of school and your grain boxes will
overflow, you will be the richest family in our village,” she sneered as she spat on the ground beside Mother’s
bleeding dirty hands, “Then maybe you can pay back the money that we lent to you.”
I was terrified of the horrible woman standing over us and I watched eagerly for Mother’s response. Mother
did not look up, but continued working. As she pinched the grains, her lips parted into a thin smile. Then she said
to the ground very gently, in a whisper,
"After my children graduate from school, we will be rich … soon, soon.”
Our noodles were so delicious that evening. We savored every bite. We ate slowly because our injured hands
could not hold the chopsticks steady. After dinner, I crawled onto the kang with my four brothers and sisters. We
chanted the Drolma prayer and crawled under the covers. My back ached so terribly that I couldn’t bear to move
or stretch out my body. We were all so exhausted, but no one slept. I could hear their tired, shallow breathing
beside me late into the night.
After the hailstorm, creditors flocked to our village, knowing how vulnerable the crop damage had left us. One
evening soon after the stonn, our kitchen was full of angry men demanding their loans back from Mother. My two
elder brothers and I watched from outside through a tiny gap in the windows. We stood by helplessly as one man
spat his demands into Mother’s face:
“It has been two years. Give back the money now!” he screeched.
We could see Mother’s back. Her two thin silver braids hung lisdessly over her shoulder. There was a large tear
in her worn blue jacket, right under the armpit, and it gaped open as she reached up to take the man’s hand and
beg for mercy.
“A few more days, just give us a few more days,” she pleaded.
“Shameless family!” The creditor scoffed as he threw Mother's hand back at her. Then he rushed out and
slammed the door behind him with all of his strength. Other creditors came and went, filling our home with fear
and loathing. Some raised their hand to Mother, and none of us could protect her. I had never felt so angry before.
One morning soon after the creditors’ visits, my two brothers announced that they would drop out of school.
“We do not want to cause the family to suffer,” Elder brother declared in a firm voice as he stood at the door,
ready to go out for work in the fields.
A look of stone cold determination washed over Mother’s face. She said nothing. She simply walked over to
the school bag that my brother had cast aside, picked it up and placed it firmly on his shoulder. The decision had
already been made. We would all stay in school.
*
Education was my parents’ obsession. They were both illiterate and knew well the difficulties of life without
schooling. They wanted their children to be rich with knowledge. Their stubborn insistence on our education was
sometimes difficult for us children to understand. In primary school, all of the other students laughed and pulled at
my rag clothing, and we had to eat our lunch away from the others to avoid their taunting.
“What is that you’re eating Renzenjyi? Black wheat bread? In my home, we only give that food to the mules
and donkeys!” one of the boys shouted. A chorus of laughter followed, and we sat in silence, the oily bread
sticking in our throats.
After my brother graduated and went to middle school, I was left to bear the torture alone. In my most salient
memory from primary school, I am surrounded by a group of children kicking dust in my face.
“Look at Renzenjyi, walking in the clouds, how lucky she is!” the boys would chant.
They stole my bread and threw it to the dogs, leaving me with no lunch. Instead of using my fists, I fought
back the bullies with my mind.
“Study two hours while others study one,” my elder brother constandy reminded me.
I buried myself in my books and soon became the top student in the village school. My parents’ words became
a mantra in my head:
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“With enough struggle, we can move even a mountain.”
But before our dreams came true, fate would continue to test the resolve of everyone in my family.
*
Soon after I started junior middle school, Mother began to feel sharp piercing pain in her right arm. There was
no clear cause of the injury, and we weren’t sure how to fix it. She could no longer work the fields.
It was as if the motor that kept our family running had died. She had been the main laborer of the house, and
everything stopped when she fell ill. Every night, I would try rubbing the pain out of her sore arm while she ate
her dinner. My heart broke as she groaned in pain at the touch of my fingers. Father was still taking medicine
every day for his gallbladder sickness. It seemed as though things would never improve.
One day not long after Mother’s sickness began, I watched my feeble parents eat their breakfast of boiled
potatoes—the only food we could afford—and something inside of me snapped. I had had enough. I would stop
waiting for our golden time to come, and make it happen myself. I would become a doctor, and cure both of my
parents once and for all. We didn’t have enough money to give them the medical care they both needed so badly,
and I knew that if they recovered, our life would be so much easier.
The next day, I told my head teacher about my decision, and he resolved to help me. I stayed after school for
hours with him going over the questions that would appear on the medical school exam. Before long, I began to
think like a doctor.
Months later, I took the exam and passed with flying colors. I had been admitted to Qinghai Tibetan Medical
University, one of the best schools in the country for Tibetan doctors. It seemed that our family’s dreams would
finally come true. On the day that I found out the exam results, our house was full of laughter and joy. Father and
Mother smiled as they talked excitedly about my future. Already, it seemed that their health was improving.
*
This joy that we shared lasted only one night.
The next day, I received a notice from the university informing me that I would need to pay 5,000 rmb in
tuition. The news hit my family hard, but we weren’t willing to give up. Mother went from house to house
borrowing money from our neighbors. But after seven days begging, she collected a little under 2,000 rmb. That
evening, my head teacher called me into his room. His expression was strange, and I knew that the news would be
bad.
“You are a good student Rendzenjyi, the best. But I knew even when you took the exam that you would never
be able to pay the tuition for this university. You are just a young girl. If you went to school, you would miss your
family terribly. So, I have decided to send the Mayor’s son to the medical university in your place,” he said.
As he spoke, his voice shook, and he refused to look me in the eye. I knew that this wasn’t his decision. It must
have been masterminded by the Mayor, who had enough power to make the teachers bend at his will. He was
powerless to change the situation. He must have had so much more to say to me, but he remained speechless, his
arms crossed, staring down at his shoes. I would not go to medical school.
Anger pulsed through my body, burning a hole in my heart. I could do nothing but cry quietly. Soon after his
announcement, he left the room unceremoniously; I looked around at the dirty walls and the dusty floor of my
classroom. They disgusted me. All of my work had been for nothing. I began to doubt what my parents had said to
me so many years ago. Hadn’t I struggled enough? My day of glory would never come, and mountains could not
be moved. I packed up my school bag and left the classroom, never wanting to return again.
I quit school and stayed at home to help Mother. This time, no amount of coaxing would convince me back.
My parents were both tired of fighting, and watched silently while I finished the chores of a housewife. I swept
the floors, cooked dinner, and fed the livestock. After two weeks, my soft schoolgirl’s hands became rough and
calloused.
“You lost the game,” Mother warned as I swept around her. She was not happy that I had quit, but could find
nothing to say that would change my mind.
One evening, my cousin came over for dinner. As I cleared up our plates to begin washing the dishes, he
looked up, straight into my eyes, and said,
“Defeat is the mother of victory.”
I stood still while he spoke, unconvinced, but willing to hear him out.
“Rendzenjyi, do you know how many times I have taken the college entrance exam?”
“No,” I muttered, the dishes balanced in my hands.
“Four times. I have taken it four times, and I still haven’t passed.”
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This was the first time he had shared this with me, and I was surprised by the confidence with which he told
his story. He wasn’t ashamed of his repeated failures, as most people would be. Instead, he looked almost proud.
“I will not give up until I pass. I refuse to waste my life slaving in the fields.”
I filled a basin with warm water and placed the dirty dishes inside of it. I looked down at my rough hands and
thought about his words. In the calluses and torn, dried skin on my fingers, I could see the future that lay before
me without an education.
“Defeat is the mother of victory,” I thought as I rubbed my palms against the greasy dishes.
The next day, I went back to school.
*
It was one of the best decisions I have ever made. I worked harder than ever. This time, as fate would have it,
my work paid off. One short year later, some strangers came to our classroom and talked about studying English.
They introduced us to a large man who looked different than anyone I had ever seen before. He wore a black hat
and a long black coat. He spoke a strange language that was rough to my ears. One of the men with him
translated,
“We will now conduct a series of exams, and three of you will be chosen to study English at Qinghai Normal
University.”
Money would not be a problem; all of the students would have scholarships. On hearing about such a
wonderful opportunity, my heart filled with joy and anticipation.
But this feeling was stifled when I remembered the medical school exam. I did what I could to ignore those
thoughts, and I tired my best on the exams. I found out a few days later that I was one of the three students
selected. When I heard the news, I was hesitant to celebrate. In fact, it wasn’t until I arrived at the gate of the new
university a few days before classes started that I really believed what was happening.
*
On the day that I stepped through the gates of Qinghai Normal University, like magic, my parent’s long held
belief in the value of education started to bear fruit. One by one, my elder brothers and sisters graduated from
school and found well paying jobs as teachers, web designers, and typists. They bought medicine for my parents
and paid for their trips to the hospital. Soon Mother’s arm was working again, and Father was more vital than
ever. Without the stress of poverty, I was able to concentrate all of my energy on my studies, and I was soon
communicating with my foreign teachers in English about subjects that I had never even dreamed existed.
One of these special topics was gender. When I first heard about the class, I figured that we would talk about
women’s health. This was a subject our middle school teachers had taught us after one of my classmates became
pregnant. The teachers had met with all the girls and shamed us for what our classmate had “done”. They told us
that women must be careful because we are weak, and that it was the girl’s fault if she became pregnant.
The new class was nothing like this! Instead of making us feel guilty, or ashamed, our teacher taught us to feel
proud. We read stories about women from all over the world, including Tibet, who had done amazing things. I
thought back to my days in primary school, when I would cook for the teachers while the boys played outside. It
had always bothered me, but I didn’t think I could change it. That was just the way things were. In class, I realized
that so many other women had similar experiences and felt the same way I did. Just talking about it felt good. In
that class, I made up a saying of my own:
“Being a woman is not naturally unfortunate, but nurturally unfortunate.”
*
One winter holiday I went to my village to visit my sister. Her home is behind my old primary school, and as I
walked past the school gates, I heard the children reciting their lessons. I hadn’t been back to the school for nearly
ten years, and something in the children’s voices drew me inside.
It looked almost exactly as it had when I last saw it. The dilapidated classroom building was falling apart.
Water had seeped in from the ceiling and warped the walls and wind whistled through the broken windows. Only
small pieces remained of what was once the chalkboard, and the students had to crowd together onto a few
ramshackle desks and chairs. A strong breeze brought the same smells that I had known so long ago to my nose:
the smell of dust, sour black wheat bread, and struggle.
The younger students had no classroom to study in, and were in the yard practicing their lessons. They had .no
desks, no paper, and no chalkboard. To finish their lessons, they traced letters into the dirt with small sticks. Their
hands were rough and dry from this exercise, and the dust from their constant erasing swirled around the
schoolyard in great clouds. It was a freezing cold day, but despite all of this, they completed their lessons with
great energy.
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When I walked further into the schoolyard, a young girl caught my eye. Her voice cracked as she read her
lessons loudly, and her small hand moved back and forth through the dust, tracing out letters and erasing them. I
reached out to hold her hand in mine. It was red and calloused from the writing, with huge cracks that had
scabbed over and opened again countless times. I tried to straighten out her fingers, but her hand was stuck in the
shape of a claw, stiff from the cold.
She stopped her recitation and looked up at me. Her cheeks were bright red from the burning wind and cold,
and her watery eyes looked tired and sad. For a moment, I felt as though I was looking into my own eyes, holding
my own hand. My childhood rushed back to me and my nose began to tingle. When I released her hand, it went
back to its diligent work, moving back and forth on the dry earth, and her strong voice again rose to its full
volume. I could see her on the long walk home down the dusty road to her village. I knew that she would have to
brave the bullies’ taunting.
The young teacher followed me as I wandered back out of the school gate. She seemed desperate to talk.
“You know, no other teachers will come to this school because of its condition,” she said as she stood in front
of me. “Even if they did come, where would they stay? We don’t have any teachers’ dorms here.”
She wept as she told me about all of the students who had dropped out. I looked at her as she spoke: her lips
were cracked and bleeding, and although she was my age, she looked years older.
As I walked out of the school gates, I saw clearly that my struggle was so much larger than my family. In my
village alone, there were hundreds of little girls just like me who had to walk the same difficult path, but many of
them would not make it as far as I had.
This was my mountain to move. I would start by rebuilding the village primary school. I will not stop until the
little girls in my village, my county, my prefecture, know nothing of the long dusty road that was my childhood.
1987

181.115 Excerpt from The Diary Of Ma Yan: The Struggles And Hopes Of A Chinese Schoolgirl\fn{by Ma Yan
(1987- )} Zhangjiashu Village, Ningxia Province, China (F) 17
Saturday, September 2 (2000) It’s not very gray
Just like every morning, I wash my face then brush my teeth. Soon the bell rings, marking the beginning of
classes. A teacher arrives. He’s wearing a blue jacket and black trousers and he has black leather shoes. He
explains what he expects of us. I think he’s our Chinese teacher.\fn{ The author of this diary is a 13-year-old Chinese Muslim
schoolgirl in her first year in middle school in the town of Yuwang, about 12½ miles from her hometown, a small provincial isolated
farming village in northwest China. She actually lives at the school, and walks home on the weekends }

A second teacher comes in. He tells us never to take things that belong to others and to think very carefully
about what we say. Then he starts the lesson and gives us exercises to do. We do the work he’s asked of us until
class is over.
We go off to eat. Bai Xiaohua, in class three of the fifth year, brings in a pail full of water. We wash our faces
and hands and then clean the dormitory. Bai Xiaohua sprinkles water on the floor. Yang Haiyan shakes out the
beds. Ma Yuehua and I sweep the floor. Ma Juan has gone out—I don’t know where—instead of helping us.
Having done the cleaning, we sit down to rest for a bit, until the bell rings again.
Sunday, September 3 A fine day
This morning while I was busy working in class, my father and mother came to visit. They came to Yuwang for
the fair. Before going back to it, they said to me,
“You must work hard in order to get into the high school for girls.” Then they went.
Monday, September 4 Light rain
This afternoon a teacher showed us some gymnastics. If we can’t do them, we have to get out of line and sing
or dance. Then we lave to start again, until we’ve managed to get through all the exercises. A few comrades, both
boys and girls, finally managed it all, and the teacher congratulated them:
“Those who’ve succeeded can go back to class.”
Finally we all got through and went back to our classrooms.
Tuesday, September 5 Fine weather
This afternoon the music teacher, a twenty-year-old woman with a braid over three feet long, taught us the
Song of the Long March. She is our only woman teacher. First she sings with us a few times, then she lets us sing
in chorus. Then she chooses one of us to sing alone, and another to dance in accompaniment. Everyone gets a
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turn, row by row. We’ve only reached the third row when the bell rings.
Wednesday, September 6 A gray day
This afternoon our Chinese teacher gave us an exercise to copy into our notebook. Two boys fought over a
pencil,\fn{Students must bring their own supplies: the school has none, few teaching aids, and no library } as often happens. Before
we even realized what had happened, the teacher had smacked them. I couldn’t help but be secretly pleased: these
two are the nastiest boys in class.
Thursday, September 7 Fine weather
This morning we had Chinese. The teacher wrote a few questions on the blackboard and asked us to answer
them. It’s a matter of summarizing a text. He explained to us that if we don’t know all the words, we can look
them up in a dictionary.
I borrowed one from a friend because my father couldn’t buy one for me. I was so busy consulting it that I
forgot to write down the rest of the questions, which were then erased.
I asked my cousin, Ma Shiping, to lend me her notebook so that I could copy them out, but she refused. She
thinks this is a test, and she doesn’t want me to come in first.
It’s a little thing, but it makes me realize that I can count on no one.
Friday, September 8 A fair day
This morning during class, our Chinese teacher taught us that in life a man has to act according to two
principles: his values and his dignity. This will ensure the respect of others.
At the end of class he warned us to be careful on the road on our way home. Those who have money can get a
lift on a tractor for one yuan. The rest of us have to walk. But we mustn’t dawdle.
Saturday, September 9 A fine day
This morning while we were watching a soap opera, my little brothers, who were playing outside, started to
shout,
“Our grandmother has arrived!”
My mother beamed. I went to join my brothers outside. We skipped rope and kicked a sandbag around. My
grandmother and my mother stayed in the house alone. I don’t know what they were talking about, but they
laughed in a strange way.
Sunday, September 10 It’s windy
This morning my grandmother and my parents went to the fair in Yuwang while I was still asleep. My little
brothers turned everything upside down, and I was furious. But there’s nothing to be done.
Monday, September 11 A fine day
This afternoon my cousin Ma Shiping came to fetch my brother Ma Yichao and me for the walk back to
school. Before letting us go, Mother stopped us to say,
“You need to work hard. Even if I have to wear myself out, I’ll pay for your studies, but on the condition that
your grades are good.”
My mother’s words tug at my heart. I understand that everything she does is for us. I understand that we’re her
only hope. Nothing else counts but us.
I have to study hard to make a contribution to my country and my people one day. That’s my goal. That’s my
hope.
Tuesday, September 12 Lovely weather
This afternoon I went out with a couple of classmates to run some errands. They’re rich. They’re always
chomping away at one goodie or another. I watch them, but I can’t afford to buy anything. Even chewing gum
costs more than ten fen. That’s far more than I can manage.\fn{The basic Chinese currency is the yuan, which is
divided into 100 fen, and was worth, at the time of this diary, about 12½ cents}
I suddenly realize why Mother hasn’t gotten medical help before.\fn{ Ma Yuan’s mother suffered from terrible stomach
pains and sometimes spat blod. She was diagnosed with an ulcer and finally treated in 2002; but at the time she wrote her diary, Ma Yan
and her family didn’t know what was wrong with her } It's so that we can keep going to school. School costs tens of yuan all

at once. Where does this money come from? It comes from the sweat and hard labor of my parents. Father and
Mother are ready to sacrifice everything so that we can go to school. I must work really hard in order to go to a
university later. Then I’ll get a good job, and Mother and Father will at last have a happy life.
Wednesday, September 13 A lovely day
Today after school my brother Ma Yichao and I went to find our mother. She was at the doctor’s on Yuwang’s
main street. I wanted to leave straight after seeing her in order to get back to school and work. I just needed to
stop and buy some shampoo. But Mother wouldn’t let us go. She promised that when she was finished with the
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doctor, she would buy us something to eat.
All three of us went to the market. Mother bought us some food for dinner, but nothing for herself, so we had
to eat it alone. I could clearly see that she was hungry and thirsty.
If she’s depriving herself like this, it’s so that we can live and work.
Thursday, September 14 Good weather
During math class this morning the teacher asked me to distribute the exercise books and to collect the
workbooks. There were thirty-seven in all. None can be overlooked.
I don’t want to be head of math.\fn{ There is a head student for each subject, who collects and distributes homework and helps
enforce discipline} But I can’t refuse. I can’t disappoint the teacher. I have to carry on doing everything I’m asked so
that I can do well.
Friday, September 15 Good weather
At eleven in the morning, after the last class of the day, we left school and went home for the weekend. The
classes stop at the end of the morning to give us time to get back to our villages. There are seven of us, boys and
girls. Two friends, Ma Yuehua and Ma Juan, take a tractor that costs one yuan. The rest of us, including my
brother and my cousin, walk.
I’m always afraid on this road. The ravines on either side are very deep, the mountains dangerously steep.
Sometimes thieves stop us and demand money.
Saturday, September 16 A nice day
This morning Mother went to the market in Yuwang. She was no sooner back in the house than she started
shouting at my brothers and me. Then she began to get dinner ready: rice and salted cabbage. When we’d finished
eating, she cried and cried.
I know why she’s in tears. She’s ill and she’s the only one working in the fields right now. We’re in the midst
of harvest, and on top of that Mother has to look after the little ox she’s bought to help till the land. Father is
away, looking for work in Hohhot in Inner Mongolia.
If someone as brave as my mother cries when she’s ill, how will the rest of us ever manage?
Sunday, September 17 A gray day
This afternoon my cousin, my brother, and I left to go back to school in Yuwang. When we arrived, the door of
the dormitory wasn’t open yet. We waited for quite a while before the porter turned up.
As soon as we were allowed in, Ma Shiping started to write in her diary.
“Will you be finished soon?” I asked her.
“No,” she answered. “We can’t all be as quick and clever as you.” She must have thought I was making fun of
her. I wonder why everyone is so displeased with me.
Monday, September 18 A windy day
This afternoon my little brother Ma Yichao, who is in the same class as me, didn’t line up properly for the gym
class. The head of the class and the head of the gym rushed to give him a beating. The teacher permitted it.
Deep down, I’m in a rage. But what can I do? These two heads are the nastiest boys in the class.
If I study very hard and make daily progress, I’ll go to a university and become a policewoman. And if these
boys bend the law even a tiny little bit, I won’t fail to have them punished.
Tuesday, September 19 Good weather
This afternoon we had a music lesson. Ma Shengliang, Ma Xiaoping, and my brother Ma Yichao forgot their
books. The teacher told them off.
“You’re really stupid. You come here to work and you don’t even bring your books!”
Then she tells the first two to leave the class and go and stand outside in the sun without moving. Only then
does she begin our lesson.
Wednesday, September 20 A gray day
This afternoon the natural sciences teacher, Chen, gives us a lesson on nature. Ma Fulong talks and acts stupid
at the back of the room.
The teacher pulls him up by the collar and tells him to sit up straight. Some of my friends say that the teacher
is very nasty; others that he was right to discipline the student since one shouldn’t talk in class.
I think the teacher is right, because on this road to our future life, we have to take the right track and not
wander off on the wrong one.
Thursday, September 21 A fine day
This afternoon after school the class head orders us to go and get our meal in the kitchen. We had rice but no
vegetables. I wanted to borrow some from my cousin, but she poured her entire ration of potatoes into her rice
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bowl and said there was no more.
“It doesn’t matter,” I said, and asked my friend, Ma Yuehua, for some vegetables. She grumbled a bit, but she’s
nicer than Ma Shiping and gave me a little.
I understand that you can’t depend on relatives. If someone outside the family borrows something from you,
then she’ll remember you’ve done her a good turn. But if it’s a member of the family, she won’t want to lend you
anything, even if you’re unhappy. It’s just not her problem.
At last I’ve cracked the nature of human relations. Everyone pays back their debts to others.
Friday, September 22 A fine day
We came home from school this afternoon after the end of classes. After dinner Mother asked us to go to the
buckwheat fields to bring back the bales that had already been cut. I couldn’t really walk any farther, but Mother
forced us to go. She had already harvested so much of the grain herself, how could we refuse her, especially since
Father is still away working in Inner Mongolia.
It’s in order to feed and clothe us that Mother works so hard. If it weren’t for us, she wouldn’t have to harvest
buckwheat. It’s right that she asks us and equally right that we help. Otherwise how would we be worth all the
trouble she takes over us? She wears herself out so that we can have a different future from hers. She exhausts
herself to provide food for us when there’s nothing left, and then she exhausts herself all over again, without
getting anything out of life for herself. She doesn’t want us to live the way she does. That’s why we have to study.
We’ll be happy. Unlike her.
Saturday, September 23
This morning I was in the middle of doing homework when Mother interrupted me.
“Come, we’re going to husk the grain.” My big cousin Ma Yimei, my little cousin Ma Yifang, my two
brothers, my mother, and I all work together on the stretch of land in front of our house.
Suddenly the son of Yang Dangqi arrives in a tractor with a full load of buckwheat, and he dumps his harvest
in front of our house. Mother asks him to leave, but he just sneers. She asks a second time, and he still does
nothing. She’s very angry and she starts calling him names.
In my heart of hearts I think he’s a scoundrel. He takes other people’s places, pretending it’s first come, first
served. And it’s useless for us to protest.
In these times even beggars need degrees. Nothing works for you if you don’t study. In the big cities, even
going to the toilet requires being able to read.
Sunday, September 24 A nice day
This afternoon on the way to school, we meet a man pulling an ox. He’s accompanied by a second man who
holds his jacket in his hand. They tell us about their childhood.
When they went to school, shepherds would stop them on their way and demand bread. They ask us if there are
still people who block the road and don’t let you pass.
“Fewer than before,” we say.
“You’re lucky,” they say.
Monday, September 25 A gray day
At noon, in our history lesson, the teacher asks us several questions. I don’t know any of the answers. Luckily
he hasn’t chosen me. He’s singled out my brother and two other students, who don’t know the answers either.
Only Ma Shiping, tall and proud, with her long braid, answered correctly. The teacher complimented her. I admire
her. She’s so clever.
Tuesday, September 26 A gray day
A music lesson this afternoon. After the class the teacher organizes games for us. We play blindman’s buff, and
whoever is caught has to sing and dance. The first group creates a song-and-dance number, and then the second
group does.
“Which of the two is better?” asks the music teacher. Everyone agrees the second group was remarkable.
I have to take note of these girls and do well in all my classes, including music.
Wednesday, September 27 A fair day
This afternoon we went back to the dormitory after our classes. I saw that Ma Yuehua was writing something.
The head of the dormitory, Ma Jing, asked her to clean the floor.
“I’ll do it when I’ve finished my work,” she answered, without lifting her nose from her book.
The head of the dorm wouldn’t take no for an answer. She insisted that Ma Yuehua clean up instantly. If she
doesn’t, she’ll report her to the teacher.
Ma Yuehua weeps her rage.
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Thursday, September 28 A gray day
This afternoon Ma Shiping, Li Qing, and I went to Yuwang to buy bread. In the first bakery we came to, the
bread was very small, so we didn’t buy any. We found a second bakery and decided to go in. I said,
“I will have a piece of bread and a twisty doughnut.”
The assistant handed them to me. When I was leaving the bakery, he made a joke behind my back.
Is it because we’re country girls or because I pronounced the word bread badly? I’ll never know:
Friday, September 29 Light rain
At lunchtime when we leave for home, it’s very cold. It’s raining too. The other girls in my dorm are getting
lifts home on a tractor. There’s only my brother and me and one other pupil left walking.
We come to a spot where the water has washed away the strip of road and we can’t get through. My brother
puts his foot on a rock and leaps across, making it to another rock. He pulls me by the hand, and I get across too.
In turn I give my hand to the other girl and pull her across to our side. We finally manage to get up the slope and
are out of danger.
Saturday, September 30 A gray day
This morning, just after I had eaten a bowl of yellow rice for breakfast, I sat down to read Voyage to the West,
which a school friend lent me. Suddenly I heard two tractors coming along the road toward our house.
People say that these two tractors will build up the road. This is really good news. Once. this work is done, no
one will any longer be able to say that we live “on the island of Taiwan.”\fn{ The villagers joked that as the slope settled
lower and lower, the family house, located on a small hill, was moving farther and farther away—just like the island of Taiwan was
distancing itself politically more and more crom mainland China }

Sunday, October 1 Afine day
This morning, on the day of the national holiday,\fn{ October 1 marks the start f a week-long holiday celebrating the
founding of the People’s Republic of China (1949) } the weather is particularly beautiful. My maternal grandmother, who
lives in a village to the north of Yuwang, is ill, and my mother decides to go and see her. But an hour later; she’s
changed her mind and no longer wants to go. I ask her,
“Why don’t you want to go and see Grandmother?”
“I’ll go tomorrow when I have to go to the market in Yuwang,” she says. I ask again,
“Why, why don’t you go today?”
“I’ll go when I’ve done the housework.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I say to reassure her. “I can do it. I’m big enough. Really.” Mother smiles.
“You really are growing up!”
She finally did go to see Grandmother, on a bicycle she borrowed from her aunt, and with my youngest brother
riding behind.
Monday, October 2 A fine day
This morning the men are repairing the road with their tractors. They don’t know where to get earth to shore it
up, and the road sinks lower and lower. A lot of people are watching from a safe distance and laughing. I don’t
know why they’re laughing. My cousin hears them and explains.
“They’re making fun. They’re saying that when this road is finally finished, you’ll definitely be living in
Taiwan.”
When she hears this, Mother is furious. She asks the workers to remove the earth from in front of our door in
order to create a wide access road for us.
“Clear this earth away so that we can live!” she protests. Once the earth has been used to shore up the track,
some people start to mock again:
“This is a really good road. What dreams Ma Dongji must have had.”\fn{ A reference to Ma Van’s father, who must
have had a dream like the one in a Chinese legend in which a man dreamed that the mountain in front of his house was flattened }
Really, people come up with the most ridiculous things these days!
Tuesday, October 3 A fine day
Very early this morning Mother wakes my brother Ma Yichao so that he can help her get the donkey ready for
work. Mother walks in front, while my brother drives the donkey from behind. I can see all the wrinkles on my
mother’s face.
She’s aging, and all because she wants to fill our stomachs and secure our future.
Wednesday, October 4 A fine day
We’re still home on vacation, and I’m in the process of doing my homework. Ma Shiping comes over to play.
We play hide-and-seek with my brothers. I tell Ma Shiping that if she can find me, I’ll explain one of the math
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problems to her. She replies that she knows all her math by heart and goes off.
I think to myself that, deep down, the only person I can count on is me.
Thursday, October 5 A fine day
This morning Mother wants to winnow the rice in order to remove the husks. When she opens up the rice bags,
she finds mice in them. She flies off the handle and yells at us.
I was supposed to make sure the door to the storeroom was always closed and I forgot. The mice got in. And
that’s why Mother is so angry.
Friday, October 6 A fine day
This afternoon my mother, Ma Shiping, and my cousins were discussing things at home. After that, Ma
Shiping, who is not much older than I am, asked me to turn on the tape recorder so that we could dance. I danced
with one of my little cousins. At first no one else danced. But by the end everyone was twirling and their faces
grew red with excitement. This was my happiest day.
Saturday, October 7 A gray day
This afternoon, after doing my other work, I started to do my homework. I heard my litde brother Ma Yichao
crying. He’s stretched out on the bed. I ask him why he’s crying. He says he didn’t manage to do the exercises in
his workbook. He still has to fill in the blank spaces. I help him do it.
After a litde while, I tell him I need to do my own work now, and he must finish his on his own. If I don’t
finish it today, the teacher will reprimand me and hit me. Mother walks by.
“You’re really very silly.” She launches an attack on me.
I’m astonished. Why has she told me off like that? Have I. said something really stupid? I feel terribly sad.
Nothing is too much effort where her son is concerned, but I have to make do the best I can.
I feel so alone. There’s no one to talk to.
Sunday, October 8 Rain
Today I came back to the dormitory with a few other students. I put down what I was carrying. Then I asked
Ma Shiping to lend me her exercise book and explain a question to me. She pretended that she didn’t understand it
either.
I tried to look at her exercise book, but she pulled it away and swore at me.
Once again I have the feeling that everyone resents me, whereas I don’t feel resentful of anybody. Perhaps I’m
not seeing things very clearly.
I never lie. I’m not like Ma Shiping, who always tells lies, especially when she’s done wrong.. I shall have to
work even harder so that I never have to ask anyone’s help in understanding a question.
Monday, October 9 A gray day
This afternoon we had a Chinese test. The teacher said to us,
“Work quickly and it will soon be over.”
My pulse raced. There was a question I didn’t know how to answer. I still haven’t solved the problem.
Monday, October 23 Light rain
This morning after classes I went to the market in Yuwang with two friends. We saw a lot of people there who
are very different from us. One doesn’t have a leg; another is missing a foot. There’s even a blind man.
I used to think I’d never survive in this school. And today I meet a blind man. A blind man manages to live, so
why shouldn’t I?
I have to get better and better and get ahead of everyone at school.
Tuesday, October 24 A fine day
This afternoon our music teacher, the one with the long braid, gives us a lesson. At the end she asks,
“Who can tell us a story?”
Everyone points to Yang Bin, a boy I like a lot. The teacher asks him to come up to the platform, but Yang Bin
can’t get to the end of his story. Hu Zhimin takes over, but he can’t finish the story either. The teacher starts where
he left off, but even she can’t bring it to a conclusion. Finally she tells us another story called The Fox Eats the
Chicken. This is a funny story, and I’m drunk with laughter.
Wednesday, October 25
This afternoon our Chinese teacher asks us to sing, recite a poem, or tell a story. I particularly liked the song
my brother Ma Yichao sang, Wait for the Day When You Say Good-bye.
We learned this song together when we were in the third year. The words give us courage.
“At the moment when Mother and Father come to say good-bye, they declare, ‘Child, I’m sending you on your
way. Think no longer of your parents or of your beautiful native land.’”
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I like this song very much because it was Mother herself who taught it to us. When I hear it, I always think of
her.
Wednesday, October 25
This afternoon, during the break after our first Chinese lesson, we skipped rope. Our Chinese teacher, Ma
Shixiong, a man of about twenty-seven, who’s very nice to us, stood and watched us. His face beamed with
happiness, as if he were the same age as us. I haven’t seen him this happy since the term started.
I think he’s reminded of his childhood when he watches us. When he was a child, he probably played the same
games, and played them well.
That's why, seeing us skipping, he remembers that happy rime and looks so pleased.
Friday, October 27
We walk home in a light rain, which gradually eases.
I have a fight with Ma Shiping. She says I’m selfish, that I take other people’s things, but when others borrow
my school things, I call them copycats. I reply,
“Didn’t you borrow my things? Didn’t you take my exercise book? Who did you want to show it to?”
“I didn’t take it. It was Xiao Hong,” she answers.
I ask Xiao Hong, but she claims she's got nothing to do with it. Ma Shiping is upset and says no more. So I
retort,
“You even lie to yourself.”
This morning the weather was beautiful. But after a while the snow started to fall. Blown by the wind, the
flakes floated and danced in the sky. Seeing the snow, I thought of one of my paternal grandmother’s sayings:
“If it snows at the beginning of Octgober, the wheat harvest the following year will be good.”
That’s why I’m so happy to see snow. Let it snow a lot. The villagers will have water to drink and they won’t
need to go and fetch it from far away.
Sunday, October 29
This morning it’s very cold. I’m off to visit my paternal grandmother, who lives with my fifth uncle in the
village, and I stay for quite a while. When I get home, Mother starts to reprimand me.
“Why don’t you prepare the vegetables you need for school yourself? You always wait for me to. do it. Do you
know where those little white rolls you like come from? Have you ever thought about it? I steam them for you and
your brother, and then the rest of the :amily is deprived of wheat flour. You know very well we’re going through
hard times and that I’m ill. And on top of that you want me to wait on you. You’re really heardess. I allow you to
study, but you never think of me once you go to school.”
All of these criticisms come out in any old order, and suddenly I’m angry. Other children pay a yuan to get a
ride on a ractor to go to school. My brother and I always walk both ways.
But it’s also true that we live in want. Without my mother, I would never have been able to go back to school.
She doesn’t look after her health and she makes it possible for us to study.
I really shall have to make my contribution to the country md have a good career so that my family isn't looked
down on my longer.
Monday, October 30
This afternoon the last period of the day was a class assembly where all our group’s problems were sorted out,
whether they had to do with studying or health or dormitory life. Ma Ping and Ma Shengliang had had a quarrel.
The insults they hurled at each other were painful to listen to.
Suddenly the teacher opened the door. A comrade by the name of Hu had told him what was going on. Now the
teacher reprimanded both students. They squirmed on their bench, ill at ease, in danger of squashing it under their
weight. None of which stopped the teacher from continuing his severe criticism.
I think he’s right to do so. In order for there not to be any more quarrels or out-and-out fights, this is the best
thing he can do to ensure the good behavior of the entire class.
Tuesday, October 31
This afternoon our music teacher taught us a new song, The Sun. Then she asked us to sing everything we’d
learned since our first lesson. When we had finished, she asked if anyone would like to sing alone. Everyone said
that Ma Yichao sang very well.
I’m so pleased for him. I’m proud of having a talented brother, especially since I can’t sing. Ma Yichao, who
has a roguish manner, with his short hair and laughing eyes, is known throughout the school for his songs.
Whenever anyone asks for a singer, the answer is invariably,
“Ma.Yan’s brother.”

1378

My heart is full of joy, like a flower whose petals are opening.
Wednesday, November 1
It’s a beautiful day. We’re having our natural science class. The teacher reminds me of a teacher I had in my
second year of elementary school. Their attitudes and gestures are very similar. When I see my current teacher, it
makes me think of all the little attentions my old teacher paid me. So that I would have a good voice, he taught me
to sing. So that I would be in good health, he had me do sports.
Thursday, November 2
Chinese lesson this morning. The teacher hasn’t prepared anything and he asks us to read the text ourselves.
He picks Ma Chengmin, Ma Shilong, and Ma Shengliang. But these comrades don’t quite manage to read the
whole text. The teacher then chooses Li Xiaoyan. She reads beautifully.
The teacher calls on my brother twice, each time to answer a single question. He performs well and manages to
give good answers. My anxiety is stilled. I was afraid my brother might make mistakes.
The teacher asks Bai Xue what pretend and to never know mean. Bai Xue answers. My pulse is racing. I’m
worrying that I’ll be next. I haven’t even finished my thought when the teacher asks me to stand up. He asks,
“Into how many parts can lesson twelve be divided?” I answer,
“Into three parts: firstt, the preparation for writing the letter; second, writing the letter; third, the sending of the
letter.”
I fear that my answer may be wrong, but the teacher says, “Correct,” and I relax a little. But the teacher
continues to question me.
“Is there anything else?” I give the right answer, and he says,
“Correct, but you need to read the text some more.”
Friday, November 3
This afternoon my brother and I went home.
It’s very cold, and when we get there, no one’s in. A neighbor tells us my mother went to see our paternal
grandfather. My fifth uncle, a man who’s as tall as my father and who has had seven daughters, is building a
house. My brother and I put on padded jackets that keep us very warm and go off to our grandfather’s.
A lot of people are gathered to help build the house. The wind is so strong, it’s hard to keep our eyes open. We
go into the house. Mother is busy cooking. She gives us two bowls of vegetables and tells us to eat up.
A little later my grandfather comes in too. Mother gives him a bowl as well. Grandpa sits down on a stool and
starts to eat. His eyes are full of tears from the wind. His cotton jacket and his shirt are so dirty, it’s best not to
look at them. When I look at my grandmother, I think that she’s even more pitiful than he is. Her hair is all white;
a towel full of holes covers her head. On top of this, she’s carrying two of my fifth uncle’s daughters in her arms.
The children kick against her hard.
How can Grandmother bear it? How her arms must ache. In her place, I’d be in agony.
If I manage to get through my studies and find work, I’ll certainly take my grandparents into my house so that
they can lead a happier life. Then they won’t have to put up with fifth uncle’s constant bad temper. I just fear they
won’t be able to hold on that long. But that would mean that they’re condemned to a miserable old age, without
ever having had the chance to lead a good life.
Saturday, November 4
This morning Father came back from far away.\fn{ For three months he had been working on a construction site in Inner
Mongolia} I suggested that I make a meal for him, but he said no. He had to go and help fifth uncle build his house.
He immediately went out again. There’s only my brother and me in the house. I put a low table on the kang and
do my homework there.
My little brother is playing outside. A little while later other children come and play with him and then go
away. When I’ve finished my work, I go and look for my brother. Hu Xiaoping, the son of a neighbor, tells me
that he went off to fifth uncle’s house. I sit around for a bit, but then I get so bored that I go there too. Father and a
lot of the other villagers work until nightfall. Then the others clamber down the house frame, eat, and go back
home.
Only my father and my little brother are still at work. They carry on until nine o’clock. Why don’t they stop? I
ask. My fifth aunt, Uncle’s wife, answers me.
“Your father only arrived at noon so he hasn’t done much work. And here you are telling him to stop already.”
I should have replied,
“Last year when we built our house, you only came to help in the afternoons. Did we say anything? You don’t
even know how to tell good from bad. You and us, we’re not the same. We’re not the same at all.”
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But I didn’t say a word.
Sunday, November 5
This afternoon we were still at home, even though we should have been on our way to school. But our little
bread rolls weren’t ready. My brother and I decided to leave in any case and locked the door. We went to find
Father in the village, to give him the key, and he advised us to wait until we’d eaten before leaving. I told him Ma
Shiping said we had to leave early today because we might be able to hitch a ride on a tractor.
My brother says he’s hungry and thirsty. He sits down and waits for something to eat. My father gives me ten
yuan to buy some bread with. I run into a shop to get change for the money and give five yuan back to my father.
The rest will be enough for bread.
I suddenly think that it has taken my father such hard work to earn these yuan. He’s given his sweat and blood
for them, working in Inner Mongolia. How can I take them just on a whim? I must work harder and make it to a
university, and get a good job. Then I’ll never again be weighed down and saddened by these questions of money.
Monday, November 6
This afternoon, I’m busy reading my Chinese manual when the bell rings to announce the end of the period.
All my friends go out to play. A little while later, several of them come back to say that there’s going to be a
Chinese test. My heart starts racing. People are getting their books out to look through them because the questions
in the test will certainly be in there somewhere. And then someone claims the test will be on a wholly different
subject and on a separate sheet of paper.
I don’t trust myself, so I carry on studying the book. The lesson starts. The teacher comes in empty-handed. He
says we’re going to have a class assembly instead of a test. I’m so happy. Full of joy like a bud blossoming into
flower. I'm no longer afraid.
Tuesday, November 7
Music lesson this afternoon. The teacher gives us a new song to learn, Little Tadpole. It’s a lovely song.
“Little tadpole, big head, tiny body, small tail, lives in the water and grows until he’s utterly transformed.”
The teacher sings it a few times with us, then asks us to sing it without her. We sing in chorus for a few
minutes, then the teacher asks us to sing one by one.
“Who’s a good singer?” she asks, and the pupils all shout out in unison,
“Li Xiaoyan, Bai Xue, Ma Zhonghong, and Ma Xiaojun!” The teacher with the long braid asks my brother Ma
Yichao,
“Why don’t you sing for your comrades? What do you all think?” Everyone approves.
My brother gets up and sings. He’s very funny, and everyone bursts into laughter. He isn’t the person he used
to be. He’s become a comedian. He tells funny stories. He likes playing the clown.
In this school we only learn one song a week. Little Tadpole is the one I like singing most of all.
Wednesday, November 8
It’s beautiful this morning. My father came from the village and brought bread for my brother and for me.
After class I went to the market with my brother. My father’s already there waiting for us. I ask him why he asked
us to meet him here. He says he wants us to have one very good meal.
He takes us to one of the little restaurants on Yuwang’s main street, orders two bowls of rice cooked in a meat
soup, and tells us to eat. Afterward he also buys us some apples, telling us we’re to eat them with our evening
bread.
On the road back to school, I meet my great-uncle and his wife, my second uncle and his wife, my third uncle,
and my maternal grandfather. They say to me,
“So you went to market too.” I say yes.
They don’t invite my brother and me to eat with them. I think about this. How good it is to have parents!
Without parents, you’re an orphan and there’s no one to take care of you and love you.
How wonderful it is to have parents and their love!
Thursday, November 9
This afternoon it’s beautiful out. Our last class is natural sciences. Everyone rushes in when it begins. But my
cousin Ma Shiping and I drag our feet for a bit in the courtyard. I see the teacher arriving and I rush like crazy and
get into the classroom just behind him.
The moment I come in, the other children get up to greet the teacher. I rush to my place so as not to miss
anything. After the class the teacher distributes our notebooks and assigns the homework for the next lesson. He
adds,
“When you’ve finished, don’t leave the room. Your Chinese teacher still has a few things to say to you.”
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I fear that we may be having a surprise test. But, in fact, it’s only so that we can do an exercise in our
workbooks. He warns us that tomorrow morning inspectors will be coming around to examine our work.
Friday, November 10
This afternoon we made the trek home after school. My mother was preparing noodles for my brother and me.
My father was outside, busy mixing water with coal dust. With the mud it makes, we create coal cakes to burn.
My brother and I went off to visit our paternal grandmother, who lives at our fifth uncle’s. My grandparents
live in the big room. My uncle has dug a sort of cave next to the house for his seven children.
When we arrive, our grandmother is out. Our cousin tells us that our grandparents are busy cutting fodder for
the ox. We go off to help them. When he’s finished cutting the grass, Grandfather feeds it to the ox. Grandmother
invites us into the kitchen and offers us bread and steamed potatoes. I accept half a roll, and my brother has a
potato.
My grandmother’s almost eighty but she still works for fifth uncle’s family. So does my grandfather. Old
people who have an education certainly don’t have to do this kind of work. Surely when one reaches old age, it’s
time to benefit from life. Nowhere but here do you see old people serving the young like this.
It’s obvious that one has to study these days in order to avoid the fate of my grandparents, who have to slave
away into their old age. They’ll never taste happiness.
Saturday, November 11
It’s very cold this afternoon. My father comes back from the market. He puts his bags on the ground and
climbs up onto the kang. Sitting on the bed, he grumbles,
“It really is very cold today! So cold you can’t take your hands out of your pockets.”
I ask him what’s in the bags. My little brother Ma Yiting jumps off the bed to go and look. He sees a padded
jacket, a pullover, and some colored tiles for the house. He asks who the jacket and the pullover belong to, and my
father says,
“They’re for your sister and your big brother.”
My youngest brother then starts to cry. My father promises him that on the next market day, he’ll buy one for
him. Reassured, he stops crying. Then my mother speaks to him harshly for asking for things from his father, and
Ma Yiting starts crying again.
My mother must be suffering from her stomach pains today. Otherwise, why chide the little one like that?
Sunday, November 12
This afternoon Ma Shiping, Ma Yichao, and I were all on our way to school together when we were stopped at
the intersection of Hujiashu village by five or six big boys who asked us where we were going.
My brother answered that we were going to school in Yuwang.
“What year are you in?” they asked.
“Why do you want to know?” my brother retorted. These boys were not from our village and suddenly they got
mean. The youngest of them threw stones at us. The biggest hurled insults. We started to run as fast as we could
until we got to the ravine. There we saw some shepherds tending their flocks. Once again, I grew very frightened.
But when I looked at the shepherds more closely, I could see they were adults. I calmed down. My palms were
damp, as if I’d just come out of the water.
Monday, November 13
It's a beautiful afternoon, and our final period is devoted to a class assembly. The teacher asks the student
responsible for our communal life to organize us so that the school is kept thoroughly clean. The head boy tells
the boys to sweep the yard, and the girls to clean the windows. Ma Jing, Ma Donghong, and Li Qing sweep the
yard. I let them do it and then clean up the dust.
Every time I pick up a broom and a dustpan, I think of my family. We clean the floor in the same way. I
remember the first time my mother taught me to sweep. She explained,
“When you sweep the ground, it’s best to sprinkle it with a bit of water first, then you wait a moment before
beginning.”
Mother held my two hands. She advised me to bend a little at the waist. That way I wouldn’t make the dust fly.
I remember each of her words as if they were spoken yesterday.
Tuesday, November 14
Another beautiful afternoon. Our last lesson is music. The teacher comes in, and the head boy barks,
“Get up! Good afternoon, teacher.” The teacher replies,
“Good afternoon, comrades. Sit down. Today, we’re going to learn At the Sound of the Little Drum.”
The teacher repeats the song several times, then asks us to sing. We sing badly, so she repeats it again. Then
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she says,
“You’ll sing it again after class. That way you’ll know it well.” She also says,
“I heard that you would soon have your midterm exam. Is that right?” All the comrades answer,
“Yes.”
The music teacher allows us to study our work so that we will get good results the next day. When I hear her
give us permission to do this, it’s as if I’d received a dose of mother love.
Wednesday, November 15
It’s snowing hard this afternoon. In our first period, the math teacher comes in and announces,
“Today we’ll be taking the midterm exam.” My heart starts hammering.
We have to solve problems and fill in the blanks. For the most part, it seems quite easy to me. The teacher
announces,
“I read; you write.”
As we go on, the problems get harder and harder. I’m no longer able to fill in some of the blanks. I can’t even
do a simple calculation. I do the best I can.
After class I compare my answers to those of others. But none of my answers match theirs.
Mother, all the hope you’ve put in me has been in vain. I’ll try and give you more satisfaction later on, okay,
Mother? I promise. I’ll try and get better results in the future.
Thursday, November 16
Our first two classes are in Chinese grammar and spelling. The teacher explains,
“You’ll review during the next two lessons and then next week you’ll take your Chinese exam.”
This makes me think of yesterday’s exam. When the teacher distributed the papers, at first glance everything
looked simple. So I started to answer the questions. But toward the end I ran into more and more problems.
No sooner had the Chinese teacher uttered the word exam than I no longer had the heart to carry on reading my
book. Do you want to know why? Yesterday I went to the office of the math teacher. His niece and his two twin
daughters were just looking over my paper, corrected by the teacher. I got eight answers wrong. There were not
that many questions to start with, and I got eight of them wrong! I can hardly be lighthearted after that.
I also saw Bai Xue’s paper. I had the feeling that I was the lowest of the low, and she had walked in the
heavens. What a distance there was between us. It was as if I had never existed.
Friday, November 17
When night falls Mother heats up some water and tells me to wash my hair. My paternal grandmother is ill, she
explains. She’s got pains in her kidneys and her legs. My two brothers have gone off to see her.
When the water is finally hot, I wash my hair. Ma Yichao comes home alone, his hands covering his face.
Mother asks him,
“Did you really go to Grandmother’s? You saw her?”
“No,” he replies.
“Why ever not?” He explains.
“Grandfather had been to the mosque at Liwazi, more than a mile from the village. They’d given him a present
of meat pancakes. When Ma Yiting and I reached his door, he shouted at us.
“It’s so cold outside! Why on earth have you come?”
There was little point in repeating that they’d come to see their grandmother. He sent them away because, he
said, it was so cold. So my brothers came home. Mother starts to criticize Grandfather.
“How can we look after him if he behaves like that?”
But I think she’s wrong. Grandfather will never change. He doesn’t understand that we want the best for him.
When my mother criticizes him, I feel terrible. Why do none of his daughters-in-law understand what’s going on
inside him? He’s always been like this. I hope I’ll never hear another bad thing said about my grandfather.
Saturday, November 18
It’s very cold this afternoon. The snow is falling thickly, and there’s a gusting wind. Father came back from the
market, where he bought two bags of wheat. He’s also got other things, which he’s carried in a big sack. He comes
into the room and puts down his bundle.
Mother takes out the vegetables, garlic, noodles. She looks right down into the bottom of the bag, where she
finds one or two pounds of meat. She asks Father why he thought it was a good idea to buy meat. He explains,
“Today the children are all home together. Let’s have a feast. They don’t eat well at school. That’s why I
bought a little meat for them.”
So Mother makes a soup with rice and meat for us. While we’re eating, she comes out with one of her sayings.
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“Liver isn’t meat. A nephew isn’t a descendant. The son must give birth to himself. The tree must have deep
roots.”\fn{It means that one’s own children are the most important thing to a man or a woman }
No matter how much I think about the meaning of these phrases, I understand nothing at all.
Sunday, November 19
This afternoon, just before we have to leave for school, my brother Ma Yichao recounts what happened to us
last Sunday on our way to school; how we were attacked by five youths from another village. After she’s listened
to us, Mother asks Father, who hasn’t gone off to his work outside the village yet, to accompany us. Father hoists
our provisions on his shoulder. We each take our schoolbag, but I’m also carrying my brother’s clothes and shoes.
We set off on our long trudge of several hours through the snow. When we get to the top of the plateau,
Father’s ears are already very red. We’re walking in silence. I hear his tread and I see the snow on his leather
shoes.
I think of my exam results. How can I possibly merit the long walk Father is making for our sakes? He’s afraid
we’ll be beaten up on the way. I’m going to study harder now, be successful, then go off to university and find
work. I must pay Father back for this walk and give him and Mother the gift of a better life.
Monday, November 20
This morning our first lesson is a study period where we can do our homework and read over our texts. The
Chinese teacher warns us,
“Study your lessons well. Our next period will be the Chinese exam.”
All the comrades launch themselves into studying. When the time for the next period atrives, the teacher comes
into the classroom and distributes the test papers. I can see that it’s easy and I settle right in. While I’m writing, I
tell myself that I absolutely must do well for Mother and Father’s sake and get a top grade.
The time comes to hand in our papers. I ask the others how many checkmarks they had—that is affirmative
answers—and how many Xs—the negative answers. They say three Xs and one checkmark. Does that mean I’ve
once again made mistakes? Mother and Father's hope vanishes into the distance once more.
I shall have to study more.
Tuesday, November 21
The last lesson this afternoon is music. The teacher writes out the lyrics to songs on the blackboard. The first is
called I Have a Sheep. While the teacher writes, she leans her head against the blackboard, as if she’s ill. It’s clear
that she has a headache. Writing is a strain, and she barely gets through all the stanzas.
The second song is Wooden Rattles. The teacher gives the song sheet to Hu Zhimin and asks him to write it out
for her. She sits down. I don’t know what’s wrong with her, but she seems very unwell. She looks as if she could
pass out at any moment. Hu Zhimin has copied out the words on the board, and the teacher gives us the tune.
Then she asks us to sing on our own. We don’t quite get to the end. She makes us repeat it all several times, then
confides,
“Ma Huiping, in class three of the fifth year, sings really well.” The meaning of this, from what I can gather, is
that we should try and follow her example.
The teacher has worn herself out, and we still can’t sing the whole song. It’s not fair to her. Despite her illness,
she’s come to teach us so that we can take our turn in tomorrow’s celebrations.
Wednesday, November 22
The last class of the day is given up to the activities of the Young Pioneers. Hu Zhimin is the organizer. He
picks out names at random. He asks Ma Shiping to get up and sing. At first she refuses. I’m pleased, because she
made fun of me and said I sing like a little pig. Today, when the teacher asks her, she sings, but she’s worse than I
am.
When my turn comes, the teacher asks me to sing The Dream Butterfly:
Beautiful butterfly of my dream,
fly among the others,
fly through the pretty flowers …

All the comrades say I’ve sung well, and that I could become a star.
Secretly I’m very pleased. As of today I’ve got more confidence in my ability to sing. I shall have to carry on
and do even better. I don’t want to hear anyone imply that I sing like a pig.
Thursday, November 23
I’m busy correcting a text this afternoon when the school day comes to an end. Ma Yichao brings food and
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calls me to come and eat. A lot of comrades confide their admiration to me:
“How kind your brother is! He brings you food and lets you eat first. He eats your leftovers. After your meal
he goes to get water so that you can wash your bowl.”
I’m so pleased by their words.
But today my brother has only brought rice without any vegetables. Halfway through the meal, Ma Shiping
gives me a spoonful of her vegetables. I take a mouthful and give the rest to my brother.
At that moment I suddenly understand the true meaning of a sense of family. What the love of a mother is.
Friday, November 24
Before lunch my father and mother came to school to see my brother and me. They brought us a little rice and
asked us to give it to our main teacher, that is, our Chinese teacher.
The bell announcing class rings. When lessons are over, my brother and I race down the road, but my parents
are already leaving to see our maternal grandmother. They’ve heard she’s still ill, which is why they want to go
and see her. They give me a yuan to buy some apples to have with our evening bread.
Today I’m very sad. Do you want to know why? Because this morning my parents told me that when I got
home, I had to feed the ox. I refused. But when I got home, I did feed the ox. The work has left my hands all
rough and swollen. They’re horrible to look at. And so I’m led to reflect: I’ve fed the ox once, and my hands are
already rough. Mother feeds him every day—which explains why her hands are so swollen. Everything she does
is for my brothers’ and my future.
I want to cry and can’t say a word. Please come back, Mother and Father. I need your love! I was wrong, okay?
Come back quick. I’m thinking of you. Please come back.
Saturday, November 25
My parents said they would be back from my maternal grandparents’ today. My brothers and I got up very
early. We prepared the food for the ox. Then I cooked for all of us. After we’d eaten, we stayed on the kang to
watch TV After that we went out to play.
Soon the sun set behind the mountain. But Father and Mother still didn’t appear. We made some supper for
ourselves and ate. After that my brothers stayed at home to watch cartoons, but I was worried so I went out,
without quite knowing where I was going.
Seeing me in this state, my brother went to find our second uncle’s daughter, so that she could keep us
company. We chatted for a bit, then my brothers and I went to bed without saying another word.
A house without grown-ups doesn’t feel normal. Children are always children. My father and mother have
gone, and I feel desperate. I hope they come back soon.
Sunday, November 26
This afternoon when we got to school, the dormitory was still locked. Only Ma Juan is there, a friend from our
class. We sit down in front of the dormitory. After a while, another comrade arrives, Ma Yuehua. She asks us why
we don’t go in. We tell her the door is still locked. She has the key, she tells us. We go in and put down our bags.
We open our books and start to read.
A little while later a motorbike, driven by a man, pulls up outside. Yang Xiaohua has been given a lift all the
way to school. Both of them come to the dormitory. The man asks,
“Is your stove working?”
“No,” we answer. He asks us why we don’t light the coal stove.
“The hearth is too full,” we explain.
He takes off his jacket and starts to clean out all of last week’s ashes. I ask myself who this man could be and
why he’s busying himself with getting our stove going. It turns out he’s Yang Xiaohua’s father. He’s a nice man.
When he dies, he’ll certainly go to heaven.
Of course, this is only in my imagination. . . .
Monday, November 27
This afternoon the last period is given up to a class meeting. The teacher asks us to clean the school. Some
comrades concentrate on the yard, others simply play. I study in the classroom. The student responsible for
communal life comes in to tell me to go out. I go. During my absence, the floor is swept. I return to the classroom
and carry on with my homework. He calls me again, this time to tell me to clean the windows. I go out and start
wiping them. After that I return to the classroom once more.
He calls me yet again to tell me to go and do some dusting elsewhere. When I don’t answer, he comes up close
and smacks me. I still don’t say anything. He hits me harder and harder. I pick up my little ruler and hit him across
the face. Then I go off to do the dusting. I’m furious. If I become a good policewoman tomorrow and this boy
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commits a crime, I’ll arrest him and shoot him. I’ll cut him up with a knife!
Tuesday, November 28
Mother and Father, forgive me. Why do I ask for your forgiveness straight away? Because this afternoon our
Chinese teacher, the most important one, lectured us:
“Last week you took your midterm exams. Several comrades performed very well, but the vast majority of you
had very poor results. You, the boarders, every week you bring a bag of rolls with you and once a term, a sack of
rice. Do you think you deserve as much? Not even bread and rice. As for the rest of you …”
When the teacher gives out the test results, I can’t lift my head. I haven’t even come in second. Will I ever be
able to hold my head up high again?
But I have to be confident. In the final exams I’ll certainly have better results to show my parents.
Wednesday, November 29
This morning the math teacher came in with thirty-seven workbooks in his hand. The atmosphere is bizarre. It
really is. The teacher takes a handful of these exercise books and starts in:
“I’ve already told you that if you haven’t done the necessary work, there’s no point handing it in!”
The top notebook belongs to Li Qing. The teacher asks her to get up and leave the class. She refuses. The
teacher slaps her with the back of his hand across the neck. Then he slaps each of us one after another. He has one
last exercise book in his hand. It belongs to Ma Fulu. The teacher orders him forward and, without saying a word,
hits him.
I’m secretly very happy about this, because Ma Fulu has hit other comrades. And today it’s the teacher’s turn
to slap him. He knows now what it feels like, knows just how pleasant it is! Might he now give up the habit of
roughing us up? I so hope he’ll never hit us again.
Thursday, November 30
Chinese class this morning. As soon as the teacher comes in, he asks if anyone present has any glass marbles.
These are not allowed in school. The class head indicates one comrade, then another and another. The teacher
confiscates a whole handful of marbles before at last beginning the lesson.
Lesson 22, The Golden Bait: A War Narrative. The teacher announces that he’s going to read the text and that
we’ll then analyze its meaning. While the teacher reads, I can’t hold back my tears. Because my grandfather is
just like one of the veterans in the story who’ve come back from the war in Korea. He, too, crossed the steppes,
climbed mountains of snow. In fact, he resembles the old squadron chief quoted by our teacher—a man who
persevered until the ultimate victory.
I’m proud of hm, and my tears flow in homage to his bravery.
Friday, December 1
This afternoon after school it was very cold. My brother and I got our bags and went to the market. When we
arrived, there were no tractors going to our village. We looked around a little longer, and I finally spied one. We
got up into the trailer at the back. I thought to myself that it was easy enough getting in, but it would be harder
getting out, because we would have to pay.
My parents didn’t come to town today. Neither my brother nor I have any money. That’s why it’ll be difficult.
I’ve barely finished thinking this, when Mother approaches without our knowing. She murmurs,
“You’re dying of cold, aren’t you?”
I turn around and see her. I’m thrilled. As soon as Mother gets on, the tractor takes off.
On the road the wind is very strong. My cheeks are bright red. Mother puts her hands on them. Right away, I
feel warmer.
Mother is being so attentive. When I think of my exam results, I don’t know how I'm going to tell her.
Saturday, December 2
At dusk, when the fast is over, we’re all watching a cartoon on the television: Sun Child. I go out to see what
Mother is up to. I pull back the curtain on the door and see that she’s making little potato dumplings for our
dinner. I return to watch more of the cartoon with my brothers.
A little while later I want to go and help Mother. But she’s already finished preparing the vegetables and rolls.
There’s only the rice left to cook.
“Can I help, Mother?” I ask.
“It’s not worth it. Better go and do your homework.” I go back to do some writing.
While I write, I think. What a lot of trouble our parents go to for us. And couldn’t we go to just a little trouble
for them? So that they can have happy times in which they’ll be the ones looked after by others.
Sunday, December 3
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This afternoon I washed my hair and got ready to go. Mother asked us to stay till the end of the afternoon. At
the big mosque in Liwazi, more than a mile away, and in the little one, just behind us, prayers are going on to
mark the end of the fast.\fn{Ramadan} If we wait, we can get something to eat before heading off.
We stay and sit on the bed. Suddenly I hear someone calling me. It’s Ma Shiping, who’s asking whether we’re
ready to go. I suggest she come in and wait with us, so that we can eat.
Mother has our cases ready, and after having served out the food, orders us straight off. It’s already dark.
The moment we leave, I feel very sad. Tears stream down my face. I’m desolate about leaving home. On the
black, nighttime road, I fall behind. A little farther on, the other two decide on an alternative route, saying that on
the first one we might get stopped. I follow them. After we’ve walked a little more, Ma Yichao suggests that next
time we should get a tractor for one yuan. I agree. Ma Shiping doesn’t. She wants to carry on walking to school.
We trail behind her. It’s so dark that after a little while we lose sight of her. We run to catch up with her, but we
still can’t see her. I start to cry loudly. When we finally find her; I’m so happy, I burst into laughter.
Ma Shiping refuses to be intimidated by potential danger. She won’t give in to it. Even if her life is at stake,
she carries on. I admire her with all my heart.
Monday, December 4
Today after school the others went home. Ma Jing and I did our homework quickly, then went to the market. In
a little shop I bought a notebook for my Chinese class and a smaller one for my diary. Ma Jing bought a few
hairpins and a towel.
By chance I meet a relative, holding a big bag in her hand. She tells me my mother asked her to bring us some
padded clothes that would keep us really warm. I open the bag and see that Mother has also sent along some
doughnuts cooked in the fat from yesterday’s feast.
I’m thrilled. Tonight I’ll be able to eat lots. But I ask myself whether we’ll be able to return my mother’s
kindness when she gets old.
Let’s hope so.
Tuesday, December 5
Music lesson this afternoon. The teacher warns us,
“Study well, because next week we’re having a test.”
Everyone starts to study. My heart sinks. As soon as the word test is mentioned, I feel like crying. Why cry?
Because I didn’t come in at the top of the class in math or Chinese in the midterm exams. When I told my parents
about this, Father didn’t say anything. He simply walked out of the house. But Mother exploded.
“If you carry on doing badly, you won’t even deserve the rolls you take along each week.”
Even though Father didn't say anything, I think he’s angrier than Mother. That’s why I have to do. well in the
music test next week. I have to bring at least one good grade home to my parents.
Wednesday, December 6
This morning it’s beautiful out. Beginning the day’s fast for Ramadan, the girls in the dorm tell each other
funny stories.
We’ve lit the incense we all bought together and we watch it burn. We tell each other we can soon go home and
ask our mothers to make us noodles and rolls, so that we don’t go around starving all the time.
When I hear a comrade say this, I feel really bad. It reminds me that I didn’t come in first in the class. How
will I be able to face going home and eating the meals Mother prepares?
But I have confidence in myself. At the end-of-term exams, if I don’t come in first, I must at least come in
second.
Thursday, December 7
The last. class of the day is natural sciences. Then the comrades go out to play. I stay back to do my
homework. Suddenly Ma Xiaohong and Ma Shiping, who are in my class, come in and ask,
“What are you up to?”
Ma Xiaohong doesn’t move, but Ma Shiping tears the notebook out from under me while I’m still writing. The
word scrawls off, the notebook is torn, the pencil broken.
I’m so angry I can’t keep it back. I swear at her, insult her. She pays me back in kind. I get so furious I can’t
even speak any longer. She goes away. Ma Jing says,
“Your cousin is really angry.” I answer,
“Too bad. It’s her fault in any case!”
But in my heart, it’s as if I'm the guilty one, because she’s older than me and I owe her some respect. My
explosion was over the top. That’s probably why I feel I’m in the wrong.

1386

Friday, December 8
This afternoon after school Ma Shiping, my brother, and I get ready to put our things away and go off to the
market. We see several tractors from our village. We decide to have a look around first, but when we come back,
there isn’t a single tractor left. We run through all the streets. My brother is really angry. He starts swearing. We
keep looking for a vehicle, but then my brother disappears, so we have to look for him. We finally find him and
also a tractor going near our village. All three of us get up onto the little trailer behind.
The driver’s father asks us to divide ourselves up onto three tractors.
“You can’t all stay here with us. Where will the gas come from? We’re the ones who pay for it.”
.These words make me see red. I’d like to jump off and look for another ride, but there is no other tractor
around. I have to stay put and listen to the man.
The tractor heads off, and the noise of the engine drowns his voice. I can’t hear him anymore. I lower my head
and end up falling asleep. When I wake up, we’re almost home. When we get off, I take a yuan out of my bag and
give it to the driver’s father. He looks at us with contempt. I think to myself,
Don’t take all of us for poor penniless people. Some pupils are rich, some poor. And don’t take me for a
nobody. If I have to answer back and stand up for myself, I will. Don’t mistake all students for people who don’t
know how to respond to insults, or how to fight. I’m not like the others. If someone offends me, I’ll remember his
name forever. I’ll never forget.
Saturday, December 9
Tonight we got up before daybreak to eat and start our fast for the day. My father said his prayers. I helped
Mother with the cooking.
I put the big pot on the stove. Mother takes a little flour, mixes it with water. She wants to make sweet noodles.
She asks Father what he wants to eat. He says he’ll have the same as we do. Mother takes a smidgen of water and
starts to knead the pastry. When she mixes the flour, her hand starts to give her trouble, and she asks me to take
over. She’s in so much pain. I come over to help her, but then she stops me.
“No, it’s not worth it. Go and finish your schoolwork first or you’ll end up doing badly tomorrow.”
So I go and do my homework. But in fact, I can’t work. I watch Mother. Her hand hurts. But she has to cook
now to prepare for the fast. She’s such a kind and courageous woman. She treats her major illness like a minor
one, even though she suffers from hideous stomach pains. She takes pleasure in helping others. To me, she’s
nobility itself.
Sunday, December 10
This afternoon Mother made a little food, a few vegetables, so that we could leave for Yuwang before sunset. If
we don’t make it back to school tonight, it will be serious. We won’t be present for the first class tomorrow, and
the teacher will hit us. I ask Mother to heat up the vegetables quickly and to put the rolls in a bag.
But everything is already prepared. I haven’t quite finished washing my hair, and she finds time to help me.
Father and Mother decide to accompany us part of the way. When the moment comes to leave them, my throat
tightens. Me, I’m working for my own future, but why are my parents taking so much trouble for us? Do they
hope that their children’s lives will be better than their own? Or is it simply that they want us to honor them?
Sometimes I really can’t understand them.
Monday, December 11
After school today my brother and I finish off our homework. I ask my cousin if she’d like to come to the
market with us.
“Yes, very much,” she says.
All three of us leave. In the street I meet my fifth uncle and ask him whether my father has come to town. Yes,
he says. He’s just bumped into him.
While my brother and I look for our father everywhere, we manage to lose Ma Shiping.
Fifth uncle has told us that Father came to buy vegetables to mark the end of the fast of Ramadan, and we
search high and low. Finally we find him. He still hasn’t bought anything. I ask him why. He says he’s waiting for
the prices to go down, because the merchants prefer selling their products off at closing time rather than taking
them back with them.
Father asks us what we’d like to eat.
“Nothing;” we answer in chorus.
Nonetheless, he takes us to an apple stall, buys a few for us, and recommends that we eat them with bread.
Then he turns back to take the village road. He’s got several hours of walking ahead of him.
Tuesday, December 12

1387

All the comrades say we’re going to have a music test this afternoon. I’m suddenly frightened. The music
teacher comes in. The class head shouts,
“Everyone up!” The teacher announces,
“Sit down. Exam time today.”
My heart sinks ever lower. The teacher chooses Tian Yuzhou. He gets up and sings. Then everyone has a turn,
one after another. When my turn comes, the teacher asks me to get up.
“Sing.” I start on Little Rooster Likes His Fight.
“Very good!” she compliments me.
My heart immediately lifts. I’m full of joy. When I go home, I’ll have a good grade to show my parents.
Wednesday, December 13
This morning after gym it was time for natural sciences. The teacher came in and immediately said,
“Make good use of the fresh air this morning: recite by heart lesson twenty-five, The First Snow.”
We all start to recite. The teacher explains the text to us. I find him very engaging today. It’s the first time all
term that I’ve seen him smile and look relaxed. Yet, when he explains the text, I don’t really understand his
enthusiasm.
It’s only during break that I realize what he meant. He was explaining what goes on in snowy areas. In the text
children play in the snow, throw snowballs, make snowmen. I think the teacher must have been thinking of the
pleasures of his own childhood. That’s why he was so likable today and there was a big smile on his face. Let’s
hope I’m right.
Saturday, December 16
This morning Father, Mother, my brothers, and I are all sitting on the kang watching a series called Heroic
Children. Just as the first episode is drawing to an end, the second daughter of my second uncle, Huahua, comes
running in. She asks me,
“Little cousin, do you want to go and watch a funeral?”
I ask my mother if I can go out. She says I may. I change my clothes and put on my shoes.
I go off with Huahua. We walk behind the coffin of an old village woman we barely know. We walk for a long
time, and I start to feel I have had enough. But since we’ve already come a long way, there’s no point in turning
back. When we get to the end of the procession, in the middle of the fields we hear the weeping of the dead
woman’s daughters and daughters-in-law. And I start crying too, despite myself.
Monday, December 18
This morning after gym our Chinese teacher advised us to study the first part of our book.
“There may very well be a test. Those who work well will be rewarded.”
Once again my heart all but stopped beating. I was so anxious, I could barely get a word out.
The best pupils study with a smile on their lips, confidence written on their faces. I and a few comrades, who
are perhaps the worst in the class, watch the others study with fear in our hearts. I’m afraid I’m going to stay
frozen like this, like the last time, because I have so little faith in myself.
I lower my head. Then I remember that the teacher said that if we studied well, we would certainly do well on
the test.
Tuesday, December 19
After school the comrades go out to get their meal. I stay behind in class all alone and write. Today, I’m
fasting. There are only a few days left until Ramadan is over, and I want to hold out until the end.
When I go back to the dorm, the comrades are busy eating. They discuss things while they chew. I sit down
beside them and listen.
Wednesday, December 20
After classes I go back to the dorm to sweep up. I have barely got through half of the room when the head of
the dorm, Ma Jing, comes in and starts sweeping as well. I ask her why she’s going to this trouble, and she replies
that it’s to help me.
When we’ve finished, we sit down on the bed to rest. Ma Xiaohong and my cousin come into the dorm.
They’re going to wash their hair, they announce. They boil a pot of water and get started. I go out onto the porch
to write in my diary. I can hear them talking. They criticize my attitude.
I feel like going in and telling them I can hear what they’re saying. But since we’ve been friends for so many
years, I don’t.
Why is it that for some time now the people closest to me have been saying bad things about me? What is the
answer to this mystery?
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Saturday, December 23
This afternoon we have a history test. Our history teacher comes in holding the copies of the test. I haven’t yet
had time to read in my course book and I’m very worried. I fear I’ll fail. But when I learn we can use the book in
the exam, I’m thrilled.
At this moment I remember a little saying of Mother’s and I decide not to open the book. I have to count on my
true abilities to cross this hurdle.
After the exam I check my answers against others’. I can hardly believe that mine are exactly the same as
theirs.
You have to count on your own strengths truly to succeed.
Tuesday, December 26
This morning Mother prepares dinner and cleans the house. She boils up a pot of water for me so that I can
wash my clothes. I pour the water into a tin basin and start my washing. I’ve only washed two things when a lot of
people arrive, among them my grandmother. They talk and laugh so noisily that it feels as if the roof is going to
fall in.
I carry on washing my school clothes, and think that it really is at home that things are happiest and that we
forget our misfortunes.\fn{The first part of the diary ends here. Ma Yan continued making entries, but according to a note from the
editor, her father unknowingly used the pages to wrap cigratte tobacco in. This is presumably what happened to the diary containing the
only long stretch of absent diary entries—October 10-22. Part two resumes with an entry for July 3, 2001; but as it contains nine long gaps
—July 5-12; 16-27 | August 13-26 | September 21-29 | October 12-16; 20-25 | November 23-27; 29-December 3 | December 8-12—the
compiler thought it best to reproduce part one, for the sake of its continuity. According to an afterward, there was considerable positive
response upon the publication of the diary, resulting in donations sufficient to create a library for the Yuwang middle school, provide
computers for its students, provide further education grants by the end of 2004, to some 350 children, mostly at the Yuwang middle school
and the Zhangjiashu elementary school, who wished to continue their education beyond the bare minimum required—and even to explore
“the possibility of digging a well in Zhangjishu so that the villagers have clean water.” :H }

194.88 Mother’s Eyes\fn{by Lumo Tsering (1987- )} Daowei Township, Xinhua County, Haidong Region, Qinghai
Province, China (F) 8
When I opened the door to the shrine room in our home, the calming smell of burning conifer needles filled my
nose. The smoke from the offering drifted languidly towards the ceiling, filling the room with a soft haze. Photos
of lamas in golden robes wearing intricate silk hats hung on the walls. My eyes drifted towards the image of the
tenth Panchen lama,\fn{Lobsang Trinley Lhündrub Chökyi Gyaltsen (1938-1989) often referred to simply as Choekyi Gyaltsen, and
the second-highest-ranking lama after the Dalai Lama in the Gelugpa sect of Tbetan Buddhism } fat and jolly, with warm eyes and
big ears that seemed to be always listening. I looked up, and the gold, white, and green faces of
Sakyamuni,\fn{The Buddha Siddhartha Gautama} Tsongkhapa,\fn{The founder of the Gelugpa, or yellow-hat sect of Tietan
buddhism} and Tara\fn{The Mother of Mercy and embodiment of compassion} smiled back at me warmly from their places
on the wooden altar. In front of them sat offerings: mounds of candy in shiny wrappers, barley grain, and brightly
colored plastic flowers. Seven small copper bowls stood edge to edge on the altar in front of the three figures,
each brimming with a fresh water offering. As I looked at the small bowls, I wondered how Grandma had
arranged them in such a perfect straight line.
I slowly made my way into the room and knelt on the wooden floor in front of Tara. My fingers caressed the
marks where the wood was worn down from Grandmother’s daily prostrations. I smiled as my fingers touched the
polished wood, and I remembered the gentle swooshing sound that Grandmother’s robe made as it brushed
against the floor while she prostrated. Today, I had come to pray. I stood and closed my eyes, my head bent and
my hands clasped at my forehead. I concentrated my heart and mind as I raised them above my head in devotion
to the goddess Tara, the embodiment of kindness.
“Dear Tara, please care for my family and keep my brother, mother and me together forever,” I whispered.
My hands lowered to my forehead, and then to my heart. Then I knelt down and stretched out my hands until
they nearly reached the wall. My body followed the grooves in the wood that Grandmother had already made with
her prostrations, but my small child’s hands did not reach half as far as hers. As I repeated the prayer, my eyes
filled with tears,
“Dear Tara, please hear my prayer, please keep us together.”
I prostrated all morning, until my back ached and my forehead grew numb from contact with the floor. As I
closed the door to the room, I looked one last time into Tara’s kind green eyes, and saw Mother staring back at
me.
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*
My story begins six months before I was born, while I was still resting inside of Mother’s womb, and she went
to the hospital to have an abortion.
At that time Father was a government official whose wallet was always full. For most families, this would be a
blessing: it would mean food in their bellies, and clothes on their backs. But for my family, it was a curse.
Father used his paychecks to drink himself into a stupor every night. And every night, he would beat Mother
viciously, stepping on her head with his thick soled boots, tearing out her hair, and cursing her. It was as though he
didn’t know whether the being under his heavy foot was a person or an animal. Few people on this earth would
treat even their livestock with such cruelty.
At that time, divorce was unacceptable in our home area. In rare cases when a couple had only one child, they
could still divorce, and the woman usually bore the brunt of the blame for the failed relationship. The divorced
woman was cursed to a life of poverty and isolation. She would be shunned by other villagers and the target of
cruel gossip about her failure as a wife and a woman. But after a couple had two children together, divorce was
completely unacceptable, and simply no longer a possibility.
As the bearings increased in regularity and intensity, Mother weighed her options and saw that the fate of a
divorced woman would be better than certain death at the hands of Father. On the day that she planned to move
out of Father’s house, she discovered that she was pregnant. A devout Buddhist, she knew well the Ten Prcepts,
which include no killing.\fn{These precepts, followed by Buddhist nuns, monks and lay practitioners are: (1) refrain from killing
living things; (2) refrain from stealing; (3) refrain from lust; (4) refrain from lying; (5) refrain from taking intoxicants; (6) refrain from
taking food at inappropriate times; (7) refrain from singing, dancing, playing music or attending performances; (8) refrain from wearing
perfume, cosmetics or decorations; (9) refrain from sitting on high chairs and sleeping on luxurious, soft beds; (10) refrain from accepting
money} But she also knew that if she gave birth to this child, her second, it would make divorce impossible

because of the village custom. None of her family members, or her religion, would support her decision, but she
went forward with it out of desperation, to escape from Father’s abuse.
At that time, Grandma and Grandpa were on a pilgrimage to Lhasa. It was an auspicious journey that most
people are not able to make during their lifetime. They knew little about Mother’s situation. She hadn’t breathed a
word about Father to them. She didn’t want them to worry about her. They already had enough problems with
their other children. And, when Mother was of marrying age, although she had had many suitors from all around
asking for her hand, she had chosen Father against her parents’ advice.
Of course, if she had had any idea what lay ahead for her with Father, she never would have chosen to marry
him. But the choice had been hers, and she felt that she had no right to complain to her parents about her terrible
situation. Racked with guilt, she had decided to bear it alone. What she didn’t realize was that, had she asked for
their help, her parents would have welcomed her with open arms. Their love was selfless and their shoulders were
waiting for her to cry on.
She made her steps to the door of the township hospital clinic with a heavy heart. The doctor inserted the IV
into her hand, and the drug that would end her pregnancy began running through her veins. As she sat in the clinic
staring at the blank white walls while the IV flowed like an hourglass, Grandmother and Grandfather made their
way home from their two-month-long journey to Lhasa.
As the setting sun guided them toward the township, they came across the doctor who was in charge of
Mother’s case, out to get his dinner before completing his shift at the clinic. He told them that their daughter was
in the clinic, but he did not explain why. They rushed to the small brick building, terrified that she was sick. When
they found her sitting on her white hospital bed, she told them everything: the beatings, the divorce, and now the
abortion.
Her news made them speechless. They had no idea that their daughter had endured such suffering for so long.
The three of them sat in the room in silence for several minutes. Grandfather was the first to break the stillness.
“Is there any possibility for you two to reconcile? It would be better to work out these problems than to
divorce.”
Mother didn’t say anything, and as the medicine from the IV dripped into her veins, it seemed clear that
reconciliation was as possible as a pig flying. Grandmother broke in,
“Whether or not you want to reconcile, give birth to that baby. I will raise it.” Grandmother believed strongly
in karma, and knew that having an abortion would be bad for Mother’s next life.
“Mother, please, please let the child go,” Mother pleaded with tears in her eyes. “It will find a better mother to
be born to, a better life. If there is any sin for what I am doing, I will carry it myself.”
Silence followed.
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“I will not go back to him,” Mother vowed, taking Grandma’s hands in hers.
Grandma felt ashamed, and could not look her daughter in the eye. After several minutes, she .looked up at her
daughter with cold resolve.
“Whether or not you divorce, give birth to that child. Otherwise, do not call me Mother ever again.”
“Please, please, I cannot go back to him!” Mother implored.
Seeing her distress, Grandma forgot her anger and wiped the tears from her daughter’s cheek with her warm
hand.
“Then get a divorce, but please give birth to that child. I am begging you!”
Mother knew that if she followed this advice, she would not be able to divorce. The custom was too strong.
She looked up at Grandma, smiled weakly, and pulled the IV out of her hand.
The doctor warned that the child would not be healthy, because she had already taken the morning and noon
injections, and only had one set left to take. The family waited nervously for the next six months for her
pregnancy to come to term.
*
I was born to the sound of firecrackers and boisterous songs ringing in the New Year. Because her pregnancy
came at such an unfortunate time, and started off so badly, Mother expected the worst during my birth. She
thought that a child conceived in such misery would cause horrendous pain in birth. But that night, in the big dark
bedroom of Grandmother’s old house where Mother delivered me, there were no screams or groans. It was a
painless and effortless birth. As she sat surrounded by her female relatives, Mother looked down at me—a healthy
baby girl—and dreamed of the great luck that a child bom painlessly might bring her.
As promised, I was separated from Mother’s milk soon after my birth, and sent to live with Grandmother.
.Because she now had two children, Mother felt she could no longer consider divorce. However, she could not
afford to live with Father any longer, and because it would be shameful for her to return to her parents’ home, she
asked Uncle to help her get a job working in a far away factory while my brother stayed with Father, and I stayed
with Grandmother.
I had a wonderful life at Grandma’s house, where I lived with my four cousins, Aunt and Uncle. I was
Grandmother’s favorite child, and she would always reward me with candy and kisses, making the others jealous.
Whenever Uncle went to the county town, he brought back instant noodles for all of us children. As soon as we
got the treat, we would smash the noodles inside their bag and pour them into our hungry mouths. Then we would
suck the powdered flavoring from its packet and lick our fingers. It was our favorite extravagance, and I always
got an extra bag.
But although everyone in Grandmother’s family treated me as their own daughter, I missed having my own
family. I yearned to see my sweetly smiling mother, and wished to have a kind, stern-faced father watching over
me.
In the summer, Grandmother would carry me on her back to the top of the mountain behind our home to pick
fresh strawberries. She would leave me alone on a patch of grass while she went to collect the sweet fruit for me.
From the top of the mountain, I could see our entire village and the villages beyond. I often wondered if my
parents were under any of the adobe rooftops laid out below me. I would close my eyes and imagine what it
would be like to have a family. Father would come home from a trip to the township with his arms full of instant
noodles. He would look down at me lovingly, his face strong and square, his warm brown eyes glowing next to
his tough dark skin. I would run up to him and hug his legs, begging for money to buy gum from the village store.
As he dipped his hand in his pocket to fish out the change, Mother would relay the latest news to him, her soft
warm voice filling the house with joy.
“Don’t spoil her,” she would warn with a loving smile. Then my handsome and gentle older brother would take
my hand and run with me to the store, laughing and jumping all the way there.
Grandmother sensed my loneliness, and told the rest of the family about her wish that Brother and I be brought
back together.
I had never met Brother or Father. They had lived together in a far-away village since before my birth. One
day, I was sitting outside with my cousins juggling rocks when a man and a young boy approached the yard.
“Who are they?” I asked as my rocks flew through the air.
“I think one of them is your uncle, but who is the small boy with him?” my cousin queried.
We put down the rocks and eagerly guessed who the boy could be. He was my height, with a lanky body. He
had a round face, and his skin was much darker than mine. Uncle greeted the two guests and waved me over.
“Lumo, come here,” he beckoned, and we all ran over to the visitors.
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When we got closer, I looked at the boy carefully. The first thing I noticed was that his big toe was sticking out
of his over-worn shoe. His clothes were filthy, and he smelled like sweat, grease, and dirt. I wondered why his
mother didn’t wash his clothes, or take better care of him. As I stared, he kept his eyes fixed on his feet, and
rubbed his toes back and forth in the dirt.
“Let’s go inside!” Uncle commanded, and we all rushed into the kitchen and sat around Grandmother.
Grandma had a big smile on her face, and she patted her lap for me to sit on.
“Lumo, do you know who this is?” she asked, gesturing to the boy, who was now standing in the shadows by
the door.
“No,” I answered sheepislyy, wondering why everyone was looking at me.
“This is Jukterjia, your brother!” The words tumbled joyously out of her mouth as she called him over to us.
I looked at the boy and smiled, a peculiar feeling welling up in my stomach. I felt strange, and began to cry
despite myself. For several minutes, we just stood and looked at each other. Neither of us said anything.
Then I ran over to the kang, where I kept my toys. In my hands, I gathered a small pouch full of barley grains
that I used for playing catch, and some perfect rocks for juggling. I walked over and gave them to him.
“These are for you,” I said.
He smiled for the first time. I handed him a bag of instant noodles. We crushed them, poured them into my
bowl, and shared them happily.
The next day, we woke up early in the morning and snuck into a nearby lumber yard. The sun was already hot,
and we dove into the big pool of water that the neighbors used to wash the wood from their old homes before
reusing it for new building. We screamed and laughed and splashed around happily until one of the neighbors
chased us out of the pool with a big stick.
We ran into the nearby forest and hid until we heard a small bird chirping in the tree above us. We climbed the
tree to find its nest, but soon forgot about the baby bird and swung from the tree branches like monkeys. We
played in the forest until the late afternoon, when our stomachs began to ache with hunger. We sang all the way
home, and when I arrived at the front door I announced triumphandy to Grandmother,
“My brother and I are hungry!”
Grandmother didn’t answer. Jukterjia bumped my shoulder playfully and we both tumbled into the house
laughing. Then his laughter stopped. He froze.
A strange man stood in front of us. He was short and stocky, and I could tell from his fancy leather shoes that
he was rich. Jukterjia was scared of him.
“Son, let’s go,” said the man angrily.
“Take your daughter with you!” Grandma cried as she pushed me towards the stranger.
Daughter? I thought. Is this man my father? I felt confused, and terrified of this dark stranger. I ran to Grandma
and wrapped my arms around her legs.
“Let’s go, Son,” the man repeated, ignoring Grandmother and me. Then he grabbed Brother’s hand and
dragged him out the door. Brother resisted, and whimpered in pain as Father pulled even harder on his small wrist.
Jukterjia’s eyes met mine, and I could see that they were wet with tears.
“Honey, go with him,” Grandmother said gently as she pushed me again, “He is your father.”
I obeyed, and ran towards them.
“Father!” I called out behind him.
“Go back to your Grandma,” he mumbled with disdain as he continued walking.
I froze, and watched him disappear with Brother. He had never even looked at me. Some stray lambs were
crying in the yard, and a fierce wind blew my hair in my eyes. I knew that he didn’t want me. I promised myself
that I would forget him.
*
The next day, I began praying to Tara every morning to bring Mother, Brother and me together. Although
Father didn’t want me, I knew that Mother and Brother would always support me. I prayed every day for two
years. I prayed until my knees were bruised, and the words of the prayers filled my dreams. Some days, I would
leave the prayer room sweaty and tired, and find Grandmother weeping outside, ready to take me in her warm
arms.
Then finally, one day, my wish came true. When I was five years old, Mother came to Grandmother’s home
late one night and told me that she and I would soon move into Father’s home to be a family again. I never found
out why she made this decision. Days earlier, two men had come to our home and spoken with Grandmother late
into the night. When I peeked into the room I saw her crying, drying her cheeks with the sleeve of her robe. She
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refused to tell me who they were and why they had come, but a few days later, Mother returned from her work in
the factory determined to reunite us.
When she told me the news, I jumped from the bed and began packing my most valued possessions: five
perfectly shaped rocks for juggling, and my small grain pouch for catch. Then I asked Grandmother where my
green stirrup pants were stored so that I could pack them. She told me to calm down, and that we would find them
in the morning before we left, but I couldn’t wait, and I bothered her until she relented. After packing everything
into several cloth bags, Aunt called me in for dinner. I was so excited that I could not eat.
That night, as I lay down to sleep, I gathered my luggage around me. This would save time in the morning.
Finally, the four of us would be together as a family! It was the life I had always dreamed of, and 1 forgot Father’s
cruelty and my promise to forget him.
The next day we drove for almost an hour over a bumpy dirt road to get to our new home. When we arrived at
the door, I saw Brother waiting with a package of instant noodles for me in his hand. He ran out to greet us, and I
could see that he was just as happy as I was.
The house was different than Grandma’s. It had only two rooms, both newly built. The rooms were large and
cold, but I didn’t mind. No matter what it was like, Mother, Father, and Brother were there, and we were finally a
family!
As I had dreamed, I was soon greeted by Father’s stem face every morning. Every day after school he watched
over Brother and me while we recited our lessons and completed the chores. We would read from our school
workbooks, and then go out to collect wild grass for the livestock. We brought water back from the local well to
fill the family’s storage tank, and watered the vegetables in the yard. We were careful to finish every chore. If we
didn’t, and Father was in a sour mood, we would receive a harsh scolding.
But the chores were sometimes overwhelming, and we wanted to play without fear of being scolded. So we
enlisted our mother to help us memorize our school lessons. Although she was illiterate and couldn’t help us with
writing, she had an astounding memory. We would tell her our new vocabulary words for the week, and she would
lock them into her brain, to be retrieved when we needed them. She would repeat the words over and over while
she worked, words like “orange” and “banana,” and we would run off to play. Even today she still remembers
some of the words. It was not easy for her to memorize so much, but she didn’t want to see Father hit us, and so
she was happy to help.
Then Father was promoted in his government position, and he moved to the next province over for work, only
visiting our home once every two weeks. The three of us lived so happily together. Even though Brother and I still
had to recite our school lessons under Mother’s watchful eye, our chores were few, because she helped us
complete them.
We went out to play after dinner every evening with the other village children. One child had found a broken
basketball during a trip to the county town, and we drew two lines in the dirt of our empty school yard and played
soccer for hours with it. Playing the game with a broken basketball made it hilarious, and we giggled endlessly. It
was the happiest time of my childhood.
*
But while father was in Gansu Province, his drinking had become worse, and it wasn’t long before we knew
just how terribly unhappy he had become.
I woke up cheerful and energized on June 1 st. It was Children’s Day, and I would perform a Tibetan dance with
seven other girls at my middle school. It was my first time to perform in front of a crowd, and I treasured my
outfit, a bright white blouse and new black trousers that Father had brought me from Gansu province. After
washing my face and hands, I carefully put on my outfit, making sure that there was not a speck of dirt on it, and
tucking in my shirt just so.
As I walked out the door on my way to school, I saw Father sitting in a chair in the main room, staring at the
wall. He had come home for a few days, and he had been very quiet the entire tinle. He was quiet this morning as
well, and I was so busy preparing for my performance that I didn’t think much of it.
I went to my classmates’ homes to practice our dance moves. We wanted to make sure that our performance
was perfect, and we practiced for hours. Time flew by, and soon, we were standing behind the school stage,
nervously waiting for our turn to perform. Finally our names were called, and I felt so nervous that it took all of
my strength to walk onto the stage. We performed well, and at the end of our song, the audience’s applause rang
in my ears.
Afterwards, I went around with my friends to my relatives’ homes to collect money. On Children’s Day, it is a
custom to give children of the family small change when they come to your door. I gathered up all of my money
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and bought what seemed like a lifetime supply of instant noodles. When my stomach grew tired of the dry
noodles, I skipped home happily to see what else I could find to eat.
As I walked through the door, I was confronted with a terrible sight.
Father stood above Mother with his fist raised. His face was red and full of rage, and his slurred speech made it
clear that he was hopelessly drunk,
“Dog! How dare you tell me I can’t drink!” he shouted like an angry ghost.
Mother lay below him on the floor, her face bleeding, and her black hair tangled. He had been beating her for
some time. She didn’t say anything. She just cried quietly and covered her face with her hand. Her whole body
was shaking.
My heart raced, and I cursed my hungry stomach for driving me home to this awful scene. I closed my eyes
and clamped my hands over my ears as tightly as possible, but I couldn’t block out the sounds of Father’s yelling,
Mother’s screaming, and his fist pounding her body again and again. I stood frozen in the doorway for several
minutes, not having the will to do anything else. I was afraid that if I moved, he would beat me too.
“Stop please! You will kill me,” Mother cried as she pushed her hands against the floor, slowly liftjng her body
up. But the sounds continued.
Suddenly, Mother ran past me, and out of the door, escaping Father’s deadly attack. I prayed to Tara in my
heart that he would not catch her. As Father emerged from the house, chasing after Mother, I put my body in his
path.
“Please, Father, please don’t,” I said fearfully.
“You bitch, you dare to run from me?” he yelled into the distance, ignoring me.
“Father, please don’t beat Mother,” I cried as I looked up into his bloodshot eyes.
“After I catch you, you will see what you get for running away,” he shouted in a rage before he looked down to
see me crying.
“Oh, my little girl, don’t cry. Come with me,” he said, and offered his right hand. I clasped my hands in front
of me, too terrified to touch him.
“Daughter, did Father scare you?” he asked.
“No,” I replied timidly.
“Ok, then, come here!” he beckoned as he walked inside and sat down on the kang. I cautiously approached
and stood in front of him, waiting for disaster.
Then he did the strangest thing. He took my hand in his, looked into my eyes, and said,
“My daughter, you know I love you more than anyone else in this family. After I leave, you must come and see
me every twenty days. I will be waiting for you.”
I had no idea what he was talking about, and could barely see him through my tears. Like a frightened deer, I
stood still in front of him, waiting to see what he would do next.
“Ok, my daughter, go now,” he said sadly, and I ran out of the room.
It was the last time that I would ever see him.
My brother and cousins, who were supposed to stay with us that night, stood outside waiting for me.
“Where is Mother?” I asked.
“She went to Grandpa’s house to tell them that Father is very drunk, and they need to take care of him,” he
replied sorrowfully. “We three will go to Xunwua tonight to stay with Grandma. It is not safe here with Father.”
The next day, Father was dead. He hung himself from the rafters of our home.
*
His funeral was like any other in my area. Villagers laid out his body on a bed in a small storage room in our
house, and covered him with a big white cloth. His family sat around him for five days chanting prayers and
turning their prayer wheels. Neighbors came and went, offering prayers and food for our family. Everyone
consoled Mother, who cried the entire time. Sometimes they held each other and sobbed for hours.
Mother stopped eating, and her face became swollen from so many tears. Brother and I begged her to eat, and
stop crying if only for a few minutes. We knew that she needed a break from the funeral proceedings. But as soon
as she calmed down, a new group of visitors would come in, and she would again become inconsolable.
I began to hate the visitors, and wished that they would just mind their own business. It seemed as though they
were torturing Mother with sadness. I had learned the word for death when I was very young, but now that it was
happening to someone in my family, I felt confused. I sat inside of the small room staring at Father’s cloaked
body, watching people come and go, and I didn’t know whether it was day or night.
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After several days, on a black night with no moon, we gathered outside of a small earthen room that one of the
village men had made for Father’s cremation. Everyone in the village stood around solemnly, listening as a cluster
of monks chanted prayers. After a few minutes, a group of men arrived carrying Father’s body. As they lifted the
body above their heads, and dropped it into the adobe room through the ceiling, Mother fell to the ground with
exhaustion and grief.
People gathered around her, pinching under her nose until she awoke. Soon, a thick black smoke poured out of
the chimney of the earthen room and filled the dark night sky. I cried as I watched the smoke. This was the place
Father had been talking about, the place where I should visit him. We stayed by the room for hours, until there
was no more smoke, and my eyes burned with tiredness. Then we ambled home and I fell asleep alone in the
small storage room.
I never went to visit Father. Every time I thought about the earthen room on the hill where he was cremated,
my body grew cold and my mind filled with all of the terrible things he had done to us. Even the sight of the
burial place filled me with terror, and I tried to put it out of my mind.
What happened after Father's funeral was even more terrifying. Because Father was a government employee,
Mother was given building materials as restitution from the government. When Father’s family found out, they
transformed from loving relatives into covetous demons. Their actions towards us burned with hatred and greed.
They blamed Mother for Father’s suicide, and said that we did not deserve the valuable construction materials.
One day, about a month after the funeral Jukterjia and I came home for lunch from school to find Mother
crying despondendy in the prayer room. Her face was glistening with tears, and her body convulsed as she
moaned uncontrollably.
“Mother, what happened?” we asked as we ran to her side.
She could not speak through her tears, and we guessed that our relatives had something to do with her misery.
We heard people talking in the next room over, and we walked in to find our aunts and uncles eating lunch next to
a large pile of Father’s clothes. They were distributing them amongst each other.
“Come, eat your lunch, you need to return to school,” said one of my Uncles.
We were too young to say anything, but as I looked at the plate of food that Uncle had given me, I felt like
vomiting. I couldn’t believe that they were distributing Father’s possessions like that right under our noses.
Our relationship with Father’s family grew worse every day. Mother was too sad to fight back, or say anything.
The quieter she was, the more they blamed her. It wasn’t long before they blamed her even for their own fighting.
They began calling her a troublemaker, and decided to get rid of her once and for all. They demanded that she
give them our land, and move out of the village with Brother and me.
Other villagers saw the torture that my relatives were putting Mother through, and couldn’t stand by and watch
any longer. One day, the village leader came to our house with all of the village elders, and met with my relatives
face to face. They argued for hours over land ownership, and the rights to the building materials. Finally, one of
our neighbors, a wise older man, said
“If you take their land from them, you will become the enemies of everyone in this village.”
This settled everything, and they agreed finally to let Mother, Brother and me live in peace.
It took Mother a long time to recover from her grief over Father’s suicide, and the events that surrounded it.
She did not comb her hair for three months, and it grew so wild that Grandmother forced her to brush it for fear
that it would fall out. She stayed inside by herself most of the time, and hardly ever spoke to us.
*
One day, after about five months, she walked out the front door and down to our middle school to request a job
as a cook. She was excellent at making bread, and the school needed someone to help feed all of the children. The
leader knew about her situation, and quickly agreed to hire her. With the 250 rmb she received every month in
salary, the three of us were barely able to get by. But she knew how much we loved school, and never asked us to
quit.
After the funeral, I was so sad. Not because of Father’s death, but because of how terribly everyone had treated
Mother. In my eyes, Mother was the most kindhearted, selfless, and compassionate woman in the village. She
always gave her father-in-law the softest, most comfortable cushions for his bed, and she would massage his sore
legs for hours every evening until he slept like a baby. There was no one to help her with her own aching back,
but she never whispered even the smallest complaint. She radiated a kindness that touched everyone around her,
and filled the room with light. She deserved the same love and kindness that she had shown to everyone in our
family, and everyone in our village.
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But things usually don’t go the way that they should. When I thought of how Mother was treated, my heart
ached.
I was far luckier. My teachers and classmates knew about my family, and were extra gentle and caring towards
me. When they saw me sitting outside by myself, they would ask me to join their games, saying that they needed
one extra person to play, even when they didn’t. I loved school, and I worked hard. I became addicted to the
feeling of pride that filled my chest when I received a perfect test score.
When I went home, I translated the TV shows for mother, and helped her read the letters that her brother sent
from Lhasa. Mother encouraged me, and worked constantly to make money to pay for my Brother’s and my
education. She had seen how an education had benefited Father, and wanted us to have the same opportunities that
he had had.
With Father gone, and Mother working, there was no one to watch over Brother and me while we studied. But
we didn’t need supervision; our own enthusiasm for education drove us to study harder than we ever had before.
Although my family was different than other students’ families, I never pitied myself. Mother was so good and
strong, she gave us everything that any child could ever need from a mother or a father.
The more rewards I earned in school, the bigger Mother’s smile grew. Brother and I worked hard to make her
proud, and soon we were both chosen for scholarship programs in other prefectures. I went to the English
Training Program in the capital city of Qinghai province, and my eyes were opened to all manner of new and
exciting subjects.
In a gender studies class, I realized for the first time that low expectations and few opportunities for women in
my village were a large part of what had made Mother’s situation so unbearable. Before, I had always thought that
this was just the way things were for men and women. I had never thought about why things were this way. But
now I saw that with his salary and connections, Father had the resources he needed to get anything he wanted out
of life. Mother, on the other hand, was helpless without an education, and because custom had dictated that she
must rely on Father to survive. I realized why Father could beat Mother, but not the other way around. It seemed
strange that I had never understood this before. Mother clearly had, which was why she encouraged me to study
and get the education that would make me self-reliant.
As I became stronger and more confident in my classes, I wanted to prove my equal value with men not only
with words, but through action. To simply state that women are of equal value as men is not enough to help
women like Mother. To put my strength to the test, and help my village women, I wrote a proposal for a project
that would bring running water to my village. My project was funded by the Shambala Connection in the spring
of 2007. As soon as the project money was in my hands, village leaders told me that I should give it to them to
manage. I stood my ground, and kept control of the money despite their complaints, and after a while, they began
to praise me for my honesty and strong sense of responsibility. I felt powerful to be able to stand my own among
this group of strong older men.
*
Last year, I was home during winter vacation with Mother and Brother. It was a clear night, and the three of us
sat together in the kitchen, under the one bright yellow light bulb that hung from the ceiling. Mother had replaced
the plastic on the ceiling before our arrival, and the room was bright and open. My stomach growled as I watched
her cook our favorite dish of rice and potatoes on our old stove. Brother and I sat around the small triangular
wooden table that we bought after Father’s death for the three of us. Brother and I grew anxious and held our
chopsticks tightly in our hands as the room filled with the smell of hot peppers, oil, potatoes, and rice.
Finally, the food was done, and Mother brought the steaming plate to the table for the three of us to share. We
ate quickly and quietly, our mouths too full to compliment Mother on her delicious cooking.
After dinner, we sat and enjoyed each other’s company. Brother told stories from his school, and I sang songs I
had recently learned. We laughed and smiled as we told Mother all that we had done in school. After a while,
Brother went out to the store to buy some sunflower seeds and soda for all three of us to enjoy. When Mother and
I were alone, she took my hands in hers and said,
“I know that you have studied hard. Thank you for making me proud of you.” I looked up into her eyes, and
saw that she had begun to cry.
“You have seen how difficult my life has been. I know that you do not want the same. You have taken your
karma into your own hands and succeeded,” she said.
I didn’t say anything, just looked into her kind eyes and knew that she wanted me to have the life that she
never had. I promised myself I would.
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Brother soon came back, and we stayed up late into the night, laughing, joking, singing, and telling stories.
When it was time to sleep, Mother lit a small yak butter lamp and carried it into the prayer room for the Buddhas.
I followed her in to prostrate.
As I walked into the shrine, Mother stood at the altar with the small candle in her hand, her eyes smiling back
at me. They were the same smiling eyes I had seen when I made my very first prayer to Tara. As she walked past
me and out of the room, I looked at the Tara image on the altar and said a prayer, but not the same one that I used
to say as a little girl. As I prostrated, I whispered,
“Thank you for bringing us together: Mother, Brother and me. Thank you for your love and for giving me the
strength to become the woman I am today.”
1993

180.54 Excerpt from Swordbird\fn{by Nancy Yi Fan (1993- )} Peking, China (F) 6
Beams of light fell through the trees, creating shadows that flecked the thick, moist undergrowth. Hidden in a
patch of those shadows, a fortress was under construction. Many wood birds had been captured and pinioned for
this, and they worked wordlessly, carrying stones, clay, and sticks day after day. Usually a coal black crow could
be found strutting among them. Whenever possible, he would spring on an unsuspecting victim with curses, yells,
and a sound lashing.He was Bugeye, the driver of the slave birds, who carried a black leather whip the color of his
feathers.
Through one sly golden eye, a red-brown hawk in dark robes observed the construction of his fortress. His
name was Turnatt. Large for his kind, he towered over his captain and soldiers. With sharp claws for battling, a
loud, commanding voice, and foul breath, he was a bird to be feared. His nasty habit of tapping an eye patch over
his left eye while glaring with his right made the other birds shiver.
Turnatt had raided countless nests, camps, and homes, capuring wood birds as slaves and bringing them to this
secret, gloomy corner. Now the time had finally come: the building of Fortress Glooming. Sitting on a temporary
throne, the hawk let thoughts of evil pleasure pass through his mind. As Turnatt watched the thin, helpless slave
birds’ every movement, he tore into a roasted fish so messily that juices ran down his beak.
Slime-beak, Turnatt’s captain, was hopping about, glancing at the trees bordering the half-built fortress. He
dreaded Turnatt, for he worried about being made into a scapegoat. Displeased, Turnatt stared down his beak at
his nervous captain, his bright eye burning a hole into the bothersome crow’s face.
“Stop hopping, Slimey—you’re getting on my nerves. I’ll demote you if you keep on doing that.”
A fish scale hung from the edge of Turnatt’s beak. Slime-beak shivered like a leaf, partly because of fear and
partly because of the hawk’s bad breath.
“Y-yes, milord. But it has been three days since Flea-screech and the soldiers went to look for new slaves.
They still haven’t returned!”
The hawk lord guffawed. The tail of the roasted fish fell from his beak and disappeared down the collar of his
robe.
“Fool, who has ever heard of little wood birds killing a crow? If you don’t stop with that nonsense, I’ll send
you to get slaves! Now go and check the progress on my fortress. Then come back and report your news!”
Turnatt waved the long, embroidered sleeve of his robe at the captain. Slime-beak thought himself lucky that
the hawk was in a good mood. Knowing Turnatt was fickle, Slime-beak dashed away.
Seeing the crow scurry off, dizzy and awkward, Turnatt tapped his covered eye in satisfaction. He chuckled,
his glossy feathers shaking. His fierce yellow eye narrowed wickedly, becoming a slit. He was Lord Turnatt—the
Evil, the Conqueror, the Slayer, and the Tyrant of soon-to-be Glooming. He thought about torturing wood birds,
killing others that got in his way. No bird—no bird—stop the mighty Turnatt. It would be as he had dreamed for
seasons. He would rule the entire forest, with millions of slave birds to bow down before him. Turnatt tilted his
head back and let out a bloodcurdling screech that echoed throughout the forest. Slime-beak and the soldiers
followed suit, their loud chants drowning out every other sound.
“Long live Lord Turnatt, long live the Tyrant of Fortress Glooming, long live the lord!”
Over the shouts, the sun rose above the treetops.
2
Just north of Stone-Run Forest, a war party of cardinals glided inand out of the shadows as the light of dawn
slowly slipped into the sky. They traveled swiftly and low, each grimly wielding a sword in one claw. The leader,
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Flameback, a sturdy cardinal distinguished by his larger and more powerful wings, reviewed their plan of attack.
“Circle the camp, wait for my signal, attack. Simple. Every bird understand?”
Crested heads bobbed in answer. The idea of violence frightened a young cardinal, who wrapped is claws
tightly around his sword hilt.
“Flameback, are the bluejays awake? If they are, we’ll die! I don’t want to die!” Flameback looked at the
blurred land in the distance and, flapping his strong wings a couple of times, tried to reassure his band.
“The blue jays don’t wake up so early, and nobird’s going to die. No bird’s going to kill. Hear? We just scare
and attack. No hurting.” Pausing, Flameback added in a more comforting tone,
“And we must find our eggs. We can’t let any bird, any bird at all, steal our unhatched offspring.”
The speech calmed his band, especially the youngster, whose wail dwindled to a sniff and a sob. The cardinals
were deep in thought. They all knew that Flameback was right. There were no sounds except their wings,
whooshing and rustling against the wind as they flew—red figures against a blue sky. They soared over the
Appleby Hills and across the Silver Creek. Dewdrops trembled on delicate blades of grass; dandelions and daisies
peeped over their leaves to greet the sun. Near the fringe of the forest, beech trees stood still, and only the
morning breeze occasionally disturbed them. Those trees were ancient ones, covered with moss and vines, leaning
over to touch branches with one another. Small creeks gurgled gently as they rippled along, under mists that
covered the ground.
But the cardinals were in no mood to enjoy such things. They were on a mission. The war party made a sharp
turn along a boulder and flew over the Line, the border between the territories of the blue jays and the cardinals.
As they crossed, a twinge of uneasiness ran along every cardinal’s spine. They were entering forbidden territory.
But about a month before, it hadn’t been. A month before, the cardinals and blue jays had been good friends. Their
hatchlings had played with one another; they had fished for shrimp and hunted for crickets together.
But things were different now. With a brisk flap of his wings Flameback led his cardinals through a twist in a
gap in the tangled trees.
“Lively now, lads. You all know what we’re here for, so get ready. Fleettail, branch off with a third of our
forces and go around to the left. You, take another third and go to the right. The rest, follow me. Swift and silent,
good and low, friends.”
In a flash the cardinals separated into three groups and departed into the shadows. After flying through a
ghostly fog, the cardinals saw their destination. Eyes glistened and heartbeats quickened. With a few hushed
words, the cardinals swiftly got into positions surrounding the blue jay camp. No feathers rustled. They sat as
silent and rigid as statues, waiting for Flameback’s signal to attack.
The cardinals’ target was ten budding oak trees hidden behind a tall, thick wall of pines. The oaks grew in a
small meadow of early spring flowers and clover sparkling with dew. The pine tree border was so dense that one
might fly right past it and not see the oak trees inside. It was indeed cleverly hidden. Those oaks were the home of
the Bluewingle tribe.
*
It was very quiet. Occasionally a swish of feathers and breathing broke the silence. A strange long-limbed tree
protruded from the center of the grove. In the branches of this tree a hushed exchange was taking place.
An elderly blue jay, Glenagh, shifted on his perch, his thin gray shoulders hunched up. Peering through the oak
leaves, he could see a dim ray of light climbing up the ancient mountains.
How long can we go on fighting our old friends? the old blue jay wondered. He turned abruptly to face his
companion, Skylion.
“How are you going to keep this ‘war’ up?” Glenagh asked. “Ever since you became the leader of the
Bluewingles, we’ve been fighting the cardinals constantly.”
The old blue jay sighed. His feathers drooped.
“You definitely do make your mind up faster than a falling acorn hits the ground.” Skylion turned his gaze
toward the elder, Glenagh.
“They used to be our friends—our family, almost;” he said.
The younger blue jay poured a cup of acorn tea for the elder with disbelief. Shaking his graying head sadly,
Glenagh accepted the tea with a worn claw. He gazed at his reflection in his cup with a dreary look.
“Remember Fleettail? The cardinal who’s always so quiet? Just last week I saw him with a raiding party,
hollering and yelling like the rest.”
“Well,” Skylion replied hoarsely, “we have to regard the cardinals as enemies. Stealing and robbing—that’s
what they do now.” Leaves rustled as the wind changed direction.
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“True, the cardinals have robbed us bare to our feathers, but we have done our share as well.” Glenagh glanced
again at the light outside.
“The sack of pine seeds, the raisins, the bundles of roots, the apples … We’ve taken back more than what was
stolen from us. We cannot say we aren’t thieves.” Skylion hastily dismissed the idea.
“Yes, but they stole our blueberries, our walnuts and honey! They stole the raspberries, the mushrooms, and
more!” the bluejay leader argued. “We only took back food because we needed to survive. It’s just spring. There’s
hardly any food you can gather outside. And what about our eggs? Our offspring. The next generation. Is there an
explanation for that?”
“Peace is more important, Skylion.” Glenagh shook his head and took a sip of acorn tea.
“You do have a point about our eggs, but the cardinals declared that we stole their eggs and they didn’t steal
ours. I cannot believe that having been friends for so long, we have suddenly become enemies. Maybe they didn’t
steal from us; maybe some bird else did. We should go and talk with them about this.”
“No, Glenagh. It would be a waste of time! We tried to talk before, but they only accused us of stealing from
them first. You know that isn’t true,” Skylion snorted.
“But Skylion, don’t you—” Skylion leaned forward.
“Glenagh, can you stay calm and aloof when our eggs are snatched and stolen right from under our beaks? Of
course not. We are fighting to get them back!”
Glenagh calmly looked at the leader, the steam of the tea brushing his face. He was silent for a few moments
and then said, quite slowly,
“Does fighting solve the problem?”
Skylion sighed deeply and shifted his glance to the wall, where there hung a painting of a white bird holding a
sword. Though the painting was worn and the color faded, the picture still was as magnificent as ever. The bird
seemed to smile at Skylion. Skylion almost imagined that the bird mouthed something to him. Skylion whispered,
“I wish Swordbird could come here to solve this.”
“Ah, Swordbird …” Glenagh toyed with the name as a smile slowly lit up his face.
“The mystical white bird, the son of the Great Spirit. He is a myth, but I know he exists. I know in my bones.
Do you remember the story in the Old Scripture about a tribe of birds attacked by a python? They took out their
Leasom gem and performed a ritual to summon Swordbird. Immediately he came in a halo of light, and with a
single flap of his great wings the python vanished into thin air.” Glenagh paused.
“Well,” he said, “to call for Swordbird, we need a Leasom gem. It’s said to be a crystallized tear of the Great
Spirit. But we don’t have one. We have no idea where to find one either. So, it’s what’s in you and me that
counts.”
Glenagh drained his cup, savoring the last drops. Skylion opened his beak to reply, but he was interrupted by a
frantic rustle of leaves. A young bluejay’s head poked through, and in a high, nervous voice the youngster gave
the message:
“The cardinals! We are being attacked! We are being attacked!”
*
Turnatt’s horde had flown from the warm southwestern region to Stone Run with about forty slave birds.
Because crossing the White Cap Mountains was trying and treacherous and food shortages occurred on the way,
only thirty-eight slave birds survived the trip.
A month before, the slaves had lived free among their own tribesbirds. Now they dwelled in the leaky, halfrotten slave compound, with their legs chained to a stone wall. The building’s walls were wooden bars that gave
off awful splinters, and it seemed as if they would collapse at any moment. Above, rotting hay and logs were
bound together for a roof, with holes here and there to see the sky; below was the bare ground, always
uncomfortably moist. As the mild spring brought showers and damp winds, the slaves were allowed to build a fire
in the slave compound. The birds wore nothing but rags on top of their mud-caked feathers, and as they huddled
around the fire, they shivered. Tilosses, an aged sparrow who had not lost his sense of humor, started the
discussion.
“It has been several weeks since we were caught and brought to this filthy place. Ladies and gentlebirds, we
have no other choice: If we wish to see our homes and families again, we must escape!” Tilosses paused to make
his speech more dramatic.
“Escape may not come easily like a grand supper delivered to us; nevertheless, we can find a way if we work
at it. That Turnatt may be dangerous, but sometimes he is as careless as a fly. Pah! Why, his name sounds like
Turnip!” Hearty laughter followed.
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“We all know that we need to escape somehow, not remain here to rot. The question is, how?” Across the
campfire a burly flycatcher called Glipper spoke up.
“If just one of us escapes, we might have a better chance. The native woodbirds in this forest would help us if
we can send a message to them.” There were murmurs of agreement.
“Well,” a nuthatch said, “the woodbirds would help us, but how can we reach them? The guards are too
numerous, and that slavedriver, Bugeye, seems to be everywhere at once. It’s really unsafe. How could any bird
slip out of the fortress to contact the wood birds?” A jaunty goldfinch blurted,
“I know how! Trick the captain. Make him think you’re helping him. Convince him to let you gather firewood
every day outside the fortress. He’ll trust you after a few days. Then find a wood bird to help!”
“Good idea!” said Tilosses. Glipper shook his head.
“Chances are, no bird would be allowed outside alone,” he declared. “There’s little possibility of success, with
all the risks and hazards.”
“But there still is a possibility, howeyer small, so we should try it,” some bird in the crowd murmured. Tilosses
spoke.
“Who will take the risk?”
“A bird who is wise, persuasive, and innocent. These are the right qualities,” chimed the goldfinch, cocking her
head to one side.
The silence stretched for a long time. A twig crackled in the fire. Who will do it? Who? Who? The question
hung in the air.
“I will!”
The voice of a young robin piped up from the crowd of slave birds. Heads turned to see the speaker. Though all
the slavebirds knew the robin’s name, they had no more knowledge of h8im beyond that. He was quiet, rarely
speaking to any bird.
At first glance he seemed rather weak for his kind, yet when the slave birds took a close look at him, they
noticed that his agile legs and lean frame looked strong, able to endure. He had a speck of red among his black
neck feathers. Despite his bedraggled, thin, and dirty appearance, there was something in his big, shining eyes that
warmed the onlookers’ hearts.
“Miltin?”
The robin nodded, and the corners of his beak twitched into a smile. He looked so confident that everyone
knew he should be the chosen one. Glipper peered at the robin and grinned.
“Miltin, I have a feeling that you are going to have quite some adventure.” Outside, the wind whistled.
*
Turnatt perched side by side with his captain, Slimebeak, drinking chestnut beer and wine and talking in a
newly built room of Fortress Glooming. Magnificent blades and ancient weapons glistened on the walls, soft
cushions adorned chairs of red cedar, and silken curtains draped the windows. The hawk lord glared at his captain
over the rim of his silver goblet.
“You’d better finish the construction of my fortress in eight weeks,” he threatened, “or I’ll pull your feathers
off to make me a duster!” Slimebeak cringed.
“I-I’m afraid finishing is almost impossible, milord.”
“What?” The flames of anger that blasted from Turnatt’s eye seemed hot enough to burn Slimebeak to a crisp.
“You remember, when we first came here, you and I sat down and talked? Right there and then, with your beak
flapping like an old shoe, you said it would be finished in early spring. Well now! It is close to summer, and
you’re still nagging me about needing more time. What in the world of crazy captains is your reason?”
“Well … w-we’re short of wings now, mi-milord. Many of the slave birds h-have been sick.”
Slimebeak’s voice crackled in fright as he spoke. Because Turnatt knew that was the truth, his anger subsided a
bit. He still growled slightly as he talked.
“Fleascreech will bring back more slaves soon. There are cardinals and bluejays nearby. They’ll make good
workers. Kill the sick slave birds as soon as we have new ones,” he commanded, setting down his goblet. The
silver reflected the rising sun and became blood red.
“And tell the scout, Shadow, to come here.”
“Yes, milord, yes, milord.” Slimebeak made his exit with springy, clumsy hops. The crow captain’s wings were
tilted awkwardly as he walked, and the pungent smell of alcohol surrounded him like a thick mist.
As soon as Slimebeak’s clawsteps faded, Shadow glided in. He was a striking raven with amber eyes instead of
black. Turnatt mentioned the blue jays and cardinals to him.
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“Some cardinals and bluejays, you said, Your Majesty?”
Shadow bowed his head respectfully and closed an amber eye. He seemed to melt in a puddle of darkness as he
twirled the edge of his black cloak fancifully with a thin, bony claw.
“Aye, sire, they’re north of us, not too far by the wing. We stole some food from their pitiful camps. Now each
of them believes the others are thieves.”
The scout reopened his eye and peered at the hawk. Turnatt growled his approval. Shadow beamed as he was
offered a mug of beer, and he accepted it with ten times more flair than Slimebeak had. Sipping silently, he
answered with words Turnatt would like to hear.
“I will check on them again today and bring back some white grapes to make fine wine for you, Your Majesty.
You are too noble for such a drink as beer, Your Majesty.”
“Yes, yes,” Turnatt urged. The effect of the liquor was starting to make the hawk lord drowsy. “Create even
more disturbance and confusion for the cardinals and the blue jays. The more the better! Then they’ll be weaker
when we attack!” The hawk’s eyes misted slightly.
“Now go, Shadow.”
The raven scout dipped his tail in salute and left, his amber eyes shining with eagerness. He uttered a flattering
remark as he left:
“You are the mighty conquerer, Your Majesty. Farewell.”
As soon as the scout faded into the shadows of the hallway, Turnatt pictured a score of cardinals and bluejays
in his power. Yes, he would whip some of them himself. Maybe he would pull feathers off a blue jay to make a
fan and torture a cardinal with fire, watching his feathers get scorched. All the birds, his own! His own! Squawk,
squawk, squawk. That’s what the birds would cry for mercy. Turnatt laughed out loud.
“Squawk, squawk, squawk,” he mused, speaking to himself. “Yes, they deserve that.” From a shelf nearby he
took out a tome entitled the Book of Heresy and started to stroke the cover lovingly.
Outside the door Tilosses was eavesdropping, still wearing the apron as assistant to Turnatt’s cook. He had
pressed a teacup to the door and drawn his ear close to it.
“Oh, yes,” Tilosses said with a soft chuckle. “That’s what Turnatt will say after he finds out that the slave birds
have escaped. Squawk, squawk, squawk.”
*
Without a word Skylion dashed out of Glenagh’s study to organize his troops. Already the yells of the cardinals
were very close.
“Seven to guard the food store, ten to protect the eggs and the weak birds! The rest of you, quick, form three
rows, and go outside with backs to the trees! Hurry!” he hollered.
The quiet halls were suddenly alive with action and noise. The bluejays took off from different perches and
flew in quick formation to their assigned posts. Skylion drew his sword and burst from the shadows of the leaves
out into the daylight.
“Attack! Bluewingles forever!” They were greeted by the flashes of the cardinals' swords and loud yells.
“Power of the sun! Sunrise, charge!”
The silent morning was instantly filled with clangs of metal. The cardinals circled warily, looking for the
bluejays’ weak positions. The bluejays were cautious too, and whenever they sensed that the cardinals were
aiming at a particular place, they sent more birds to fight there.
At first the bluejays’ defenses seemed to be holding. But then a lean cardinal managed to slip through into the
food store and back out again, unnoticed by others. He had a bag in his claw. Stolen food! Skylion spotted him.
With a roar he charged upon the cardinal, and the cardinal waved his sword in response. They parried each other’s
moves, their figures almost lost in the whirl of silver that was their blades. Finally, Skylion sliced the rope around
the neck of the bag, and the sack dropped into the grass below. Relieved of his heavy burden so suddenly, the
cardinal lost his balance. For a moment his defenses were down and his neck was exposed. Instinctively, Sky lion
raised his sword.
Yet something in him stirred. The noises around him faded away into silence.
Peace is more important, Skylion. Glenagh’s voice haunted him, and he could almost see the elder shaking his
head disapprovingly. The blue jay leader felt weak and unsure. He couldn’t—just couldn’t—bring down his sword
upon the young cardinal. The cardinal closed his eyes and tensed his neck, waiting for the bluejay’s blow.
The noises of the battle returned. Skylion quickly shifted the angle of his blow so that the flat of the blade
thumped on the cardinal’s shoulder. The cardinal opened his eyes and locked them for a second with Skylion's.
There was surprise in his eyes, and perhaps some gratitude. Then he was gone, disappearing behind the other
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battling birds.
The bluejays held out stubbornly. Fighters from both sides were getting tired. The bluejays were light and agile
in build, while the cardinals were muscular and heavy-framed. Slowly, very slowly, the bluejays drove the
cardinals back toward the Line. There the cardinals decided to hold their ground and retreat no more. The battle
would be decided on the tallest mound of the Appleby Hills. One minute the bluejays seemed to be winning, but
the cardinals gained advantage in the next. The red mingled with the blue, fighting, beating, and yelling at one
another. Shadow, Turnatt’s scout, hid in a tall tree nearby, smiling cruelly at the fighting cardinals and bluejays.
“It’s better than I thought!” he crackled. “Wait until His Majesty hears about this!”
*
Aska had left the Bluewingle camp quietly that morning, before the attack by the cardinals. She was a pretty
bluejay, with glossy feathers, a sweet voice, a graceful figure, and eyes that were like deep pools of dark
chocolate. She sighed. The whole thing was too confusing for her to understand and to accept. The fights and
battles.
How did the cardinals ever become our enemies? We were good friends a month ago. Why not now?
She missed seeing her best cardinal friends. She missed playing on the Appleby Hills, where the sun shone
brightly and dandelions carpeted the ground, making the hills golden as far as the eye could see. It was now
cardinal territory, and the blue jays stayed away. She missed the taste of the cardinals’ special raspberry pies with
golden, honey-covered crusts and sweet, sticky fillings.
The more Aska thought, the dizzier she became. Sitting alone on a quiet branch did not help. She looked
around. A small creek gurgled peacefully nearby, and the fragrance of the early spring flowers drifted to her
nostrils. The scene would normally make Aska happy, but not now.
The bluejay, catching an uplift, rose unsteadily into the air. Thoughts whirled in her head as she flew in the
direction she thought was toward home. She shut her eyes for a second to clear her thoughts. When she opened
them, she found herself staring at shadows that floated in the air. The shadows moved toward her.
*
Fleascreech grumbled unhappily. He hadn’t eaten a proper meal for four days. He and five soldiers had been
sent out to capture wood birds, but they had found nothing. He knew he would be punished if he came back with
nothing more than half-starved soldiers.
Living on thin acorn soup and dandelion roots was not the kind of life Fleascreech wanted. In despair he
kicked the mossy ground. By chance a wad of moss hit another crow on his beak, muffling his surprised gurgle.
Fleascreech stared angrily at the soldier, and the soldier stared back, each thinking of his own misery.
Fleascreech’s thoughts were interrupted by an excited whisper:
“Sir, there’s a bluejay flying not far from here who could be easily surrounded and captured!”
Seconds later, the crows flew off toward the flying blue speck. It wouldn’t know what the shadows were until
it was too late.
“Help!” Aska screamed as she realized what was happening. Darting this way and that, she flew in complex
patterns and then sped away, careless of her direction. The crows tried to surround her. She knew that they were
bigger and heavier than she was, so she flew her fastest through thick, mazelike groves and bushes. The crashes
and yells of pain told her that her plan was working.
But the crows kept following. Fueled by her fright, she flew even faster. There were at least three birds behind
her, or possibly even five. Aska shuddered at the thought. The dense bushes wouldn’t last forever, she knew. They
ended only ten feet away. As she burst out into open air, another crow tried to block her path. She yelped in
surprise and, seeing no other way to avoid a collision, zoomed under the bird. The dumbfounded crow shrieked
with rage.
“Oh, you sly bluejay!” Aska heard the crow cry. “Soldiers!” he yelled over the loud whooshing of their wings.
“Chase that blue jay south toward Fortress Glooming! We’ll have it cornered!”
Aska flew through strange and murky territories, neither blue jays’ nor cardinals’. She peered about for good
places to hide. Her wings were getting sore from the flight.
Oh, some bird help me! she thought, taking no notice of the rain that bounced off her shoulders and dampened
her feathers.
“You tricky blue jay! I’ll get you, me and my crew will!”
The voices pursuing Aska were getting louder as the crows drew closer. After ducking under a bush and
hearing the crows crash into it, Aska saw a startling scene, a half-built fortress towering over a great stretch of
young birches and cedars, the height of a typical old pine tree. As her eyes swept down, she saw stone blocks
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piled on the ground, waiting to be used to build another wall. Through the rain she could make out a small patch
of tall grass just beyond them.
Gathering all her strength, she darted between the grass stalks, breat hing hard. She heard the loud whoosh as
her pursuers whizzed past, still yelling and howling. Aska’s feathers were damp, too damp for her to lift her wings
and fly without difficulty. Her breath came in short gasps. The rain made a rhythmic sound on the grass leaves
above her head. What was she going to do now? …
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171.1 1. Cholpan, The Venus Star 2. Why Echoes Resound 3. Tengri Tagh—Heaven Mountain 4. Tears Of The
Mountain: Four Folktales\fn{told by Memitimin Bayiz (early 20th century-after 1986)} Kucha County, Sinkiang-Uighur
Autonomous Region, China (M) 2
1
Long, long ago, lived a girl whose name was Cholpan.
She was beautiful to the degree that even the sun and the moon were jealous of her beauty. As the girl grew up
she became as delightful as she was clever.
For a long time the king had been casting a covetous eye on her. And, when the girl came of age, he abducted
her into his palace and forcibly raped her.
Afterward she cried out her heart, with such grief that Huda\fn{ God} himself was moved to take a deep sigh.
Out of pity for her suffering he sent his angels to bring this beautiful girl up into Heaven.
Since that time the star Venus has been shining in the sky.
2
Once upon a time a married couple lived in an isolated wilderness. Eventually they had two children, a son and
a daughter.
Years later, when the two children had grown up, their parents held many worried discussions about their son’s
and their daughter’s future. The parents finally decided that their children should marry each other.
One day, while their son was off hunting, in the mountains, the couple left their daughter at home to do the
chores. They themselves went to the county market to buy goods in preparation of their children’s wedding.
While the girl was spreading out ears of maize on the roof, for drying in the sun, Crow flew to a nearby tree
where it perched, up on a branch.
“Oh my girl,” it said, “if you give me some of your corn, I will tell you important news.”
Highly intrigued, and elated, the girl gave him a handful of corn. When Crow had finished eating, it told her:
“Your father and mother are away shopping for your wedding, for you to be married to your brother.”
The girl was very surprised by what she heard. When she stood up she saw her parents returning, carrying a
large bundle of goods. Because she now knew what the bundle contained, the girl fled in a hurry. She ran and ran
as far as she could in one stretch—until she became exhausted and desperately thirsty. But when she shot a quick
glance over her shoulders, she saw that her parents were following her in close pursuit.
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When the girl was unable to run any farther she cried from the depth of her heart. She implored the cliff wall
that blocked her way. Chanting she prayed and pleaded:
May your stone crack open!
Let me be admitted into your embrace!
Let my pursuers not find me!
Let me live in your breast!

The cliff wall was so moved by the girl’s desperate invocation that it cracked open, and the girl disappeared
into it.
Then her parents who had witnessed her escape, when they reached that spot, wailed for their lost daughter.
But the rock refused to open for them. No matter how loudly they called and shouted at her, all their daughter did
was repeat and imitate their entreaties from the cliff wall. The parents waited by the rock for several days, but
their daughter never came out. Angrily the parents muttered an incantation before they finally left—to finalize the
situation:
“May you forever remain in the mountains, to repeat and to imitate what you hear!”
This is why today, if someone shouts in the mountains, this girl still repeats and imitates what one says. Echoes
that ring throughout a valley are simply this girl who, living in the cliff, imitates and repeats the sounds she hears.
3
Long, long ago, there were two gods—one in heaven and one on earth. The god in heaven had a daughter who
was the essence of all beauty. She was so beautiful that both the Sun and the Moon were ashamed to be seen and
compared with her. And the God of Earth had a son who was so courageous, heroic and brave, that no one could
be compared with him.
One day the daughter of the God of Heaven went out, strolling. about the universe. She came to a spot that
seemed even more beautiful than paradise itself. When she saw the flowing streams, the bubbling brooks and
colorful flowers, birds of every kind singing, and herds of animals grazing—she did not want to leave the place
anymore and return to heaven.
Then one day the son of the God of Earth, whose name was Tuprakh,\fn{ Soil} met the daughter of the God of
Heaven. She was amazed by Tuprakh’s bravery and courage, and the two fell in love.
Knowing about this, the God of Heaven arranged a contest of strength with Tuprakh. When he lost the match
he became so angry that he turned his daughter—who at the time was rocking her baby in a cradle—into cold
stone. In a rage he left the earth to return to heaven.
These events took place in the Tengri Tagh\fn{ Tianshan} Mountains, in Artux, where still today it is possible to
see the girl and her baby, turned into stone.
4
In ancient times the queen of the Kingdom of Kushan gave birth to a girl whom they named Shirin.
When she grew up, she became such an attractive beauty that everybody who saw her was infatuated with her.
Henceforth, many songs and proverbs, odes and stories, were composed to praise her beauty and intelligence.
These were passed on by word of mouth all over the world.
At that time Farhat, the prince of the Kingdom of Hotan heard these songs and fell in love with this princess
even before he met her. He journeyed to Kushan to see her.
Because the king of Kushan had received so many marriage proposals for the princess, and numerous
matchmakers had come to his country, he issued a decree for all prospective suitors:
At the boundary of this country stands a mountain.
Anyone who can bore a tunnel into it,
And who from inside can carve out a thousand rooms,
May marry my daughter.

This edict disappointed many princes and nobles who had come in high spirits, and they left depressed.
The prince of Hotan had made an arduous journey, travelling day and night. After crossing the desert he finally
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arrived in Kucha. As he entered the city he unexpectedly saw the princess who, upon seeing him, fell in love with
him as well, at first sight.
Farhat decided to attempt the test that the king had set for all her suitors. His genuine love for her gave him an
extraordinary strong will, and unbelievable strength. His skill as a stone cutter, which he had learned at home,
gave him an advantage. So he began working at the mountain.
All this time Shirin came to visit Farhat. She brought him food and drink.
After working very hard, for a long time, Farhat completed nine hundred and ninety-nine rooms in the
mountain. He began to excavate the last one when problems arose.
His progress had been followed by everyone in the land of Kushan, including the son of the minister, who had
long been in love with Shirin. When he heard that Farhat was nearly finished, he quickly sent a witch to the
mountain with instructions to poison him.
The sad news of Parhat’s death spread all through the country. People everywhere went into mourning for him.
Even the Earth quaked and trembled.
As usual, Shirin had come to visit Parhat. She threw her graceful body upon the mountain-sized heap of rocks
and died next to her beloved Parhat. The mountain itself, facing this tragedy, could not help but weep bitter tears
—which continued for years and which, in fact, have never ceased to flow.
As a result, the one thousand caves in this mountain have become green. Groves of trees, and flowers, grow
luxuriously today in that vicinity.
183.1 Two Trees, Twinned Fates\fn{by Yei Mei (probably after 1950- )} Hubei Province, China (F) 24
At birth, Zhao refused to cry, obstinately pulling her body into a tiny ball and defying the anxious taps on her
back until a rooster somewhere close by stretched its neck up towards the sun and gallantly crowed to herald the
rising of the red sun from behind a huge, dewy crag and the place became illuminated. Then Zhao could hold back
no more and released a thunderous cry.
Tan, the sorcerer, shut his eyes tight in an effort to summon the Seventh Angel down from the heavens. As a
fragrant wisp, the spirit of the angel finally entered his body and the rough man suddenly acquired a graceful,
feminine manner, and his usually husky voice rose to a very pleasant singing tone. Amidst the cries of the infant,
Granny Tian asked anxiously,
“Did you see it? My granddaughter’s fate flower?”
The angel danced a few steps, then held its breath, strained its eyes and scrutinized the ethereal mountain
overgrown with flowers in a kaleidoscope of colour. Each flower resembled the fate of a person somewhere in the
world: some were in full bloom, others had already withered. The angel spotted the flower resembling the Tians’
newborn child: the mass of small but lovely white flowers bloomed magnificently. As it carefully studied the
cluster, a pink bloom appeared unexpectedly among the white. The angel cried out in surprise,
“One more …”
Already exhausted, the mother who had just delivered Zhao sat astride a huge basin barely able to maintain her
balance even with help from her husband, letting out feeble and painful moans. Her bare belly rose and fell
violently; obviously another life was struggling out from inside. The midwife, sweating profusely, was rolling a
laundry club on the woman’s belly with all her might. This Was more than Ying, the second infant, could bear, for
she thrust her arms forward and kicked her legs violently until she eventually burst out of the darkness and
dropped straight into the basinful of bloodied water. With a shriek the woman collapsed in a motionless pile.
The angel danced a few more steps before returning to the heavens, at which time the sorcerer also dropped to
the ground in a deep slumber. Foam gathered at the corners of his mouth.
It was not until sunset that Granny Tiap managed to wake him up. The first thing he said, his voice husky once
again, was
“What did the angel say about their fates?”
Standing before the shrine holding Ying and Zhao, one on each arm, the old woman simply shook her head
with a worried look.
A fine drizzle was falling when the husband buried his dead wife on a slope. Before the newly built mound he
planted two seeds. The following year, two seedlings appeared: one plum, the other peach.
*
Of the twin girls Ying was prettier. She had a round face and bright eyes below double-fold eyelids. When she
smiled two lovely dimples danced on her cheeks above teeth that were white and straight. She was the very image
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of a promising beauty. When the two little girls walked along the street, people’s eyes followed Ying. Some
stroked Ying’s face gently, rutting their tongues in admiration.
Zhao was ignored. Zhao had a very commonplace face, having neither double-fold eyelids nor dimples. Her
long, narrow eyes seemed forever in meditation. Surprised, people would say,
“This girl has too much on her mind.”
When they were older Zhao avoided walking with Ying. She didn’t like listening to the praise people heaped
upon her sister. When Ying played and laughed, Zhao shut herself in a dark side room to read. She had nothing
else but the textbooks that she had read who knew how many times over.
Ying had left school after completing only elementary courses. She preferred cutting grass for hogs, picking
the strawberries that grew on the ridges in the field, or fishing in the pond.
While Ying was entertaining herself in this way Zhao would be walking the long road to the middle school in
the town, holding baked sweet potatoes in her hand. In winter, when cold crept into the classroom through the
seams in the shabby walls, Zhao’s hands became swollen with frostbite. Each time Granny walked in her halting
steps to the town to sell eggs or buy salt, she would come to see Zhao. At the sight of the poor girl shivering in the
cold the old woman’s usually stern eyes would soften.
“Come back home,” she would say, trying to persuade her by adding, “Ying is dozing by the warm earthen
stove. What’s the use of girls attending school?”
Leaning against Granny’s knees Zhao caught the strong sour odour of pickled vegetables. Granny worked at.
pickling vegetables every day. Zhao gave a shudder, then slowly but firmly shook her head.
“You stubborn girl,’ Granny sighed.
Granny seemed to be aging fast the following spring. On sunny days she would sit on the steps often dozing
off. When she was awake, she would gather Ying and Zhao around her and gaze at them.
“You’re both old enough for marriage now,” she said one day with an expression that was at once happy and
worried. “People have started coming with proposals.”
With more and more people coming to suggest grooms for the girls, the ground in front of the Tians’ house was
never allowed to gather moss. Among all the young men mentioned, Granny’s eyes were focused on a tailor
named Liu who worked in the town. Of medium build, Liu was not a native of the village, and more importantly
he was a shrewd businessman. He had first come to the Tians’ delivering garments they had ordered. The clothes
he made were nice, with neat, industrious stitch-work. Granny was happy for his work resembled his personality.
“Certainly he is hard-working and considerate,” Granny said, eyeing Ying. Ying spat out an orange seed in a
careless manner and declared,
“Not for me. Start with elder sister.” Granny’s eyes shifted to Zhao.
As she sat in an easy manner in the spring sunshine, Zhao’s complexion looked slightly pale. Dark hills rose
around the village. Sunshine danced on their ridges and played on wheat seedlings and golden canola flowers in
the fields below them. The girls’ father was carrying diluted human waste towards their field. His carrying pole
arched and creaked from the heavy load. His now damp blue jacket clung to his back.
“You finished high school almost a year ago,” Granny said gently. “It’s time to put your mind to your future.”
“Yes.” Zhao enunciated each word clearly. “I’m going to talk to the village head now.” Granny was puzzled.
“The primary school has a vacancy,” Ying put in. “Zhao wants to apply.”
Granny closed her eyes in thought. Her wrinkled face seemed heavier against the sunshine. After a while, she
opened her eyes and said,
“You know we have our pride, don’t you?” Zhao nodded.
“And we Tians have never begged favours of anyone,” the old woman added.
“I’m not asking for any favours,” Zhao assured her. “I’m only asking for something I’m entitled to.”
It was noon. Fatigued workers were returning from the fields, towards the small cluster of houses, from which
cooking smoke was curling up to the sky. Granny’s eyes followed Zhao as the girl walked away with confident
steps, her arms swinging back and forth rhythmically. The golden canola flowers were dazzling under the sun.
Granny slid into a doze. When she woke up she saw people leaving the village for the fields. Zhao was now
walking in the other direction, back along the ridge of a field, her white shirt with its colourful pattern was tight
over her well-developed chest, the tip of her nose was covered with fine beads of sweat, and her cheeks were red
with anger. Granny understood. She called for Ying to make tea for Zhao.
“Life must go on,” the old woman tried to comfort her granddaughter. “Don’t take it too seriously.” Zhao dried
the sweat on her face and declared,
“I’m going to talk to the township director tomorrow.”
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“Talk to the township director?” her father asked as he let down the load he had been carrying. “Is it that
easy?”
The previous Friday, which was a market day, their father had taken his daughters to the town. The two girls
like fresh and tender flowers drew much attention. The proud father walked in a majestic manner with his hands
clasped behind his back. Just as they were approaching the flagged market street they heard people say,
“The township director is coming!”
The crowd parted to make way for him. As the figure approached them, Father stopped, his hands instantly
dropped to his sides and he addressed the director in as polite a manner as he could. The head made a casual
response. He walked at a leisurely pace. The way he lowered his head, as he paused occasionally to look closely
at one of the many vendors’ stands lining both sides of the street, resembled that of a hen pecking here and there
for food.
Zhao had never seen him before. He was in his early thirties, wearing a dark-brown Chinese suit and his hair
was neatly combed into a part in the middle that revealed a pale, greenish scalp. He bad a long and narrow face,
and bespectacled, he looked more like a school master. Father marvelled at the retreating figure.
“Really a successful man.”
Like anybody else in the village, Father called the director by name instead of title behind his back so as to
sound more familiar. Unlike his four brothers who knew nothing but hard work in the fields, Father had said that
this township director Zhu was smart, had achieved good scores at school and eventually developed into a man of
some importance. He had a population of about eight thousand people under his charge now.
But Zhao was detennined to talk to him. Granny gave another sigh. Ying held Zhao’s shoulders, piquishly
blowing air into her face before begging like a pampered grl,
“Please, take me with you.”
They made the trip next day. Being young and swift, walking a dozen or more miles seemed nothing to them.
The township government was housed in a two-storeyed, earthen-walled and black-tiled building on a slope
outside the town. It sat like a man squatting on the incline, looking down on the streets in a nonchalant manner.
Upon entering the building, the two sisters, both perspiring from their journey, were welcomed by a strong odour
issuing from chemical fertilizer packed in black plastic bags that were piled up along the length of the dark
corridor. A voice was heard calling,
“Time for the meeting.”
At which people emerged from rooms on both si,des of the corridor with notebooks and teacups in hands and
made their way upstairs. Suddenly they saw Zhu, who passed the sisters quickly, his face wearing a tight
expression. Zhao plucked up all her courage and called to him, but he didn’t look back.
“Do you think he heard me?” Zhao asked her sister.
“Maybe not,” Ying replied absently, engrossed in the colourful wall posters about family planning. “You didn’t
shout loud enough.” Ying smiled.
Slowly it became quiet upstairs. The township head began to speak. To the girls his words were indistinct, but
his voice sounded confident as it moved at a measured pace, like the river outside the village, flowing not quickly
but steadily. Ying’s patience soon wore off.
“Let’s go outside and come back in a moment,” she urged Zhao. “My feet are sore from standing for so long.”
They sat on a rock outside the building. It was a good spot from which to enjoy a bird’s eye view over the town
which now resembled an exquisite ornamental garden. The town was nestled comfortably inside a narrow valley.
A long flagged street ran from end to end, which, it was said, had been paved with the stones taken from the
Western Mountains during the rein of Emperor Yongzheng.\fn{ One of the Manchu Dyansty emnperors, (reigned 17231736)} Those flagstones had been polished by masons until as they were as smooth as mirrors and gathered no dust
in the wind and no mud in the rain. The street was lined on either side with shops engaging in all kinds of
business. On a market day, people from several kilometres around poured into the town along a zig-zag path to
pack the street like thousands of bees on a honeycomb. Farmers sold eggs, smoked meat or tobacco leaves, while
town folk residents dealt in clothes, wine, and a multitude of other items. Baskets of various sizes made an
unusual addition to the scene, for every shopper carried one on their back. Hogs or sheep, obviously against their
will, were led along the street by straw ropes holding them to their owners’ ankle.
Ying fumbled in her satchel for a few chestnuts. Then she picked up a stone the size of a fist and cracked the
nuts with care. She blew away bits of broken shell before enjoying the sweet kernel. These tidbits kept her
occupied just a little while. Soon she became bored. She clapped her hands, sighed and complained,
“How long do we have to wait?” Zhao comforted her,
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“They won’t be long.”
“What’s special about working as a teacher?” Ying complained, taking another tack. “You make just a little
money but have many restrictions, much more than businessmen. You see the Western-style house over there? It is
the home of my former classmate Juzi. Her father has done commercial business for just two years and has made
a fortune.”
The house she pointed to was a solid three-storeyed building with balconies on each side, eye-catching white
walls and a green plastic roof. It stood well above the surrounding low, dark structures like an arrogant sports star
among a rally of devoted fans.
“They have everything you can imagine,” added Ying.
Zhao gave no response. Just then footsteps and coughs were heard from the meeting room upstairs. Zhao
hurried towards the stairs to see people come down and return to their offices. There was no sign of the township
head. Zhao drew a deep breath. She waved to call Ying over and they walked resolutely upstairs. At the end of the
corridor, inside a smoky meeting room, they saw Zhu. He appeared to be very tired, leaning back in a seat in the
row set aside for those presiding over the meeting, his feet up on another seat, eyes half-closed, his face drawn.
When Zhao called to him from across the room, he gave a start and quickly put his feet down, looking across
the room to see who had addressed him. Zhao and Ying went up and greeted him again. Zhu’s face assumed its
usual serious look as he asked,
“What,do you want?”
“I need to talk to you,” explained Zhao. He lowered his eyes to gather his belongings on the table, including a
bottle—a make-shift tea cup.
“You have a problem?” he said, trying to put Zhao off. “Go to the women’s league. It’s right downstairs. I have
too many things to do.”
“But I must talk to you,” Zhao tried again.
“I have a meeting to attend. The women’s league will deal with you, okay?”
Zhu said no more. He rose and walked quickly away.
Tears welled, up in Zhao’s eyes. Angrily, Ying dragged her sister towards the stairs while shouting,
“Let’s go home. Who does he think he is?”
The brilliant glow of the evening painted the mountain slopes a gorgeous crimson. Flowers like flames of fire
swayed gently in the breeze, vying for attention against the mysterious, dark green wood. The path under their
feet was like a spider’s leg starting from the town and stretching out thinner and thinner as it moved further away.
Suddenly, Zhao broke out of her trance and said,
“Let’s go back and try again.” Ying flared up.
“You still want to talk to that man? Okay, then you go, not me!”
Zhao turned back towards the town. Ying, her face crimson with anger, walked straight home. In front of the
government building, Zhao sat on the rock the two sisters had rested on during the day. Darkness gathered. Voices
were heard coming from the upper floors. A bell rang out a pleasant chime that drifted across the sky. Zhao sat
still, her eyes steady on the ever darkening, distant hills. A full moon crept up behind the trees, its yolk-like colour
soft and appeasing. After an indeterminable period of time, steps were heard coming out of the building and
stopping just behind her.
“What in the world do you want?” Zhao heard township director Zhu asking.
Zhao stood up. Her eyes fixed on Zhu, she took out some sheets of paper from her satchel and showed them to
him. They were her certificates and scores at school.
“The village school had a vacancy for a non-government-supplied teacher. I’m the only senior-high graduate in
the village.”
“Why not talk to your village head?” he asked her in a softer voice.
“The village head made it clear,” Zhao said. “Either his son takes the job, or me after I marry his son.”
Zhu leafed through the school records. When he looked up his face became stern.
“You go back first,” he said.
Zhao said nothing and walked into the moonlight. Zhu suddenly called from behind.
“Hey, what’s your name?”
Zhao looked back to see a long shadow in moonlight, stretching from the slope all the way down to the spot
under her feet. Just one step she would be on his “shoulder.”
“I’m Zhao,” she called along the shadow’s length. A couple of days later, with the barking of the black dog in
the yard, came the voice of the village head:
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“Mind your dog! Where’s Zhao?”
Granny woke up from her doze under the eaves. She hushed away the dog and said,
“She has gone out to gather grass for the hogs.”
“Your ancestor’s tombs are certainly in an auspicious spot. Zhao has got the job as a teacher.” Granny detected
the acid tone of his words and retorted, with her eyes fixed on his,
“You can take it or leave it, that’s your business, Zhao needn’t mind what you think!”
This said, she looked across toward the distant slope, where crimson peach flowers and snow-white plum
blossoms were blooming against dark green mountains. She felt happy.
*
The primary school occupied two tiled houses with walls of red sand, half a basketball court and a red sand
drilling ground. On a low but stout tree inside the courtyard hung a large iron bell. Zhao, now having one year’s
teaching experience behind her, stood beside the tree. Her figure appeared slimmer, her arms and fingers slender.
Her face was fairer, against which her eyes were set like two clear spring pools. Together with the school as a
background, she appeared posed as the model for a beautiful landscape painting.
Her father, accompanied by Tailor Liu, came along the green path, dodging the pupils skipping joyfully as they
ran out of school. Late sunshine glowed on the red walls and white cooking smoke curled up from houses that lay
scattered in the bamboo groves. The children shouted merrily, sang and darted about like happy birds returning to
their nests..= Zhao blushed at the sight of Liu. At the risk of offending her father she complained in a low voice
about his bringing the tailor there. With a smile, her father comforted her,
“He is on his way to your cousin’s house to make the marriage dresses and he just came for a look.”
Zhao led them into her small room and poured Liu half a cup of boiled water. The room had been papered with
old newspaper. Liu put his elbows on knees blowing on the hot water in an effort to cool it. Probably from being
nervous he was fidgeting. Soon his forehead was covered with very fine beads of sweat which he wiped away
with his hand. At this Zhao felt uncomfortable and urged him to continue on his journey.
“It’s getting late and the road is rough.”
While Zhao was looking away Liu quickly stuffed a small package under her pillow. But this did not escape
Zhao’s notice. As soon as the two stepped out Zhao took out the package. It contained a new Peking-brand watch.
Zhao felt dizzy. She ran out of her room in hot pursuit of the pair until she caught them up on the lower lane.
She stuffed the box into Liu’s hand and said,
“You dropped this package.”
Liu, embarrassed, held the package like a burning charcoal. But Zhao had already turned around and walked
away.
Her peaceful state of mind was destroyed. She felt a rush of emotions for which she could find no words. Her
heart missed a beat when she got back to the school and heard chess pieces being thumped on the board in the
school master’s room. She knew Zhu had come after supper and was playing chess with the master. It was about
three kilometre’s walk from his home but he had come every evening now for several months.
The summer after Zhao came to teach there had been much torrential rain in the area. Mountain gullies were
filled with gushing streams that washed the school’s only toilets away. Pupils desperate to relieve themselves ran
about outside to find natural sites. The master wrote a report to the township government requesting the two
hundred yuan that was required to have the toilet repaired and he pestered Zhu for approval.
"Why ask me for money,” the township head protested, “when your school is run by your village? The
township government has to practise economy on telephone calls. Where can I get money for you?”
The school master returned to ask Zhao to bring up the matter again to the township head.
“Why me?” Zhao was confused. The master gave a meaningful smile.
“Why not you? How did you get the job here?”
There was nothing Zhao could say so she started off for the township government. It was the first time she had
stepped into the head’s office. She was impressed by two huge bookcases stacked with an array of appealing
books. There was a pleasant smell in the room. Zhao knew it was the smell of cologne. She noticed the township
head’s hair was bright black and fluffy. Obviously he had washed it with scented shampoo. Zhao felt at ease.
Whenever the township head came to the school all the masters and teachers treated him with careful respect
and spoke to him in a soft voice. He never even so much as looked at Zhao. However, this time, in his office, he
was happily surprised at Zhao’s visit. He warmly asked her to take a seat and poured her a cup of jasmine tea.
Zhao noticed several pieces of paper on the desk, with words arranged in the style of poetry. He noticed Zhao’s
gaze and hurriedly put the papers away. Zhao produced the report the master had written. He gave it a quick look
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then asked,
“Why did he let you come?”
There was no reproaching tone in his voice. Zhao was encouraged and said,
“It’s only two hundred yuan.” He gave an embarrassed smile.
“You don’t know my difficulties. There have been so many reports demanding funds and each claims to be
urgent and necessary. Even if we were to sell the government building we could not satisfy all of them.”
In the lamp light his face seemed waxen and sallow. A feeling of pity rose inside Zhao. When he was not
pulling a long face, she found, he was quite pitiful.
“You take a rest. I’ll leave you now,” Zhao comforted him. Surprised, he asked,
“You don’t want the money any more?”
“Forget it,” Zhao assured him. “I’ll talk to my father. Maybe he can get a few hands from the village and
rebuild the toilet.” His face, set a moment ago, became mobile.
“Yes, that’s a good idea.”
As both of them felt a wave of relief Zhao stayed a. bit longer chatting to him. Each discovered a book lover in
the other. With great interest Zhao listened to Zhu’s stories of his school days. It had been hard for children born
in the mountains to go to school. He had attended high school in the county, and longed to work as an engineer or
an author. He had worked very hard at school and, after the lights-out signals had sounded, even continued
reading by the dim light of the toilet. When the school stopped functioning during the “cultural revolution” he had
been forced to return to his village.
After several such meetings a greater familiarity developed between them. One day, Zhu gazed at Zhao and
marvelled,
“You have a scholarly manner which is rarely seen in people around here.”
Zhao had kept her hair in a style that had become popular during the May 4th Movement of 1919—a loose
pigtail and a short, neatly combed fringe.
“You’re more courageous than me.”
He had come from a very poor home. The whole family had lived in three shabby rooms with tiles missing
from the roof. They had only one proper meal a day, with vegetable soup for the morning and evening. After he
had graduated from school, Zhu was so frustrated that he had hidden in a bamboo grove and cried bitterly for an
entire day.
Then he made up his mind. He changed out of his student attire into the garments the local peasants wore and
worked in the fields just like anybody else. He was determined to change the life of the poor in the area. A year’s
hard work left him nine yuan in debt after getting his ration of grain from the production team: for he was not
counted as full labour. Then, the brigade Party secretary sent someone to present a marriage proposal to Zhu on
behalf of his daughter. The secretary lived in an impressive building raised on stilts which was very well
furnished. They ate delicacies every day.
But his daughter was several years Zhu’s senior and had already begun to age in appearance. He remembered
seeing her working in the fields, her breasts and buttocks drooping under her clothes. But what Zhu was most
unhappy about was her education. She had received only three or four years education in primary school and
couldn’t even write a letter.
Although his family was poor, Zhu had been viewed as a promising member of his household. He was tall,
lean and fair-skinned, and except for his high cheek bones he looked every bit like a city boy. The moment he
heard about the proposal Zhu had felt humiliated and refused point blank. The Party secretary did not appear
annoyed at all.
However, as time went by all the school graduates in the village had been assigned a job to work outside the
fields, either as a teacher or a broadcaster at the local news network. Only Zhu seemed to have been forgotten. His
father and brother wore sullen faces all day long, complaining that they had constantly run into trouble following
Zhu’s stupid refusal of the marriage proposal.
One rainy day, Zhu left home with nothing at all. He went directly to the Party secretary’s building. Before
long he was appointed to a teaching job at the village school and after the birth of a baby son and a daughter he
was transferred to work as a secretary in the township government. He was then promoted to the deputy director
and now, director.
A real man’s sadness was buried deep in his heart, Zhu claimed, after he finished his story.
He wrote stories in a big notebook in small but neat handwriting, certainly in the style of government reports.
After she finished reading the story Zhao said,
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“I never suspected the reason why you have helped me—you’re helping yourself in fact.”
“Absolutely right!”
“But why did you stop writing?” Zhu avoided Zhao’s eyes, eyes burning with emotion, and sighed,
“To me life has drawn to a close. I feel like a puppet, somebody else always pulls the strings.”
Nevertheless, Zhu smiled more and more as days went by. He became careful about his appearance. He
changed clothes frequently. He came to the village school often to play Chinese chess with the master. They
would play until deep at night. When he met Zhao, he just nodded or passed with with a casual greeting.
Zhao didn’t like this evasiveness. Our relationship is nothing unusual, she thought, why assume affected
behaviour? For several days in a row she avoided going to the township government until one day, when they did
meet, Zhu asked,
“Why don’t you want books any more?”
His glasses shone and made Zhao’s heart beat fast. So she resumed her visits and they found a lot more to talk
about. He seemed the only person in this area with whom Zhao had found an affinity. Zhao had always been a
person of few words but when talking to him she seemed so relieved that she spoke with great fluency. They had
reached an understanding: when they met anywhere else they maintained a distance or avoided each other, and on
the days when the government had no meetings she would drop by for a chat.
However, on the afternoon after Liu the tailor had come, Zhao found it hard to maintain a tranquil state of
mind. She felt lost. The first day she had come to work in the school she had only her bedroll and a basin with her.
A male teacher had hurried to report to the master her arrival in a slightly scornful tone. The master had come out
and without any formality made clear the pay for a “non-government supplied” teacher.
“Twenty-five yuan from the county government and twenty-five from the village budget and the chances for
being converted to a government-supplied teacher are slim.”
The master had finished these words in a dry tone and his eyes were very cold. Zhao had felt a chill running
down her spine but she took the job anyway.
Days passed in monotony and there seemed to be no light at the end of the tunnel. The best man she could get
for a husband as a non-government-supplied teacher was of the same type as the tailor with whom she had
nothing to talk about. At this thought Zhao shuddered.
Each time Zhu came to the school he saw Zhao’s smiling eyes, but not this time for she was nowhere to be
seen. As the evening rolled slowly into night Zhu’s patience wore off. He stopped in the middle of a game on the
pretext of going to the toilet. From the drill ground he could see the dim light from Zhao’s window. As he
approached the room he found the door was not shut. Inside, Zhao was sitting by the door. By the light, even the
fine hair on her face was distinguishable, shining against the yellow glow. Sweat gathered on Zhu’s forehead. .
He coughed before greeted her:
“Are you reading?”
“It’s you.” Zhao sounded happily, surprised.
“I have been here for some time.”
Saying this he came into the room, picked up the book Zhao had been reading, and pretended to read it with
interest. Zhao was amused.
“My father came this afternoon,” Zhao said, for reasons even she didn’t know.
“For anything in particular?”
“He brought Tailor Liu along with him,’ Zhao said, looking into his eyes.
His eyelids twitched nervously. He lit a cigarette and smoked silently, then said,
“Liu is a nice man.”
“Of course,” Zhao challenged him. “He makes a twenty or more yuan a day, almost half of my monthly salary.
If I marry him, Granny said, I won’t have to worry for the rest of my life.”
She sounded angry and hopeless. Ash accumulated into a lengthening curve at the end of Zhu’s cigarette. His
face was blank, unable to offer her any kind of comfort. A warm but mixed feeling surged up inside Zhao like a
tide. Her eyes brimmed with tears. She seemed about to faint. Zhu dropped the cigarette butt and hurriedly stood
up. He asked in a soft but anxious voice,
“Are you all right?”
“Only because of you.”
Zhao suddenly became a pampered child. Her voice was low but emotional. Her face was burning, and the
room seemed to be burning too. At this sudden warmth Zhu seemed to melt and murmured,
“Yes, I’m the person to be blamed.”
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In a clumsy manner he reached out his arms to wipe the tears from her smooth and delicate face. His hands
were shaking, his breath became heavy. Suddenly, he pulled her tightly into his arms.
A blend of sweat and tobacco, the typical odour of a man, overwhelmed Zhao. Her body seemed to be melting
and without knowing it her arms reached out and up and pressed tight around his neck.
*
For the eldest female cousin’s wedding a big ceremony was held. Both Ying and Zhao joined in the marriage
chorus\fn{A custom of the Tujia nationality. Before a girl is married nine virgin maids are invited over to chant marriage songs
expressing the sad feeling the bride has at leaving her home } and they sang every day in a row for a whole month. The
learning of marriage songs was a lesson required of every girl from a very young age. Their cousin had learnt
more than a hundred. In the evening, sitting around the fire, girls sang by turns:
Born a tiny infant.
I’m now as strong and healthy as a tree.
Mother you have gone through much hardship,
And sacrificed your health.
After I marry and leave,
Who will be able to take care of you?
Please forgive me that I have to go,
For without women, this world is not complete.
Even inside the shrines,
There is a niche for our ancestresses.

While the girls sang young men gathered outside listening, entranced, until a bright full moon was high in the
sky, or roosters crowed at dawn. As the wedding approached the elder cousin was so grieved that she lost her
appetite. On the wedding day the elder brother of the bridegroom had little difficulty in carrying her on his back
al1 the way to her future husband. Tan, the sorcerer, had studied the fate flower for the elder cousin. The plant, he
said, was a vine crawling up on a firm crag and bloomed with fragrant purple flowers.
Before the wedding day, the elder cousin had given Zhao and Ying a photo to keep. In the picture she was
wearing a skirt that neither sister had seen, and was standing against a background of blue sea. Her smile was stiff
and her hair a bit dishevelled. The background was obviously a painted board. The photo was the product of a
Zhejiang photographer who had established a small business in the town. Elder cousin had never travelled farther
than this place.
The second day after the elder cousin had left Granny gathered the twin sisters around her knees. Her eyes
revealed a worried look. After a long while she heaved a sigh.
The primary school where Zhao worked had stopped for harvest holidays. Zhao came back to help her father in
the fields. She had been quiet but she worked swiftly and happily. Zhao knew what was on Granny’s mind. Ying,
all dressed up, had spent most of the time in her schoolmate’s house in the town. There was no marriage on the
horizon for Zhao. She absolutely couldn’t tell Granny about the relationship between herself and Zhu.
After that one kiss had passed like a bolt of lightening between them that evening, both of them had jumped
back like frightened deer. Since then Zhao had felt shy whenever they met. She had secretly hoped that Zhu would
say something to break this awkward situation but the latter seemed fully occupied by his duties and had no time
to arrange another meeting. Zhao made up her mind not to take initiative to go and see him. However, she felt
heavy-hearted.
Granny spent most of the day sitting in an armchair, murmuring to herself. Her lips moved but no words were
heard. Her eyes could see beyond the house a tomb in the mountain far away. Two huge and luxuriant gingko
trees grew side by side by the tomb. People described gingko trees as “husband and wife trees” for the simple
reason that a single tree could never survive alone. Such luxuriant gingko trees were rare in this area and people
ascribed their exuberant growth to the auspicious location of the tomb.
Actually the tomb was unfilled, or to be exact, it contained only a spear and a pair of straw saddles. Many
years ago, Brother Rong and Granny had married in the mountain and on a slope they had built a hut. Rong had
worked for a local landlord. Granny had been orphaned at a very young age. Except for Rong’s straw rain-cape
they had nothing to their name. However, their married life had been extremely happy and no night passed
without enthusiastic love-making on the cape. The attire prickled a bit but this just added to their pleasure.
However, one night, Rong rushed back with a red-tasseled spear. He looked extremely serious and, after a few
words, at the sound of an ox-horn call from somewhere outside he rushed to the door and disappeared into the
dark. What happened later was significant in local history. Rong had followed the Red Army mto the local tyrant’s
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house. They had taken the tyrant out to a river bank where they chopped off his head. The blood had splashed in
all directions and the stains on Rong’s arm had been difficult to wash off.
However, their glorious days together soon ended as Rong left with the Red Army. The night before he left he
and Granny spent the whole night making passionate love. When the first light of dawn was seen, Granny pushed
the naked man away and urged,
“Stop lingering and get to your obligations.”
The reluctant Rong knelt down on one knee and pressed his ear affectionately on her belly to listen to the
movement of the baby in her womb.
“Take good care of him and wait for me,” he said.
A few days after he left Granny gave birth in the hut to a baby boy, who grew up to become Zhao and Ying’s
father. The crying of the infant had brought the tyrant’s armed men. They took rampant revenge, burning an old
man alive and nailing the injured Red Army soldiers who had been left behind to door plates. They also took
Granny to the bank, stripped her and gang-raped her. Blood trickled from between her legs but still soldiers had
waited for their turn. All the villagers could do was kneel down and pray for their ancestors' spirits to help.
That day, wild animals howled inside the deep mountains and the peaks were enveloped with dark and
threatening clouds. When everything was over, it was already deep night. Granny crawled out of the bloody pool
toward her hut, leaving a trail of blood on the mountain path. She had lain in the hut like a corpse for about a
hundred days during which time a mixture of blood and pus never ceased oozing from her wounds. When a salt
vendor brought the news that Rong had died in a battle at the Oadu River, a river they had never heard of, Granny
had scratched her face like mad and run desperately toward the cliff meaning to end her life. It was her sister who
had held the baby and struggled to hold her back.
Clouds on the mountains never dispersed. In the wet grass bush snakes slithered. The only dwelling on the
slope was Granny’s lonely hut. She fetched rocks one after another to build a tomb for Rong, in which she placed
his spear and straw cape. Her complexion turned first yellow and then a ghostly green. Her hair, once so long and
lustrous, had become dishevelled and gradually turned white. With immeasurable pain between her legs, she
walked with difficulty, forcing a rolling, bandy gait.
Later, after the revolution, Granny was given the tyrant’s house to live in. The pain gradually ceased and her
hair became dark again. One day, after the com in the field was harvested and the fields were bare, a jeep drove
into the mountain. Granny had been busy preparing food for the yearly sacrificial ceremony at Rong’s tomb. She
had prepared wine and stewed a fat egg-laying hen with the best gingko fruits. The village was deep inside the
mountain, only accessible by a rough road. Unless a driver was very skillful and courageous no one would dare to
drive here. The horn blasting from the jeep stirred everybody in the village and all rushed out to see what the
commotion was.
They saw the door of the jeep open. The first person to emerge from the vehicle was the nervous village Party
secretary. Then, from the rear door a tall, strong man in an impressive overcoat only worn by high-ranking army
officers stepped out. His eyes were very bright and he straightened his broad shoulders impressively. He stood on
the open ground and looked around towards the surrounding mountains and woods. Then he returned his gaze to
the crowd. Someone cried in surprise,
“It’s you, Brother Rong!”
Granny had been feeding the stove and had ignored what was happening outside. But the cry of “Brother
Rong” struck her like a thunderbolt. Burning firewood fell to the ground as she dropped the tong and rushed to the
doorway. She was just in time to see the third person getting out of the jeep; an attractive young woman in her
twenties, with big hips and slim waist, wearing a fashionable jacket and cloth shoes, with an eye-catching pen in
an upper pocket. Her lips were bright red and her eye-lashes long. She was looking around with great curiosity at
the dark and: mysterious mountains surrounding them.
The man was the first to see Granny. He impatiently pushed away the young woman’s arm that had
affectionately rested on his. He ran up the stairs with laboured steps. As he reached the doorway the house seemed
to shrink against his tall and robust figure which blocked the view of the people. Nobody could see Granny’s
expression. The man suddenly dropped on his knees before Granny and lifted her hand to slap his own face hard
in self-punishment. Against the dark door plates, Granny stood motionless like a statue, hair ruffled and her eyes
blank.
Then the red-eyed man produced a wad of money that he handed to Father who had stood woodenly to one
side. Father was in bad need of money then as he was preparing for his own marriage. Those new banknotes gave
off a pleasant smell of ink. Just as he reached out a shaking hand to take them, Granny turned into a fierce lioness.
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A decisive slap sent the notes flying in all directions. Then she slapped Father too, hard across his face. Blood
came out of his nose and dropped onto the notes on the ground. The young woman screamed in alarm.
“Brother Rong died long ago,” Granny announced resolutely. “His tomb is right there up the mountain.” She
pointed to a blue flower-patterned basin that contained a brewed chicken.
“I’m preparing sacrificial objects for him. Don’t ever try to come here again and mislead my son or I’ll kill
you,” said Granny, gnashing her teeth.
The man never come back. Sitting comfortably in her armchair, looking sternly at Zhao and Ying, she
admonished,
“No man is good.”
She never smiled at men, including her son. Father had been a frequent target of her anger, often for no reason
at all. Repeated and severe reprimands had left Father a soft and docile man, but he had maintained an even,
docile nature too because he knew well how much suffering his mother had endured. After his own wife died at
the birth of the twins, he had once thought of remarrying but had to abandon the idea after being seriously
reprimanded.
“Your wife died for you,” Granny shouted angrily, “and now you are thinking of ruining another woman!”
However, nobody knew if he had a lover.
Zhao and Ying had been brought up by Granny. Granny had fed them with thick rice soup and carried them
around, one in a basket on her back arid the other wrapped in a sling hung from her neck. Her aged and weathered
body had suffered many kicks from the baby twins. In the evening, Granny had stuffed her shrivelled nipples into
their mouths to stop their crying. Her affection for the twins was beyond words. Zhao had never been able to bear
it when Granny wore a sad expression. On every such occasion, Zhao would hint to Ying. As Ying had a very
lively disposition she always managed to bring a smile to the old woman’s lips.
Her face perfumed, Ying nestled against the old woman’s knees and in a very sweet voice she teased,
“Granny, don’t have such a cross face. We worry when you are not happy.” Granny stroked Ying’s hand on her
knees.
“People say, having daughters is like holding a bowl filled up with oil; it easily gets spilt. Each of you has a
secret, I’m sure.” Zhao’s heart missed a beat.
“What has been on your mind?” Granny looked at Ying. “Tell me now.” Ying pouted her lips in a pampered
manner.
“I just want a marriage proposal, can you arrange it?”
“What about Tailor Liu?” Ying threw back her head and roared with laughter, shaking the hands that had held
hers.
“Zhao doesn’t want him and so you shuffle him to me. Is he the only man in this world?”
“Young girls shouldn’t desire too much,” the old woman admonished. Ying, in spite of her knitted eyebrows,
was amused.
“Why shouldn’t I? Why can’t I have what other people have possessed? I don’t want to stay here like you for
all my life. I plan to go out to see the world and make big money. I will establish my own business in the cloth
trade. I will sell all kinds of beautiful patterned cloth to young girls in the countryside. I will bring Granny over to
enjoy life. I will make you clothes of the best material …”
However, her voice became lower and lower. A sad expression crept into her face. Granny held her hand and
remained silent for a long time.
*
Zhao woke up with a start. It was midnight and Ying was sobbing.
Zhao had had difficulty falling asleep, occupied by thousands of thoughts, about her non-government status,
about Zhu’s scalding lips, the pleasant smell of shampoo from his hair, the lines of his poems:
The crescent moon like a sickle!
Past experience a waning moon!
Recollections leave a bitter
taste/ that ammasses in the heart

She suddenly heard weeping from the other end of the bed. She sat up and cried anxiously.
“Ying, what’s the matter?”
She reached out to feel Ying's forehead. It was completely wet. While calling to her sister, Zhao struck a match
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to light the gasoline lamp. She saw Ying lying on her side motionless, facing the wall, her arms around her
shoulders, seemingly in sound sleep. Confused, Zhao called Ying once again. Ying cleared her throat before
replying in a nasal voice,
“There’s nothing wrong. You go back to sleep.”
Zhao placed her pillow beside Ying’s and lay down. She held her tight, breast to back, just like they had done
when they were very young. After Ying’s heavy breathing slowed, Zhao fell asleep.
When she woke up in the morning, Ying had gone. The millstones were heard screeching in the next room.
Zhao put on her clothes and went into the room. She saw Granny and Ying grinding corn. The dark millstones had
been worn thin from nobody knew how many years of use. The pushing bar was made of strong pear wood. Ying
was pushing it hard while Granny fed corn into the mill hole.
Zhao had seen this many times. However, this time, she felt there was something unusual about the scene. Ying
was as merry as ever. While singing and giggling her dimples danced in her rosy cheeks. Seeing Zhao she called
in high spirits,
“Today’s market day, let’s go after breakfast.”
After grinding corn and feeding the pigs the two sisters changed into fresh, prettier clothes and started for the
town, as graceful as any carefree young girls could be. Granny had reminded them repeatedly not to forget to buy
salt and cooking oil. .
In the summer heat any shady spot was inviting. Walking up a hill the two sisters were perspiring heavily. They
paused to sit under a huge tree. Ying fanned herself with her hand, and wiped away the sweat with a brightly
coloured handkerchief. Then she strolled here and there looking for strawberries, returning with red lips and a
handful of fruit. She asked if her sister wanted any. Zhao shook her head, eyes still fixed on her mother’s tomb
across the valley. Before the tomb, the peach tree and plum tree were laden with fruits. Under the heavy weight of
the fruits, gravity bent their branches down, making the trees resemble an umbrella. Zhao remembered what
Granny had said about the relation between their fates and the trees. She gave a faint smile and shook her head.
Then she turned to Ying and asked,
“Hey, tell me, what did you dream last night?” With a big strawberry in her mouth Ying tilted her head and
thought for a while, then said,
“No, I won’t tell you.”
“Why?”
“Because you’ll know sooner or later.”
Zhao couldn’t fathom the expression on Ying’s face when she said this. But later when Zhao recalled this
moment she remembered this expression as being unusual, out of character for Ying’s age and disposition. They
had been born the same day, but people had claimed that Zhao appeared at least several years older than Ying.
This was probably because Zhao had a grave expression when speaking while Ying always seemed a young girl
free of worry. At that particular instant, Zhao had only felt that Ying was growing up.
They parted before they entered the town. Ying smiled,
“I know you have something to do. Go ahead and I will go to Juzi’s. I will take care of the salt and cooking
oil.”
Zhao was uneasy. Had Ying discovered her relationship with Zhu? Impossible, but Zhao continued to look
doubtfully at Ying’s well-developed figure as she disappeared into the crowd.
Ying entered Juzi’s Western-style, multi-storey home. She had been there many times. Juzi was knitting a
mohair sweater, seated before a television set. She didn’t look up at Ying, simply cleared her throat as a response
to the latter’s greeting. When she pulled the yarn the ball of wool dropped from the sofa onto the ground and
rolled under the refrigerator. Ying bent down and pulled it out, dusted it and. passed it to Juzi.
Juzi was not pretty at all. Her face was heavily freckled. However, as she had so many fancy clothes to wear
that she felt much superior to Ying. She never lifted her eyelids while speaking in a heavy nasal voice. Her
boyfriend worked as an accountant for a food business in town. His father was the director of the township
industrial and commerce administration.
Juzi’s father, Uncle He, had gone to great lengths to arrange their engagement. The administrative director in
official uniform came frequently to drink, and wouldn’t stop until his face turned gray. Then Juzi’s father, Uncle
He, would take him back on his motorcycle, carrying as many bags full of gifts as he could manage.
Uncle He was in the grocery business. Each year he was the first to get a license which he would place in a
very conspicuous spot in his store. However, Juzi’s boyfriend was cold towards her, coming over only on
holidays. He would bring gifts and stay quiet until after dinner when the mahjong game began. Although good at
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playing poker Juzi was a poor hand at the mahjong table. She lost almost every game. On such occasions, the boy
never failed to sneer sarcastically.
When Juzi found she had made a mistake in her knitting she tried to undo what she had done and start again.
Noticing Juzi’s impatience Ying said,
“Mohair is expensive and easily ruined when undone.” But Juzi retorted in an arrogant manner.
“Do you think you have ever knitted mohair?”
Ying gave a tolerant smile. But inside she was resentful. What do you think you are, she thought. Even your
father is my man!
It had been a rainy day when Uncle He, the rich local merchant, had taken her virginity. It was the fifth day of
the rainy season and mould had already grown inside the room. Granny was sitting in her armchair mumbling to
herself, while Ying’s father was smoking by the earthen stove. Time had passed slowly like an aged woman
trudging through mud. Ying had spent most of the time sleeping in the last two days and now was unable to sleep
any more. She picked up a bamboo hat and stepped out. At Granny’s enquiry she had hesitated for a moment, a
very important but accidental moment, and explained,
“I’m going to the grocery store. I need a pair of socks.” As she stepped out she had added, “There’s nothing to
do on rainy days anyway.” She could feel Granny’s reproachful look on her back.
By the time she had gotten to Uncle He’s grocery store which stood lonely in the rain, her feet were already
caked with mud. People had had difficulty understanding why Uncle He had chosen a location out of the town.
Later, when they saw how many people patronized the shop, they understood. It was hard for mountain people to
make up their mind and spend their hard-earned money when faced with so many choices in the markets, and they
often left town empty-handed. On their way home they would inevitably feel remorseful. When they came to
Uncle’s He’s store, at the sight of the items they had missed; they felt they had retrieved something they had lost
and would be happy to spend money on them, even if it meant that they spent a bit more. In addition was the fact
that Uncle He had a motorcycle and could get more varieties of stock from places further afield. The store did a
very brisk business.
Uncle He was obviously bored. He had been playing one-man poker and an opened bottle of liquor sat on the
table. Hearing footsteps he raised his head and was happily surprised to see Ying. Ying looked into the store and
enquired about Juzi. Juzi helped out in the store and Ying had also come to help.
“She has gone with her mother to her uncle’s birthday party,” Uncle He explained. “Come on in, you are wet
through.”
Indeed, Ying’s clothes were wet to her skin. As her bamboo hat had hole in it rain drops had trickled along her
jet black hair down to her shoulders and soaked her blouse. Ying swang her bamboo hat to get rid of excess rain
drops before she carne in. Uncle
He received her warmly. He hurriedly poured her a cup of hot tea, then fumbled through his stock for an item
of black underwear with red flower patterns and a white shirt. He threw the gannents onto the small bed behind
the stacks and had urged,
“Go and change into them.”
Behind the stack it was dark and damp. A cricket was chirping somewhere. Yirig felt her lips were dry and she
suddenly wanted to get back home, to drink a bowl of the ginger soup her father had made. But the white shirt
was glimmering on bed and the red flowers against the black background were eye-catching. Granny and her
father would by no means spend scores of yuan to buy such things for her, Ying knew. Girls in the village got
fashionable things from boyfriends after being engaged, their parents being only responsible for a dowery. As
Ying was not engaged she could not count on anybody to provide her with fashionable things. Once Uncle He had
said,
“As you’re Juzi’s schoolmate, you can get anything at half price.” Juzi had been sarcastic.
“You have no chance to wear fashions anyway,” she said. “You either cut firewood or feed pigs.” hese cutting
remarks had stopped Ying coming to the store for a long time until Uncle He secretly stuffed a box of rouge and a
pair of plastic earrings into Ying’s pocket and said,
“You have come often to help and you must take these as a token of my appreciation.”
Indeed Ying had come frequently to offer help, either cleaning counters or the floor. So she took the gifts. After
this there were more little gifts coming her way and Ying felt grateful as well as at ease. While she was hesitating,
not sure if she should change into the attractive wear, Uncle He had come up around the stack. From his mouth
wafted a strong odourof alcohol. He stroked Ying’s shoulder and urged,
“It’s soaked through; what are you waiting for?”
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So saying he gave Ying a push, the force of which made her stumble and collapse onto the bed. She gave a cry
of alarm. Uncle He held her tight in his arms and mumbled,
“Let me help you change …”
Terrified and angry, Ying felt short of breath. The stack almost fell as she struggled to stand up. Eerie and
terrifying images seemed to be glaring at her in the dark. Tears flowed down her cheek while she had begged,
“Uncle, please let me go.”
“Don’t call me Uncle,” he had said, burning with a wild desire. “I like you and I can give you anything I
have.”
“Somebody’s coming!” Ying had cried in despair. Uncle He had pressed his filthy mouth tight against Ying’s.
“I don’t care, nobody would dare to stop me!”
His strong hands had raked through Ying’s clothes. Her blouse and bra were torn away. He got his way. Ying
was stupefied. After she realized what had happened, she angrily tore up the bedsheet that was stained by her
blood, tossed away the shirt Uncle He had stuffed into her blouse and rushed out into the rain, crying bitterly. Like
any girl in the village, what she had cried for was the loss of her virginity in such a ruthless manner.
But like a castle, once it was taken its inhabitants no longer cared how much the invaders would loot. Besides,
Uncle He had bought a heavy gold chain which he stuffed slyly into Ying’s hand. And there was his booming
business. All these threw a new light on the perspective from which Ying viewed the matter. Thus her relations
with him continued for a year.
“Didn’t your family make a marriage proposal for you?” Juzi asked Ying. “If you are too picky you’ll end up
single.”
Ying gave a bitter smile. Just then, the sound of a motorcycle was heard outside. In came Uncle He carrying a
couple of bulging bags filled with frogs. He said he was going to visit a few important friends in the city. He told
Juzi to prepare a meal at once for he would start off while the weather was cool. Ying chipped in,
“You said you would take me to the city for sightseeing.”
“Not this time.” He shook his head.
“But I want to go now.” Uncle He was displeased.
“I am going to order stock and will have to run to many places. How can I take you along?”
“But I want to see how you buy stock,” Ying was insistent.
Uncle He was taken aback. He took off the huge sunglasses he had been wearing and gave Ying a strange look.
Ying was firm.
“You said you would give me ten thousand yuan as capital to start a business.” He didn’t answer, neither did he
take Ying with him. He stacked the bags on his motorcycle and said,
“You see, should I take you or the frogs?”
*
Zhao moved straight ahead towards the district government offices, feeling both excited and determined. The
drab building seemed warm and intimate to her. She had vowed not to take the initiative to see Zhu, but now she
was filled with longing to meet him. She had spent most of her holiday at home and now suddenly felt awkward
in her speech. She recalled each time she had talked with Zhu and savoured again and again the pleasant
memories.
When she stepped into Zhu’s office the latter was shouting into telephone. He rolled the old fashioned
telephone handle with impatience. Veins stood up on his forehead, his face seemed thinner and eyes were
bloodshot. While he was on the phone people streamed in with reports for his seal of approval, some for
purchasing rations of fertilizer and some for coal or lumber. He held his pen in a ready position and ink had
stained the unfolded newspaper on the table. His eyes lit up the moment Zhao stepped in. Quickly glancing
around and finding nobody approaching, he ushered Zhao into his lounge, hurriedly seated her and poured her a
cup of tea, as if Zhao was a rare visitor.
“You haven’t come for so long,” Zhao said emotionally and resentfully.
Zhu’s eyes instantly became affectionate. In a low, somewhat unnatural voice he tried to explain,
“You see, I have been extremely busy. But not a single day has passed without my missing you.” He swiftly
held Zhao’s hand and kissed it. “Oh, how much I have missed you!” he claimed and retreated to his seat.
Zhao was overwhelmed by tender emotion. She felt like going up to him to stroke his hair and comfort him.
His hair probably hadn’t been washed for quite some days and seemed dusty. Against this coarse frame his face
seemed thinner. At the sight of this township director whose forbidding look had been replaced by a helpless
expression, Zhao felt pity for him.
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“I just wanted to tell you,” he began, “the county government has given us a quota of ten non-government
supplied teachers to be changed to government supplied ones.” Zhao felt her blood surging up.
“Really? When?”
“Very soon. As soon as the new semester begins. You may rest assured.”
He knew well what was on Zhao’s mind. He had had a similar experience. He didn’t dwell on this topic, just
used his expression to assure Zhao thus avoiding her the embarrassment of asking a favour. Of course Zhao
understood this and was grateful. When their eyes met love was burning in each gaze. Zhu felt his passion rising
but just as he stood up intending to close the door, steps were heard moving along the corridor. They stopped
outside the door.
A young boy of about twelve or thirteen, came in, calling “Dad.” He wore a hairstyle typical of school boys in
this area, his collar tight around his neck. He was shy and meekly stepped aside to make way for a second person
to come in. It was a short and fat middle-aged woman, wearing a black turban, carrying a basket on her back and
with a long smoking pipe in her hand. As she came in, she mumbled all the while. Zhao identified her
immediately and she remained in her place in a nonchalant manner. The woman put down the basket, took a seat,
her hand coming to rest on her knees and her eyes on the young boy.
Zhu secretly hoped that Zhao would leave but Zhao showed no such an intention. The woman began to speak
in an intimate tone,
“I brought you some pickled vegetable.”
She took out a dark, bulging plastic bag tied at the end. The smell that Granny carried with her all the time
instantly filled the room.
“Father wants you to come back.” Zhu was impatient, asking,
“What for?”
“Nothing serious,” the woman said, then lowered her head and began to smoke her long pipe. With each draw
she spat on the floor. Before long the floor around her seat was stained with phlegm. Zhu made efforts to control
his impatience and said,
“You go back first and I will follow when I have time.” But the woman continued,
“The new semester will begin soon and the boy needs his fees to be paid.” Zhu hurriedly gave her thirty yuan
and said,
“Keep this from your father or he will spend it on liquor.”
The woman gave a stupid smile. She clumsily bent down tp pick up her basket in readiness to leave.
Zhao suddenly felt great pity for this woman. She had been told or read about Zhu’s story of his married life:
he went back to meet his wife very rarely, spending one night with her at most to rush through his duty as a
husband. If he stayed longer he would feel depressed and short-tempered. Any efforts on the woman’s part to
arouse him were rebuffed. Her body, still unfamiliar to him, only disgusted him. The woman had spent numerous
long and unendurably lonely nights, when all she could do was sit by the fire, smoke and spit. Her teeth were now
completely stained dark.
*
Zhao decided to write a letter to Zhu, not because she found herself with no chance to talk to him, but because
she thought expressing herself in a letter was more prudent. As she sat by the table, sunshine came in through the
window and printed the unfolded letter paper with a regular pattern. Granny was sitting outside in the sunshine,
coughing. The fragrance from the moist soil coming from the fertile valley made Zhao feel solemn. One dusk,
when the glow of evening, rouged the western sky crimson, Ying had whispered into Zhao’s ear, telling her about
the gossip that was going around the village. They said the township director visited the primary school frequently
simply to catch a glimpse of Zhao, and chatted with Zhao in her room deep into the night. All these were
indisputable facts, Zhao knew, however, she was left uneasy. She could by no means disregard what people
thought of her. What was more, she felt what they thought of her might disrupt her future.
She mailed the letter in the small post office in town, just a hundred or more metres away from the government
building. After she attached enough postage and was about to thrust the letter into the mailbox, she had a sort of
secret intuition.
The third day after she had mailed the letter, on a moonlit evening, Zhao came to the government building with
excitement. All the rooms were dark, except Zhu’s He had just returned from a dinner in honour of a higherranking official, and wine had made his eyes brighter. He was wild with joy at the sight of Zhao. Zhao had
planned to have an earnest talk with a solemn beginning. But Zhu’s reaction at the sight of her destroyed
everything she had planned. After an excited greeting he closed the door and pressed his face close to hers and
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then started a long and passionate kiss. Zhao felt intoxicated, excited at this bold act. This must be a response to
her letter, she thought.
When Zhao’s elder cousin came back with her husband the villagers gave the man a scrutinizing look and were
convinced by his strong muscles and confidence that the man was a hard-working farmer capable of everything in
the field. The cousin told Zhao that they had had an argument before they started, for she had suggested the hind
leg of a pig be brought back as a gift to her parents. But her husband insisted on a foreleg. A leg of pork was
indispensable on the list of gifts a son-in-law visiting his parents-in-law for the first time had to bring. However,
there seemed no hard and fast rule about whether the leg should be a hind or a fore one. After a long argument the
elder cousin gave in.
Zhao understood what a hard-working and frugal farmer would think. Tailor Liu had behaved in the same way.
When he had taken back the red chequered coat he had offered as a betrothal gift, he had, with embarrassment,
reminded her that the coat had come with two pairs of socks. Granny had forgotten, having kept them at the
bottom of a chest. At that time, Zhao had felt, if she married the tailor the life ahead would be smooth and
affluent. However, her love of the director’s poems had gotten the upper hand.
*
After their long passionate kiss Zhao nestled against Zhu’s chest and said in a dreamy voice,
“Did you receive my letter?”
He kissed her gently on her eyelid by way of confIrmation. Zhao held him tight.
“Please be gentle when you talk to her, don’t hurt her feelings.” He uttered an exclamation of surprise that
Zhao ignored as she continued along her train of thought.
“After all, she is unfortunate. A divorce is probably a good thing for her—” At this he pulled his face back
from hers and asked in disbelief,
“What did you say?” Zhao was puzzled.
“Didn’t I tell you in the letter?”
“Oh,” he said apologetically, “I haven’t read it yet.”
He unlocked his drawer and took out an envelope stiff from too much paste used to hold it together. He rushed
through it quickly, then sighed and shook hIs head. Zhao felt a chill creeping down her spine and her throat
became dry.
“How can I get a divorce?” he began. “We have two children and have stayed together for more than dozen
years. How can 1 cast her aside after I have become the township director? What impression will other people get
from this? What will the district and country leaders think of me? Do you think I can stay in my job and make
progress in my career?” Zhao cut him short impatiently.
“But do you love me?”
“Of course 1 do.” He held Zhao into his arms and began to chant,
“If I am a patch of desert you are a pool of clear water; if I’m a dying man you are a doctor.”
Zhao pushed him away. Tears welled, not from her eyes but from her heart. In a clumsy manner Zhu tried to
wipe them off her face.
“Probably I should have restrained my feelings. But I’m a man and I have feelings. How could I stop myself
from holding you in my arms and kissing you when I love you? But divorce is out of the question for me. I’m not
in control of my situation. If you hate me, slap me, release you anger. Fortunately we haven’t gone too far …”
Girls should know their limits, Granny had repeatedly said. She said girls should never forget that their fate
was predestined by their fate flowers.
“The Seventh Angel has explained my fate,” thought Zhao. “But what is the fate flower anyway? Is fate
playing a joke on me, or have I challenged the windmill with a spear, as a character in a novel I read at high
school?”
*
Viewed from a distance, the Tians’ house looked like an animal squatting on the ground. Its upturned eaves
were conspicuous in the quietly gathering darkness. The house had been owned by the Huangs for several
generations and was probably over one hundred years old. Zhao stood in the courtyard entranced by the light from
inside the room. An aged and husky voice was chanting within, probably the sorcerer. Zhao felt as if thousands of
little hands were stretching out of the darkness tickling her body.
As the wisps of smoke curled up from joss sticks,
The Seventh Angel descended from the heavens
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To define a fate for us all.

From the half-closed door Zhao saw a crowd of people inside, their faces faintly illuminated by the joss sticks
and orange-coloured from electric light. A black table was laid out at the centre on which stood red candles. The
wooden container placed in front of the shrine was filled with rice and coins. The lean sorcerer Tan was draped in
a very loose, dark robe holding a burning joss stick. His body was shaking like a reed in the wind.
Wrapped in a cotton quilt Granny was sitting in her usual armchair, every muscle in her face was tight as she
attentively watched the progress. Her fingers, dried up as sliced pickled turnips, clutched the arms tight. She was
surrounded by villagers. They had come to enquire about their own fates. While the sorcerer was chanting -every
one remained motionless like statues. Granny suddenly said,
“Seventh angel, please have a look at the fate flower of Zhao and Ying.”
At this Zhao quickly left. She didn’t want to know about her fate flower. After the semester began the master
had told her with an unfathomable expression about the quota for changing status. Zhao had lost sleep for several
nights and her face had become pale and drawn. However, she kept herself from making further enquiries about
the matter, neither did she go to the township government building to see Zhu. After class she stayed in her room
reading.
News was going around about a promotion Zhu might receive. Zhu hadn’t come for a long time either.
However, he had asked the school master to take a novel to Zhao, saying the book was hers. Zhao understood his
intention. In the evening, when she had nothing to do, she would stroll along the small path to her home.
Ying was working at the millstone. As nobody was helping her to feed the mill she had left a pile of corn on
the hole and let the corn leak into the hole. She pushed the mill with all her might, sweating all over. Zhao went
up to help. Ying said nothing. Zhao said,
“These millstones won’t last long.” At this Ying gave an eerie smile and said,
“The sooner they go the better.”
There was silence again. They worked on until midnight. The sorcery lasted until dawn, when the door was
thrown open and people dispersed. Curls of smoke lingered above Granny’s coffin which had long been prepared
and placed in the room. Reclining in her armchair Granny appeared to be fast asleep. The wrinkles in her face
now slackened like the curtains on a theatre stage and made her closed eyes invisible. Father tiptoed up and asked
gently if she wanted to go to bed. Granny laboriously opened her eyes and refused,
“No, let me take sunshine in the doorway.” Father lifted the chair up with her almost weightless body and
placed it in a sunny spot.
“Where are Zhao and Ying?” Granny enquired.
“Ying is cutting weed for pigs and Zhao is cooking.”
“Better get them betrothed soon,” Granny sounded worried. “Sooner or latter a bloom will wither.”
“Yes.”
“One generation only takes care of the next,” Granny said deep in thought. “They are your daughters—you do
it.”
During the next few days villagers streamed into their house. Their father made one pot of cold tea after
another to treat them whilst they talked to him, casting mysterious looks behind at Zhao and Ying.
That afternoon, the secretary of the township government rushed in. Between his panting he told Zhao that she
was wanted immediately by the director.
Zhao was startled. Her first thought was to refuse, then she asked,
“What’s the matter?”
“Have no idea,” the man said. “But I heard the county women’s director has come and wants to see you.”
As Zhao followed him on the way to town, she was filled with doubts. This can’t be a dirty trick, she thought.
She found the courtyard of the government building swept unusually clean and sprinkled with water. Zhu hastily
rushed out. After a simple greeting he led her towards the canteen where, around a table, sat a few people. A
female cadre in her thirties and with short hair, wearing a red windbreaker, occupied the seat reserved for
honourable guests. On the table was a basin holding an elaborately cooked chicken and various dishes of food.
Bottles were lined up on the windowsills: some beer, some champagne and some wine.
Zhu introduced Zhao to the woman with the greatest of respect. The woman hurriedly stood up, with all smiles
she arranged for Zhao to sit beside her, held her hand and studied Zhao’s face. Then with excitement, she claimed,
“Yes, no problem.”
The district director was also present. He called to the woman with warmth,
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“Start eating, start eating and talk later.” The township director chorused,
“Yes, County Director Lin, start eating, please. This is a remote place and we have nothing so exquisite. We
just hope these dishes can stay your hunger.”
He was obviously nervous. When he spoke and offered food his thighs were closed tight and his arms reached
out stiffly towards the dishes. The district director loved to drink. After a few cups his tongue became loose. He
filled up a bowl with wine which he offered to Zhao and urged,
“Drink it up and the county director will be happy.”
Zhao couldn’t make out why she had been brought here to accompany the group in drinking. She smiled an
embarrassed smile and shook her head. Zhu urged her with a meaningful look but Zhao ignored it.
“Don’t push her,” the woman county director chipped in. “I’ll finish the bowl for her.”
This said, she held up the bowl and drained it in one breath. The district director took lead to applaud.
“Bring your local liquor,” he suggested excitedly.
The local liquor was made from corn and was fragrant but strong. Zhu rushed to the kitchen and returned with
a black jar. He filled a cup for everyone. The fragrance of the liquid was inviting. After several rounds of drinking
the district director challenged the woman county director by saying,
“Let’s drink three cups in a row.” The county director told Zhu to bring bowls.
“Let’s use bigger containers to save the trouble of repeated filling.”
With a bowl filled to its brim before him, the district director suddenly wilted like a punctured rubber ball. The
county director was the first to hold up a bowl and urge,
“Let’s begin.” But the district director waved his hand in a helpless manner, trying to cover up his
embarrassment with a silly smile, saying,
“You drink first. Otherwise you may not drink if I do it first.”
The county director smiled gently to Zhao before she finished the drink at one go. She even upturned the bowl
to show there was not a drop left inside. Then she sat down, looking at the district director. The latter
procrastinated for a while, then he called to Zhu, his subordinate,
“Hi, pal, help me to finish this bowl.”
Just as Zhu went up to take the bowl the county director stopped him. The smile had disappeared from her
face. Her secretary and driver chorused in protest,
“You must drink yourself, it’s your turn.”
In despair, the district director slowly held up the bowl and took a small sip. Instantly his face was wreathed in
pain. Then, with a deep breath, as if facing death, he began to gulp. When he was half-way through the liquor no
longer flew into his throat. Instead it streamed down from the comers of his mouth to his lapels. The county
director gave a tolerant smile and suggested,
“OK, that’s enough. Let’s go.”
The district director could no longer stand up. Zhu half-supported and half-carried him upstairs, his lean body
almost bent double at the heavy weight of the drunkard. The county director held Zhao’s hand as she guided her to
her room. Zhao felt the county director’s palm was sweaty and it made Zhao felt close to her. The county director
gazed at her affectionately as if they had been familiar for many years. Then the county director said a few words
that took Zhao by great surprise.
“Do you know, Zhao, you and I have the same blood.” She pointed to her own broad forehead, and the straight
and high bridge of her nose.
“You see, I’m one of the Tians. My father was your granddad.”
*
At the breakfast table the county director announced the news with a happy smile. She wanted Zhao to call her
“Aunt.”
Everyone was taken by surprise. When the county director came the previous day she had asked to meet
someone from the Tian family. But nobody had been able to guess the reason. The county director had been
transferred from the provincial capital and was to stay here for only half a year. The district director hurriedly took
out his ever-ready notebook and pen and asked for the county director’s home telephone number in the provincial
capital.
“I didn’t know you were the daughter of Mr. Tian, the old Red Army man. He has been our pride and joy, and
the weapon he used is kept in our museum.”
He had had a terrible night, throwing up several times, and had left Zhu’s bed a filthy and terrible mess. Zhu
was busy serving everybody tea. An evil hangover was obvious in his face. Now, at the county director’s

1421

announcement, his eyes suddenly lit up. His eyes fixed on Zhao, he said,
“In this case you must give extra care to this area. Otherwise we will send Zhao to protest.”
Instantly Zhao became famous. When the team went out, while the county director walked ahead, both the
district and township directors insisted Zhao walk in front of them. When they entered a door both made way for
Zhao and insisted on walking after her.
Zhao had never experienced this before and it made her very nervous. Her face was burning at the meaningful
looks from Zhu. After breakfast, the county director suggested a visit to the Tians. The district director hastily
called in a photographer. A jeep swiftly carried the team to the place.
Zhao’s father was planting turnips in the garden when the dogs began to bark. He stopped working and leaned
against his hoe and watched the approaching jeep, which stopped outside the courtyard. When the county director
and Zhao got out of the jeep, Granny remained motionless in her armchair. Zhao called,
“Granny, Aunt has come .to see you.” The old woman opened her eyes.
“The Aunt from Granddad,” Zhao explained. “She is our county director.”
The director went up, holding two boxes of cakes, and with full respect greeted the old woman. While Granny
fixed her eyes on the director’s broad forehead the latter repeated,
“My father asked me to come to see you.”
The old woman’s lips began to shiver but no words came out. The photographer got close ready to snap the
shot of the theatrical moment: either the director throwing herself into the old woman’s arms or the old woman
reaching out her arms to hold the director.
Contrary to everybody’s expectations, the old woman failed in several attempts to stand up. Her eyes rolled up
and then she collapsed in the chair and passed out. Her son threw his hoe aside and rushed up, taking three strides
in two to carry the old woman inside to the bed.
The bed was huge, wide and classical, with a lot of exquisitely carved ornamentation. It had belonged to Old
Master Huang when he was alive. People gathered inside and outside the room waiting for news. Experienced old
people came in to enquire about the old woman’s situation, then, with a grave expression they shook their heads
and sighed, saying,
“Better prepare a funeral.”
Father was a filial son. At these words his face turned waxen and his legs almost failed him. He covered his
eyes with his hand in pain. The county director was full of regret. The previous night, when Zhao and the county
director slept together, Zhao had observed the latter’s fair skin and.sighed at the big difference between her fate
and that which had befallen her father. In spite of having the same father as this woman, Zhao’s father had very
early developed wrinkles on his face, and his back had long been bent by the weight of his life.
“Granny said everyone has a fate flower in the nether world and the plant determines the person’s fate,” Zhao
said. “If this is correct your fate must have been good.” The county director laughed and sat up.
“You think my fate is good?” She sounded very amused.
“To tell you the buth, I came to this county with frustration. I got a divorce last year. My ex-husband came
from countryside. I supported him through graduate school and further study abroad. However, two years after he
had left this country, he proposed a divorce with high-sounding reasons: discordant personalities and differences
in cultural backgrounds. He even shook my hand after he fmished reading me the proposal. I purposely delayed
the divorce for a couple of years until I decided there was no sense in doing so any longer. So we finished the
paperwork. Friends suggested I go abroad or enter business in coastal areas.
“What could I do if I went abroad? Wash dishes in restaurants? And what was the purpose of doing business to
make money? Just to keep a man? I worked as a section director in my original unit and I found the work
meaningless. When I read my father’s autobiography I decided this area was a place of novelty. So I volunteered
to come.”
She giggled.
“The county government took my coming very seriously.”
Zhao didn’t sleep all night. Although the county director had her own problems, Zhao still admired—even with
a touch of jealousy—her fate. If I were the director, Zhao thought, I would definitely put all my energy in working
to bring a better life to the village, for the whole county. Her life and Granny’s are worlds apart.
Since the previous night Ying had been nowhere to be seen. Father told Zhao to bring out the funeral clothes
that had long been prepared for Granny. He also sent the young men of the neighbourhood to deliver messages to
all the relatives.
However, that afternoon, a gurgling sound was heard from Granny’s throat. When Father and Zhao stuck their
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heads into the mosquito net to have a look they found the old woman, having come to, was scratching her chest,
trying to open her eyes.
Zhao hastily helped her sit up. After a stream of coughing the old woman spat out phlegm into her son’s hands.
Granny stretched her neck hard for breath and asked in a nonchalant manner,
“Where’s that person?”
“Who?” Her son was confused. The old woman lifted her hand with all her might to point outside. Zhao was
quick to understand and said,
“You mean the person who came this morning?”
Slowly, Granny nodded. Zhao went to the sideroom to usher in the woman county director. Both the district
and township directors admonished her not to go, but she ignored their advice.
“She’s an old woman,” she smiled. “How could anything happen to me?”
With awe and an air of solemnity she went into the room and stood by the huge bed. Zhao parted the mosquito
net to reveal the old woman’s white hair and weathered face. At the sight of the visitor the old woman’s eyes in
sunken eyesockets suddenly lit up.
“How is your father?” she asked.
“He’s well.” After a short moment of surprise, the woman county director answered.
“I mean, is he still alive?!” Granny said, with emphasis on each word.
“Yes, and he wants to come back and have a look.”
A brief expression of disappointment, then a cold, even fierce, smile crossed the old woman’s face.
“If he’s still alive,” she spat out each word with resentment, “then I can’t die now. I have made a vow—I must
die after him. He died once, and I have offered sacrifice to his tomb for fifty years running. I have planned to give
a big sacrificial ceremony and have men from the village dance for seven days before his tomb.”
Everybody present was alarmed.
The old woman’s chest expanded and shrank like bellows, her cheeks turned crimson from inner heat. Without
a word, the woman county director bowed before she made her retreat to the door.
The old woman, sure enough, survived. Having had two slices of tangerine and half a bowl of rice soup, she
fell into a peaceful sleep until dawn.
Zhao accompanied the woman county director to the township government. Zhu carried the latter’s suitcase at
their heels. Entering the room, seeing nobody around, he grasped Zhao’s hand and kissed it despite its being
unwashed.
“Why, you haven’t given me a look in the last couple of days?” he asked affectionately.
“You don’t mind if the district director sees this?” There was a tone of irony in Zhao's voice.
“Better he does …”
As the day approached its end, the air became fresher and transparent. The little town seemed to ripple in the
evening glow like a flight of fancy. The rooves of various heights joined to form a zigzag skyline. This time, being
kissed by Zhu, Zhao found herself no longer thrilled as before. After a busy moment of cleaning, Zhu invited
Zhao in once again. A bunch of wild chrysanthemums was in a vase on the table. Hardcover books with big gilt
characters that had been locked in the bookcase were taken out and carefully arranged in conspicuous spots. Zhu
had washed and perfumed his hair which was now half dry, carefully combed and gave off a nice smell.
The moment Zhao entered, with the door still open, Zhu held her in his arms and covered her mouth with his.
His usual caution was abandoned. He used to behave like a hen, jumping aside in alarm after each kiss from Zhao.
But not today. Zhao pushed his head aside and addressed him by his title in a very formal manner. At the puzzled
look on his face Zhao said,
“What do you think of my granny?” Zhu couldn’t make out head or tail of this question and answered stupidly,
“Your granny? She’s nice.”
“But I’m her granddaughter.” After his casual response, Zhu’s lips suddenly started quivering. Short of breath,
he suddenly blurted out,
“Let’s get married!”
The bulb suddenly brightened. Due to the frequent low voltage of the electricity supply, lamps were more
yellow than white. However, as Zhu made the suggestion the lamp suddenly lit up to its maximum. At Zhu’s
elaborately beautified face Zhao began to wonder which one she had loved, Zhu himself or Zhu the township
director? She felt a bit guilty. Her pretty eyes fixed on his face, Zhao said, not without feeling,
“Live your own life and you will get promotion. Let’s not mention marriage. the county director won’t stay in
her job long. She will leave next spring.” Flushed all the way to his neck, Zhu tried to cover his embarrassment,
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saying,
“What are you talking about?”
*
For Ying nothing mattered any more now. The only thing on her mind was to follow Uncle He wherever he
went. He had purposely avoided her for quite some time. The moment she stepped into his shop he beckoned
some passerby in for a drink and left her aside unattended.
She went to Juzi’s home and was treated rudely by her mother. But Ying was determined. She stood on the
flagstone streets outside the shop and called at the top of her voice,
“Proprietor He, come out!”
This was more than Uncle He could bear, for he eventually beckoned Ying in. By then it was completely dark.
When she stepped into the dark room Uncle He pushed her onto bed and said impatiently,
“You bitch! Strip yourself and be quick! Whatever do you want that you have followed me all day long?”
Disregarding her moans, he went through the motions of making love to her as if crazed. Afterwards both of
them collapsed in bed. For a long moment neither of them said anything. Ying dried her tears and in a voice as
calm as she could manage, said,
“Give me the ten thousand yuan.” At this, he jumped up as if he’d been electrocuted.
“Bullshit!”
“You promised to me.” Ying made a big effort to control herself. “You promised to give me that as capital to
establish a small business. You give me the money and I will never come back to bother you. I will raise the baby
by myself.”
“Baby? What are you talking about?”
“I have been pregnant for two months.”
After a long moment of silence, Uncle He burst out with a cold laugh. He laughed and laughed until he gasped
for breath.
“Baby? How do you know it is mine?”
With all her might Ying lashed out in the direction of laughter. A loud crack echoed like a firecracker.
“You dare to hit me?” He could be heard grinding his teeth in the darkness.
“You bitch! I’ll let you go this time, but next time I will beat you to death.” While Ying was crying bitterly,
Uncle He continued,
“Ten thousand? Do you think I’m a banker? True, the first time I took the initiative and did it to you. But after
that each time you came to me for it. Besides, I have been generous to you, buying you fashionable clothes and
jewelry. Look at those city people—they part after sex like nothing has happened.”
Ying was driven mad. She followed him from morning till night and was determined to get what she was
entitled to. She wandered through the streets like a ghost.
That noon, after a nice meal and a good drink, Uncle He rode his motorcycle to the city. He planned to stay in
a familiar hotel for some days to get rid of Ying. As his motorcycle roared up and down one hill after another and
people became small black dots moving in fields, he began to feel better. Compared to those labouring in the
fields he cansidered himself a lucky man. After each household was assigned a farm plot under the new system,
he contracted his out and received grain as land-rent. He had been free to go out and make money. His skills of
making money had been reprimanded during the “cultural revolution,” but now he made use of every bit of them.
Money was really a strange thing—it didn’t come when you wanted it desperately, when it came you could not
even shut it out! What was wrong with having some fun after he had gathered a little fortune, like drinking or
having sex with other women?
As he sped along the road flanked by trees, a red figure suddenly jumped out from the trees to stand in the
middle of the road. It was Ying, who stretched out her arms to stop him.
“You want to die?” he shouted angrily.
His pleasant feeling disapreared. Anger leapt up instantly like a flame from a lighter.
“You scoundrel!” Ying cursed between her teeth.
Uncle He looked at the short and well-developed figure before him that he had lost all interest in. It would
soon be as thick as a barrel, he knew, as she put on weight with age and her face became as flat and large as a
dried persimmon.
“I’m a scoundrel,” he said scornfully, “but what of it?”
Despair washed over Ying’s face. When he seated himself again on the motorcycle, started the engine and
made ready to go, Ying threw herself forward in a mad grasp for the handlebar. Startled, Uncle He began to shout,
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“You bitch! Are you looking to meet your maker?”
When all attempts failed to push Ying away, he slapped her face hard.
Gold stars danced in the air and the mountain road upturned itself in an eerie way. A stream of blood flowed
out her nose, or mouth. Screaming like a wounded animal Ying grasped him and then became locked in a fierce
fight. Dust was kicked up and the motorcycle engine prattled on ignored. A goat browsing on the slope was scared
into a frightened run.
A jeep, driving up the hill, stopped, out from which jumped Zhu. He called out to Ying in a startled voice.
Uncle He quickly loosened his grip and moved aside. Ying picked herself up, her face swollen and blood-stained.
Without uttering a word she grasped Uncle He once again and bit his shoulder hard. His face contorted with
pain, Uncle He managed to say,
“Director, you see, I’m not raising my hand—” With a dark face the director retorted,
“You son of a bitch! You must have eaten too much to have done this!”
He walked up to Ying and with a huge effort he tore her from the man. While dusting off her clothes he asked
in a voice full of pity,
“Ying, whatever are you doing this for?”
Ying raised up her battered face. Her eyes were bleary.
“I must explain to the public.” Uncle He was flabbergasted and tried to beat a fast retreat.
“I must leave,” he said to the director. “I have an appointment in the city.” But the director wouldn’t hear of
this.
“Even if your mother stood up from her tomb you would still have to follow me!”
He told the driver to make a U-turn and the three of them walked back down the hill. People looked at the
strange spectacle and began to follow them, asking questions of each other. The director suggested going to the
township government building, but Ying stopped in front of the Uncle He’s shop and said firmly,
“No, I will talk here.”
While people gathered around the three, someone raced round the village to alert Zhao and their father. Both
rushed to the site immediately. They pushed aside the crowd and inside the ring of people, they were startled at
the sight of the injured Ying. At the sight of her sister, Ying burst out crying and managed to say,
“Sister, he has ruined me!”
Holding her sister’s shoulders, Zhao felt as if her heart was being pricked by a needle. Uncle He hastely
explained in a desperate voice,
“It’s adultery at most. Look, everything she is wearing is from my shop free of charge.”
People began to talk in a babble of voices. The township director went up to Ying’s father and asked in a low
voice,
“What do you think?”
Eyes blank, he was thinking that raising a daughter is just like holding a bowl of oil—all too easily spilt! Zhu
turned to the crowd and shouted,
“You all get out of here or I will get the military department head to come with electric batons!”
At this call someone eventually came with an electric baton to disperse the crowd. When the people were gone,
Zhu had Uncle He open his store and told Zhao to help Ying inside to have a rest. Zhu kept only the local
policeman and the women association secretary to question Uncle He. They squatted to discuss a solution.
“What do you think,” he asked. both Father and He. “You want an official settlement or a pnvate one?” After
offering each a cigarette, which everyone took with knitted eyebrows in an effort to decline, Uncle He ventured to
ask,
“You say. What else can I suggest?” Hesitantly, Father probed by asking,
“What’s the official settlement and what’s the private one?”
“Official settlement,” the director whispered in the father’s ears, “means to hand the case to the police. If
involuntary seduction is proved, Uncle He will be sentenced for sure. But from what he said, adultery seems more
likely to be the judgement. If that’s the case a fine of several hundred yuan and a few days of detention are the
most to expect for him. Ying would end up without even medical compensation. If the case is settled privately,
you reach an agreement as to an amount of money as compensation that He has to pay to Ying.”
Father remained silent. Seeing this the director turned to Uncle He and asked,
“What would you say?” The muscle on his face that had been pressed tight obviously relaxed at the
mentioning of “private settlement.” With a feigned expression of careful consideration he said,
“I have spent so much on her: 1200 for a necklace, leather shoes, forget about the rest. I can give her eight

1425

hundred yuan as compensation.” Painful tears streamed down Father’s cheeks.
“How lightly you take this matter. Do you think raising a girl is easy? How much have I gone through? Her
mother died at their birth and everything rests on me—”
“Fine.” He threw his cigarette butt to the ground and said with resolution, “Another two hundred makes a
thousand.”
The director looked at Ying's father for his opinion,
“Well,” the latter said, “her reputation is ruined and she may end up with no marriage at all. When we are alive
her livelihood will not be a problem, just lay out another pair of chopsticks. But what about after we die? Who do
you think she can turn to?”
The director nodded his agreement. Uncle He refuted this by saying,
“You can’t lay all the blame at my door; we are neighbours and I can’t shuffle my share of responsibility away,
but how can you ask for a yard when you’ve already been given an inch? If Ying’s livelihood falls to me after she
gets old, what about my wife and children?”
Zhao stepped out from the store. As she pressed on towards Uncle He, pain and anger were burning in her
eyes. In fear, Uncle He backed down a step and asked in a frightened manner,
“What do you want?”
“This matter shall not be settled privately!”
Everyone present was alarmed. Uncle He shrugged his shoulders in a helpless manner but said nothing. In a
sudden cool breeze Zhao’s jet-black hair streamed like a banner.
“Father,” she announced, “we shall not take his money. He thinks he can get anything done with money. Let’s
foil him. Let’s bring a legal case against him in the county, provincial capital, or even the capital of Peking!”
Something was burning. Zhao was the first to smell it. An onimous thought crossed her mind. She swung
round to see fierce flames jumping up from the store’s roof, making a dazzling halo like a crimson moon in the
sky above.
“Fire!”
*
Granny was enjoying a fantastic appetite. She chewed with relish a trahsparent pickled turnip and gulped
down a big bowl of egg noodles. She had survived a sudden and violent illness. After a good sweat, the
accumulation of years of “dirt” inside her body seemed to have oozed out with the sweat, leaving her skin soft and
fair like just-washed silk. She assumed a tranquil and satisfied look and no longer blabbered aimlessly.
It was a sunny day and she was placed in a warm spot in her armchair. The strong, bright sunshine made her
eyes close. She seemed lost in thought. Then she opened eyes and asked,
“Where’s Ying?”
“She’s gone to a big city to make money,” Zhao answered as she stroked the old woman’s weathered fingers.
There was no longer the familiar scene in the yard: Ying used to wash her underwear every day and red or
white garments could be seen daily flying in the breeze like happy birds on the bamboo clothesline.
*
Inside the store, Ying had jumped up from the bed as if bitten by a poisonous snake. She had sat, entranced,
while people outside the store were negotiating her fate. The quilts on the bed brought back the memories of many
occasions, either during the day or at night, when the man had been taking the best of her.
Ying held her shoulders and an eerie smile crept over her lips. The floor was stacked with piles of cloth,
fashions, wine and cigarettes—newly arrived stock from the city. The man was a reckless businessman and dared
to do things other people dare not.
Ying pried open a kerosene tank. With a basin, and in the manner of watering flowers, she soaked the stacks,
piles and everything in sight. She finished up the process with the last basin of kerosene being poured on herself.
She felt so cool and pleasant, like she had just had a bath. Voices could be faintly heard outside. She wanted to tell
them to stop bothering about it. What was the sense? After all, she would no longer depend on Uncle He for her
livelihood.
The amount of money they had agreed upon was insignificant to her. She had failed in her life, in everything
that she had strived to do. The only thing she could finish was now in her hands. She struck a match.
In a sea of fire Ying had danced, swinging her hips, giving cries of satisfied emotional release. Night presented
her a turning stage on which, in the spotlight of fire, Ying turned and turned in a solo dance.
Time and again Zhao had made desperate efforts to rush into the fire to rescue her sister, each time being
pulled back by Zhu.
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*
At dawn, when the fire had eventually extinguished itself, the store was a pile of charred debris. Ying had
disappeared in a wisp of smoke or a puff of cloud. While people stood stupefied before the ashes, dark clouds had
gathered, bringing a downpour, deafening. thunder and a blazing of a storm that filled everyone with fear. Father
began to wail like a helpless child,
“Ying, please come back …”
Uncle He was finished. The stock he had just got in; using all his capital, had been reduced to a pile of ashes.
He had cried with pain and cursed, then seeing the angry and disdainful eyes around him his voice became lower
and lower until nothing but his entreaties and self-defense were heard.
Deafening thunder rolled through his head, at which he huddled himself up. Foam gathered at the corners of
his mouth and his eyes became blank. Slowly, he had taken out banknotes from his pockets and began to tear
them into pieces.
*
“Ying’s gone?” Granny shook her head. “Why didn’t she tell me?” Then she continued, still deep in thought. “I
have been to a big city far away. People there were as many as ants. After some time you know places are less
different than people think. Cities are no better than the countryside.”
She turned to look across the valley, at the hill where her daughter-in-law had been buried. She squint her eyes
and saw the two trees, one peach and another plum, were blooming in the brilliant rays of sunshine. Many times
in her life she had asked sorcerer Tan to see what the fate flowers held for her granddaughters, but none of them
gave her as a clear vision as this time. She turned to Zhao with a smile,
“Did you see the flowers?”
*
Zhao nodded. She knew, except for two tree stumps, there was nothing there. Thunder had destroyed the peach
tree trunk the night of the downpour, its pink petals had been scattered on the ground. Afterwards, Zhao had gone
there with an axe. The desolate slope was as still as if it were dead. The destroyed trunk made her imagine Ying’s
body in the fire. She was determined to cut down the two trees. She wanted to cut the invisible hand that had
manipulated their fates. But the moment she raised her axe she suddenly felt weak. After a long time of thinking
she picked up her courage and began to chop.
The first chop made a big “bang.” Even the earth under her feet gave a shudder. After the first, Zhao, with all
her might, gave the second blow, then a third, until the two trees fell and she was sweating all over. She dropped
the axe, exhausted yet relieved. A bird that had been caged in her heart was released into the vast blue sky.
The next day, Zhao gave the application form she had carefully kept to the old teacher who had taught in this
primary school for over thirty years. He had taught the district director, the present school master and many
others, some of them now working in Peking or in foreign countries. He wore deep spectacles and his face and
hands seemed forever dusty from chalk. He was a knowledgeable man and could list different meanings for each
single character and trace its history to the very beginning. He could draw the forms of the same character that
had appeared in different periods of history.
But the old. teacher was very poor at mathematics, reaching the third level of primary school at most. It was
often the case that he paid the wrong amount of money for a meal at the canteen. He had failed the examination,
for non-government-supplied teachers to change status to become government-supplied, many times. This year,
there would be no examinations for changing status, and the school had only a quota of one. When Zhao had
received the form from the school master, excited as she was, she didn’t fail to notice the meaningful look in the
master’s eyes. The look made her feel nauseous and she could eat no food for the whole day.
Zhao handed the application form to the old teacher and said nothing. She went into her small room and
reemerged with a canvas travel bag with all her personal belongings inside. She walked out of the village in a very
composed manner. Along the red sand road a crowd of children were running in her direction. At the sight of Zhao
they all stopped and looked at her with curiosity in their widened eyes. Zhao smiled and caressed their hair and
said with feeling,
“Go to your class.”
Zhu caught up to her from behind and called loudly. His eyes fixed on hers earnestly, they seemed to ask: why
have you let this chance pass? Good opportunities are few and if you let them slip through your fingers they will
never be offered a second time.
“I wish to be your friend forever,” he said.
“I’ll remember this,” Zhao gave a sincere smile and continued to walk ahead. The director caught up again and
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added,
“If you drop this opportunity simply because of me, I will remain remorseful for the rest of my life.”
“No,” she assured him. “Not because of you. I just want to try my own ability and see how far I can go with
my own strength.”
She boarded the bus going out of the mountains. She meant to enroll for college entrance examinations and to
study in college—if not a regular one, any kind would be fine. The woman county director, her aunt, had gone
back to the provincial capital on sick leave. If she failed the examinations, Zhao made up her mind, she would go
and fmd her to get help in finding a job of any kind.
The bus was filled with a filthy odour, a mixture of smoke, gasoline and sweat. It was crowded with villagers
and people from the town. When the bus started off Zhao could no longer bear the sad look of her father who had
rushed there to see her off. All of sudden she caught sight of her elder cousin sitting at the back row, beside a man
with coarse manner in a shabby suit. On his fmgers he wore two huge gold rings that seemed quite out of place,
and the manner in which he smoked a cigarette was disgusting to any eyes.
Zhao caught her cousin's eyes, that had purposely tried to avoid hers.
Where are you going, Zhao mused, escaping this place like other reckless local women? Do you know there is
a campaign to rid society of prostitution and wherever you go you will be found and brought back to fmish the
rest of your life in humiliation in this area.
When she could no longer avoid Zhao’s eyes she looked in her direction. A white cloth wrapper lay in her
arms. Her eyes seemed to ask the question:
Where are you leaving for? At the enquiry look Zhao gave a bitter smile.
I will be back, she thought, for this place has raised me!
She rose to pass the people standing between the seats. She wanted to hold her cousin’s hand.
258.125 Excerpt from The Significance Of Research In East Asian Culture: “Prologue”\fn{by Yu Xintian (before
2002) China? (F)
The Sources of Human Spiritual Rejuvenation
In inspecting international issues, there are at least three layers of thinking: state, region and world. A region
generally is referred to as a continuous area of the world having definable characteristics, but not always fixed
boundaries like a state. A region often has a large enough space to become an important component of a continent.
Moreover, a region is not only a simple matter of space, but also a culture with a psychological identity born in a
complicated and interrelated historical process. East Asian culture is just such a region.
The triumphal progress of modernization in East Asia (including Southeast Asia) is one of the most exciting
phenomena following WWII. If Japan’s prosperity is a special case of development of non-Western countries and
the relatively small scale of the achievements of Asian “four dragons” limits their universal significance, the tide
of China, ASEAN\fn{The Association of South East Asian Nations} and Indo-Chinese countries doing their utmost to
catch up has compelled people to recognize afresh the East Asian miracle. The emergence of East Asia since 1990
has broadened people’s field of vision and provided a foundation for looking forward to the prospect of a newly
industrialized East Asian economic-cultural circle.
Traced to its source, there existed a broad Chinese civilized circle in history. One of its outstanding
characteristics was the learning and identification of Chinese culture. The Chinese cultural circle covered China,
Japan, Vietnam and Korea. Buddhism, remade with Chinese culture, spread to Japan, Korea, Vietnam and
Southeast Asia. The painting, medicine, architecture, music and persons influenced by the religion bore the strong
imprint of Chinese culture. Confucianism took root in the lifestyle, ethics and political system of Japan, Korea
and Vietnam, which were very close to the core of China’s “cultural circle”.
“The Silk Road in the Sea” from China to Southeast Asia took shape as early as the 4 th and 5th centuries.
During the Tang and Song dynasties, the ancestors of the Persians and Arabs also made use of these sea routs to
go to Guangzhou Prefecture, Quanzhou and Hangzhou for missionary work and business. The first emperor of the
Yuan Dynasty was regarded as the originator of China’s “marine policy”. Beyond two expeditions to Japan (in
1274 and 1281), he sent his “navy” on an punitive expedition to ancient Vietnam and sent 10,000 naval troops to
Java (in 1292).
However, as these wanton military ventures did not achieve far-reaching political, economic and cultural
results, the first and third emperors of the Ming Dynasty drew the historical lessons and developed trade and
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friendly relations with Southeast Asia and the West on a large scale. The seeds of capitalism in China then grew
sturdily. China’s foreign trade was booming on an unprecedented scale after Zheng, who went to the West seven
times. His tracks were left in the present Cambodia, Thailand, Sumatera, Brunei, Java, Malaya, Kalimantan, the
Philippines, Sri Lanka, India and the eastern seacoast of Africa.
In the conditions of the times, contacts with Southeast Asia were very frequent, while those with remote
countries were occasional. China set up trade strongholds and residential areas in Malaya, Indonesia and the
Philippines. In fact, Zheng He’s records described the people of Chinese origin settling down in Southeast Asia as
constituting the local high society because of their higher cultural level and good management. Though the Ming
Dynasty failed to spread “the system of rule by ceremony and propriety” to Southeast Asia, where Indian and
Arab cultures were always influential, long-term coexistence and exchanges promoted cultural fusion.
Comparing typically Islamized Indonesian culture with Chinese culture, one finds many parallels. Indonesians
believe that Allah created humankind through parents, so to believe in Allah one must respect and love parents
and esteem teachers: one must “have a respect as great as a mountain and have a mind as open as a valley” for
elders and betters. The Indonesian parliament advocates adopting resolutions through consultation; finding
common ground as stressed in political institutions in East Asia. Indonesia promotes three principles: first, we are
masters of society; second, we are duty-bound to protect our homes and defend our country; and third, frequent
introspection into one’s faults will lead to knowing one’s deficiencies. In Chinese culture these have different
approaches, but equally satisfactory results: “every ordinary person has responsibility for the rise and fall of
China,” and “I daily examine myself on three points.” The Indonesian Government stipulates that during the
period of construction, people are allowed the freedom of responsible speech. Though people have different
interests, everyone must bear responsibility for the extensive state and social interests, and cannot impose their
personal will on others. In foreign relations, Indonesia advocates “winning without fighting and overcoming the
hard with the soft.” This is in harmony with high Chinese strategy.
Though Indonesia is an Islamic country, the principles it follows differ to a certain extent from those of the
Arab countries in West Asia—the core region of Islam—but are similar to its neighboring Chinese cultural circle.
Of course, not a few Southeast Asian nations devoutly believe in religion, while the religious element is relatively
weak in Chinese culture; this is an obvious cultural difference. However, in Thailand where Buddhism occupies
the leading position and in Malaysia and Indonesia dominated by Islam, the spiritual religious pursuit does not
hinder people’s striving for improving the material conditions of this life. People cannot help calling to mind the
Chinese cultural approach: “the planning lies with man, the outcome with heaven”.
East Asian culture is a gem of human thinking. According to the German philosopher, Karl Jaspers, in the axial
period, that is between 800 BC and about 200 AD, Egypt, the two river valleys of the Tygris and the Euphrates,
the West (Greece and Roman), and India and China all made the first spiritual leap on their own. Our various
philosophies have originated since from that brilliant era. This proves humankind’s common origin and identity,
not in the sense of biology, but rather of spirituality.
Western culture has made significant contributions to the world’s historical process, leading to drastic social
changes with the scientific and technological revolution as the centerpiece. However, the technological era has
caused difficult problems such as environmental pollution and cultural crisis, while bringing happiness to
humankind. We must draw the tools for a response to new needs from our own ideological treasure house.
Chinese and Indian cultures both will be beneficial in overcoming global threats.
From a longer historical perspective humankind after all will transcend the “animal circles” of war and be
creative in a peaceful and unified environment, thus taking a second spiritual leap. Arnold Toynbee, a master in
research on historical cultures, pointed out that “peace and unification . . . must center on the main shaft of
geography and culture, and be constantly crystallized. I have a premonition of this main shaft in East Asia rather
than in the U.S., Europe and the Soviet Union”. East Asian culture with deep connotations and rich diversity is
bound to play a catalytic role in reviving and renewing the spirit of humankind.
The Driving Force for Success in Economic Development
Researchers all over the world have tried to find the clue to the sustained and rapid economic development of
East Asian countries and regions. One of the important reasons is their culture which is a time-honored and
continuing topic of debate. During the period when Japan devoted major efforts to pushing forward its
industrialization an Australian expert was disappointed after his investigation in Japan. He said that the Japanese
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were content with things as they were, had no concept of time and found it difficult to grasp Western modern
technology and management.
Since then the facts have contradicted his predictions. In the 1960s, most social scientists asserted that
Confucianism was incompatible with modernization, so it was hard for East Asia to take off economically.
Confucianism lays stress on harmony and coordination, thinks highly of the collective and stability, does not seek
change, attaches importance to humanism rather than to science and technology, and thus cannot be counted on to
guide modernization. But after the 1970s, important changes took place. The economic success of “Asian four
dragons” was looked upon with increased respect. The Confucian values, which had been criticized in the past,
were universally recognized as the inherent driving force for this new growth.
Weber saw the spirit of Western capitalism embodied in individualism, market competition and laissez-faire
policies, which helped to bring about the uniquely successful modernization in the human history. But the East
Asian work ethic and enterprise spirit are quite different. Only in the network of interpersonal relations can
individuals have their significance, so everyone must scrupulously abide by his/her duties and obligations in
organizations and pay attention to mutual cooperation.
East Asian cultural features can be analyzed qualitatively and quantitatively. American scholar Michael Bonfd
investigated the values of people of Chinese origin in 22 Eastern and Western countries. He devised 40 basic
value items and asked every interviewee to rank each item. The 40 items were grouped into four categories:
“integration”, “Confucian motivation for work”, “kindheartedness” and “ethics and discipline”. With regard to the
“Confucian motivation for work” (superior and inferior, thrift, willpower, sense of shame, mutual courtesy,
steadiness, face and tradition) Bonfd noted that Japan and the “Asian four dragons” ranked ahead of the other
countries.
Yu Shaohua with Singaporean National University investigated values of middle-level managerial personnel in
51 medium-sized enterprises in Singapore and Malaysia. Though he questioned Bonfd’s four categories, generally
speaking, he agreed with the relationship between cultural background and economic development. Confucianism
has important influence on economic development, but this, of course, does not diminish the importance of a
sound political system and economic structure.
Chinese culture has existed for thousands of years while the East Asian takeoff is a matter of only recent
decades. It should be noted that in the process of industrialization, East Asian countries have not consciously
created a new ethics and spirit, but rather have learned from, imitated and introduced Western capitalist
technology, management and systems. But just as colorless light is refracted into an entire spectrum through a
prism, Western culture is bound to be filtered through Eastern culture, resulting in quite different styles and
features. The converse may also be true, namely, that Eastern culture is transformed and renewed in conformity
with the evolving situation, leading to new developments.
In sum, Western cultural nativization and native cultural transformation are important experiences of East
Asian economic and social development, and can be used as points of references for other developing countries.
In most developing countries, there still exist the phenomenon of a dual economy, causing the phenomenon of a
dual culture. In vast rural areas, native culture sticks to the tradition, while in a few cities it copies Western
culture. Undoubtedly, this kind of conflict and split in economy and culture is absolutely harmful to mobilizing
the whole people to realize modernization. East Asian countries have removed the basis of a dual culture by
eliminating the dual economy; that has promoted economic growth while solving the problem of a dual culture. It
proves that conflict between Eastern and Western cultures may be eliminated through the practice of selfdetermined choice by independent states. This is a breakthrough for modernization theory and the practice of
developing countries.
As for the debates over relations between culture and modernization, the views can be classified into two
schools: “culture theory” and “system theory”. The “culture theory” holds that nations have different cultures and
social systems which play a great and even decisive role in economic development. If so, it is very difficult to
learn from and disseminate their experiences, since any nation obviously finds it hard to transplant another
nations’ culture. The “system theory” considers that the cultural role is very small and economic development
depends on special economic policies and conditions. Proceeding from this view, the expansion of modernization
is easier.
The famous expert on modernization, Peter Berger, wavers between the two views, and holds that the correct
answer seems somewhere between the two. In fact, it is very hard completely to separate them. Firstly, this is
because the cultural factor cannot play a role on its own without the support of other political and economic
conditions. For example, while all are located in East Asia, Cambodia, Myanmar and North Korea have not yet

1430

entered the road of rapid growth. So, in doing research on culture, we cannot seek the “causes” of economic
development exclusively in culture, but must look for the “juncture” with economic development. That is to say,
we must identify the cultural factors which can vitalize the economy, not the cultural feature by itself.
Secondly, the role of culture is not illusory. Correct policy and rational system will, of course, encourage
enterprises and the people who work for them; but how to work out correct policy and how to make entrepreneurs
and people willing to follow the government’s strategy cannot avoid issues of the cultural background. The ratio
of saving by East Asian people is high, while that of Americans is low.\fn{ For example:H} This cannot be attributed
to the difference in the system or wages or bank policy.
Thirdly, recognizing the impact of culture, in a broad field of vision, culture is one of the variables. Culture not
only determines the scope of policy, but also is related to features of social outlook. As almost everything is
filtered through culture, the same economic policies may produce different results in different countries.
Lastly, the process of East Asian countries shows that in the initial stage of modernization more emphasis often
is put on the introduction and building of systems and policy. With development, various nations may give more
consideration to the realization of spiritual values on the basis of the fusion of Eastern and Western cultures so
that the impact of the native culture on society may gradually be intensified. System and culture move forward in
interaction and coordination.
East Asian experiences not only inspire other developing countries, but also are of international significance in
theory. For example, the range and intensity of government intervention in the economy in East Asian countries
are more than in other regions of the world. However, their market mechanism is flexible and vigorous and is
capable of responding to changes. In discussion with US development economist Bhagwati, he\fn{ Apparently, Peter
Berger is meant:H} held that the mechanism is still a mystery and that after in-depth research the Western theory may
be rewritten. Culture cannot be simply transplanted, but it can be studied. The ability of humankind to realize and
control the surrounding environment cannot be completed by a single nation on its own. Much of the culture of
every society comes from other societies. Tools, organization, belief, art and other cultural factors keep moving
from one society to another. A culture which has accepted the incentive of new information may respond and
gradually change. Therefore, East Asian culture has both its own particularity in history, but also potentiality for
universalization.
A Means for Entering the World Political Arena
In the early 21st century, East Asia may become one leg of the tripod, together with North America and Europe.
Reality determines consciousness, which is manifested in action. Asians have realized their own strength and are
proud of it. They want to voice their own views and seek their own development norms and paths.
In the past centuries by means of arms Europe and the U.S. destroyed most of the original civilizations and
cultures of the world with Christianity, law and trade, and they denied or changed local ethics standards.
Westerners were over confident that European ethical standards were superior and could effectively set up new
standards all over the world; they bragged that they are teachers of other national spirits and ethics. According to
their own standards arbitrarily they decided other nations’ destiny on the premise of being beneficial to them.
Power politics is swollen with cultural arrogance.
Economic vitality and interdependence have enhanced the self-confidence of developing countries. In the past
they could only submit to insufferable Western arrogance, but now they define themselves and regain their justice
and self-respect. The West spares no efforts to preach democracy and human rights. Without mentioning the
problems and malpractice in their implementation in the West, even if they were absolutely perfect could they be
applied in the different situations of the countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America? The West once sharply
criticized the “autocracy” and “centralization” of South Korea, Singapore and China’s Taiwan, but these countries
and regions ensured economic prosperity and promoted market development. On the contrary, the economy of the
Philippines whose political system was most similar to the U.S. long was stagnant.
Asians began to make it clear that Western values do not conform to Asia. In December 1993, this author took
part in the “Asian Economic Development and Political Democracy” International Symposium sponsored by The
Asia Foundation. Experts and scholars of Asian countries and regions unanimously held that democracy itself is
not bound to lead to economic development, but economic development will after all promote democracy. What is
most important is to seek a balance between economic growth and political democracy and to build a form of
democracy suitable to a particular economic phase. The tide of democratization in Japan, South Korea and
China’s Taiwan has proven that only after the economy arises to a certain level can democracy achieve a higher
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stage. In the terms of the Governor of Bank of Korea: South Korean democracy is sure to be South Korean with
both Eastern and Western strong points.
Asians are undergoing psychological changes from “everything being the best in the West” to finding again the
values of their cultural heritage and achieving a modernization unequal to Westernization. Anwar Ibrahim,
Malaysian Deputy Prime Minister, recognized that Asia indeed has its deficiencies on the issue of human rights,
but allowing others to lecture us and threaten us on issues of freedom and human rights is equal to accepting
insult.
In an article in the International Herald Tribune, a former Singaporean ambassador enumerated several
policies effective in East Asia. They included social contracts between the state and the people, building a clean
ethical environment and a free and responsible public opinion, and casting away Western extreme individualism.
While Asians have learned from the West generation after generation and will continue to do so, he hoped that the
West should also learn from the East willingly and gladly. It is now time.
This change of attitude by Asians has shocked the West. The noted American political analyst, Samuel
Huntington, wrote the article “The Clash of Civilizations” with specially keen insight when he held: that the
dominant source of conflict will be cultural; that increasing interaction will intensify awareness of the differences
between civilizations; that Western efforts to spread its values have aroused a confrontational response from other
civilizations; that Confucianism and Islam are uniting to challenge the West; and that the next world war, if there
is one, will be a war between civilizations.
Huntington’s views are incorrect in theory. Differences in culture and religion may often be the fuse for
conflict, but the scramble for interests in terms of territory, wealth, resources and power is the main reason.
Furthermore, between different cultures there are not only conflict and confrontation, but also exchange and
fusion. The Islamic culture he regards as a great scourge hung like a bright moon in the dark sky in the Middle
Ages before the rising of the sun of the Renaissance. Chinese culture spread to the West and became the engine of
the Enlightenment. Moreover, religions such as Christianity, Islam and Hinduism have similar views on
humankind, the environment, the importance of society and family, the significance of spiritual guidance and the
objectives of life. Cultures can share values and different cultures can temper intersecting interests and
aspirations.
All this has disappeared in Huntington’s vision. If in theory his views are incomplete and incorrect, politically
they are indeed sensitive and insightful. Western countries took the lead in soft power while dominating the world
with hard power. The rise of East Asian countries made the West feel severely the challenge of different cultures
for the first time. Western superiority in soft power is declining as East Asian ideologies, cultures, religious beliefs
and value systems pour onto the international arena. They pay no attention to Western centralism, but rather
affirm their own presence with a particular political culture. This is the real reason for Huntington’s
heavyheartedness.
The people in the original colonies and semi-colonies experienced painful cultural impact. Native cultures
under strong attack by Western culture manifested features unsuitable to modern society. People could not but cut
their braids and abandon tattoos, and were forced to learn foreign cultures. The compulsion resulted in two
deviations: One was fiercely to boycott all Western culture while resisting the exploitation and oppression of
colonialism and imperialism; the other was to feel keenly their own backwardness, worship the West, copy its
indiscriminately, and dream of golden hair and blue eyeballs. Only after national independence could people
eliminate the two deviations and learn to choose on their own and with balance.
Western countries have not had such an experience, which is their good fortune. However, for this reason it is
more difficult for them to understand the excellence and greatness of many cultures in the world. This is their
future misfortune. Western centralism will be spurned in time and become the shackles of Western progress.
Huntington represents exactly the habits of Western conservative forces.
East Asian nations, while enhancing their strength, can demand their due in the international political arena.
Culture is one of their weapons. As early as 1980, the famous British politician Roderick MacFarquhar noted that
in the next century the challenge of the Russians will be military, and that of Middle East will be economic. Only
East Asia will constitute an all-round challenge to the West from the style of economic development to basic
values.
However, East Asian nations will not conquer the West and dominate the world, since the times are completely
changed. East Asian cultures are still opening the way for East Asian countries to obtain due rights. Reaching this
objective, having undergone colonial oppression and enslavement, these countries will be absolutely unwilling to
bully and humiliate others. East Asian cultures will embrace the quintessence of the various ideologies and
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cultures of humankind in terms of their culture of the golden mean and contribute their wisdom to creating a fairer
political and economic order and a more brilliant world culture.
257.53 Women’s Writing In Present-Day China\fn{by Jin Siyan (before 2003- )} Peking?, China (F) 10
Women’s writing, a literary genre closely linked to the building of identity, cannot be isolated from the
question of gender. Immediately we speak of women’s writing, a whole series of questions arises. How should
we define it? Does it really exist? Are we thinking of literature written by women or of literature written by
men about women? Are we thinking of the nature of the female sex perceived as inferior or, on the contrary,
of gender (xingbie) without the risk of reducing human beings to the animal state), a concept developed and
demanded by feminists at the social and cultural level?
It is not always easy to distinguish the female “I” from the wider sense of “I”. Defining literature by
establishing the boundaries between the two sexes has been contributing for several years now to some
significant research. The search for identity comes close to reducing literature to a sort of parceling up
process, in which the various elements of the human body are all so divided up, exposed and classified that the
breath of life is eventually snuffed out; and, to that extent, women’s books represent the peculiarities of
women’s writing.
Women’s writing also represents a bisexuality that Flaubert referred to as “the third sex”, in which the
limitations of gender are either transcended or neutralized. Women’s writing, in its diversity and its
peculiarities, constitutes a different approach to and into the human state. It does not merely narrate
experiences or give an autobiographical account. No longer does the feminine voice shut in the “I”. It is a
view of the “I” that stamps a particular mark upon subjective writing.
What is the female viewpoint? From the female viewpoint how does the world look? How does the one
woman see the other? How does she express it? How does she depict it and how does she comment upon it?
What is the definition of women’s writing? What do Chinese women writers think of women’s writing? These
are just a few of the questions frequently repeated in Chinese literary circles.
These questions show that masculine models unquestioningly interpreted as universal have now come
under suspicion. That does not mean women’s writing is more fluctuating in its approach than men’s writing;
it is neither more complex nor more problematic. Rather, the viewpoint is different. While Cheng Naishan, the
writer of Girl’s Classic (Nüerjing), and Zhang Xinxin, who wrote Sharing the Roles (Zheci ni yan na yiban),
are unsure how far they belong in the women’s category, Zhai Yongming scorns the definition of women’s
writing as falling within the hierarchical concept of distinction according to gender:
“I am not a feminist, and so I am speaking about the possibility of “women’s” writing. Yet the
embarrassing situation of women’s writing arises from the fact that there exists a hierarchical concept of
distinction according to gender. Criticism of “women’s poetry” does not go beyond the same distinction in the
political sense of the term. Judging from my own experiences, as an American woman writer used to say,
‘Only books dealing clearly with the problems of the female sex have been analysed.’”
Women’s writing took shape thanks to the “new literature” movement (1917) under the influence of The
Doll’s House by Ibsen (1828-1906). Its precursor in Baihua (vernacular Chinese) was the novel by Bing Xin
(1900-2000), Two Families (Liangge jiating). Four periods may be distinguished, as well as three themes:
women’s rights (funüquan), women and revolution, women and men. These three themes apply to all four
periods.
First period (1917-1927): Women’s Rights
A woman is a human being; she is not an object. It is the flowering of the “I”, and of romantic subjectivity.
Writers are concerned with social problems. Adopting Henrik Ibsen’s The Doll’s House as a model, this
writing was to be called “problem literature” (wentixiaoshuo). The writers of this period are Bing Xin, Lu Yin,
Chen Hengzhe, Feng Huanjun, Shi Pingmei, Su Xuelin, Ling Shuhua and Bai Hui. They employ a style that is
delicate, sentimental, poetic, with a predilection for private diaries and letters written in the first person. The
female characters wish to live differently.
Second period (late 1920s-1940s): Women and Revolution
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The subject here, in fact, is the conflict between love and revolution. A choice had to be made. It was
impossible to have both at the same time, as Ding Ling clearly pointed out in her novel Spring 1930 in
Shanghai (1930 nianchun Shanghai). The woman must choose. Either she sacrifices love to the revolution or
else she sacrifices the revolution to love. In this regard, she is no different from her male counterpart, who is
also obliged to choose. Xie Bingying writes:
“Living in these historic times, I forget that I am a woman; I never think of personal matters; I hope only to
devote my existence to the revolution.” Literary commitment ironed out all subtleties in writing that was
dominated by ideology.
On the level of narrative technique, progress is clearly evident by the late 1920s. The romantic style is
succeeded by narrative that is realistic, objective and usually devoid of lyricism. The outside world is
substituted for the interior world; the subjectivity of the “I” gives way to the plurality of the “we”, and to
historical events.
Political and ideological consciousness prevails over literary consciousness. Men and women are alike in
their revolutionary commitment. And what counts in writing is to “mirror” the image of this earthly utopia.
The Sun Shines on the River of Sanggan (Taiyang zhaozai Sangganheshang) by Ding Ling and Original
Strength (Yuandongli) by Cao Ming are examples of this endeavour. The “I” directed towards the
revolutionary exterior ends in an alliance with the “we”.
But as the 1920s drew to a close, women writers were not all working to make utopia a reality. During the
1940s, in the big cities controlled by the Japanese, some women, such as Zhang Ailing and Su Qing in
Shanghai, still took a passionate interest in the problems faced by men and women living together. Su Qing
published in 1944 her autobiographical novel Ten Years of Marriage (Jiehun shinian). As in The Doll’s House,
her heroine leaves her husband to live by herself. The book was reprinted 11 times in a few months. One small
detail is revealing: despite the revolution, problems between women and men are still the main subject for the
Chinese reader. Moreover, that is the main subject of Yu Ru’s novel, Distant Love (Yaoyuan de ai), which was
very successful in cities controlled by the Nationalist Party. This is the story of an intellectual in revolt against
the monotony of her life and the world of the “little I”. She is constantly in flight, searching for a more
ambitious life, for an ideal associated with the masses.
Third Period (1950s-end of the 1970s)
A little later, from the 1950s until the end of the 1970s, committed literature condemned to silence even the
faintest hankering among women to write. This was the third period. It was an empty period, or almost.
Zong Pu with Mungo Bean (Hongdou), Yang Mo with her Song of Youth (Qingchun zhi ge) and Ru Zhijuan
with Lily (Baihehua), were among the few writers of note. The immense choir of the revolutionary “we” had
swallowed up the voices of women.
The Fourth Period (1978-the present day)
The fourth period, (from 1978 until the present day): it has been qualified as a “new time” ( xinshiqi), and
has seen the rebirth of the subjectivity of the “I”. Once again, people speak of women’s writing. Zhang Jie, for
example, defends the idea that women are not a sex, but human beings.
And such writing raises a strong echo. Alongside Zhang Jie we should mention Dai Houying with Oh,
Man, Man, (Ren a ren), Xiang Bin with Sacrifice of the Heart, Lu Xing’er with Oh, the Blue Bird (O,
Qingniao) and Cheng Naishan with Girl’s Classic (Nüerjing).
Women’s writing of the “new time” does not really distance itself from romantic subjectivity or from
committed realism. But the subjectivity that it expresses is not limited to the romantic circle of the “I”. The
world of the “I” is more complicated, fractured, secret. The “I” is not merely faced with the classical problems
—marriage, family, social position, women’s rights—it also takes on society’s taboos, in particular
homosexual love.
This development is accompanied at the same time by the appearance of the “woman hero”—of
“superwoman” (nüqiangren). Writing adopts a strongly masculine (xiongxinghua) tone. Such women no
longer live for the revolution, and they do not any longer commit themselves to ideological battles in the name
of their homeland; if they commit themselves, it is to make their voices heard, to win their place in society.
And the society they want is an egalitarian one.
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*
Successive movements carried this writing to the front of the stage. First, as early as 1979, the novel by
Zhang Jie Love is Not Something You Forget (Ai shi buneng wangji de) had to face criticism that has still not
died away. This novel addresses a sensitive question: after a long period during which love and marriage were
politicized, how can one again live “normally” with love?
Paradoxically, in a country like China where divorce is traditionally frowned upon, divorce is seen to be on
the increase. How does a Chinese woman view this change? How does she adjust to social conventions? In her
other two books, The Emerald (Zumiulü) and The Arch (Fangzhou), the writer describes the constraints that a
celibate woman must suffer, and how her love obliges her to live through a painful memory of the past. The
same theme is treated in depth by Zhang Kangkang in Aurora Borealis (Beijiguang).
These two authors have attacked the basic problem of contemporary Chinese women: the right to love and
the right to divorce, that is to say, the independence of women. That is the main concern of women’s writing
in present-day China. It is true that this theme was also massively present in the literary output of the first half
of the twentieth century.
But a new dimension has been added. No longer is this the young couple whose love is corroded by daily
life, as in Lu Xun’s Disappearance of Sadness (Shangshi, 1925), or the young woman tortured by love and
yearning for love, as in Miss Sophie’s Diary (Shafenshi de riji, 1928) by Jing Ling (1904-1986), the novel
which marked the end of the first period in women’s writing, or the woman in love with the revolutionary
flower, as in the novel Manli (Manli) by Lu Yin (1898-1934). The young woman portrayed in Fields of Life
and Death (Shengsi chang, 1935), by Xiao Hong (1911 to 1942) is no longer a model. In this “new time”,
Chinese women are confronted as much by their own selves as by society. They claim not only the right to
love but also the right to divorce as well as an equal place with men in society. This claim to an equal place
strongly marks the writing of the past twenty years.
Zhang Xinxin (1953-) was the first to throw down the gauntlet with her novel On the Same Horizon (Zai
tongyi dipingxian shang, 1981). The traditional place reserved for women was to be a “wise and helpful hand
inside” the house (Xianneizhu). But today, as women enter professional life, how can these duties to family,
marriage and profession be combined? Do they not depend on an attitude of mind? The novel describes this
conflict, which eventually breaks up the relationship. This is the second aspect of women’s writing in this
period: claiming the right within society to the same place as men. In the fictional world of Zhang Jie,
women’s struggle comes to a lucid conclusion. The reader is reassured by the female character’s triumph in
her arduous life. In Zhang’s other books, A Craving for Orchids (Fengkuang de junzilan), Along the Grand
Canal (Zai lushang), Sharing Roles (Zheici ni yan na yiban 1989), women’s problem in society remains acute.
The subject is treated in a different way by Chen Rong (1936-) in When we Arrive in Middle Age (Ren dao
zhongnian). The intellectual woman is crushed in the end by social and family restrictions. She can no longer
breathe freely. The figure of this female intellectual represents an irony that reappears in her most recent
novel, Weary of Divorce (Lande lihun): the heroine is still an intellectual, but is unable to feel. She is
impervious to emotion. We are far from a happy ending, and the reader cannot see what solution there could
be.
The novels of Wang Anyi 5 (1954-) arrive at the same conclusion. The woman’s consciousness claiming
independence does not necessarily win through to success. On the contrary, she is crushed by the need to
maintain the other two roles, those of mother and daughter, as in Hunt the Stag in the Middle of the Street
(Zhulu zhongjie).
According to some critics, such female characters spring from a traditional model, the woman heroine
Huamulan. This was a heroine who, as a girl, enlisted in the army in her father’s place and distinguished
herself in battle before returning home. The story is told in Notes of poems for singing, yesterday and today
(Gujin yuelu), a work from the fifth century Nanchao Dynasty: a heroic woman full of common sense, loyalty
and family honour. Women’s novels of the 1980s still take their inspiration from this model, portraying “a
woman who disguises herself as an asexual being”
In the above-mentioned novels, and in many others from that period, the female character is in effect a
“superwoman”: she is intelligent, and aware of sharing the same social space as men and of speaking the same
language as they do. The writing expresses this wish for equality: it is neutral, or rather male. It is no longer
the traditional image of the half-veiled face, or the face hidden in the sleeve.
Added to the voice of the woman who is intellectualized and neutralized, another is heard, that of the
woman refusing to be considered a subject. No longer will she measure herself by men, or dispute with them
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her social position. Here, the most extreme solution is likely to be sought. When a woman is humiliated to the
last degree, experiences an attempt to rob her of humanity, to reduce her to a thoughtless existence, has she the
right to end her life, rather than fight the attempts to degrade her? Has she the right to decide her own destiny?
The problem is addressed in the novel by Zong Pu (1928-), Who Am I? (Wo shi shei?). We are at the start of
the Cultural Revolution. The female character Wei Mi and her husband Meng Wen are dreadfully beaten by
the revolutionaries. They are forbidden to let their hair grow. Their heads are half shaved. Meng Wen cannot
stand these humiliations any longer and kills himself. His wife, Wei Mi, is on the edge of madness. A painful
doubt haunts her: “Who am I?” She sees skeletons, snakes, insects, and scorpions nibbling at human bodies,
gnawing at that which defines the character of mankind . . . She too ends up committing suicide.
Dai Houying, in her book Oh Man, Man (Ren a ren, 1980), rails at the fact that, claiming to seek what is
good, ideology crushes the human soul. At the start of the 1980s, in Chinese literary circles, the protest
expressed by the novel led to a debate on humanism.
Tie Ning, born in 1957 in Peking, is the youngest of the writers of the first generation after the Cultural
Revolution. She is exclusively interested in the women of her own time. Employing a style both cold and
keen, she paints conflicts that set tradition in opposition to the modern spirit, the civilized world to the animal
world, the desire for independence to the dependent existence. Like Rousseau, she is sensitive to the process
of civilization: in her view, this is the source of the suffering endured by women. The only female characters
likely to find peace and satisfaction are those not yet contaminated by civilization, among them Xiangxue in
Oh, Xiangxue (A Xiangxue), Dazhiniang in Heaps of Straw (Maijieduo), The Pregnant Woman and the Cow
(Yunfu yu niu) and the Daughters of the River (He zhi nü). A similar case is examined in Roses Round the
Door (Meiguimen). The female character, Si Qiwen, is ready to fit in with the family and society, cost what it
may, but in the end her efforts only make her cruel.
*
That is the main characteristic of the women’s writing of this period. The subjectivity of the “I” rests upon
history, memory and events.
Another distinguishing feature is realism, or what critics call “the new realism” or “zero writing” ( lingdu
xiezuo). Frequently quoted on this subject are Fang Fang, Chi Li and Bi Shumin.
Xu Xiaobin (1951-) published in 1989 Enquiry into a Case of Madness (Dui yige jingshenbing huanzhe de
diaocha). The depiction of a young girl’s delusions rocked the critical establishment. In her subsequent
novels, Drunken Garden (Mihuan huayuan) and Pisces—The Ancient Story of One Woman with Three Men
(Shuangyu xingzuo-yige nüren he sange nanren de gulao gushi ), her mysterious and meditative writing goes
much further. Her apparent desire is to emphasize that which is unknown and unknowable in the human heart,
in the character’s destiny and in the civilization he or she inhabits.
Chi Zijian was born in 1964, in Mohe, in the province of Heilongjiang. This region in the north of China
offers an immense territory for her fiction. Her novels are set for the most part in that wintry expanse, empty,
but full of peasants’ stories, customs, scenes of everyday life flowing like a long river, slow, unremarkable but
oppressively quiet. Her best known books are At the Foot of the Tree (Shuxia), The Striking of the Morning
Bell Resounding at Daybreak (Chenzhong xiangche huanghun), Tales of the Village at the North Pole
(Beijicun tonghua, a collection of short stories), Journey Towards the Daylight (Xiangzhe baitian lüxing) and
The Tomb of White Snow (Baixue de muyuan). Her novels recall the writing of Xiao Hong, a woman writer in
the 1930s.
Xu Kun (1965-) draws upon the same sources, but in a different vein. She uses the oral and popular style,
full of humor and irony. Perhaps it allows the narrator to keep her distance. This detachment reminds us of
Bertolt Brecht (1898-1956) who sought to maintain an empty space between the actor and the spectators.
Above all, that can be seen in Vanguard (Xianfeng), White Speech (Baihua) and Demonstrations (Youxing).
Another group of women novelists write mainly in colloquial language (sirenhuayu). The writing style is
fragmented, “postponed” (in Derrida’s sense) about the most intimate personal experiences, a monologue of
the “I” enclosing itself within its private world.
While the writing of Can Xue is considered as “semi-private”, that of Chen Ran (1962-) 7 is a completely
private world. In her novel World-Weariness (Shijibing), she tells of the lives of present-day students and
explores their states of mind. In 1990, with her novel Bottoms Up to the Past (Yu wangshi ganbei), she turns
her attention to the experience of women living in a great city. In a direct and detailed style she describes the
interior lives of women intellectuals, living without men. The “I” in the novel tells us of her feelings as a
lonely woman, of the wounds caused by her broken marriage and of her discomfort in society. With this novel,
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Chen Ran has succeeded in creating a “private narrative” (sirenxing xiezuo). The style is autobiographical; the
communication becomes very intimate, a shared intimacy between the narrator and the writer. One of her
other novels, Private Life (Siren shenghuo), is a subtle monologue, the “I” rebelling against herself and the
outside world. The main character is Ni Aoao, a single girl, headstrong and over-sensitive, living only within
her own mind. She flatly denies the outside world; she is hostile to any collective consciousness, to any sense
of “we”. She describes herself as a “disabled human being living in a disabled time”. The narration, precise
and extravagant by turns, of the girl’s homosexual experiences makes the writing very “private” and
particularly irritating in the view of her critics. The narrator is immersed in her world of senses and desires,
refusing the lies and concealments in her private life.
This “private” literature takes a more personal, more exhibitionist, turn in the work of Lin Bai. Her novel A
War of a Girl with Herself (Yigeren de zhanzheng) relates the emotional life of Duomi, a girl who, having
suffered terribly in a world regulated by men, turns in upon herself. She is in love with herself. This unusual
kind of love, and the naturalist descriptions of her sexual experiences and of her psychological torments, came
in for severe criticism. Yet, the writer says at the start of her novel:
“A war of a girl by herself means that one hand fights with oneself, that oneself has only a wall to shelter
against, that a flower destroys itself by itself. A war of a girl by herself means that a girl marries herself.”
Lin Bai’s characters are young fighters, in constant conflict with the men who occupy the central position
in society, in conflict with daily life which, in their eyes, is too commonplace. In One Cannot Separate from
One’s Love (Tong xinaizhe buneng fenshou), Tell, O Room (Shuoba, fangjian) and The Bullet Through the
Apple (Zidan chuanguo pingguo), these conflicts unfold within the personal world of young girls, with
unbearable interior violence. This is the tragedy of today’s women, a tragedy of the “I” face to face with itself,
and confronted by its sensual experiences. This tragedy is grasped in all its immediacy and developed over the
course of the narrative.
The novels of Chen Ran and Lin Bai are a world of personal experiences. It is a world of the “I” face to
face with itself. The narrator’s perspective is interiorized, the exterior world is just a pretext for the narrative.
The timescale is set within this interior space: this is a time outside time. Memory becomes extremely
subjective, which leads to a fragmented, dispersed style. Is this world not also the utopia constructed by the
female “I”?
This narrative dispersal is characteristic of the writings of Hai Nan. In her novel My Lovers (Wode
qingrenmen), the narrative is punctuated by dialogue, memories of the dead, visions of a wild “I”. In her work,
there are no more women driven to the tomb by the suffering caused by an unfaithful lover, the traditional
ending of novels. The characters’ deaths are no longer the consequences of their amorous relationships. This
romantic aspect of the classical Chinese novels and those of the 1920s, in line with the model of classical
Western fiction (Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, Théophile Gautier’s La Morte Amoureuse or Mérimé’s La
Dame aux Camélias), has vanished among the young women writers of present-day China. A woman no
longer believes in tears or promises: she lives for herself. She follows her feelings without allowing herself to
be overwhelmed. All beauty is an encounter. Amorous relationships invigorate her mind. She is as she wishes
to appear.
Zhai Yongming published in 1984 a long poem The Woman (Nüren). In it we see a woman who is sufficient
for herself. She has an inexhaustible hinterland of the mind: as Saint-John Perse says in Exile,
“There is no history but that of the soul—there is no ease but that of the soul.”
In 1985 she published her second long poem, Village of Jingan (Jinganzhuang), in which the anguish of
youth is rooted in the ancient soil and in recurrent time. In Woman, the Design of Death (Siwang de tuan,
1987), What One Calls Everything (Chengzhiwei yiqie, 1988) and Colours in the Colours (Yansezhong de
yanse, 1989), one symbol reappears insistently: night. Night is a reservoir of signs for representing the
frenzies of a woman’s soul; the interiorization of the world passes through the incantation of woman’s
discourse; it is the transfiguration of the imagination, transmuted memory. In this transfiguration, sensation
and interior reality are reflected in a tirelessly fragmented discourse. Night is the material for the incarnation
and manifestation of the female “I”. At the same time, it represents the distance between the “I” and the “self”
(the unconscious mind), which only the incantation of poetic speech can put in communication with each
other. The “I” never penetrates so deeply as when it writes. Exterior images are then but the shadow of its
interior images.
There are two other women poets who share this perception: Tang Yaping in Desert of Black Sand (Heise
shamo) and Yi Lei in Bedroom of a Celibate Woman (Dushen nüren de woshi). Both are strongly aware of
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being women of today, which sets them apart from Zhang Jie and from their generation. The model of
Huamulan (the heroic woman disguised as a man, independent or claiming independence) becomes that of a
woman living in her interior world, the world of love and sensual experiences. She is a woman first and last.
She seeks a language appropriated to herself, far from the speech monopolized by men.
*
We are living in a period when life’s tragedies have changed, a period significantly marked by the
experiences of exile, of nomad writing: language, like literature, is a floating space for a person writing for his
or her interior reader, fleeting, for the most intimate “self”, and for the most distant. The writer experiences a
double exile, interior and exterior at the level of subjectivity and writing. We may date the start of this period
from the end of the 1970s.
During the 1990s, Chinese women writers who left China took a different approach to this theme of double
exile. When the state apparatus of their country of origin no longer exists in their living space, when the
political, social and moral “enemies” against whom they once fought with all their strength are now too far
away to be physically opposed, and when the national frontier disappears, how do they live in their new
existence? Each is directly confronted by herself and by the problem of the linguistic environment ( yu jing).
This double encounter is the hardest test. There is no longer an exterior world to be heroically resisted! How
then can we know what will be the outcome of this encounter between the “I” and the “self”?! The exterior
exile prompts another exile, far more serious, an exile in the interior of the “I”.
This exile becomes unbearable when it touches (inevitably) upon the problem of language. The language
forged and conceived by political and national frontiers is no longer right for expressing so new an
experience. The young women writers try to overthrow the dictatorship of this constricted language, seeking
new connections between the signifier and the signified.
But the frontiers have not disappeared, as one usually thinks: they are still there, between one’s country
and other countries, between one’s native language and other languages, between the “I” and the “self”.
Exterior exile leads to interior exile. It is the price of liberty. These writers realize that being free is in the end
an unbearable lightness. Unbearable because their mother tongue suffers from this freedom; it lives in exile, at
the meeting with the other language or the other languages, and in literature that is reflected by a serious slide.
Language has its own frontiers closely connected to those of the state. How can it be maintained in this exile,
between the frontiers of several cultural spaces?
Liu Suola is known for her novel You Have No Other Choice (Ni biewu xuanze). She lived in London
before settling in the United States. London inspired her to write an unusual novel Hundunjialigeleng 10. In it
she records her reflections on this freedom so longed for in China, on the weighty history of her homeland,
and on the language that she cannot manage to do without. Critics have described this novel as
“postmodernist”. Through the irony and the humour, there shows through a deep disappointment with the idea
of freedom and a harsh critique of the Chinese tradition. The character Huang Haha has left China for London.
She has dismissed the memory of the Cultural Revolution but without really being able to forget it. She feels
attached to no country, but she needs Chinese, her mother tongue. Still worse, she uses only slang words, the
coarsest street dialect of Peking. She had thought she could become a universal citizen and, now that she has
fallen in love with a young British man, she finds she has only one wish: to read the family correspondence
from Peking; she finds that she is forever thinking of “Peking Man”, 690,000 years old, who was discovered
in 1927 in Zhoukoudian, near Peking, and who disappeared in the 1930s during the Sino-Japanese War. This
popular style enables her to test the flexibility of the Chinese language.
In her short novel The Dream of Eden (Yidianyuan zhimeng, 1992), Liu Suola does not flinch from putting
love in conflict with civilizations. The heroine refuses to be Adam’s concubine. She leaves in search of a
dream lover to whom she has given the name Zhi (which means “to show”). Is he a spirit or a God? For her it
does not matter. What is sure is that he is neither man nor woman, a sexless being, at least in the book. The
woman ends by being transformed into a piece of stone between her mother’s legs. The symbolism, a human
being metamorphosed into a thing, is very contemporary.
The image of a stone reappears in the writing of You You: The Stone Uttering a Piercing Cry (Jianjiao de
shitou, 1991), Nothing to Say (Wuhua keshuo, 1991) and A Flying Stone (Huifeide shitou, 1993). The flying
stone is divine: it defies gravity. It flies in the air; it travels with the female “I” in love. Suddenly the “I” tears
itself apart in an explosion of blood and begins a sickening fall. The fall of the “I” and flight without gravity
are two antithetical images. Woman’s destiny is soberly traced here. In her other novel, Huangxi huxi (1993),
You You describes the psychological confusion caused by being in exile. Where am I? Among the family?
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English, the language in which the “I” is expressed, makes her realise that the “I” exists outside the context of
her native language; while Chinese, in which the “I” is expressed at the same time, puts it back in the context
of its own culture. Thus, the “I” fluctuates between two linguistic contexts. The language in which the “I” is
expressed inspires in her a profound homesickness; is it Mandarin Chinese, or a certain dialect? The “I” does
not know. It recognizes each word, without being able to grasp the sense of what is said. So the “I” is in an
odd situation: it no longer has any landmark or reference to safeguard its identity. Geographic exile (exterior)
is accompanied by an exile still more difficult to manage, that of the language. The identity of the “I” is lost in
this double exile. Where is this identity? It resides neither in the “I” nor in any specific place. It is nowhere; it
is in the hand of the “I” that is ready at any moment to move on; and the “I” says to itself,
“You are constantly on the move with ‘your family’ in your hand.”
Gao Xingjian has spoken of the torments suffered by exiled Chinese writers. Questioned about the link he
maintains with his own language, he replied that there was an interaction: he spoke the language and the
language spoke to him at the same time. When writing, he said, he forged his own language, bent it to his
inspiration, and the language, in return, fashioned him.
There is the time of the “I”—woman’s time, as some critics say—and historical time. Between them,
between the unreal and the real, the “I” leaves an imperceptible trail. A first “I” lives in the memory of family
life, or in the memory of its everyday life; another “I” constantly questions the accuracy of these fragments of
memory, and the truth of what has happened, taking care not to fall into the woman-man dichotomy. It is a war
of a single woman, a world of a single woman. The other person’s speech is that of the “I”. The “I” is
dissociated and transformed into someone else.
Yan Geling (1959-) began publishing her novels in the 1980s. The best known, written before she left for
the United States, are Green Blood, the Private Life of a Woman Soldier (Yigenübingde qiaoqiaohua) and A
Female Meadow (Ci xing de caodi). While The Girl Xiaoyu (Shaonü Xiaoyu), written in the United States,
caused quite a stir in the community of Chinese writers overseas, Le Fusang, her next novel, exploded like a
bomb. In the epic style, the writer relates to us for the first time the dreadful life of prostitutes and of the
immigrant Chinese laborers, in a society steeped in misunderstandings and racism. The epic style gives place
to psychological writing in the novel The Human World (Renhuan) and the narrative becomes a monologue,
the confession of a woman patient undergoing psycho-analytical therapy, angled from the specific point of
view of a narrator who has grown up in the West. She casts a new eye on Chinese men, recounting their
suffering as men. This is a story of the masculine world as seen by a female “I” in whom different cultures
coexist.
Hong Ying (1962) begins writing poems in 1981. Seven years later, she turns to the novel. Resident in
London, she still lives in her interior world, a world of the “I”, which is not, however, that of the “self”. “‘I’ is
not the ‘self,’” she points out in the postface to her collection London, a Dangerous Place for a Date
(Londres, weixian de youhui). The “I”, as Rimbaud said, is another. The Dirty Finger and the Cork
(Zangshouzhi. Pinggaizi, 1994) is a fragmented piece of writing. The “I” is a figure composed of several
young women thrown into constant battles, either with their families or with men. The novel tells of a young
woman who says goodbye to her father. She sets off without knowing where she is going. She meets a man
covered in the skin of a cat and makes love to him without knowing why. Love and humiliation, beauty and
decadence, attraction and disgust become intertwined, canceling each other out. She experiences the
“awakening” while being present at the slaughter of a pregnant woman. The family network shackles her
freedom. She is obliged to witness a terrible scene: the castration of a cat, the symbol for man in the novel.
Her mother forbids her to write; she goes so far as to tear up her manuscript. What the reader is reading is only
what survived the disaster. That explains why the story is so fragmented.
Here, the sensitive time, to borrow Julia Kristeva’s expression, does not coincide with the time of the story.
The woman’s time (that of the events in solitude) and the time of the story (the social horizon of the
experience) make up the fabric of the narrative—a chopped and fragmented narrative, in no way linear. The
narrator keeps her distance from the events. She describes the problem of the “I” in a raw and direct way.
Elsewhere, in the telling of other stories of passion, one finds the same distancing of the “I”. So it is with
Studies of Yu Hong over Recent Years (Jinnian Yuhong yanjiu, 1994). This is an enquiry carried out by the
young poetess and researcher into her own grandmother, the writer Yu Hong. It is a name that seems
dangerous to bear. A diary, photos and so on punctuate the story of the discovery. Who is Yu Hong? The
ageing editor, who will have spent her whole life looking for her, decides to eradicate all trace of her physical
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body and of her work. She no longer exists, other than as a shadow, like the story of Yu Hong, a shadowy
enigma.
This writing, which frees itself of chronological and cultural boundaries, paints a picture both personal and
social of women’s experience. It is a new literary form, in which the female “I” constitutes, on the same social
horizon as men, an open space with its own experience arising from accurate memory or from real memory.
The boundaries between the accurate account and the real account have never been so confused. The writing is
fragmented, subjective, interior. The problems that the “I” encounters spring not only from the conflict
between traditional values and modern minds but also from the opposition between the “I” and the “self”. That
is how Chinese women writers question themselves about the meaning of the “I” as well as about the meaning
of the existence of the “I”.
Autobiographical writing has become these days a favored literary genre. It is different from what it was in
the years between 1920 and 1940. The gallery of characters is no longer ordered and structured around such
themes as the revolt against the old system, the search for light in the darkness, and so on. No longer does the
antagonism between romantic writing of the interior and the exterior serve as a model. Here, the exterior
world is absent or exists only in the mind of the “I”. This subjective world, of the “I” stifled by interior images
is not just a space reserved for memory writing. Subjective life occupies as much space as the work of
memory.
In 1994, Ai Xiaoming (1953-) published her fictional memoir Consanguinity (Xuetong). The novel sets out
to describe a childhood similar to that of her contemporaries and different from that of others, for it is in the
social field that the “I” lives through its own experiences. A family story broken up by the viewpoint of the “I”
in the revolutionary years—before, during and after the Cultural Revolution. What makes it different from
other novels in the same literary genre is this fragmented writing, following the rhythm of the viewpoint of the
“I”. This viewpoint enables us to perceive with the narrator everything felt by the “I”. The narrator is lavish
with detail in descriptions of the space offered to the viewpoint of the “I”, the surroundings of the house, the
rambling progress of the thinking of the “I” in contact with other people. What gives the novel its strength is
the viewpoint of the “I” across the natural environment and among friends and family, reaching to the deepest
part of the “I”. This is a new kind of autobiographical writing.
While Ai Xiaoming captures her world of the “I” using a fragmented style, Zhang Zhijun’s style remains
soberly naturalistic. In her autobiographical novel The Red House (Hongfangzi), she shows us, in a raw but
subtle way, her own experiences as a Chinese woman of poor origins. Very often, in autobiographical accounts
of the revolutionary years, the narrator tells an extraordinary story of some rich and noble family whose
members suffered appallingly. Many such accounts try to show how the proletarian revolution reduced people
of the middle and upper classes, intellectuals and former nobility, to the condition of vagrants, beggars, in
every sense of the term. The Red House, by contrast, relates the experience of a poor young woman, the child
of a laboring family, and of an upward journey in the social scale over the thirty years that followed 1949.
With her family she was part of the privileged class and was logically assured of a fine future. The life
described was commonplace—but commonplace does not mean easy or free of stress. Whatever their origin,
no one can escape being pauperized in a totalitarian society. The tensions are created, not merely out of the
conflict between the “I” aspiring to freedom and the totalitarianism of society, but above all out of the conflict
between the female “I” and a conservative society in which only the existence of men is recognized.
The “I” in The Red House is a woman of character. The strength of her character is what brings about the
failure of her two marriages, which earns her the disapproval of a society in which divorce is frowned upon—
and particularly when the divorce has been sought by the woman. But this same strength helps her to succeed
in carving out for herself a place in society and in overcoming all her suffering. This “I” practices selfdefence: it is not the traditional model for women in fiction (weak, poetically romantic and given to daydreams). For the “I” in this case, it is a matter of life or death. Women must be born strong and resistant.
Romanticism is a luxury that they cannot indulge in.
*
Thus, there appears a new pattern for the Chinese woman. No longer does she live in wait for a man. She is
not shy about standing up to male critics. She does not depend on men. It so happens that the only man
capable of bearing the harshness of their lives, a man who had helped the whole family to survive the most
painful years, turns out to be her brother. He is neglected by the family and decides to end his life, just as
living conditions are beginning to improve. He has to disappear for the “I” to realize how much she misses
him. He is the only man she will love.
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This tragedy has a strong symbolic meaning: the world of men is far away; it is lost in the unknown. The
narrative is sober and neutral. The author tells us of the dullness of life and of its cruelty, writing so soberly as
to lend great force to the “I” of ordinary people. This is the vital force of human beings, the only force capable
of overcoming the suffering of human existence.
At a time when the generation of women writers born in the 1960s is mostly absorbed in the intimate world
of the deepest “I” and concentrated upon its monologue (duyu), Mei Zhuo, a Tibetan woman writer, is not
content with the monologue; in common with a few of her contemporaries, she has abandoned the subjective
world. She does not even use the first person, this “I” that is today omnipresent. In her novel The Tribe of the
Sun (Taiyang buluo, 1997), the narrator tells a story of life, love and death in a conflict between two Tibetan
tribes. It is an epic story but one outside time, since the time is not defined in the novel. There are in Tibet two
enemy tribes, all descended from Songzanganbu, a Tibetan rebirth of the Buddha Guanyin. Right from the
start of the novel, the reader loses all notion of time:
They ask him where he comes from. He points behind him. They do not understand his language, but conclude
from his pointing finger that he comes from the sky. Accordingly, they make a litter and carry this man sent from
heaven to the tribe.

Who is “he”? Where does “he” come from? Who are “they”? The first lines of the novel provide no answer
to these questions (the same doubts that preoccupied Gauguin)—no more than do the closing lines. The
narrator is content to repeat a legendary name, “Zanpu”, the first prince in Tibet’s history. Communication
between “he” and “they” is impossible.
Language, humankind’s most basic tool, becomes powerless here. Only belief counts in this kind of
encounter. These first lines are based upon a Tibetan conviction as old as Tibet’s culture: there exists, beyond
language, another way in which we think, act, communicate and understand: it is our sensitivity, elusive,
immaterial—but palpably there, deep in our hearts.
“They” accept this unknown “he”; they think he has been sent from heaven. Dialogue with heaven is
difficult, for they do not know whether heaven hears them; what they can be sure of is that this stranger is an
“offering” sent to their tribe by heaven.
From the start, the narrative mixes legend, ancient customs and mystery; it plunges the reader into
confusion. The questioning is as basic and as inexhaustible as the birth of the universe.
The love story and the story of the tribes are intertwined in a space devoid of chronological time. The
narrative is fragmented. Now we read of the death of the parents of Jiacuo, an only son who had been until the
age of 17 a careless young noble; now we read of the couple’s marriage, the bride having spent her first night
with the steward of the house. Now we read of Jiacuo’s flight after his parents’ death, and of his stay with a
poor, unknown family whose daughter he eventually marries at her father’s request. Why did the young bride
give herself to the steward? According to a not very enlightening comment by her big sister, the steward
looked like someone. Who was the “someone”? That remains a mystery. Why did the father of the daughter
break into sobs in the middle of the night before begging the young man to marry his daughter? That remains
a mystery. What is the origin of this ring of solar stone that is transmitted from generation to generation on the
fingers of the heirs of the same blood? It has “the reflection of gold and silver, the virtue of jade”; it is made
of the blood that passes from generation to generation. It is transparent, but this transparency conceals a deep
mystery. It forecasts good and bad fortune:
Thus, it sparkles, golden, and shines like the sun; its light irradiates every corner within the fortress of
Yasaicang. For hundreds of years it has been predicting good times and bad for the tribe of Yazha. When its
light is golden, the tribe knows propitious winds and timely rain and human beings and animals prosper; when
the light is darker, and clouded, disaster will strike.
Where did she go, Xiang Sa, the young woman who lost, first, her father at the age of two and then her
lover at the age of twenty and who took refuge in the cave where her grandmother, having been hunted by the
tribe, spent her last days before disappearing? Who is this transparent man with a white beard whom the
young woman perceived in front of the cave? After his appearance, the young woman’s little sister, who came
to bring her food once a week, never found her again. All that remains a mystery.
These tales of generations, of tribes, unfold in a time when the present, the past and the future are mingled.
The reader has no landmarks to date the period. The only reference point is love. Does the author mean that
any love story is eternal, that it repeats itself forever in different guises? In the novel, nothing seems to be able
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to clear up these mysteries, nothing except death. Death, omnipresent, is the companion of love. The author
writes:
Only under a western sky can all Tibetans die in peace, simply because the western sky calls them, these
extremely virtuous souls. They do not die; they transcend themselves into eternal samsara. The death of the body
means no more than the end of suffering.

These mysteries are not merely part of the romantic fabric. They are rooted in Tibetan culture, so that the
novel becomes the portrait of a way of life, representing a Tibetan mindset, so distant and yet also so close.
The question of time occupies an important place in Chinese women’s writing today. When it comes to
language, society and literary themes, it is clear that there is a homology associated with the period. Writers
tend not to date events. Historical time is absent, which would have been unthinkable during the 1950s or
1960s. In some way, writers give up historical time, and epic time.
The “I” becomes apparent during the 1970s, firstly among young poets who seek, fumbling, for a way of
treating what presents itself to them, to recreate it from within. They wonder, “Where are our times that have
disappeared?” (Women xiaoshi de suiyue zai nali?). They experiment with past, present and future, as though
unrolling a length of material, without calibration in the narrative. It is a subjective form of time, stringing
images together, making connections under a critical gaze. Subjective choices govern the excisions, rationally
and irrationally.
This narrative time is strongly linked to the inner present. It enables memory to be transformed into
imagination, and an accurate account (events) to be transformed into a true account (fictional writing). This
narrative time does not suppress historical time—the memory of history—but reverses the priorities. Instead
of measuring and dating the event, instead of structuring it, the writer means to occupy a panoptic, that is, to
be everywhere at once, in the same time. This is one aspect of the modernity of Chinese subjective writing. An
attempt is being made to be free to write as oneself about oneself in a world outside time.
Imaginary time in the work of Chinese writers is a rhythm set by a historical time, an inner time and an
intermediary time. The historical time is the time of the event when the “I”, as narrator, sets himself or herself
up as a biographical reference point, within a past that is reconstituted, updated by words. The inner time is
that in which the “I” is not a historian. It is distanced from the accurate account to be independent of any
historical truth of reported facts. Far from the generalizing formalism of the grand national anthem sung by a
crowd, the “I” concerns a particular truth, an uncertain truth. Between the past, the present and the future,
chronological frontiers disappear. Timelessness. This is how it is in the work of the women writers we have
mentioned.
These four periods of women’s writing lend emphasis to the development of subjectivity in Chinese
literature. First comes the awakening of the “I” with writing devoted to social problems. Writers argue for
women’s right to social equality. The awakened “I” then commits itself to the revolution, losing its subjective
existence while joining in with the national chorus: thirty years go by. It has been recovering its subjective
existence only during the past twenty years. To sum up: looking from inside to outside to win women’s rights
round about the 1920s; looking from the revolutionary world of outside to the disappearance of the “I” in the
period from the 1930s to the 1970s; again looking from inside the “I” to the exterior, reformist world, the
world of men, from the 1970s to the 1980s; and finally, looking from the outside world to the deepest place
within the “I”, an enquiry that brings us from the end of the 1980s to the present day.
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