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Foreword

With the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 came a redistribution of land—the “land reform.” To millions of Chinese peasants who had labored for centuries in direst poverty, with neither land nor hope, the agrarian revolution meant at last a means for them to support themselves—and hope. It brought to some as well a new revolutionary ardor to sustain them on the further slow and difficult journey that they faced.

In 1950 I was eighteen years old. I had just gotten my first real job, at the Central Film Bureau in Peking. The following year, I joined many other urban workers—artists, writers, and office workers in the countryside with the peasants, carrying out the land reform. Over the next twenty years we lived and worked for months at a time in villages scattered across the vastness of China.

This novel is based on my experiences during those years. Like Ling-ling, I went first to Gansu Province, in the Northwest, an area as foreign to me—young and city-bred—as the moon. This is the source of most of the incidents and events described; the characters are people I met, knew, or just glimpsed in passing. They are real people. This story is fiction, but it is true.
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To the Sound of Guns

As I look back at it now, the cool unconcern of my family and friends—and I do not exclude myself—was astounding. We were in the middle of a bloody civil war that had paused, but only briefly, to “discuss peace” while each side prepared for the final, furious round. A thin line of Guomindang government troops was dug in on the southern bank of the Yangzi River, braced for the expected onslaught of the Communist-led insurgent army massing on the northern bank. A million men were getting ready to slaughter each other just a few hours’ drive from Shanghai where my aunt and I sat at our well-laid breakfast table waiting to hear my uncle declaim his latest poem.

My uncle was handsome, well built, and worldly wise. He had married my aunt for her dowry; after twenty years, in spite of—or perhaps because of—civil wars, invasion, and revolution, he had more than tripled our fortunes. Now the problems of meeting the right people and making money were no longer pressing. We lived in a comfortable villa in Shanghai’s old French Concession and he had taken to cultivating his poetic talent.

He was proud of his lyrics and liked to read them to us after dinner, particularly if we had guests. “I have a new poem,” he would announce at a pause in the conversation, and without waiting for an invitation he would recite it. If it was on the subject of love or beauty he would dedicate it with an Italianate gesture of his outstretched arms to the most attractive lady in the room. If the guests were more numerous than his inspirations, sometimes the same poem would have to suffice for several women in turn.

As the old Chinese saying has it, “You listen to the man who feeds you.” So my aunt and I—they had adopted me as a child when my parents died—listened and, when we had guests, led the applause.

My uncle’s muse usually arrived on Sunday mornings before breakfast. My aunt and I would wait in the breakfast room, scanning the newspaper while he took his time muttering and humming to himself in bed. When he joined us he would have his poem jotted down on his scratch pad. But this Sunday morning, in February 1949, he came to the table empty-handed. Inspiration struck only in the middle of breakfast. He halted his chopsticks in midair, the little jade oval of a pigeon’s egg delicately held. Then he gulped the mouthful down, pushed away his bowl, and with a faraway look in his eyes began to tap rhythmically on the table. My aunt motioned me with her hand to continue eating and not disturb him, and soon we were rewarded. With a cry of triumph and satisfaction, he thumped the table with his clenched fist. The poem was born. I can’t remember the beginning, but it ended with the lines:


We may waver, we may falter, yet we march against the foe Glory to the people armed with pick and hoe!



The poem so delighted my aunt that she decided then and there to give a special dinner party to introduce it to our friends and acquaintances. “It hits just the right note of democracy,” she said.

For the next week she was so occupied with preparations for the hastily summoned party that I hardly saw her at all. I ran errands for her but I had no idea what was really in her mind until just before the party when she called me into the sanctum of her dressing room. The air was heavy with the scent of perfumes, and the subdued light hinted at the exchange of intimate confidences, but she asked me abruptly, “Ling-ling, have you read today’s newspaper?”

I was standing by her side, and the big, three-leaved mirror reflected the two of us in multiple images. My mind had floated off, daydreaming: “My long, arching eyebrows are my pride.” I bent over and kissed her cheek before answering, “Yes. But what is special in it?”

“This may be the last dinner party we’ll ever give here.”

“But the Guomindang and Communist Parties are talking peace now!”

“That’s just another way of making war. Both are trying to win people over to their side. Several of our friends have been approached by … uh … certain persons. Quite a few are talking to both sides while they make their plans. But today’s newspapers report that everything may come to a head in the next few days.”

“And Uncle?”

“He has consulted Mr. Li.”

“Uncle trusts Mr. Li. He can do what Mr. Li does.”

“That’s not so simple. Mr. Li has a large family. He doesn’t have to put all his eggs into one basket. It seems that he himself will stay on in the mainland. His younger brother will go to Taiwan to open a branch store. And Third Brother will set up a factory in Hong Kong. But we’re in a different position—there’re only the three of us in the family, and two are helpless women.”

“Auntie, would you be happier if I were a boy?”

“You still can’t forget the servants’ gossip, can you? When you were little, they used to tease you: ‘Your auntie would be happier if you were a boy. A son can bring glory to his parents.’ So you wanted to show you were as good as any boy. You fought them. When you came home after school, you boasted about how you had jumped higher and run faster or even eaten more than the boys. That’s a child’s world.” She fell silent. “Now, this is a grownup’s world for you, and it’s a man’s world.”

She stretched out her fingers and for a moment silently contemplated the glittering pink nails.

“How do you like this nail polish?” she asked, looking at my reflection in the mirror.

“Perhaps it’s a bit extreme.”

My aunt considered this for a moment and then silently nodded her head. Then she stoppered the small, pink bottle and put it carefully aside in a drawer filled with other little bottles of various shades of red and pink. Slowly closing the drawer, she thrust another question at me.

“Young Bob Lu and you are suited to each other. Isn’t that so? If we combine forces with the Lu family we’ll have more bargaining power with both sides. A Communist intermediary has talked to your uncle and tried to persuade him to stay on in Shanghai and carry on the milling business here. But for the moment we don’t say yes and we don’t say no. We are friendly to everyone. Who knows? They may still form a coalition government. However, I would like you to pay special attention tonight to Madame Lu and her son.”

“Auntie, may I wear my new earrings?”

“At your age you have no need of artificial embellishments,” she replied with sudden sharpness, standing up and beginning to take off her dressing gown. I knew I was dismissed.

But just as I was leaving, she called me back. Sitting down again in front of the vanity’s mirrors, she cupped her chin in her hands and looked at me thoughtfully.

“Auntie, there’s something more you wish to tell me?” I coaxed.

“You don’t think much of your uncle’s poems, do you? I don’t either.”

She knew her question puzzled me, as we had always avoided discussing Uncle’s talents. “But it’s his way of relaxing. You know, we’ve gone through hell to establish ourselves in our present position.”

“Auntie, I’ll do whatever I can to help,” I said, putting my arms around her neck.

“Sit down.”

I took a seat on a low hassock.

Resting her hands on the arms of her chair and looking down at me, she continued: “When you were about six or seven, we nearly lost our business and were on the verge of bankruptcy. I still remember that awful day. Our creditors had set a deadline for us to repay our debts. Your uncle went out to try to raise another loan on a mortgage to save us. I waited and waited, but he didn’t come home. I grew more and more anxious. I wanted desperately to get away from everything. I took you and got on a train for Jiading, half an hour from Shanghai. There was a beautiful old park there, not far from the station. I sat on the grass and you took your shoes off and waded in the shallow water of the pond. You knew nothing of our trouble. You were so happy. You were ‘adventuring.’ You splashed through the water and then climbed up the bank and followed a crooked little path. I got up to follow you to tell you to be careful. But I let you go on adventuring. At the top of the slope was a ruin, the corner of an old fort, overgrown with gnarled old trees, just stumps, their roots exposed among the rocks and rubble. You called me and showed me new shoots of green leaves sprouting from those stumps. I thought it was a happy omen, and I was right.

“We were lucky. Your uncle got the loan we needed. That was the turning point. But your uncle and I still worked day and night to pay off our debts.”

“Auntie, you have a good memory.”

“Not about everything.”

“But that’s all in the past.”

“The past? If the Communists take over, they may take everything away from us. They promise not to, but you know what government promises are. They are for the poor, and we are rich. They are polite to us, but behind our backs they still call us ‘bourgeois parasites.’ Parasites!” Auntie smiled disparagingly at the epithet. But soon her dimples disappeared, and heavy lines that I had not seen before on her face appeared. “We must show no fear and we must take necessary precautions. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Auntie.” But in truth I didn’t quite.

Say what you will, my aunt knew how to arrange a party. The best cooks from the Xin-Ya Restaurant were hired and our drawing room was redecorated. Aunt’s special chairs, Ming dynasty copies in red-brown teakwood, were brought out; two genuine Song dynasty paintings were hung on the wall. Large lanterns decorated with paintings of classical beauties were hung in the hallway. Uncle’s jade carvings were displayed in cabinets, and brocade covers from Suzhou were put on the cushions.

The guests were also dressed to honor their hosts. Madame Lu, my prospective mother-in-law, whose husband had made his money as senior Chinese comprador for the British Kailuan Mining Corporation, came in all her glory. Her thin, once beautiful face was meticulously made up, and, as on all gala occasions, she had covered her neck, arms, and fingers with emeralds, pearls, and diamonds. Standing tall and statuesque in the center of the room beneath the chandelier, clad in some dark green patterned brocade that befitted her age, she looked like a Christmas tree decorated with small, glittering lights. The party swirled around her.

After dinner, we returned to the drawing room. Young Bob Lu, lanky and pale-faced, tagged along at my side with his customary air of world-weariness. Even the wine he had drunk had not made him any merrier.

“Won’t you have some liqueur?” my aunt asked him as she raised her glass to some guest on the other side of the room and silently formed her lips to convey the word “Cheers!” in English.

“Why yes, thank you,” Bob Lu replied and turned to ask me, “How about you, Ling-ling?” As I nodded yes he moved to the bar cart with the liqueurs.

“Ling-ling”—my aunt seized this opportunity to prompt me—“you’ve chatted with him too long. Don’t make yourself an easy conquest.”

Bob Lu returned with two glasses.

As my aunt sipped her drink she signaled me almost imperceptibly with a glance towards Madame Lu and two other guests who were with her, a lady and a gentleman, all in animated conversation. The lady was short, plump, and vivacious. She alternately whispered some confidence to Madame Lu and then chuckled at her own witticism. Her husband, lean and withdrawn, stood by her side and now and then added a word which, judging from Madame Lu’s demeanor, evidently carried considerable weight. Gossip was that he had just returned from Peking where he had represented a powerful anti-Chiang Kai-shek faction of the Guomindang in peace talks with the Communists. His wife gaily denied this and insisted that he had just taken a rest cure at a northern resort.

My aunt had left us, so I asked young Bob to excuse me. “Where and when can we meet alone?” he asked me timidly, tracing circles on the carpet with the toe of his patent leather shoe.

I hesitated, then replied, “In the small study, in an hour.”

I crossed the room to reach Madame Lu, squeezing through groups of guests and apologizing as I went. Mr. Chang, a banker, was about to take a glass of vermouth from a servant’s tray when a petite beauty put her folded fan over the top of the glass. We went to the same school; she was two years older and was called by the English name Lily. “Enough,” she said imperiously. “You have more important things to do.”

“Like entertaining you or doing what all the others are doing: deciding their futures? But I have already decided mine,” he said, looking at her intently. He bowed his head obediently and withdrew his outstretched hand. “I would stay on the mainland if I could be certain that the new government will allow people to dress properly. Did you see that latest picture in the newspapers? All their officials are dressed like tramps, and women are dressed up exactly like men.”

“Are you serious?”

“I am,” he said as he ran his hand over his mane of jet black hair. “I simply cannot imagine myself in those baggy trousers. To dress properly is a way of life.”

The latest political gossip was on everyone’s lips, and I moved through a parliament of opinions as I passed each cluster of people. I caught the words of a longtime friend of my uncle’s, a portly textile manufacturer, the smart Mr. Li. He nodded with quick movements of his head to emphasize his points. “Sure, sure enough. You’re right. The Communists are wooing me now, but they’ll kick me around as soon as they’ve consolidated their power. Sure. No doubt about it. But no matter what I do, I’ll be kicked around by someone. Here at least I’ll be kicked around by Chinese who are my fellow countrymen, even though they are Communists.”

The gentle old man he spoke to agreed: “For my part I intend to live and die here and be buried on my native soil.”

“I am old, too,” said Mr. Li. “I tell my sons and daughters that if they want to leave China they can take their share of our property and go ahead. They don’t need to worry about me. I’ll keep my share here. If the Communists nationalize my factories, that’s all right. I have plenty of know-how. I went into industry because I thought China could find salvation through industrialization. I’ll help run things for them.” Mr. Li crossed his arms over his stomach, which curved gently beneath his long grey silk Chinese gown. He was a modern textile manufacturer but he still liked to wear a Chinese-style gown over his Western trousers and leather shoes. This symbolic stand against complete westernization expressed his patriotism.

“That’s all very well,” his companion concurred, then looked a little skeptical as he continued in a slightly lowered voice, “Are you keeping all your share of the property here?”

Mr. Li smiled an ambiguous smile but made no answer.

Among his listeners, one man seemed completely out of place. Humming and grinning at the sense and nonsense he heard around him, the genuine concern and wry regrets, he shifted his feet rhythmically back and forth. His eccentricities were well known and tolerated. He was the best highway engineer in the country.

“I am either above politics or beyond … or perhaps they are beyond me,” he complained, buttonholing the stout man before him, a lethargic Guomindang minister. “My job is to build roads, and every country needs roads. I don’t see any reason why I can’t go on building roads here.”

The minister had mastered the art of speaking in nothing but platitudes.

“The people need your talents. Communism will reduce the country to chaos.”

“But the Japanese have already done a pretty good job of roadbuilding in Taiwan.”

“There is always room for improvement.”

Finally, I stood beside Madame Lu. The lady with her had noticed me first. She looked me over as if I were some commodity at a sale, and, concluding that I was indeed marketable, she gave her appraisal: “You are a pretty girl.”

Madame Lu thereupon gave me a rapturous embrace and having displayed her affection, turned back to Madame Gui who completed the sentence I had interrupted.

“… and everybody says that if the Communists win, we will have to give away our wealth. Well, I don’t know how that will work. Would a peasant appreciate all this?” and she gestured all around the room at the fine rugs, the chandelier, the paintings, the bejeweled guests. “After all, it takes quite a while to cultivate taste.”

Having done my duty, I wandered off to where our highway engineer was now engaged in earnest conversation with a dapper, youthful-looking officer, General Xu, and the banker Mr. Chang. I didn’t interrupt them, but listened intently.

After greeting me with an amiable squeeze of my shoulder, Mr. Chang went on rolling a Cuban cigar gently between his palms. This was a habit he had learned on his foreign travels. It made the cigars draw better, he explained.

“General, will the Communist army attack Shanghai soon?” the engineer asked.

“Not much of a chance. They haven’t got the modern landing craft to cross the Yangzi River.”

The general was handsome and he liked the ladies. He was also rich. Back in the thirties when Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek still admired Hitler, he had invited Nazi military advisers to help him in his campaign against the Communist Red Army, and he had sent a number of young officers, General Xu among them, to study military science in Germany. General Xu had returned every inch the Prussian officer. After the German debacle in the Second World War, however, Hitler and his military theories were no longer fashionable, and—so I was told—our general’s style underwent a subtle change. He still clicked his heels together when he bowed, but the click was not as resonant as before. In fact, it was almost inaudible. And now the bow had just a hint of a Viennese gallantry, especially when he wanted to flatter the fair sex, which he accomplished with considerable success.

During the war against the Japanese invaders, our hero was one of those “running generals” who always managed to keep two steps ahead of the advancing enemy. He had never fired a shot in anger at the invaders, but he was never idle. When the battle lines became stabilized, he shifted his attention to the quartermaster’s office. He ran a black market route through the area of his command and also made a name for himself as a commander of dead souls: He drew rations and wages for thousands of nonexistent men in his army, dead or missing peasant lads who still remained on the army’s payroll.

Mr. Chang was not impressed. I think he had better sources of information than the general, and, irritated by the general’s response, which he thought too crudely deceptive, he answered him with some acerbity.

“Don’t be so optimistic. The Yangzi River won’t save us. Your soldiers are all peasants. In one way or another they have learned that their families in the Communist areas have been given land after the land reform there. If they fight hard and the Guomindang wins, they know the landlords will take back that land and cut off their relatives’ heads to boot. On the other hand, the Communist soldiers will fight to the death to defend the land their families have just gotten. You’ve lost more than half your armies to the Communists already.”

“Don’t believe Communist propaganda!” retorted the general. “The peasants don’t want to steal land from the propertied classes. They want property themselves. Twenty years ago the Communists in South China instigated the peasants to take over the land, and the result was chaos and anarchy. They miscalculated and they failed, just as they will fail now. The peasants know their place and they respect the traditions which have held China together for over two thousand years. If you give them the freedom to choose, they will choose to support the system of private property. They don’t want Communism.”

“If you are so certain of that, General, then why don’t you give them the vote?” Mr. Chang chuckled. The smoke from his cigar went down the wrong way and he coughed. Pretending not to hear Mr. Chang’s last remark, General Xu turned to smile at my aunt, who now approached us.

Following my aunt’s whispered instructions, Mr. Chang, talented man of money that he was, seated himself at the piano and, with a series of running chords and a glissando, brought everyone to attention. Lily, myself, and some other chosen ones arranged ourselves around the piano and my aunt announced that we would sing my uncle’s latest poem, entitled the “New Marseillaise,” set to music by Mr. Chang. We sang with spirit right down to the rousing finale:


We may waver, we may falter, yet we march against the foe. Glory to the people armed with pick and hoe!



We were given a round of applause, and when Mr. Chang cleverly shifted the music into a cheerful dance rhythm everyone began to dance. I found myself in the arms of the general until the highway engineer cut in.

I had completely forgotten my tryst with young Mr. Lu until my aunt asked me why I wasn’t dancing with him. I ran to the small study. He was there pacing anxiously.

“I’m sorry.”

“Ling-ling, I want to tell you something.” These words came out automatically. He must have rehearsed them again and again.

“Yes?”

He knelt down on one knee.

“Are you going to propose to me?” I asked him, sitting down with my hands demurely folded in my lap.

“Yes,” he stammered, somewhat put out.

“Then kneel down properly on both knees.” I could see my aunt’s face beaming with joy when she listened to my report about my conquest.

Towards eleven, when the party was at its height, I saw my aunt get a whispered word from a servant. She drew herself up, her eyes sparkling, the mistress of the house. She sought out my uncle, and with an air of great importance and suppressed urgency the two of them went out into the hall. Soon they reappeared ushering in the mayor and his wife. Suddenly there was a great flurry and to-do in the drawing room as everyone tried to show that he or she was well acquainted with the great man and his lady.

In the midst of this decorous confusion, the mayor smiled owlishly through his tortoiseshell glasses. A genial man, he had acted this role of the social lion so many times that it was now second nature to him. My uncle told me that the mayor was considered a sort of liberal. Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek couldn’t possibly trust a man like the mayor, but neither could he dispense with him. With the regime crumbling all around him, it was good public relations to maintain some semblance of democracy and freedom before the foreigners and foreign correspondents in cities like Shanghai. This was the cosmetic role assigned to the complaisant mayor. That was why in Shanghai, on the one hand, you could hear all sorts of opinions voiced by vociferous pseudo-liberals, while on the other hand real revolutionaries or people the secret service did not like disappeared without a trace.

Timed by the mayor’s efficient secretary, the ceremonial visit lasted exactly fifteen minutes. Yet brief though it was, the mayor’s appearance ensured the success of my aunt’s party.

After midnight, the departing guests tipsily complimented my aunt as they left. “A charming evening. Such fun.”

My aunt answered modestly, “Thank you. It was so nice to have you. We must do it again.” She reserved a particularly friendly good-bye for a tall man with a charming manner and a spring in his step. Later I learned from my aunt that he was a Communist go-between. She hoped he had been suitably impressed with the “New Marseillaise” and the presence of the mayor.
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A Glimpse of the Other Side

“Marseillaise” or no “Marseillaise,” my uncle was a practical man. He soon put aside lyric poetry—or even revolutionary poetry, for that matter—and made ready to move the family out of Shanghai and down to the British colony of Hong Kong where a house by the sea awaited us. He had already transferred funds there and most of his milling interests. In the meantime the truce talks broke down. The Communist army poured across the Yangzi and within days had occupied Nanking, the capital of the Guomindang government. While others carried on the government from Canton, the city in the South an hour or so by train from Hong Kong, Chiang Kai-shek himself disappeared. We heard that he was going to make a last stand with his picked troops on Taiwan island, a hundred miles off the southern coast.

The Guomindang generals left in charge of Shanghai declared that they would defend the city to the death. Their army dug itself into trenches before the city. Inside the city, police and army patrols kept order and a curfew was imposed from dark to early dawn.

Some of our family friends had already left Shanghai for various refuges abroad, Taiwan, Hong Kong, or even further afield in Singapore or America, but quite a number were doing the same as my uncle: getting ready to flee but still waiting to see if it would be at all possible to remain in the different China that would emerge when the Communist Party took over.

Even as the fighting continued, peace talks and negotiations went on. We watched to see who went over to the Communist side and what official positions they took. If a sufficient number of “responsible leaders” joined the coalition government being put together by the Communists, my uncle would stay. Otherwise we would leave for Hong Kong.

While my uncle made the big decision my aunt and I simply waited to be told what to do. Auntie had perfect confidence in his good sense and ability to fix things up, and I had no say in such matters one way or the other. It never occurred to me to question my uncle’s decisions.

I found myself on holiday when the nuns who ran my high school, St. Ursula’s, closed down that fashionable missionary establishment because they did not want to be responsible for the fate of the students at such a time. At first it was like a relaxing vacation. I got up late and spent hours in my bathroom and before my mirror admiring myself. I went window shopping, picking up small bargains at knockdown prices from merchants anxious to sell out. I read interminably, whiling away the time as we waited to leave or rearrange things and stay.

After a few days, this idleness palled. Outings, parties, dances were infrequent now and not many new movies were being shown. I grew bored. Evenings were the worst. In bed, I lay tense and still, scared of the darkness engulfing me. I associated death with darkness. I often imagined that my dead parents were out there somewhere in the dark. I thought of death as a physical transformation that would separate me from my loved ones. It would keep me silent in eternal darkness. Yet somehow I would know what was going on in the world and, like other spirits, sometimes take a hand in it too until I would utterly fade away.

Then one evening an unexpected telephone call roused me out of myself. Ma Li, my old school friend whom I had not seen for more than a year, asked me to meet her in half an hour at the Plum Blossom Cafe on the Avenue Joffre.

I softly closed the front door, hurried through our little garden into the street, and with a few more steps was lost to view among the budding elms. It was mid-spring, but the evening air was dank and cold. Dark clouds hung low and, drifting slowly, hid the rising moon. I hurried to reach the main avenue where the lights were brighter.

At the crossroads by the Cathay Cinema, a Guomindang soldier struggled desultorily to shore up one side of the nest of sandbags that was his makeshift defense post. I could see a pair of feet in worn khaki sneakers comfortably crossed atop the other side of the sandbag “fort.” Beyond this post the bright lights of the French Circle Sportif sparkled amid its lawns and garden trees. A huge cutout of Lana Turner sprawled voluptuously above the marquee of the Cathay Cinema. Two policemen stood together on the corner. The French Concession had been ceded to France about a hundred years ago, but it had been returned to China after World War Two. It was a favorite residential area for many affluent Chinese families and had retained something of a French character. It was always well patrolled and I felt sure it was safe to go on. The curfew recently imposed for the emergency did not start for another hour or so.

When I turned into the broader avenue on the main thoroughfare, the Avenue Joffre, the air curled cold around my neck and I snuggled into the collar of my jacket. It was only half past seven, but some apprehensive shop owners were closing and shuttering their places early. Others carried on business as usual, and their show windows were brightly lit as if defying the misty twilight outside. But there was no doubt that unease was in the air. Few people were on the usually busy avenue. I quickened my pace, hurried past the row of small boutiques, and two blocks down I entered the Plum Blossom Cafe.

The sweet aroma of coffee filled the snug room. The lights were dim beneath pink shades. There were a few customers, mostly teenagers like myself, and they sat in the little side cubicles in couples with their heads close together. I glanced around quickly. Ma Li was sitting alone. The last time I had seen her she was fresh-faced and without makeup. Now she wore rouge and lipstick, but her face, framed in a bob of glossy black hair, seemed unusually pale. She wore a well-cut black velvet dress.

“Hi,” I greeted her quietly and, as she had instructed me over the phone, without using her name. “How have you been?”

“I’ve no complaints.”

“It’s been such a long time—are you enjoying your new life?”

“My theater troupe has been on tour and I’ve been to a lot of places. You know I love to travel.”

“How I envy you,” I exclaimed, and then I caught the half-humorous look in her eyes and the quizzical tone in her voice.

“What will you have? Coffee?” she asked as the waitress approached.

“No. Cocoa, please,” I said. “I haven’t learned to drink coffee yet.”

“How have you been?”

“As usual,” I replied with a shrug. I faced the French windows which opened onto a small garden. Plum blossoms gleamed misty white on a background of dark pine trees. A miniature red-roofed pavilion stood by a wooden bridge over an artificial stream. “Perhaps that’s not quite so. My uncle had a poetic plan for us all to go down to Hangzhou this spring and drink Dragon Well tea. That exotic tea would be made with fresh-picked leaves brewed in snow water melted from off the plum blossoms. But that plan fell through.”

“You sound cynical,” Ma Li commented, looking at me with a steady gaze.

“Do I? My aunt has been bemoaning the thwarting of our Hangzhou plan for the last three days. So that is naturally what I thought of first when you asked me what we’ve been doing.”

Ma Li drank her coffee in silence for a minute. “Don’t you want to ask me something?”

“Why did you suddenly call me up?”

“Because I need a favor. Can you put me up for the night?”

“Of course.” I said this without thinking. It was so natural, but then I asked a bit tentatively, “What’s the trouble?”

Ma Li was what my uncle in his most scathing tone dismissed as “radical.” He usually ended his tirades against such people with a warning that they caused young people “to lose their bearings.” Ma Li, in fact, was always in the middle of some patriotic campaign or other. First it had been “Let’s have peace,” then “Yanks get out.” Once I had stood on a street corner and seen her go by with a crowd of students demonstrating against the government’s corruption. Afterwards I had heard that two of them had been shot and a lot of them injured. As for her theater, most of their plays were about social problems and other controversial subjects that embarrassed the Guomindang government.

She noticed my hesitation and said, “You don’t have to if it’s not convenient.”

I glimpsed a strange man looking at me over the top of his glasses. To cover my confusion I motioned with my hand to a phonograph on a little table. “I’ll put some music on.”

As I picked up a record, I raised my eyes and looked out through the glass door. Three men were walking towards a parked car, but the man in the middle seemed to be supported by the other two. He walked with bent head and bowed shoulders as if a heavy weight were hung around his neck. He made a sudden movement and almost immediately one of his companions brought an arm crashing onto the back of his neck and he went limp. They dragged him to the waiting car. It had all happened so quickly that it was almost unnoticeable. I had not uttered a sound, but I stood paralyzed beside the phonograph. Ma Li’s soft voice beside me brought me back to action. “Don’t worry what the record is. It doesn’t matter. Put it on.”

We returned to our seats. Soft, inane music filled the room and I wondered if what I had just seen had really happened.

“I don’t dare go home,” Ma Li whispered. “They’re on the watch for me there. You can still change your mind if you like.”

I shook my head. “Let’s finish our drinks and then we’ll go home together.” I spoke firmly. Inside, doubts might grow, but I was determined to be a faithful friend.

I opened the front door of our house, paused, and listened. From the living room came a hum of conversation. In the hallway, safe amid familiar things, I heaved a sigh of relief.

“Ma Li, sneak upstairs. Remember, my bedroom’s the last one on the left.” I gestured to the door of the living room. “Go to bed, and I’ll tell my aunt. She won’t drive you out.”

Ma Li nodded her thanks.

When I told my aunt that a girlfriend was staying overnight with me because of the curfew, she asked no questions. It was a natural thing.

Next morning when Ma Li was preparing to leave and picked up her large, bulging handbag from a chair, I teased her and inquired, “Forbidden books?”

“Not exactly that.” She shook her head after a pause. “It’s instructions that we want to print and distribute to factory and office workers calling on them to prevent the Guomindang from destroying anything before they flee.”

“Ma Li, you were carrying these with you last night—the secret police could have stopped you! They might be searching for you now. If … they …” I stammered nervously. “For God’s sake don’t go out. Stay here.”

“No. I have to go. We’re holding an important meeting today. But there are some papers I certainly wouldn’t want them to find on me. Oh … no, I can’t impose this on you.” She fidgeted with the straps of her handbag.

My heart sank, but weighing things up I thought that it would be better to keep such papers here in my room than have them found on Ma Li when she went out of our gate. I said, “Better leave them here than take them with you.”

“If you could keep them for me today, I’ll send someone to pick them up this evening before the curfew.” She sounded relieved. “Will you really do this for us?”

“Do you think I’m a coward?” I asked, half joking, half defiant.

“All right, then. Be sure to be home about seven this evening. I don’t know who will be able to come, but we’ll use a code. He will say, ‘Ma Li wants her book back.’ Now let me see, what book? Maybe a book only you know that I love or hate.”

“How about The Bible of Filial Piety for Daughters.”

“Good! There’s no book I hate more than that one.” Laughing, she handed me a popular movie magazine. Scattered among its smirking starlets were thin slivers of paper covered with tiny script. Quickly I thrust the whole thing under my mattress and made up my bed.

“There are names there,” Ma Li warned.

“It will be all right.”

“Ling-ling, why don’t you try to talk some sense into your uncle? Ask him not to take everything out of his mill. It’s the workers’ livelihood, you know, not just his.” Her face was grave.

“He’s leaving some things here,” I began to defend him.

She could see that I was beginning to panic. Concerned that she was asking too much of me all at once, she added, “Do what you can.”

Around six that evening, Ma Li telephoned again. She spoke hurriedly, without introduction. “I’m speaking from a phone booth. This place is surrounded by insects and I think quite a few of us will be bitten. They may come to you next. Do whatever you think necessary. That medicine I gave you is no good at all. Perhaps it’s best to pour it down the drain and get rid of it. Unless, of course, the doctor comes soon. Well, take care.” She hung up.

I felt as if all the blood were draining out of my body. Someone in Ma Li’s group might know of her friendship with me and betray it. I had heard about the police agents and their methods of breaking a victim. I sat on the chair by the telephone until one of the maids helped me to my bed, where I fell into an uneasy doze.

I woke in a panic and looked at my watch: seven o’clock. Quickly I grabbed the magazine from under the mattress, hid it under my sweater, and opened the door; its creaking sounded like a screech in the quiet house. I moved swiftly but as silently as I could down the stairs. From outside in the roadway came the sound of a truck with a loudspeaker warning that the curfew would soon go into force. The small front garden with its many trees was empty and silent. I hid between the wall and a lilac bush so I couldn’t be seen from the house, and watched the wrought-iron gateway leading to the street. Before I had time to catch my breath I heard someone rattling the gate.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“I want to see Guan Ling-ling,” said a voice. I approached the gate and saw a young man on the other side. He seemed rather well dressed. I began to realize that it was safer to be out dressed that way than like a student.

The young man looked me squarely in the eye and continued, “Ma Li wants her book back, The Bible of Filial Piety for Daughters.”

I took the magazine out from under my sweater and pushed it through the grill of the gate. He gave a quick glance through it and was gone.

I spent the night sleepless and troubled. I was appalled at what I might have done to my aunt and uncle. The next morning I came down late to breakfast to find them already at the table.

“You look nervous.” My uncle peered around the side of his newspaper. “What are you thinking about?”

The question found me in a daze, and I mumbled, “Nothing, Uncle.”

Uncle and Aunt exchanged glances.

“Why did you ask me that?” I asked him, collecting my thoughts.

“You held up your spoon but you paused and never put your rice gruel in your mouth,” said my uncle’s voice from behind the newspaper.

I breathed hard. Perhaps I had already gotten them into trouble. It was impossible not to tell them about it. I couldn’t leave them unprepared for whatever might happen.

“Last night …” I began my confession. Uncle slowly lowered his newspaper, glowering. My aunt could not have looked more astounded if she had seen the legendary bird with nine heads flying by.

I left my bowl of rice unfinished and rushed to my room, where I hid myself for the whole day. Even by the evening I couldn’t muster enough courage to face the family. Soon after suppertime they sent the maid to ask me to join them with some friends in the drawing room.

A burst of light and animated chatter flooded out into the hallway as I opened the door of the room. Several of our intimate friends had gathered at the urgent call of my uncle and aunt, and I found them sitting in a semicircle around the fireplace. From the way they turned to smile at me as I entered, the kind of smile that was meant to reassure a wayward child of its parents’ love, I knew this was a tribunal organized for my benefit. I groaned inwardly. My uncle looked solemn although he tried to appear as if nothing unusual was happening. It was my aunt who formally opened the proceedings.

“Ling-ling, tonight I invited our very dear, old friends in to give us some helpful advice. They knew your parents before you were born. And they know your uncle and I brought you up as one of our own.” My aunt’s nose became red. “I took on a terrible responsibility when I promised your mother I would always treat you and love you as if you were my own child. I am thankful that our friends have kindly agreed to share my responsibility.”

Looking around at the gathering, I remembered once when my aunt had taken me along to help the black sheep of a friend’s family to “see the light.” I had sat on her lap happily munching sweets, wondering what that black sheep had done to make his family so bitter. Afterwards I asked my aunt, but she replied, “You are too young to understand. You see, it’s not only his fault, but his parents’ as well. Family upbringing is very important. They spoiled him and now it’s difficult to change him.” Kissing my forehead, my aunt’s face had lit up with affection as if to say, “But you are a good child; you will always be my joy and comfort.” Poor Auntie.

Mr. Li, because of his age and position, spoke next. “Ling-ling, I know you won’t like what I’m going to tell you. You may think we are interfering in your private affairs. But has it occurred to you that you’ve done something which could very well bring disaster to your family? The secret police are on the lookout for subversives and Communists and it’s clear that the papers your friend gave you were of a most compromising nature. It’s possible nothing may come of this; on the other hand, the danger of your being implicated is great, and that would bring in the whole family.”

“But Ling-ling didn’t know what those papers were.” Madame Lu was already devising my defense. “If she knew they were bad business, I’m sure she would not have been a willing accomplice. She’s a good girl.” Madame Lu seemed to wear fewer jewels nowadays, with the fighting so close, and she was dressed for this solemn occasion with elegant simplicity. Only three rings encircled her fingers; each was a treasure: a tiny museum there on her hands. “I don’t think we should worry. If the secret police come to bother you, we’ll all write letters attesting to your good character.”

My aunt looked at me anxiously: “Ling-ling, have you done anything else, you know, anything else illegal apart from what you told us this morning?”

“No.” I squeezed the word out.

“I’m sure you are telling the truth.”

“It’s the truth.” I tried to conceal my rising agitation beneath a toneless voice, but I couldn’t fool my aunt.

“Don’t be impatient,” she admonished. “You are young and impractical. I know you believe all this nonsense about fighting for a better future, lifting up the people and so on and so forth. But you must forget about all that. Believe me when I tell you that just now the most important thing for you is to survive.”

“Your idealistic notions may cost us a lot of money. If the secret police got hold of you, we would have to buy them off,” my uncle grumbled. “And just at this moment I am hard up for ready cash.”

“We will pool together what we have. No problem,” the banker Mr. Chang reassured him.

To everybody’s surprise, I stood up, turned to my uncle, and said in a cold voice, “Uncle, you can use the money that my mother left me to bribe the police.” I had never spoken to my uncle and aunt like that before. I spoke with a brutality I hadn’t seen in myself before, and it hurt them deeply.

“You are overreacting,” interposed Lily, that gracious little beauty. She gently pressed my forearm in a sisterly way, and looked questioningly at my aunt.

My aunt motioned us away. She thought that she could not have found a more suitable person than Lily to put me in the right frame of mind, and in a way she was right. It was hard for me to be angry with Lily with her face like a Chinese Botticelli beauty come to life. I also just liked her. Two years older than I but a poor student, she was in my class and we had struck up a friendship. At times she seemed to be my affectionate, frivolous twin, but another side of me was often critical of her.

Like many of my schoolmates at St. Ursula’s she was a quintessential product of cosmopolitan Shanghai—even to preferring an English name. She was a dull student but a bright young lady with great expectations. Our parents hired tutors to give us all the social graces considered necessary at that time for a well-brought-up young lady. We learned to tinkle tunes on the piano, to dance and paint. We could read the classics and write neat characters on rice-paper greeting cards from the famous Yung Bao Tsai Studio. We learned to serve tea, dress well, and chatter politely; to smile, walk, and act in a pleasant and graceful way. We were trained to be manhunters, and were being groomed for success in this avocation. Our ordained role was to flirt subtly and tastefully and then move in for the kill. We were successful if we “made a good marriage” and consolidated our positions by bearing heirs and bringing up our daughters the way we had been brought up. We failed if we “got into trouble” or otherwise made fools of ourselves, frittering away our chances by marrying some struggling writer or impecunious student. Lily, perhaps in her own way the smartest of us all, was sure to be a success. It was natural that my aunt should look to her to help me see the light.

Lily took me to the other side of the room. We sat side by side on the long piano bench.

“Ling-ling, how on earth did you come to get mixed up with the Communists? They are horrible people. Did you see the latest pictures in the Morning Post? The terrible things they are doing! Everybody is organized—men, women, and children. Endless meetings and demonstrations. My father says that when the Communists come in, that will be the end of polite society. I don’t want to see that day. I can’t wait to leave.”

I suddenly hated to see her diamond earrings glittering and splintering iridescent light into my eyes. I wanted to do something she would never dare, to really outdo her. The words came tumbling out, as they too often did with me, before I had really thought out what I wanted to say.

“Suppose I wanted to find out if they are really as awful as you think?”

“How?” she asked, intrigued, but still with a dazzling smile, hardly understanding what I meant.

“I may stay on for a while—how about that? You know, to see what happens.”

“You must be out of your mind,” she exclaimed in genuine astonishment. I got some satisfaction from shocking her out of her complacency. I had found a game in which she couldn’t compete with me. She and the other girls would run away like rabbits from the revolution, but not me.

Lily pouted silently for a while. When she had drunk up her wine, she rose and said to me, “It’s time to go. I hope that whatever you do, you’ll take your aunt and uncle into consideration. They love you. And who knows, you may change your mind.” We crossed the room to join the others.

“Ah, yes, it’s time to go home. My son Bob will be getting worried,” said Madame Lu, getting up from her seat. “Tonight it’s a little too quiet here. Is something going to happen?”

“Don’t worry. They won’t fight here,” said Mr. Li. “It’s just a show. Our handsome general is already shipping his soldiers off to Taiwan. They’re throwing in the sponge.”

“What are your plans now?” Madame Lu asked him.

“We have a month or so left to decide. No good leaving a decision till the last minute,” he answered matter-of-factly.

“It seems that most of us are doing the same thing,” added my aunt. “It’s hard to decide to move away for good. It’s a tragedy.”

“Yes, a tragedy. But thank God this fighting is coming to an end. This endless fighting and killing! Civil war has been going on for nearly twenty years!” said the banker.

When we opened the front door to the quiet spring
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