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Beijing Doll is my first novel, written three years ago when I was seventeen. Even as I was writing it, I knew that this novel, which records my youth and that of others of my generation, would only reveal its true meaning and value with the passage of time. I truly wanted people to read my novel so they could relate to my youth, its laughter and its tears.

What I hadn’t expected was that the publication of Beijing Doll would suffer such tremendous difficulty. For over a year, the manuscript made its way to a dozen or more publishers, and all I received was bad news—no one was willing to publish the book. That put me in such a state that I began to think it would never be published. Shen Haobo, my best friend and later the publisher of Beijing Doll, comforted and encouraged me to write poetry. That became my new hobby;  it helped me through the period of suffering and confusion before the novel was published.

I was almost nineteen when I finally heard that the book was going to be published. I was thrilled; the news hit me like a bolt of lightning, enabling me to understand many things and to mature quickly. Over the year or so since it was published in Mainland China, I’ve experienced much that I couldn’t ever have imagined. I’ve received both praise and scorn from readers. Immediately after its publication, the novel caused a huge controversy; reports, critiques, and scandalous rumors flew all over the place. Yet many young people in China wrote to tell me that reading Beijing Doll was the most memorable event of their lives. They said it depicted their feelings and reflected the cruelties of youth that we all share: forever angry, never compromising. The novel, they felt, reproduced the painful but true experiences of their secret struggles and confusion, as well as their irreconcilable incompatibility with society, family, and school. It represented the unique characteristics of a new generation in China. These wonderful readers have become my kindred spirits and a source of inspiration. I want to thank them for giving this book a serious reading. It doesn’t matter how much resonance they find in it; I’m just happy that they read my writing. Maybe this is how all authors feel.

Present-day Beijing is very different from the Beijing of my childhood; it has grown into a modern, international metropolis. More and more foreigners are coming to China, and in the meantime, the Chinese are becoming more liberated and open. This is a pluralistic age, when people with different views ought to be encouraged. What we need is more distinctive  individuality, not conformity. Regrettably, however, there are still a great many people who cannot understand and will not agree with the ideas and behavior portrayed in Beijing Doll, which was banned just a few months after its publication. This was my first novel, in which I invested enormous effort, in which I placed my hopes and dreams, and I was stung by the ban; but also it got me thinking. Beijing Doll has already made an indelible impression on Chinese youth, and its influence may, following its translation into foreign languages, prove to be wider still. I hope that people all around the world, the young and the once young, will have a chance to read this book. Although I wrote about the experiences of a Chinese girl, young people everywhere face many of the same issues. I hope to become friends with you.

I’m now twenty years old and am still writing fiction and poetry. Everyone will one day lose their youth, but those days always deserve to be extolled.

I’d like to thank my best friend, Shen Haobo, and Yuanfang Publishing Company in China. It was you who brought Beijing Doll to the eyes of my readers. I also want to thank Ms. Barbara J. Zitwer, my worldwide agent, and Mr. Edmund Cheung in Hong Kong for their enthusiastic promotion of this book outside China. My thanks also go to Ms. Vicki Satlow in Italy and to my many translators—the readers of Beijing Doll owe you all a debt of gratitude.

Finally I want to thank all my readers, my parents, other family members, and friends.

Now sit back, settle down, and turn the first page.

Chun Sue
July 2003
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This simple list is intended to help you better understand what’s in the book. Nothing long-winded for me.

1. My name: I’m Lin Jiafu, a “fine hibiscus,” as the name implies. It’s what I went by at school. Then I gave myself a new name, Chun Sue. That’s what my friends call me, and hearing it makes me happy. So that’s my name.

2. West X High: A disgusting school that had one rule: obedience, yes; explanations, no. There was a little white pamphlet called “Educational Guidelines for Student Management.” We studied it every day during our first semester, and were required to do everything it said. A ridiculous way to educate. I recall that as soon as I entered high school I had to memorize the following: 

“Observe discipline and guard secrets; maintain good, positive work habits; greet others with a smile; be dignified and appropriate in appearance; and be refined and poised in behavior.”

That was followed by two more paragraphs, which I don’t feel like putting down here. All this has sparked memories of West X High.

3. Xie Sini: My classmate, my best friend.

4. Rock ‘n’ roll, punk: My favorite music.

5. B5, A26: Two guidance counselors from Beijing Normal University I got to know in my third year of middle school.

6. My class monitor, Teacher Wang; year monitor, Director Li; and school monitor, Big-Belly Wang.

7. A bunch of poems: Some I wrote, others were by friends. I like poems, they’re beautiful.

8. Some guys I used to like.

9. Jelly: A journalist friend of mine. I like his view of “death” from one of his essays.

10. The city of Kaifeng: The air there, the climate, the red lights of its airplanes, and its people.

11. Boiled Water: My friend at The Ark Bookstore, which was once a paradise for young artists.

12. My friends Mary and Ziyu.

13. Beijing University and my fantasies about it.

14. Cui Xiaodi, Wang Yan, Chen Xu, and Du Yuan: Classmates in my first-year high school class.

15. Li Qi and Zhao Ping: Two guys I once loved and hated. The main characters in the first half of the book.

16. Xidan District: I like Xidan in the evening, when it’s absolutely captivating, when the night sky is soft and gentle. Lots of people, hip boys and girls, young people, lots of them, like to hang out on the sixth floor of the Huawei Shopping Mall, where the air is saturated with the smell of material stuff.

17. Pangu: A great band that wrote some great songs.

18. G and T: Two guys I loved. The main characters in the second half of the book.

19. Janne: A Finnish boy who loved rock ‘n’ roll. Tall, squeaky clean, and handsome. Once when I was crying, he said, “You’re lost little girl.”

20. Zhang Dongxu: A friend who wrote the book I’m an Angel, No Lie. A scribbler.

21. Glass: One of my band’s former drummers.

22. Dying my hair: I change my hair color anytime I feel like it. My parents don’t approve, but so what. I dye my hair all the time.

23. Parkson Shopping Mall and hanging out there a lot (Long Live Parkson!).

24. Wudaokou: A cool fucking place with lots of colleges and universities nearby.

25. Some poets, musicians, and editors who, at one time or another, entered my consciousness and my life without realizing it and, to some degree, changed them both.
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1 | DANCE STEPS OF YOUTH

My third year of middle school was sweet, red, tattered, baffling, and dizzying—loaded with drama. I had lots of friends that year, friends I never saw again after the year ended. They belong to “Middle Three,” a year that never grew up.


Dear B5:

Hope this letter finds you well!

Like the Overload lyric, “I once saw a memory from nine angles, I’ve already forgotten yesterday’s news.” But I remember our first phone call, when the trees beyond the window were dressed in green, with sunlight raining down like gold. I didn’t think I’d be able to write you again, since I’d lost your address, but I found it yesterday when I was cleaning my room, which means we’re fated to meet again.

I live in a haze of my own making, on the long road to answers. How are things with you?

Wishing you happiness!

A friend            
June 27, 1998   



B5 was a guidance counselor I knew from Beijing Normal University. In the period leading up to our meeting, he had a crush on me and on Xiaojie, another girl my age who lived upstairs in our building. He called us “twin angels.” We phoned him every day, sometimes together, which made him laugh. But I stopped liking him once I finally met him in a small park near Beijing Normal. He introduced himself as a “hooligan genius” and said he never refused an offer. “You offering?” We hung around the park for hours. He didn’t take me to lunch or walk me home, but I remember the cologne he was wearing and that it drizzled later that day. “You’ve got pretty eyes,” he said, “just the way I like them. Your hands are pretty, too.” Later on he asked if I’d seen Four Weddings and a Funeral, and I said no, I didn’t go to movies much. “That,” he said, “was true love, so don’t talk to me about love if you haven’t seen the movie; you’re not qualified to talk about love.”

We met one time again. He put his hands on my shoulders, which made me shudder, and I’m sure he noticed. My sense of self-worth vanished when I was with him. I hated myself for not having seen the movies he mentioned, for not having any decent clothes or shoes, for having no class. I totally messed things up with him. But I couldn’t stand somebody who sang the words to Luo Dayou’s “Love Song 1990” at the  same time he was all hung up on desire and money, because that was an endless blasphemy against beauty. That was the last time I saw him.

I met A26 the same way I’d met B5. It was, I think, springtime. Beijing’s windy season. The sky was clear. He was a guidance counselor too and a second-year history major at Beijing University—Beida. We met over the phone. It was the second semester of my third year in middle school, when I had to make the agonizing decision of whether to go on to vocational school or to a regular high school. A vocational school would freeze me out of Beida, but the thought of three more years of lifeless tension nearly killed me. It was such a grim concept, wrapping itself around me every single day, and I figured I’d better decide quick before it killed me. I hated school, and I hated our class monitor, who was smart but insensitive. But most of all, I didn’t know what to do, since I was scared of just about everything. I knew things like that didn’t bother A26, that he could look down on me smugly without batting an eye.

During the busy months leading up to the high school entrance exams, my greatest pleasure was spending half an hour each week on the phone with him. I usually paged him just before dark, when I could look out and see the golden sun and green trees. Our conversations were guarded, with lots of fancy words, like we were living in a fairy tale, where nothing existed but art, order, and beauty. Illusions like that don’t stand a chance in the face of reality. He gave me his pager number, which I knew was taboo. For the longest time I didn’t even know his name. Everybody has his own space in life, and maybe only during the few hours he worked as a guidance counselor was he calm and serene, and not distracted. That’s why I didn’t phone him too often—I was afraid he might reveal life’s limitations and his lack of choices, and all I wanted was some lighthearted conversation. But he was smart enough to know what was going on.

I always said “see ya” before hanging up, but all he’d offer in return was a grunt. “Do you not say ‘see ya’ out of habit? Or is there some other reason?” I asked him. There was a pause before he said, “That’s weird. Nobody’s ever noticed that before. I don’t say ‘see ya,’ because my understanding of the term is I’ll never see ya again.”

Because of him, I signed up in April for an early entrance exam for the liberal arts section at Number Two Beijing Normal High. I didn’t pass. My friend Xiaoshui and I took it together. She passed, I didn’t. I sucked at math. Beijing Normal High was only a block from the university, where there was a wooded area with beautiful Chinese roses. Wearing a white skirt, I strolled around the Beijing Normal campus that day, telling myself that these were places where Bluegrass, which was what I called A26, had walked and lived, and that made me warm and melancholy at the same time.

I started paging him more often. He was the bright spot in my third year of middle school, a sort of consolation; I didn’t want to lose him, couldn’t go without hearing his voice. He’d phone me from the library and hang up after a minute or so.

He kept saying he wanted to meet, and I kept putting it off. Then one day I agreed. I just about went crazy trying to find something to wear. I hadn’t bought a single thing all that year in Middle Three, and I’d put on weight. My self-confidence was a mess. I was afraid he wouldn’t like what he  saw. I went to borrow some clothes from a neighbor, and tried on everything—white skirt, patterned skirt, blue jeans, black jeans—until I started getting dizzy, and I didn’t leave for our 7:30 meeting until 7:20. I was wearing brown pants that weren’t really me, but by the time I tried them on, my head was already spinning. I took the subway to Jishuitan, but didn’t dare approach any of the exits; instead I looked at each one from a distance, then lowered my head and listened to a Xu Wei song. At ten that night I called his house. His dad answered and said he’d already gone to bed.

The next day I began dialing his pager number, which I knew by heart. I wanted to tell him I loved him, didn’t want him to leave me, didn’t want him to be mad at me. I was just a girl who liked him but couldn’t say the words. I wanted to satisfy all his demands on me—if he had any, that is. But I got no answer. All I did that day, from morning to night, was dial his pager number, then cry when no call came. I was a basket case because of him, and I really wanted to explain why I hadn’t shown that day and tell him everything that was on my mind. I heard the phone ring several times, but each time I ran to answer, I discovered it was all in my head, that the phone hadn’t rung at all. I dug out his address and wrote him a letter, even enclosing photos of me. I hardly ever had my picture taken; except for those from my childhood, I only had a few pictures of me, and I sent him every one. Later on I learned he never got the letter, that it was lost in the mail. Like all important things, I have no idea what became of it.

A week later, Bluegrass reappeared. He called without warning. It felt kind of strange to hear his voice this time. In  a tone that had lost its familiarity, he asked me what I’d done Friday.

“Went to school.”

“Wrong. What if I said I was mad at you for not showing up the other day?…”

“I did go.”

“Maybe you did, which makes me just as mad. I kept calling, all day long, but you weren’t home. If you hadn’t been home today to take my call, then you could have just kissed our whole thing good-bye.”

I said I’d moved and had only today brought the phone over from the old place. He asked me if I loved him, and I didn’t know what to say. Sure, I thought I loved him, but it never dawned on me to actually say so. That freaked me out.

“Ask me that again, okay?”

That stopped him for a second. “Do you love me?”

“With feeling.”

“Do you love me?”

“Yes, I love you.”

“Say that again, okay?”

“Yes, I love you.”

“With feeling.”

“I love you. My love for you feels like birds soaring up from a thousand peaks.”

Weakly he said, “Don’t love me.”

Then it was the entrance exams, and my middle school years came to an end. A chaotic sensitive innocent age came to an end, and everything belonging to that age ceased to exist. I discovered that, in Bluegrass’s presence, I found myself slipping away. That hurt like hell. I could barely conjure  up the comfortable, pleasant, free and easy feeling associated with a normal relationship. But I don’t mind saying that my time with him had its share of happiness. Caught up in this internal struggle, filled with contradictions, I felt like I was drowning a little at a time. I couldn’t control my emotions. Maybe, since he was a guidance counselor, I was just one of his “patients.” He never treated me as a friend. Could that be it?

I phoned him to say good-bye.

The entrance exams ended; I wrote to several friends of that period, then burned my diary and set out to start my life all over again. I doubt there are many people who ended up hating Middle Three as much as I did. In a word, it was one shitty year. I thought graduation day would never come, and the last thing I wanted was to beat up on myself with a rehash of all that had happened. Those days were over, and I had no desire to bring them back.

A secret agent or a hired assassin should have no past and no future, so that they can disappear in an instant. The killer Li Ming in the movie Fallen Angel kept his childhood classmate, and that was his undoing. Although I’m neither a secret agent nor a hired assassin, those are two of my favorite occupations, because they’re all tied up with mystery, intelligence, and the thin line between life and death. I can’t deny that I get a kick out of danger.

I didn’t get into a regular high school because I listed Number Two Beijing Normal High as my first choice, a classic example of aiming too high. It wouldn’t have made a difference anyway, since my dreams were surely beyond my reach and inside I was a mess. If I’d had the luck to step once more  onto the grounds of Number Two Beijing Normal High, how would I have felt? I’d probably have thought back to how oddly happy and proud I’d been the time I took the early liberal arts exam. It was springtime, with Chinese roses sending their fragrance across the campus; there were trees, grassy lawns…a sense of time repeating itself.

I was accepted into a vocational school near the Summer Palace. A five-minute bike ride from Beida’s western gate. Also not far from the Haidian Book City. My main reason for choosing that school was its proximity to Beida, which I was obsessed with at the time. The other reason was that the school had the word “Xi” [West] in it, and I liked that there used to be a poet at Beida called Xi Chuan [West River]. How was I to know I’d escaped from the wolf’s lair only to wind up in the tiger’s den?

2 | MAKING A FRIEND

There was a letter waiting for me downstairs in the janitor’s room. I saw by the postmark that it had been mailed in the city and was addressed to “Chun Sue.” That was strange—who’d be calling me that? I’d only used that name a few times when I’d conducted interviews for music magazines, and none had included my address. Then it hit me: While I was bored out of my mind in Middle Three, I’d sent a “Seeking Friends” notice to a music magazine, and they must have published it. That had been nearly a year ago. I opened the envelope, and that’s what it was. He said he’d spotted my notice and wanted to see if we could be friends. He said his name was Li Qi and that he was an art student in Beijing. He invited me to come see him when I had some free time. At  the bottom he added a serious note, that he hoped I’d become a “model Young Pioneer.”

I thought back to the notice I’d sent in. I think I said I liked U2, Xu Wei, Nirvana, Kafka, and computers. At the time, mentioning Nirvana showed you were hip. Not impossibly passé, like now.

Excited, I wrote a reply and mailed it, but his next letter took its own sweet time getting to me. It came about two weeks later. He said he’d just returned from a trip back home to Shandong.

Then one day the phone rang, and the person on the other end asked for Chun Sue.

“That’s me,” I said.

“Oh…” He sounded surprised. “I thought you’d be a guy!”

We settled on a day for me to go see him.

“I won’t be late,” I added, even though I knew I probably would be.

It was a foggy Saturday morning when I took the subway to Jishuitan. He’d said he was a student at the Lu Xun Art Academy, so we’d agreed to meet at the front gate. I looked at my watch and saw I was already a good ten minutes late, so I walked up feeling goofy and guilty at the same time. Someone was leaning against a tree at the academy entrance watching me as I crossed the street, so I sped up a bit. “I’m Chun Sue,” I said. He stuck out his hand, and we shook hands. Then we turned and started walking. It was kind of awkward. He was nothing like I’d imagined. His hair was sort of long, and he looked like a poet, down on his luck. He had on a leather jacket, his skin was very light, and he was pretty skinny. I figured I was nothing like he’d imagined either.

He led me down a tiny lane opposite a music and video store not far from his school. He lived in a rented room in a small but typical Beijing quadrangular compound, not the sort of place I’m used to. I much prefer tall buildings and bright, sunny places.

I stepped cautiously into his room. It was barely big enough to hold a bed. One wall was practically filled with audiotapes. I sat on the edge of his bed, and we just talked for a while about this and that. He looked nervous. The room was dark, dank, and unheated. Li Qi got up and poured me a glass of water, which I drank. A few rays of sunlight came in through the window. Then an ordinary, unspectacular morning started feeling wrong, the mood and situation were reeling off course, and I could sense that things had already moved beyond my control. Or maybe I just wanted to see what could happen, see if there were mortal consequences. Like I said, I love playing with danger. At the time I had no idea that something was bearing down on me, and it all happened so fast, too fast for me to stop it. It was like I’d suddenly been thrust into a nature painting, and I was out of tune with my surroundings. I think Li said something, but since he was facing the wall, I could only make out a bit about how people should listen to their desires, be true to something or other, then silence. I forget what I said or did then, but I must have done something to arouse him, because he threw his arms around me. He took off my shoes. I was wearing white stockings with embroidery up the sides. We stayed like that, with our arms around each other, for a while, before Li stood up and said triumphantly, “Stay there while I go bring in the quilt I hung out in the sun.” He walked out and quickly returned  with it. We lay down on the bed and started kissing. None of it seemed quite real.
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“Blood,” I said to him.

“Oh.” He wiped it clean with some toilet paper, which he tossed on the floor. “How old are you?” he asked, as if it had just then occurred to him.

“Sixteen,” I lied. Without saying a word, he lit a cigarette. He looked spent.

“Do you have a girlfriend?” I asked casually.

“Yes.”

That blew me away.

He told me the girl’s name was Cai Yun. From then on, he never mentioned her without calling her his girlfriend. Like “my girlfriend this” and “my girlfriend that.”

I was dizzy and clearheaded at the same time. I didn’t know how to describe what I was thinking, but when I cleared my throat, I realized there was no need to even try. Li had no real desire to be with me; it never dawned on him that I might be someone with thoughts of her own and a need to express them.

At noon we went out for some lunch, steamed dumplings and wontons at a little café. I don’t know if it was a habit he’d formed over the years, but he hardly ate anything.

That’s pretty much how the day went. We went back to his place after eating, with me hanging naturally on his arm, feeling that since we’d become what we were, it was the thing to do. But he frowned slightly, so I jerked my arm back, embarrassed. And sort of at a loss. “Did you know,” I said to  break the ice, “that I memorized the poem ‘Everlasting Sorrow’? I’ve forgotten some of the lines, but I still remember most of them….”

On my way back to the subway station, I walked down early evening streets, the fading sunlight sprinkling down on my face and the tips of my hair. A vendor squatting in the subway entrance had a big bucket of cut flowers, including my favorites—roses and lilies. It was late October, the last gasp of freshness and splendor in Beijing.

He called after I got home. I can’t recall what he said, but the anxiety in his voice told me he was worried I’d take him to court, and he’d end up in jail. Yeah right.

3 | LI QI

He told me his name was Li Qi. From Shandong. Original name, Li Xiaolai. Studied at the Lu Xun Art Academy. Loved literature, painting, music, once organized a band called Appendix (meaning it was redundant, something useless), which performed somewhere or other.

I know, that reads like a missing persons notice. But I think it’s best to introduce him as factually as possible.

He had a girlfriend, from the same village; he showed me her picture once, nothing special, but someone who seemed to know how to live. He also showed me pictures of the two of them, both smiling, with Li Qi appearing almost childlike, the sweet look of a spoiled kid with his nanny, making his girlfriend look pretty serious. One of the pictures had been partially burned, which I could see from the gray scars; the burned portion must have represented some tragedy or conflict. He said that the romance had died. He didn’t say he  loved her, he just said, “What can I do? I can’t leave her,” because she’d already attempted suicide more than once, and told him that if he got involved with anybody else or tried to leave her, she’d kill herself. His tone of voice betrayed a sense of fatalism. To me, her neediness was degrading, but he actually called the failed process of needing one another and struggling with the idea of leaving “love.” How could someone like me, a perfectionist, be content with that?

Li Qi often wrote poetry too. That was the winter of 1998, before he’d made a name for himself, and financially he was in bad shape. For lunch, most of the time he asked his kindly old team monitor to get him a bowl of rice, then he shared the other fellow’s vegetables and meat. That’s all he could do. He was broke. Which is why he also occasionally considered suicide. He once told me he’d written some poems and wanted to read them to me. He was really proud of one of them. It went something like, “A bird flew over and landed on my finger…” Then something something something, until the last line, that went, “Excitement came when the third bird flew over.” (Ha, I’m not sure if I got it right after all this time.) He asked me how I liked it, but the weird part is, I never much cared for his poems. To this day, I have no idea what attracted me to him. Maybe nothing. But every day was like a dream.
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On Sunday night I told my friend Jelly I wanted to see him. At the time he was an editor for The Music Life. We agreed to meet in front of his place at Fuchengmen, and I arrived in the middle of a gorgeous sunset, when the air smelled fresh  and clean. Jelly was waiting for me, leaning against a railing around his compound. He waved, obviously happy to see me. I was wearing casual pink clothes; he had on a gray jacket and blue jeans. His hair was cut real short, like an innocent teenager. I ran over, and the two of us started walking toward Tiananmen Square. To us that was a sacred place. The roadside soft-drink stands were already lit up, the sky was an almost transparent blue, and I was an emotional wreck. What had happened between Li Qi and me the night before kept replaying in my head, and I was wrenched by a mood I couldn’t understand, let alone describe. It
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