
  Act One


  Chapter One


  Made in China


  Every epic cross-generational tale of perseverance and triumph has a beginning, and ours begins in China—specifically in Harbin, a modestly sized city in the country’s northeastern tip known for its brutal winters and its famous annual ice sculpture festival. I was born on the 19th of April, 1989, in this Chinese Winterfell, to a working-class family that possessed neither money nor influence of any sort. My family was neither House Lannister nor Stark; they were innocent villagers in the background, whose simple lives were unencumbered by any political aspirations whatsoever.


  I spent the first four and a half years of my life with my dad’s side of the family in Harbin, sans Dad—or Mom, for that matter. My father left China when I was eight months old to do a PhD program at Queen’s University in Canada, and my mom joined him a year later, leaving me in the care of my 爷爷 (yéye) and my 奶奶 (năinai), my paternal grandparents.


  My parents named me 思慕 (sīmù), from the Chinese characters 思想 (sīxiăng), meaning introspection or ideation, and 羡慕 (xiànmù), meaning the envy or longing for something one doesn’t have. My name was meant to be a reminder of my parents’ journey and the sacrifices that they made along the way—I would always be envious of the other children whose parents never left their side.


  So Sīmù wasn’t exactly a name that evoked the happiest of memories; luckily, I had two! In China, it is extremely common for loved ones and close family members to give you a nickname, or “little name.” I was only ever called Sīmù if I was in trouble—刘思慕 (liúsīmù) if I really messed up. Otherwise, I was known to my family as 毛毛 (máomao), which roughly translates to “little furry caterpillar.” It was much less depressing than “introspective envy” . . . and way cuter.


  To be honest, I never really noticed that my parents weren’t around. I was far too young to have formed any lucid memories of them before they left, so there was nothing for me to miss. I knew that my 妈妈 (māma) and 爸爸 (bàba) existed, but to me they were more like abstract concepts that I spoke with on the phone every now and then. I was told that my folks were a part of a very small group of people who had been given the opportunity to study abroad, and that one day I would join them on their worldly adventure.


  Of course, I didn’t understand what any of that meant; I was content to just live my life.


  My grandparents and I lived in a charming little ramshackle apartment on the fifth floor of a cement building, tucked at the very back of the university campus where my yéye taught chemistry before he retired. The place would have been out-of-date ten years before I ever set foot in it, but it had character. The paint on the walls was chipped and faded, the wooden doors aged, and our rickety mismatched chairs always seemed like they were on the verge of collapse, kept alive only by my yéye’s tinkering. Our home was full of little DIY “improvements” that he dreamed up, like water pipes wrapped in newspaper and plastic bags, or wooden sticks strapped to table and chair legs to reinforce them. It was an ingenuity that would’ve made MacGyver jealous.


  The kitchen was effectively a series of open flames, next to a sink made of blackish-brown concrete, surrounded by a jungle of exposed pipes. My grandparents didn’t get a refrigerator until after I was born, and it was stored in a separate room because the kitchen had no power. Our water—which was unfit for drinking and only came cold—ran for roughly half the day, which meant that we had to keep reserves around the apartment. A good chunk of every morning had to be spent boiling the water over the fire and then storing it for cleaning, cooking and bathing, the latter of which was an art form of finding the perfect ratio between scalding-hot boiled water and the water pumped from the depths of the earth’s cold body. As far as I can remember, my grandparents always got it just right.


  My grandmother—my năinai—was my primary caretaker, a strong-willed woman with wavy gray hair and joyous eyes hidden behind thick, horn-rimmed glasses. As a former pediatrician, Năinai would follow me around tirelessly, removing my thumb from my mouth, stuffing food in my mouth or forcing me to put on a sweater. In Eastern medicine, there was no greater enemy than the cold—I was always tucked under layers and layers of covers before I went to sleep and scolded for leaving my hands or toes exposed. If I was sick in any way, the number of layers would double. Leaving the window open overnight was strictly forbidden; Năinai had a brother who passed suddenly when they were both children, and their entire family was convinced that it was because he had slept too close to an open window during a particularly breezy night. The many hardships she endured in her life made her ever more vigilant as my guardian—she was very adamant that I not suffer through the same things she did.


  My yéye—my grandfather—was my teacher, a balding man with startling athleticism for his age and a generous smile punctuated by teeth of silver and gold. Whether it was explaining all his fixer-upper projects around our home or quizzing me with English flash cards, Yéye always had something to impart to me. There were the essential life lessons like good manners and living frugally, but also fun ones like learning to play table tennis or Chinese chess. I’d spend many afternoons with my yéye playing games with him or just watching him work; it seemed like he possessed all the knowledge of the universe. He radiated self-assuredness; a man of infinite patience and understated wisdom.


  The combined salary of a university professor and a pediatrician would have afforded my grandparents a vastly different lifestyle if they had raised me in North America, but China in the nineties was far from the global superpower it is today. Nobody was rich; if there were exorbitantly wealthy families out there, I was certainly not aware of them. But so what if we weren’t the Chinese Kardashians? My childhood memories in Harbin were filled with love and laughter—I didn’t need anything more.


  I used to sit on the back of my yéye’s bicycle as we rode through the street markets on Héxìnglù near our campus, marveling at all of the delicious treats and shiny toys on display. Yéye would often buy me a candied hawthorn-berry stick, cumin lamb skewer or frozen yogurt Popsicle to satisfy my cravings, but he obviously couldn’t do it all the time. Being the little brat that I was, I’d often throw a tantrum when he told me no. I’d lie down on the pavement and cry loudly, punching and kicking the ground and refusing to move until I got tired or my yéye relented.


  Thankfully, he never did. Can you imagine the kind of overly dramatic, attention-seeking diva I would have become if he had?


  As the tantrums persisted, my grandparents began to wonder when the terrible twos would finally be over—which definitely did not speak well to my maturity level, seeing as I was almost four by that point. Eventually my yéye had had enough; I was way too old to be acting out like that, and it was time to grow up.


  But rather than yelling or threatening to hit me, Yéye sat me down in our apartment before we went shopping and told me about the importance of keeping your word.


  “Máomao, when two people speak in good faith with each other, it means they promise to hold up their end of the bargain.”


  As he explained it calmly and patiently, the concept of what a promise was slowly began to take shape.


  “I will take you to Héxìnglù to do groceries with me, but you have to promise me that you will not throw any tantrums. If you break your word, I’m afraid I won’t be able to bring you with me anymore. Do you understand?”


  “Okay. I promise!”


  The next time I rode through Héxìnglù on the back of my yéye’s bicycle, I instantly felt the pang of desire as I cast my eyes across those shiny toys and books, and smelled the delicious aromas of the street food—but then promptly kept my mouth shut. Yéye was so surprised that he would recite this story for many years; even he had no idea whether the lesson would stick!


  Harbin winters were epically cold, with temperatures often dipping to as low as –30°C (−22°F for you Americans). My grandparents would bundle me up in layers upon layers of cotton and wool (we didn’t have the luxury of goose down) and ushanka hats with earflaps, an inheritance from our Russian neighbors to the north. Still, we never let the cold rain on our parade—one of my favorite wintertime activities was making bīngdēng, or “ice lights,” with my whole family. It was a simple process, really, beginning with eating a lot of yogurt and saving the packaging. We’d put the colorful foil that sealed the top inside the containers and then fill them with water so that they’d freeze and harden. Finally, we’d take the ice out of the containers and hang them on the balcony, where they would glitter against the soot-soaked sunlight.


  Rain or shine, summer or winter, I was visited often by my 姑姑 (gūgu, aunt), 姑夫 (gūfū, her husband) and cousin JingJing, who lived just a short walk away. We celebrated most holidays together, a family of six making dumplings or noodles from scratch. Despite being six years my senior, JingJing was my closest friend and playmate. When she came over I would gather all of my toys and knickknacks onto my bed, which would become my makeshift bodega. She would pretend to peruse my merchandise, asking me questions about the products and haggling on the prices. JingJing always drove a hard bargain, but I always cut her a good deal. What choice did I have; she was my only customer, after all!


  One time, with everyone in a nostalgic mood, my grandparents brought out one of JingJing’s old dresses. It was lightly worn because she had quickly outgrown it, but it was just right for me. It was so pretty and shiny—a long white dress with frills on the side—that I knew I had to try it on. I was initially confused when everyone told me that girl clothes were different from boy clothes. What was the big deal?! I refused to take no for an answer and proceeded to wear the shit out of that dress, heteronormativity be damned. I even convinced my grandparents to do a little photo shoot (and yes, of course we put the photo in the book).


  My gūgu and gūfū were also professors, making my entire family practically the embodiment of Asian excellence. Like my parents they possessed no desire for political power, or material wealth beyond the bare necessities. That said, they always found a way to spoil me, often buying me toys against my grandparents’ wishes and treating me as if I were their second child.


  When it was just me, I would entertain myself with my favorite picture books and TV shows. I had a particular affinity for Jīngānghúluwá—Calabash Brothers, a series about a group of young color-coded superheroes with special abilities to match the calabash gourds on their heads. The Calabash Brothers books were the subject of many a tantrum, to my grandparents’ chagrin. I just couldn’t get enough of the superpowers, the fantastical monsters and the eternal battle between good and evil—you know, childish superhero stuff that I’ve totally, 100 percent outgrown.


  When I say that I was a happy child in Harbin, I definitely do not speak to how difficult I may or may not have been for the ones tasked with taking care of me. Despite the best efforts of those around me, I still found plenty of ways to get myself into trouble. One time, I got salmonella by drinking the water from our fishbowl. Another time, I nearly electrocuted myself poking power outlets with my finger. Finally—and I have racked my brain trying to solve this mystery—there were even some instances where my grandparents and I awoke to discover that someone had pooped in my pants overnight.


  (Would now be a good time to mention that I was named one of Canada’s Hottest Bachelors in 2018?)


  Regardless of whether I threw a tantrum, pooped my pants or drank dirty fishbowl water, I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that I was loved unconditionally. It didn’t matter what destruction I had wrought during the day—at night, I would always take my place in between my grandparents and we would fall asleep in one another’s arms.


  They were my safe haven.


  Now, when I picture our old home in my mind’s eye, my heart yearns to go back and curl up in bed with my yéye and năinai one more time, so I could listen and doze off to the sound of Năinai’s soothing voice as she reads me my favorite bedtime story. Both she and my yéye passed away in 2021, shortly after my thirty-second birthday, while I was in the middle of reshoots for Shang-Chi and The Legend of The Ten Rings. I had planned to take them to the premiere of the movie, to hold their hands on either side of me as they watched their grandson on the big screen for the first time. There’s not a thing in this world I wouldn’t give to be able to see the both of them again, as they were back then.


  In the summer of 1993 I noticed that my English flash card lessons were starting to pick up, along with talk that my departure date to Canada was drawing ever nearer.


  I didn’t like that one bit.


  My whole family—my yéye, năinai, gūgu, gūfū, even my cousin JingJing —spoke of this “Canada” as if it were some sort of idyllic paradise, a place of abundant snacks and endless affection.


  “You can eat whatever you want,” Năinai would say, as if I didn’t already have pretty regular access to all of my favorites on Héxìnglù.


  “You will finally reunite with your parents,” my gūgu added reassuringly, as if I didn’t already have five amazing people around me who loved me.


  Looking back, it felt kind of cult-y, like gospel from the Church of Canadology that I was supposed to just accept. I played along, even though I was still rough on the exact terms of this proposition. Sure, I welcomed the thought of meeting more members of my family . . .  but I had no idea that said new family members would come at the cost of everyone that I knew and loved.


  So, with about as much agency as any four-year-old possessed, I kept on, ever the obedient child, dutifully memorizing my English flash cards. 苹果 (píngguŏ)—Apple. 猫 (māo)—Cat. 香蕉 (xiāngjiāo)—Banana. 爸爸妈妈 (bàbamāma)—Parents, whom I would meet in the winter.


  An air of excitement permeated our household in the days leading up to my father’s arrival in late December. Word had come to us that Bàba would fly over to pick me up and escort me back to Canada, while Māma would meet us at the airport once we landed in Toronto. If my grandparents were dreading letting me go (they were), they went to great lengths not to show it. We made a big WELCOME BACK sign in giant letters and hung it on our door. I wore my nicest clothes on the day, an outfit of absolute fire consisting of a collared rugby shirt with blue and purple stripes, a pair of brown overalls with yellow polka dots and a vest that looked like a burlap sack. That’s right, I was pattern clashing way before it was cool.


  My gūgu and gūfū came over and we prepared a feast that filled our little round table: white mushrooms with sliced pork, large tail-on shrimp, bean curd, soy-sauce ribs and Russian-style red sausage—my father’s favorite, apparently.


  The food is starting to get cold when we hear a little knock on our door. I perk up anxiously as my yéye answers, opening the door to reveal a scrawny, square-faced man with bowl-cut hair wearing a big cozy sweater along with the bleary glaze of exhaustion that comes after an eighteen-hour train ride from Beijing. This man who resembles an Asian Eric Forman from That ’70s Show is my bàba, the man who I had waited my entire four-and-a-half-year life to reunite with.


  This is the man who is going to bring me to the promised land of Canada.


  “Máomao! It’s me!”


  I freeze.


  I had imagined this moment in my head many times, as I’m sure my father had. I want to run to him, embracing him enthusiastically and without any reservations, as any child would run to their own father—but I just . . can’t. Everything about this man is foreign to me, from his voice to his smell. I had only seen his face in photographs, only heard recordings of his disembodied voice. He feels almost like a celebrity, someone I recognize from somewhere, but who is himself unknown and unknowable.


  I scurry to my năinai’s side nervously. I’m sure my father was a little disappointed, but he respected my space, taking only a small step toward me.


  “Do you know who I am?”


  I ponder this for a moment.


  “You . . . you are Zhenning Liu.”


  Everyone around me bursts out laughing. The ice is broken, and I laugh along, even though I don’t get the joke. “Zhenning Liu” is exactly who this man is to me; not “Dad,” not “Father,” not “Bàba” . . . but a stranger, an acquaintance at best.


  Slowly, over the next few days, it dawns on me that this stranger is going to take me away from my family, my home and everything that I have ever known.


  Chapter Two


  Back in Time


  I have to pause at this highly climactic moment to bring you back in time to tell you the story of my parents.


  Trust me, it’ll be worth it—we’re going to take a much deeper look at the circumstances of their upbringing, paying special attention to how they came to view the world as they did. When we do pick back up in December 1993 in Harbin, you’ll have a much better sense of who my mother and father are, and why they made the choice to risk everything and leave the country they called home.


  If you are feeling a burning impatience to pick up chronologically from where the previous chapter left off, you can skip the rich family backstory that pays off beautifully at the end and advance to chapter seven—just know that you’ll miss some juicy insights that will definitely move you, and may even affect the way you view your parents. Also, you’d totally be committing the cardinal sin of immigrant families: wasting money.


  Still there?


  Good.


  Our literary DeLorean will take us to the year 1960, when a still-fledgling Chinese government was just beginning to realize its vision of becoming a global superpower. Eleven years earlier, Chairman Mao Zedong led the Communist Party to victory in the Chinese Civil War that saw the defeated Nationalists—the Kuomintang—fleeing to Taiwan. For the first time, the entire country was united under one single banner: the People’s Republic of China. I hope you weren’t expecting flower power, the Beatles, or William Shatner on Star Trek—the ’60s were very different in the Middle Kingdom.


  Now, if you live in the West, chances are that your impression of China has been heavily influenced by what you’ve heard in the news. Most dangerously of all, you might get the sense that people from China are a fundamental threat to your existence and your ideals of freedom, capitalism, bald eagles and cheeseburgers.


  Look, I’m not here to lecture you about Eurocentricity or media bias; I just want to put forth the idea that maybe China has been the punching bag of the West for a very, very long time, and that nothing is gained from the continued demonization of its people . . . of my people. If you can accept that a single country can give birth to both a Donald Trump and a Donald Glover, a Steve Carell and a Stone Cold Steve Austin, you shouldn’t have any difficulty accepting that the 1.3 billion people who call China home are just as varied in their ideologies and philosophies. There are the party officials, the pure-of-heart idealists, the Crazy Rich Asians, the activists, the social media influencers (smash that subscribe button!), the internet trolls and every conceivable thing in between—but perhaps most of all, there are the families like my parents, who simply did their best to stay out of trouble and survive from one day to the next.


  For the sake of the story, I want to start with my dad, whom I technically met first and whose side of the family played a much more active role in my upbringing.


  This will, of course, upset my dear mother, whose hyper-competitiveness is matched only by her son’s. I can already hear her now, reminding me that she was the one who had to carry me to term while I incubated in her belly for nine months, leeching off of her like a parasite, only to then exit her body in the most painful way imaginable. Then again, I feel like she would also be mad if I wrote about her first—I don’t like all this attention, why did you put me front and center right away?!


  As you will discover later, my mother is a very difficult person to argue with.


  My father was born in April of 1960 in the middle of a very tough time for all of China. After unifying the country and bringing about an era of peace, stability and healthcare reform—all objectively good things—Mao had hoped to reform the economy as well. This included the collectivization of agriculture and industrialization of rural communities across the country.


  As it turned out, this proved way more difficult in practice than in theory; the government’s insistence on high export quotas for grain meant that they weren’t storing enough for themselves. The country was deeply vulnerable to a natural disaster such as a drought . . . which is exactly what happened in 1959, resulting in severe famine in many rural parts of the country.


  Whenever we talk about my dad’s childhood, though, he’s always quick to remind me not to paint him as some sort of victim.


  “My life is not a sob story,” he’d say.


  He would always remind me that while his childhood was by no means glamorous, he wasn’t an unhappy kid at all. Looking back on my own upbringing in Harbin, I can definitely see where he was coming from.


  Despite being born at a time when the country was plagued with food shortages and declining birth rates, my dad somehow made out okay. Harbin was by no means a developed city at that point, but it was still an important one in the Northeast region. As such, it was relatively well supplied. Nobody was dying on the street, but nobody was feasting either—rationing was heavily enforced, leaving each family member with just a half pound of meat each month, in addition to other foods and household items. It was common practice for a family to combine their rations into one big feast, ensuring they could have at least one good meal each month.


  My yéye would often scour the vegetable markets of Héxìnglù for discarded cabbage stems and other produce that you and I would deem inedible; after a rinse and a boil, drizzled in soy sauce, they were a nice addition to a meal that would otherwise have been painfully bland (e.g., a bowl of rice).


  Dad lived in a tiny apartment with my yéye, năinai and gūgu (his older sister) just down the street from the similarly tiny apartment I would grow up in twenty-nine years later. My gūgu and I shared similar experiences in our formative years—she, too, was separated from her parents at an early age, and raised by her grandparents. When my năinai found out she was pregnant in 1953 while preparing to go to medical school in Shenyang, she knew right away that she and my yéye wouldn’t be able to manage the workload. She made arrangements to birth the baby in Shanghai, where my yéye’s mother had agreed to take care of the baby. My gūgu wouldn’t be reunited with her parents until she was six, after my grandparents finally settled in Harbin with another baby on the way—my dad.


  While it may have made sense at the time, the decision was not without consequence; Gūgu’s relationship with Yéye and Năinai never reached the same level of intimacy as my dad’s. She fought with her parents often, and always felt like the outsider of the family.


  In retrospect, my father can’t help but feel a pang of guilt—he always knew that he was the favorite child, the young prince who my yéye and năinai had raised from birth. Naturally, I can’t help but wonder how much closer we’d be if I, in turn, had never been separated from him.


  My dad had barely started primary school when, having just recovered from an era of sweeping countrywide reform, China went through . . . well, another era of countrywide reform. The Cultural Revolution, or wénhuàdàgémìng, would span the next ten years and drastically alter the lives of an entire generation of Chinese youth.


  Bear with me as I attempt to give you a crash course here:


  In 1966, Mao set out to purge China of anti-revolutionary ideals that he claimed had polluted the population. In an effort to reform the education system, primary and middle school hours were reduced to half days, universities and colleges were shuttered, and the National College Entrance Examination, or the gāokăo, was placed on an indefinite hiatus.


  As a result, kids like my dad were pretty much left to their own devices.


  “It was awesome!” he explained.


  Huh?


  “Yeah; we got to do whatever we wanted!”


  Too young to understand the political implications of what was happening, my dad proceeded to skip enough school to put Ferris Bueller to shame. He and his friends would roam around the Songhua River, racing each other and getting into all kinds of tomfoolery. One summer, he challenged himself to run ten kilometers every day, because . . . well, why not?


  It was also during this time that I’m convinced my father attained godlike ping-pong skills. He would pass on only some of this knowledge to me, withholding just enough so that his son would forever be his inferior. Curse you, Dad!


  Meanwhile, my yéye began to seriously fear for his own safety. As an academic, he felt that he was in imminent danger of being branded as a “stuck-up intellectual” by the Red Guard, a militia of radicalized Chinese youth that harassed, beat and sometimes killed in the name of the revolution. Not willing to put himself and his family at risk, Yéye effectively became homebound for much of my father’s childhood, while my năinai continued to work as a pediatrician, a job that was still highly regarded at the time.


  “Sometimes, it is good to keep a low profile,” Yéye would say to my dad.


  Despite his self-imposed house arrest, my yéye was determined to instill in my father the same curiosity for science and knowledge that he had. He would sneak into closed-down libraries and bring back whatever books he could for them both to read.


  That’s right—while the Americans were experimenting with marijuana and LSD, my father was fighting the system by dabbling in . . . learning?


  What a nerd.


  When my dad was eight, the government introduced shàngshānxiàxiāng—“Up the Mountains and Down the Countryside”—an initiative that required millions of Chinese families to send their children away from home to work in mountainous areas or farming villages to learn the value of hard labor and proletariat life. By the party’s decree, each family had to send their able-bodied children once they either graduated from or dropped out of high school, with one exemption allowed per household.


  The mass exodus of millions of Chinese teenagers resulted in a brain drain of massive proportions; without the ability to advance their education, many were deprived of the opportunity to reach their full potential.


  My grandparents were spared from making an impossible choice between their children when my gūgu, at age fifteen, volunteered to be the one to leave. She had never fully felt like she fit in anyway, and so this seemed like a natural opportunity to leave home and go on an exciting adventure—at least, that’s how it was being sold. And so, she packed her bags and hopped on a train to the village of Raohe on the Sino-Russian border, some 750 kilometers away, where she would work in the fields for eight years alongside the rest of China’s lost generation before finally returning home.


  Dad went on to attend the affiliate high school of the university that my yéye taught at. The three-story, Russian-style brick building had a full-length running track outside, which my father would use very frequently. Still, despite being a well-equipped institution, the school—like all schools—was not exactly a bastion of learning. Kids ran the rooms rambunctiously, talking to each other and ignoring lesson plans. There was no passing or failing, and barely any homework; the teachers understood that the majority of these kids would be headed for the countryside anyway.


  Fortunately for my dad, the universe would intervene in his favor.


  On September 9, 1976, Mao Zedong passed away and left behind a legacy that was as remarkable as it was complicated. While his portrayal in the West is oftentimes that of an unsympathetic dictator, he continues to be revered in China as a great (if flawed) leader who uplifted a nation and brought its people to global prominence. Following the Chairman’s death, de facto successor Deng Xiaoping reopened China’s universities and reinstated the gāokăo exam.


  Great—now everything could return to normal! Problem solved, right?


  Well . . . not so fast; when the government reopened the universities and reinstated the gāokăo—their version of the SATs, if you will—they announced that anyone who would have been able to take the test in the last ten years was eligible to apply. Many of these people, like my gūgu, had already been working in the countryside for years at this point, without having so much as thought about complex mathematics or Chinese literature. How could they be expected to have a fighting chance? The opportunity to go to university was seen as a ticket to a better life, and it was—but there were only as many tickets as seats in the classroom, and there was a backlog totaling ten years’ worth of applicants clamoring for their shot.


  This is where my dad’s exceptional fortune came into play.


  When news of the gāokăo came, my dad was seventeen and halfway through his senior year. Although he wasn’t necessarily getting a top-tier education, being in a school was infinitely better than being out in the fields working. One day, the entire student body was ushered into rooms and given a mysterious exam with writing and math questions. My dad took the test and aced it, completely oblivious as to why it had been administered in the first place. A few days later, he was informed that he was one of eight students selected out of over three hundred to train for the historical gāokăo.


  As it turned out, the school was trying to pre-screen for students that had a legitimate shot at getting into university a half semester early. These teenagers would be considered the country’s best and brightest, a pace car for the older applicants to be measured against. These kids certainly had their work cut out for them though; they would be held to a higher standard than their more senior counterparts, who were at an educational disadvantage because of their gap in schooling. Only the top 1 percentile would be accepted into a university or college.


  Siri, play “Eye of the Tiger” and cue the most epic study montage ever known to man!


  Over the next few weeks, my dad and his seven compatriots would study for the gāokăo in their principal’s office, which had been converted into a makeshift classroom complete with desks and a chalkboard. Dozens of students crowded at the principal’s door during lunch and recess to catch a glimpse of this Elite Eight, none of whom would ever take a break.


  Around the Eight, teachers rotated in and out, filling the chalkboard in their classroom with math, physics, chemistry, literature and political theory. As the weeks went on, the fans at their door slowly began to dissipate, but the laser-eyed focus of the Eight would not break. This was their time—their destiny.


  On the morning of the exam, in the middle of Harbin’s lethal winter, my father and his seven anointed classmates took a public bus to a remote testing facility where he saw hundreds of other hopeful students who had come from across the city, eager to try their luck.


  With limited preparation, a high-pressure deadline, and the determination to secure a better future for himself, he would crush the gāokăo.


  A few weeks later, an acceptance letter would arrive in the mail offering my dad a spot at Beijing’s Jiaotong University to study electrical engineering—his last choice, ironically, not that beggars could be choosers or anything.


  In total, 5.7 million candidates from across China would take the gāokăo exam that winter, whereas tens of millions more decided to forgo their eligibility—the less academically inclined who knew they had no chance. Universities around the country would extend offers to just 4.8 percent of the total applicants, most of whom had already been pre-screened in some way, like my dad. The Elite Eight would fare significantly better than the national average; four would end up receiving offers, while four would not.


  Against all odds, my gūgu (who had never gotten the chance to attend high school) also did well enough on her gāokăo to be accepted into the College of Electrical Motor Design in Harbin. Once resigned to live out her days in Raohe, she was finally able to return home.


  My dad still fondly recalls all the attention he got in the six weeks leading up to his exam:


  “I was like a celebrity,” he jokes wistfully. “It was the proudest moment of my life.”


  “Prouder than when you found out your son was a literal superhero?”


  “Oh yeah. For sure.”


  Chapter Three


  The Frog and the Swan


 My mother would hate me revealing anything about her childhood or her upbringing.


  I think it’s because she’s so good at hiding her age; on any given day walking down the street you’d never think that she lived through so many chapters of Chinese history just by looking at her. She works out, dyes her hair and dresses simply but elegantly, carefully curating the image of a sophisticated and ageless woman with a radiant smile. If you ever meet her, you might even get the idea that she was born into privilege; she speaks deliberately, with eloquence and grace, reflecting a poise that is not often seen outside of bourgeois circles. Just one peek behind her eternally youthful shell, however, and you will find a scrappy and unrelenting woman who came up from abject poverty and battled impossible odds to become the strong and distinguished mother she is today.


  (She was also the absolute bane of my adolescence, but we’ll get to that later.)


  As far back as my mother can remember, she was in charge of something. As the eldest sibling to my jiùjiu (uncle) and my yímā (aunt), she cannot recall a time where she was not constantly looking out for her brother and sister—dressing them, changing them, making sure they had done their homework and fighting off their playground bullies. Often, she was also their disciplinarian, barking orders and reprimanding them when they fell out of line.


  My mother never had the luxury of being naughty, mischievous and young—she was a full-fledged adult by the time she was eight. When she wasn’t busy helping to raise her siblings, she would be helping her parents with various chores around the house, cleaning and mopping and making sure the charcoal briquettes were properly heated and ready to cook with by the time they got home. Jiùjiu and Yímā often regarded her like a third parent; with respect, admiration and even fear of getting on her bad side.


  My parents had drastically different upbringings, which affected how they developed into adulthood. Whereas my father grew up as a de facto only child, and was subsequently coddled like a little prince, my mother was a part of a much bigger family in the capital city of Beijing. With three hungry little mouths to feed, as well as family back in Hunan to support, the salaries of my 老爷 (lăoyé; maternal grandfather), a mechanical engineer, and my 姥姥 (lăolao; maternal grandmother), a blueprint drafter, were stretched incredibly thin; every single penny was carefully budgeted and allocated, with zero room for excess. Clothes and toys were inevitably shared among all three siblings. Sometimes, if they ran out of toilet paper for the month, my mom and her siblings would tear the pages off their old notepads and repeatedly crumple and un-crumple them to soften the texture of the paper on their skin.


  There was no shame in doing what you had to in order to make ends meet; it was just life.


  At school, my mom was constantly reminded of her family’s financial shortcomings compared to her peers. Her long-outgrown shoes were tattered and frayed with her toes practically sticking out, while most of her classmates sported newer, more comfortable shoes. Her pencils were the cheap three-cent kind without erasers on the tops, whereas the others all sported the premium versions with erasers attached, which were a whopping five cents each. My mom coveted these pencils so much that she would save up all the pocket money that Lăolao gave her each week—it was only ever one or two cents to buy a Popsicle or something—so that she could afford them.


  I don’t know about you, but I’ve never been a delayed-gratification kind of guy; I definitely would have taken the Popsicles.


  Nice pencils or not, my mother never let any insecurity or embarrassment get in the way of her studies. If anything, it had the opposite effect; she was self-motivated, totally brilliant and downright impossible to outwork. When students’ test results were very publicly posted to the classroom wall, regardless of what the subject was, everyone would crowd around the sheet of paper to see who got second place . . . because they already knew that my mom was first.


  Coming home after parent-teacher interview nights, Lăolao and Lăoyé would always be in incredibly high spirits.


  “The teachers just could not say enough good things about you,” they would say incredulously. “They keep asking us how we managed to raise a daughter like you!”


  But my mother is very adamant that, unlike her siblings, nobody ever had to teach her how to be studious; it came as naturally to her as procrastination or Xbox did to me. She was a scrapper through and through, tirelessly absorbing whichever books she could get her hands on, doing all of her homework and never skipping school no matter how sick she got (this sounded a lot more heroic before the pandemic happened; now, it just seems irresponsible). Those words of praise from her parents and teachers meant everything to my mom, and it seemed that there was no limit to how hard she would work to hear them—consequently, it was a not-so-hidden secret in the family that she was the favorite child.


  My mom had a particularly close relationship with her dad, my lăoyé. Born in the southern region of the Hunan province in a family of ten children, he was one of only two to complete a high school and postsecondary education. Lăoyé was a kind, patient and brilliant man, whose long legs and handsome features bestowed him with an undeniable charisma when combined with his intellect. He would often bring my mother to his workplace, a research institute just a few minutes’ walk away from their home in the same suburb. Watching him in his lab coat, commanding the attention of his staff, she saw the person she herself wanted to become—a distinguished scientist who worked hard and earned the respect of peers and superiors alike.


  Things with her mother—my lăolao—were a bit different. Unlike my lăoyé, whom my mother describes as a thoughtful listener and a good confidant, Lăolao was just not that easy to talk to. She was incredibly hardworking and career-driven, which often made her blunt and impatient with her children. Much of their relationship consisted of Lăolao admonishing my mom for not working hard enough, not taking good enough care of her siblings, or being disobedient. Suffice it to say, there was always something that my mother could get yelled at about. And if she ever approached Lăolao with any sort of personal issue—an argument with a teacher, a bad day at school, a problem with a friend—Lăolao would seldom respond in any helpful way.


  “It’s all your fault,” she would bark dismissively, regardless of what my mother was talking about. Lăolao always seemed too preoccupied to truly listen to my mom, and their relationship never evolved as a result. Ironically, I had that exact same issue with my mom growing up—if they had just taken the time to get to know each other, they’d have realized that they were much more alike than they could ever imagine.


  During the Cultural Revolution, when landowners and intellectuals were persecuted and harassed, Lăoyé experienced the misfortune of being both—a mechanical engineer whose parents had owned farmland in Hunan prior to the liberation of China.


  When my mother was just twelve, Lăoyé and many of his colleagues were ordered to attend a cadre school—an education camp that consisted of hard labor and “cultural studies” in the countryside. He was shipped off to the Henan province, some 900 kilometers away from home, and given only twenty days a year when he could visit home. While this was a tough time for everyone in the family, it was especially difficult for my mom. After all, Lăoyé wasn’t just her dad; he was her best friend. Each year, when his twenty days elapsed, she would go to the Beijing train station to bid farewell to him, with his bags in her hands.


  “It’s not so bad, kiddo,” Lăoyé would always say to console her. “I grew up in the country, so it’s easy work for me.”


  But my mother wasn’t convinced—she would cry and refuse to let my lăoyé go every time, and Lăolao would have no choice but to forcefully pry her hands off him.


  Both my lăolao and lăoyé viewed all of this as little more than an inconvenience, having both been around for long enough to know what the new government had saved them from. To them, the hardships and ordeals they were experiencing were incomparable to living in a constant war zone where bombs from Japanese fighter planes could end your life in an instant.


  Even though they had taken Lăoyé’s family’s land, my mother’s parents abided by the rules of the regime faithfully and without protest . . . even if it meant sending their favorite daughter away.


  As you might remember from the last chapter, the Cultural Revolution had brought about shàngshānxiàxiāng, the mandate that forced Chinese families to send their children away to rural camps and factories to experience the ordeals of the working class. As the firstborn daughter, my mother had always expected that burden to fall on her. In her final year of high school, however, her teachers and principal were so impressed with her academic performance that they implored my lăolao and lăoyé to figure out a way to keep her away from the fields. For many students who were otherwise subpar academic achievers, going away to the countryside was more or less a best-case scenario; for my mom, the star student, it would be a massive waste of potential. They even offered to make her a teacher’s assistant after she graduated, which would have excused her from having to go away. Barring some sort of special political connection, this was an exceedingly rare circumstance—but my mom’s teachers clearly saw something in her that made them intervene to save her from a different fate.


  So, problem solved, right? No
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