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BEND, NOT BREAK


‘In this outstanding testament to the resilience of the human spirit, Ping takes readers on a journey both heartbreaking and inspiring’ Publishers Weekly

‘An inspiring story … the book reflects the tone of its author: clear, honest and unassuming’  Kirkus

‘The book will draw the reader in, and one will finish it with not just an insight into a successful tech start-up but also a greater familiarity with China’s reform period’  Management Today

‘Do not read this book if you reject kindness, humility and ingenuity. With staggering authenticity and zero cliché, Ping’s story will shock you to your core. Your notion of human capacity will be redefined. It’s Rocky, My Fair Lady, The Sound of Music, To Kill a Mockingbird and Gone With the Wind – all in one’ Sally Rosenthal, executive producer of the documentary Between the Folds

‘Ping Fu’s life story is the stuff of heroic novels. Not only has she triumphed over adversity most of us can scarcely imagine, but she has managed to draw out of her experience a wealth of practical business lessons’ Bo Burlingham, editor-at-large of Inc. magazine and author of Small Giants

‘There are few people in our world who embody optimism like Ping Fu. She shows us how the human spirit can endure amazing hardship to find happiness, joy, and astounding success’  Simon Sinek, author of Start with Why

‘This is an utterly unique memoir, a fascinating look at one woman’s journey from a difficult childhood in Mao’s China to the top of the American tech world’ Tony Hsieh, CEO of Zappos.com; author of Delivering Happiness

‘Resilience is the most essential element of life and business today, and there is no more shining role model for resilience (and grace and humility and a bunch of other qualities) than Ping Fu. The story of how she fled China under precarious circumstances, made a new life in the United States, and built a vibrant company should be required reading’ Chip Conley, founder of Joie de Vivre Hospitality; author of Peak and Emotional Equations










I dedicate this book to
Xixi Edelsbrunner and Liyun Tang, my daughter and mother,
and to the memory of my father and Shanghai Mama and Papa.








Preface To The Paperback Edition

When I first set out to write Bend, Not Break, I thought it would be a business book based on my experience creating and running Geomagic, a 3D software company. I had a unique path in the technology world, and I believed I had some valuable lessons and universal business principles to share, especially for women in leadership positions.

But during the writing process, I found a different kind of book emerging. The words were unfolding with a more personal voice. I found myself confronting questions about why I had made certain decisions, my emotional response to devastating situations, and how I became who I am today. Encouraged by my friends and coauthor MeiMei to include details of my personal journey, I chose to tell my life story. I realized that to explain the woman I am today, I needed to write about the girl I had been during the Cultural Revolution. Initially, my mother and sister disagreed. “You shouldn’t air the shameful past. Just forget it. You are already successful,” they advised. But I dared myself to face my deepest fears in the hope that I could finally confront the shame and heal. In the end, I wrote a human story about love, suffering, and resilience. The book in front of you is the true story of one woman’s search for meaning in a life lived two worlds apart.

Many people expressed their support and shared how the book had touched their lives. One reader said, “Bend Not Break offers guidance on a new type of leadership, which earns its great strength through compassion and understanding.” A Chinese-American reader wrote, “It must have been very hard for you to tell such a personal story to the whole world. But as you correctly said in the Epilogue, it is a very generous thing for you to do. Your story will inspire many people for a long time.” Even my family came to understand and respect my decision to share the difficult details of my life. My sister Hong told a reporter, “I didn’t want her to write this book, but after reading it, I changed my mind. It is so real and very inspirational.”

I want you to know that although it has been almost fifty years, I can still feel the trauma as my memories flutter like butterflies at the edges of my consciousness. Occasionally, an unexpected trigger will bring the trauma from the periphery to the center so that I actually relive it.

A few weeks after Bend, Not Break was released, a cyber-bullying attack began against the book and me as a person. An unknown number of people using over seven hundred different identities posted more than fifteen thousand derogatory comments on Amazon within a few months. Anyone who gave the book a positive review or posted supportive comments was attacked and voted down. The most intimate details of my life story became fodder for mockery. The public shaming temporarily retraumatized me. My greatest fear—to be shamed again—seemed to be coming true.

I understand that although many Chinese people lived through the Cultural Revolution as I did, everyone has an individual experience of what happened during that decade. China is a vast country. No one really knows what went on, and facts varied. My memory and experiences of the Cultural Revolution may or may not reflect what happened elsewhere. Every experience is valid. I have come to realize that both the abused and the abusers were victims of a tragic time.

This is not a history book about the Cultural Revolution. However, the outcry of critics as well as the supporting voices around my depiction of that difficult period in Chinese history is a sign that people still bear scars from it. I believe truly great people have the courage to acknowledge their own past, and a truly great nation must have the courage to record its own history. My hope is to spark an open and civilized dialogue about the truth of our struggles and our reconciliations.

In this paperback edition of Bend, Not Break, I did my best to correct typos and to clarify some passages based on further discussions with friends and family and suggestions from readers who provided historical data. The revisions are minor, and my story remains the same.

This is my life. I carry the scars. I tell my story authentically in this book. It is my sincere wish that in reading it, you appreciate both the power you have in your own life to overcome struggles and the wondrous places to which even the most difficult life circumstances can lead you. The power of resilience is in all of us, in body and soul.

Bend, Not Break is a memoir, and my childhood is written as I remember it. Some names have been changed to protect private individuals, and some events have been compressed or omitted in the interest of literary expediency. I wanted to tell a bigger story. This recollection of my life was written on the backdrop of major historical events, starting with my childhood during the Cultural Revolution, through the advent of the one-child policy and economic growth in China, to the dotcom boom and emergence of 3D printing in the United States.

My journey has been a circle connected by resilience, compassion, and safe places along the way. I was once a broken child. Now I have a voice. I wrote my story in the voice of a mother talking to her daughter. Not just any daughter, of course, but my own lovely daughter. And I wrote for all the other sons and daughters, too. I dream that in years to come, long after we are all gone, a young girl will pull Bend, Not Break down from the shelf of a library or download it onto her e-reader and immerse herself in the words.

And she will say to herself, “I can do this thing—this thing we call life that is sometimes so hard. I can push back the painful memories and experiences. I can dream. I can go on.

“And I will not break. . . .”
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{ ONE }

Three Friends of Winter

FRESH OFF THE PLANE: 1984

WHEN I WAS twenty-five years old, the Chinese government quietly expelled me. I was terrified to leave my homeland. But the alternative was exile to a remote place in China—or worse.

On January 14, 1984, my parents, aunts and uncles, cousins, and siblings gathered at the Shanghai International Airport to send me off for my flight to San Francisco. I’ll never forget that cold, wet afternoon.

As the embarking process began, my family stood in a tight circle outside the passport checkpoint, shuffling our feet and avoiding eye contact. We made small talk about the weather, the clothes we wore, and the farewell banquet they had hosted the night before—anything to distract us from our imminent parting.

Hesitating for a moment before she spoke, my Shanghai Mama, the woman who raised me, broached the subject on everyone’s mind. “Ping-Ping,” she said, her tongue tripping as she called me by my family nickname, “I made you a dish so you won’t get hungry on the long flight.” Her whole body trembled as she reached into her bag and passed me a round tin pan tightly covered in foil, still warm. I lifted a corner of the foil and inhaled. The sharp, sweet scent of duck with soy sauce wafted up to my nostrils, a poignant reminder of my happy childhood years in Shanghai. I reached my hand out to clasp hers, giving it a gentle squeeze.

I glanced around; nearly everyone in our group was crying. My younger sister, Hong, grabbed at my shirt to mop the tears from her face, the way she had done as a little girl. I couldn’t bring myself to utter any words of comfort for fear that I, too, would break down sobbing.

Only Nanjing Mother and Father, my birth parents, kept their gaze steady. “You will be fine, Ping-Ping,” Nanjing Mother said, clearing her throat. “I know you will be able to handle whatever comes your way.”

I waited until the last possible minute to go. “It’s time,” I said, making an effort to keep my voice from catching. My family members began to cry the way people do at funerals, as if I would disappear from their lives forever. They knew that since I was in trouble with the authorities, we might never see one another again or even be allowed to communicate. Resolutely, I kept my eyes dry as I walked down the ramp and away from everything that I had ever known.

As I settled into my seat aboard the aircraft, the vent blasted warm air at my forehead. It occurred to me that this was my first experience of temperature-controlled air. I had never flown in an airplane, though I had spent most of my childhood sliding down aircraft wings at an abandoned airfield and dreaming of becoming an astronaut. I had never traveled anywhere outside of China. But that was not why I felt apprehensive about the journey that lay ahead. Because of my writing and other activities while studying at Suzhou University, I was no longer welcome in my homeland, yet I knew little about America. I had no home, no friends, and no sense of what awaited me there.

When we were airborne, the flight attendant came by, wheeling a cart. She was an American with blond hair, blue eyes, and a warm smile. In English, she asked me if I wanted something to eat or drink. I didn’t understand her since I knew how to say only a few words, such as “Hello,” “Thank you,” and “Help,” but I guessed at her intention. I presumed that the refreshments would cost money, so I waved my hand in a gesture that said no, hugging Shanghai Mama’s tin pan even tighter on my lap. Then I pointed toward the cocktail napkins piled high at the edge of the cart, and the stewardess wordlessly handed me a large stack.

For hours, I scribbled Chinese characters onto the thin squares of paper, placing one after another at the corner of my tray like miniature flags of surrender. I did not intend to share these notes; journaling had proved comforting to me since I was a child. The act of recording my thoughts gave the illusion of having a conversation with a trusted friend, when in truth I now had none.

[image: image]

I landed in San Francisco fourteen hours later, jet-lagged and emotionally drained. The airport amazed me. It glittered like a jewel with its multiple-story-tall windows and sparkling cleanliness.

As soon as I had cleared immigration, I sought out the ticket counter. I was en route to Albuquerque, where I was registered to study English as a second language at the University of New Mexico. Although I had eighty dollars in cashier’s checks to pay for the connecting flight, the airline staff refused to issue me a ticket. I couldn’t understand why; that had been the price when I had checked in Shanghai.

Bless San Francisco—there was a Mandarin-speaking agent behind the counter who understood my problem. In China, the government sets prices, so ticket prices rarely changed. But here in America, prices changed frequently, she explained. “The ticket price has increased since you left Shanghai. You are five dollars short.”

I didn’t have five dollars, or a credit card. As I stood there silently, an American man waiting behind me in line asked us what the problem was. When the desk agent explained my predicament, he took a five-dollar bill out of his wallet.

“Here you go,” he said, flashing an easy smile. The ticket agent translated.

“Thank you,” I replied in English, surprised that a stranger would help me. The gesture may not have meant much to him, but it meant the world to me. My first impression of Americans—and one that endures to this day—was that they are warm, giving people. The experience offered me this life lesson: “When in doubt, always err on the side of generosity.” It is a value that I have held dear to my heart ever since.

[image: image]

When I got to Albuquerque, I found myself stranded once again. My father had given me the name of Mr. Sheng, a former student of his who was studying at the University of New Mexico and had helped my family to get me accepted there. I called him several times, but the phone rang endlessly. I waited, hoping eventually I’d reach this stranger who was my only U.S. contact. I had nowhere else to turn. (Later, I learned that Mr. Sheng had graduated from UNM a few weeks before I arrived and was touring America before returning to China.)

As I sat on the curb outside the luggage claim with my one large, tattered bag, I watched the cars coming and going. The popping sound of car trunks opening unnerved me. No one seemed to notice me; they were all too busy leaving the airport or coming here to pick up their loved ones. It reminded me of the day, when I was eight years old, that I left Shanghai by train and arrived at the Nanjing station alone. The feelings of loss hit me hard, and I began to cry.

A car pulled up in front of me sometime later. When I looked up with hazy eyes, I saw a Chinese man sitting in the driver’s seat. He rolled down the window slowly.

“Do you need help?” the man asked, speaking in Mandarin with a thick accent that I couldn’t place. Yes, I said, I needed a ride to the University of New Mexico campus. “Get in,” he said, waving his hand toward the passenger seat. “I’ll take you there.”

Another generous American! And not only that, there were Chinese-speaking people everywhere here. I couldn’t believe my luck.

We drove off in his beat-up car across a vast and desolate desert plain that resembled a postapocalyptic landscape. My limited impressions of America had come entirely from Chinese state-run television, which I had watched from time to time, huddled in groups with my classmates and neighbors around someone’s black-and-white TV. Mostly, I knew that the Chinese dominated the Americans in Ping-Pong. Still, I had expected to be living in a city like the dense metropolises of Nanjing and Shanghai where I had grown up, not a place like this.

“Do you mind if we stop by my house?” the man asked. “I need to check in on my kids before I can drop you off at the university.”

I nodded. A few minutes later, we drove into the Albuquerque center city, where the cluttered, uniform housing complexes looked not unlike those in Nanjing. At least here were signs of familiarity. But unlike in any Chinese urban center, the streets were empty. The only people I saw were homeless with dirty sleeping bags and signs that looked like they were selling themselves or their children. I began anxiously tapping my fingers against my knee. The man pulled up in front of an apartment compound with high windows covered by metal bars. It reminded me of a Chinese prison. Later, I found out it was government-subsidized housing for refugees, and the man was a Vietnamese refugee of Chinese descent.

“Please come inside and meet my children,” the man offered. “You can stay with us if you want.” He took my suitcase out of his trunk and carried it to the front door.

I climbed out of the passenger seat and followed him. Although the surroundings made me a little uneasy, I had no reason to feel suspicious. He seemed like a caring father and had been so kind to me.

As soon as I stepped inside, he handed me a box of cookies and stammered, “My wife just walked out on me. I need someone to look after the children for a few hours because I have to go to work.” Then he dashed out of the small apartment. I heard him lock the front door from the outside with a padlock.

I turned around and saw two young boys, perhaps three and four years old, and a baby girl with wide, watery eyes. They stared at me with their hands reaching out and feet glued to the ground, desperate for attention but too scared to approach me.

“Mama, Mama,” they cried out. Mama means “mother” in Chinese as it does in much of the rest of the world.

“No, no, I am not your mother,” I said in Mandarin. But they didn’t understand.

“Mama, mama,” they continued in unison, voices reaching a fever pitch.

For a few frantic moments, I ignored the children and searched the dingy apartment for a back door or a window whose bars I could slide my petite frame through—any hope of escape. I found none. I saw no telephone, either, though even if I had, I wouldn’t have known to dial 911. I was a prisoner.

The strain of the past few days caught up with me and I sank onto the cool concrete of the living room floor. My body frozen, all I could hear was the pounding of my heart. The plain gray walls were closing in on me. The faces of the children were fading. I felt like I was going to pass out.

Then the toddler came up to me and took my hand. She placed her face next to mine, eyes innocent as a bunny rabbit’s and skin soft as finely ground flour. I had a great deal of experience caring for children, so I gathered up the energy to care for these three. I doled out the cookies, washed their dirty faces, and let them ride on my back for a game of horsey, which I’d been fond of playing as a child. When I got worn out, I would fall to the ground. They would laugh and call out strange words. It didn’t matter that I didn’t understand; I assumed they wanted me to repeat the game, time and time again.

Hours passed and the sky grew dark, but the children’s father did not return. I wondered how long I might be held captive, hoping that the man was working a late shift and would come home soon. I put the children to sleep in the bedroom, which had only one bed. The living room and kitchen shared the same space. Next to the dining table were two chairs and a hard bench, no couch. I was too tired to care. I wound up spending my first night in America as I had passed many in China: sleeping on a concrete floor, cold, exhausted, hungry, and miserable.

The next morning, the children quickly finished the cookies. The two boys became cranky, crying and patting their tummies. I found a box of macaroni and cheese in the apartment’s near-empty cupboards, but I had no idea how to prepare it properly. So I boiled the noodles and we ate them plain, without the cheese that lay hidden in its metal envelope.

By midmorning, with no sign of the father’s return, I started to wonder if something had happened to him. Through an open barred window, I began shouting one of the few English words I knew: “Help.” The children joined in with me, thinking we were playing another game. But the passersby—and there weren’t many—did nothing.

The next day I tried again. My voice grew louder and more desperate with each passing hour, as we all became hungrier and I lost hope that my captor would ever return to set us free.

Finally, on the third day, we heard shouts from just outside, followed by pounding on the apartment door. “Help, help!” I screamed. Moments later, police busted the door open. At last, a neighbor had heard us and called the cops. They loaded us into a paddy wagon and took us downtown to the police station.

As soon as they had found a Chinese interpreter, two burly policemen began to interrogate me. “Do you know your kidnapper? Why did you get into a stranger’s car? How did you end up inside his house? Who can we call about the children? Do you have any family or friends we can call to verify your identity? Did the man hurt you?”

My answers came out as hysterical semi-nonsense. Not only was I sleep deprived and ravenous, but also I had a well-developed suspicion of authority figures. In China, no one trusted the police, and we never wanted our names appearing on official paperwork—that almost always brought lifelong troubles. Was I now considered a criminal by the American government, I wondered? Would I be punished? Would the Chinese government find out that I’d gotten into trouble on my very first day in the United States of America? If so, would they go after my family in China for revenge?

The police tried to get me to press kidnapping charges against the Vietnamese man. I refused. I simply begged them to set me free. Eventually they gave up on me and put a call into UNM on my behalf. They got directions for where on campus I needed to go: the International Student Center.

I arrived at the University of New Mexico safely and anxious to start a new chapter of my life.

Although I had made up my mind to leave my life in China behind, those days of captivity that followed my arrival in the United States had drawn me back into painful memories of my childhood. Ones that I had tried hard to forget.

MOTHER: 1966

WHEN I WAS little, I thought dragonflies chose to hover just above my family’s garden because they liked to admire its beauty. I was the baby of the family, younger by several years than my sister and four brothers, and we lived together in a grand Shanghai home with our parents, whom I called Shanghai Mama and Papa. We liked to catch the magnificent humming red-orange dragonflies in a net. We would compare the colors of their wings, debating which was most beautiful.

I assumed that Shanghai was the center of the earth, partly because of my grandfather’s historic maps etched with many shipping lines that fanned out from the Bund, partly because of the city’s sheer enormity and traffic, and partly because it was the only home I knew. We lived on a tree-lined lane in a neighborhood of “little mansions” built by entrepreneurs of the early twentieth century, when Shanghai was known as the “Paris of the East.”

Our family house was peaceful rather than showy, a three-story and three-section villa connecting to a courtyard with a front gate that opened onto the main street of our neighborhood. Surrounding the complex, a stone wall decorated with an ornate iron fence shielded the serene interior from the unpredictable outside world.

Curved, handcrafted iron and stone balconies adorned the south facade, letting in warm light on sunny days and offering a panoramic view. Standing there, you could glean something of our lives in the early 1960s: the imposing headquarters of the Soviet Friendship Society looming large amid the boutiques and businesses that lined the city’s famous Nanjing Road. Chairman Mao’s most radical reforms had yet to fully penetrate China’s most cosmopolitan city then; a Hong Kong tailor still made the Western suits that my brothers wore to school. Streetcar Number 24 passed nearby, and my family and I often took it into the heart of the old city, surrounded by swarms of bicyclists commuting to work or school, past ancient bazaars and old ladies selling flowers.

The front of our house held a traditional Chinese courtyard with a well that offered us crystal clear drinking water. In the backyard, a lovely garden filled with exotic species of flowers, wooden pagodas, and winding stone paths offered itself up to our imagination. This was my father’s scholar garden, a modest version of the symbolic landscapes developed centuries earlier by the educated elite of China, places they went to contemplate and restore their serenity when Europe was still in the Dark Ages. Shanghai Papa taught me that the garden contained plants for each season, and that there was a reason for each plant.

“There are three friends of winter: the pine tree, the plum blossom, and bamboo,” Shanghai Papa once told me. “Pine trees are strong. They remain happy and green throughout the year. In the unbearable heat of summer and the severe cold of winter, they stand unperturbed.” He plucked a branch and offered it to me. I inhaled the sharp odor.

“The crimson petals of the plum blossom gleam brilliantly against the white snow,” he continued, pointing to a tree covered in magenta flowers. “The ability to bloom in the midst of misfortune suggests dignity and forbearance under harsh circumstances.”

Shanghai Papa then walked over to a grove of bamboo. “This is the third friend of winter. Bamboo is flexible, bending with the wind but never breaking, capable of adapting to any circumstance. It suggests resilience, meaning that we have the ability to bounce back from even the most difficult times.”

I nodded, reaching out to grab a stalk of bamboo and bending it toward me until its leaves tickled my nose. Shanghai Papa smiled and continued. “The Taoists understand that there can be no summer without winter, no ups without downs, no growth without decay. Your ability to thrive depends, in the end, on your attitude to your life circumstances. When you are like the three friends of winter, you take everything in stride with grace, putting forth energy when it is needed, yet always staying calm inwardly.” He asked me to memorize that and other Taoist sayings, and was proud when I could recite them in front of our frequent houseguests.

It was said that Shanghai Papa’s hair was completely silver by the time he was thirty, a confirmation of his wisdom. For a while, I thought that if I painted my hair white I would become wise like him. He was a man of influence. When he spoke, each phrase unfolded like a precious gift. Yet he also had a way of making others laugh, and was unafraid to make jokes at his own expense.

Shanghai Papa ran a factory that made thread. When he came home at night, he would enter the front gate and call out, “Sweetheart, I’m home!” Shanghai Mama would come running, her footsteps quick and light. I liked to stick my head out from the second-floor balcony to spy on them in the courtyard below, hugging and kissing. Then, when they came walking up the stairs inside the house hand in hand, I would jump on them. They made a game of fighting to see who could catch me first. I never once saw them raise their voices with each other or with us. Theirs was the happiest marriage I have ever known.

Shanghai Mama was the embodiment of Chinese womanhood, dimpled and pretty with large, gentle eyes and soft skin. She made every visitor, including her own children, feel as though it were a great pleasure that we stayed in her home. I loved her tender embraces. Every morning, she would buy three jasmine flower buds from the market. One she pinned to her blouse. The other two she gave to me and my sister, whom I called Jie Jie (meaning “big sister”), so that we always carried a sweet fragrance with us.

While my older siblings were off at school, I would spend afternoons with Shanghai Mama in the kitchen. She said that food must appeal to all five senses: aroma, color, texture, taste, and love. I’d hang on to her legs amid the sizzle and steam and chopping sounds as she prepared the traditional dinners we enjoyed each night: four appetizers, one soup, and eight main courses. My favorite dish was crabmeat with ginkgo nuts in mint mango sauce.

Shanghai Mama loved all six children dearly, and since I was the youngest, I was still small enough to cuddle and kiss. She used to call me her “pearl in the hand,” a Chinese phrase used to refer to that which is most delicate and precious, something that must be kept close to safeguard it from harm. She gave me the nickname that the rest of my family later adopted: Ping-Ping, which means “Little Apple.” At night, though I had a small canopy bed of my own, she would let me fall asleep in a corner of her and Papa’s large rosewood bed.

It was in the library that I taught myself to write a phonetic form of Chinese known as pinyin at an early age. It is also where Shanghai Papa and his father, my grandfather, cultivated in me a lasting appreciation of ideas—which they said, like books, required proper care. They would easily forgive me if I left a scroll out on the floor; I was just a small child. But returning it to the wrong cubicle was a more serious infraction.

My brothers teased me that I was a bookworm, but I wasn’t always reading. I also enjoyed the library because it was at tree level and I could look out the windows past the heavy drapes embroidered with cranes, symbolizing peace, to catch a glimpse of the sparrows as they darted in and out of our garden at sunset. I saved kernels of rice for the birds, my wild golden pets, and dreamed of growing wings so that I could fly with them through the clouds and even higher, to the moon. It was said that a woman with a long flowing robe lived there, and I longed to pay her a visit.

I wanted so much to fly that I wished for it on my eighth birthday, in May of 1966. Shanghai Mama brought out a square cake decorated with green latticework on the sides and covered with roses made of yellow cream. It looked like our garden! I blew hard, but two of the candles stayed lit.

“You won’t get your wish,” taunted Brother Four, before Shanghai Mama shushed him and told me I could try again. But my brother was right.

When I look back on that birthday dinner, I see the ink print of a perfect childhood. It was as a member of that family, within those nurturing, loving, and intellectually inspiring arms, that I assumed I would grow up. I don’t know how I could have coped with what happened next if I hadn’t first known the beauty that flows from a child’s simple expectation of love.

[image: image]

That spring, rain fell in torrents, washing away the spectacularly colored flowers in our garden and the tranquillity of our neighborhood. I didn’t know at the time that the Cultural Revolution was just beginning, and no one in my family anticipated that it would last for the next ten years. It would prove to be the darkest period in modern Chinese history: thirty-six million people were persecuted, and three million were killed or maimed. Chairman Mao was consolidating his grip as the leader of the People’s Republic of China with an ultra-left-wing, anti-intellectual, pro-labor version of Communism fueled by his often out-of-control army of fanatical young people, the Red Guard. In order to seize power, he had elevated an existing student movement to the level of a nationwide campaign. Mao called on not only the youth but also the masses of workers, peasants, and soldiers to carry out the task of reforming China by ridding it of corrupting capitalist and intellectual influences.

Many young Chinese at the time were enthusiastic about the prospect of becoming politically influential at such a young age. With “Little Red Books” filled with Chairman Mao’s quotations in their hands, squads of Red Guards formed and began to go from house to house looking for potential elements of corruption, which often included their own family members. The accusations against their opponents frequently seemed ridiculous to outsiders, yet the punishments the Red Guard exacted could be exceptionally cruel.

I was too young to understand the political surges that were changing our lives, but I remember noticing strange things happening around that time.

First, a friendly German man who lived across the street from us left without saying good-bye, as if the rain had washed him away. I had liked him. He used to give me horsey rides on his back, one after another, until he ran out of breath and put me down, huffing and muttering, “Kaputt! Kaputt!”

I went into his empty house after I found out that he’d gone. The door was unlocked, yet the furniture remained untouched. I saw his favorite armchair, its sagging cushions permanently indented from where he used to sit. It was like looking at a photographic negative, a shadow of a presence. The air seemed thin without the sounds of his Chinese, thickened by a German accent, and his resounding laughter.

I walked back to our house and found Shanghai Mama. I asked her where the German man had gone. She told me that he was a “foreign devil” and that I should put him out of my mind. The unusual sharpness in her voice scared me so much that I didn’t dare ask any questions about him again.

Shanghai Mama came home with bad news one afternoon not long after that. She had lost her position as head of our neighborhood committee because she wasn’t a member of the Communist Party. Being part of a well-educated, relatively wealthy merchant-class family was rapidly falling out of favor.

Communist flags unfurled furiously throughout the city. Pieces of propaganda sailed through the streets like autumn leaves, calling everyone to join the revolution. Posters with big black characters soon covered the real estate of every enclosing wall around our neighborhood. I grew particularly fearful of those with thick red lines painted over a person’s name. One of my brothers explained that these people had been identified as enemies of the state. I overheard them telling one another stories of neighbors being tortured to death. The graphic details made me feel so ill that I had to cover my ears.

Learning itself came to be labeled “counterrevolutionary.” I was in first grade that spring when Mao closed down all the schools in China. Everyone, old and young, was required to get up each morning and stand outside to salute a picture of Chairman Mao that hung at the end of the lane. From there, the older children headed off to study sessions in school buildings or other gathering places, during which they recited quotes from Mao’s Little Red Book. I was still young enough to stay home.

In August 1966, a frenzy of excitement swept the country as Mao eliminated train fares and invited millions of Chinese to travel to Beijing to see him speak in Tiananmen Square. My brothers were excited and applied to make the trip. But Mao’s army was conducting background checks that extended back for three generations. If you received verification that your family tree was “clean”—that you were descended from three generations of workers, farmers, or soldiers—then you were given a red band to put on your arm, a moss green military uniform, a cap with a single red star, and the status that went along with being a Red Guard.

“We’re dirty,” my brothers complained over dinner when they were denied.

“See, you should have listened to Mama and bathed every day,” I teased. Shanghai Mama often chased after my mud-stained brothers at bedtime, trying to get them to wash up.

“You don’t understand,” my third brother said, shaking his head.

“Well, I’m just glad we are all home safe,” Shanghai Papa spoke firmly, urging us to eat our dinner. That may have been one of our last meals together as a family.

Communist Party meetings were held in homes all over the city. Later that week, our iron gates swung open and people poured into our courtyard. Shanghai Papa escorted them into the ballroom on the ground floor. Some were neighbors, but most of them I didn’t recognize. At first, my brothers, sister, and I took it all for fun, buzzing about like bees. Then the talking started. It went on and on as people dozed off sitting in our sofas or propped up against the walls.

I lost interest until Shanghai Papa took the microphone in his hand and started talking. I cannot remember his words, but I know that he was saying something in his wise and careful manner about himself and our family.

“Revisionist!” someone in the audience shouted at Shanghai Papa rudely.

The room went quiet. Shanghai Papa searched the room until his eyes locked onto the person who had spoken out against him. I was shocked when Papa thanked him, saying he was grateful for the man’s feedback. Shanghai Mama immediately found me and led me upstairs to my room, telling me this conversation wasn’t meant for my little ears.

My siblings were attending study groups and struggle sessions, sometimes not coming home at night. Later, Shanghai Papa was arrested. I was told he was locked up for being a counterrevolutionary. Only then did I become frightened for the first time.

I never imagined that they might come after me next.

[image: image]

It was later that summer. I was sitting on the floor of my grandfather’s library. A column of small drawers, like the ones in traditional Chinese medicine cabinets, extended floor to ceiling from the library’s mahogany wall. Numbered and meticulously stacked in these drawers were picture books, stories illustrated in fine ink on long and narrow sheets of rice paper protected by silk covers. Shanghai Papa said they were special because they were hand drawn, with only a few copies made of each edition. I knew how to open and close the accordion folds carefully so as not to damage the books. I loved to touch the beautiful pictures and trace my index finger over the dense and delicate black ink strokes.

Outside, the streets of Shanghai, which were often foggy during the summer, wore a thick coat of hazy drizzle. I paged through a story about the Monkey King, the infamous trickster of Chinese mythology who could fly thousands of miles across the clouds. I imagined the Monkey King hopping off the page and, with a naughty grin, handing me a peach he had stolen.

Suddenly, I heard a crash echoing from the courtyard below. Next came the heavy beating of boots entering our home, and then voices from the living room on the ground floor. Soon I could hear shouting, then my mother’s voice, soft but broken. She and I were the only ones home.

I threw my book onto the floor and ran to the library door. The sound of my mother’s pleading was almost buried under quarrelsome shouts, the smashing of broken glass, and the cracking of furniture.

“Where is she?” a young male voice demanded. “Where did you hide her?”

“She—she is so little . . .” my mother murmured, breaking into sobs.

I rushed out of the library to the top of the staircase and poked my head through the banister to see what was happening.

“She’s upstairs!” a teenage boy cried, spotting me and pointing me out to the others.

Oh, no—they want to catch me, I thought. My legs barely obeyed my panicked mind as I scampered for a hiding place. I ran directly back into the library, the safest and most comforting place I’d ever known.

But there was no escape. The invaders made their way up the stairs too quickly—four boys and one girl, all teenagers, all members of Mao’s Red Guard. They wore matching oversized moss green uniforms, red armbands, and olive-colored caps adorned with a simple red star. Two of them held lit cigarettes between their fingers. They backed me into a corner of the library and surrounded me in a half circle.

The boy who had spotted me spoke first. “You are not a resident of Shanghai. You can’t live here.” He stepped forward to grab me by the shoulders. “Come on—follow us,” he said close to my ear, adopting a gentler tone. “We will take you to Nanjing. It is the city of your registry residence because you were born there.”

I felt more and more confused. No one had ever told me that I’d been born in Nanjing. I had lived in this house my entire life and didn’t know any other home. I took a step back, and the female guard slammed me backward into a mahogany cabinet.

“Come with us this minute,” the girl ordered, grabbing my right arm with a firm grip, her face flush with excitement. Then her eyes narrowed even further. “Let me tell you,” she said, turning her head toward my mama, who had followed the guards upstairs. “This woman is not your mother.”

“No, no, no! That’s not true,” I said. “She is my mama, she is my mama!” I kicked my feet and squirmed in the girl’s grip until she handed me back to the boy who had spotted me first.

I lifted my head to look at him. He was quite handsome in his uniform, as tall as my oldest brother. The red star on his cap was slightly bent and scratched. I immediately thought of him as “Bent Star.”

Bent Star tapped the ashes off his cigarette and stuck it into the right side of his mouth. Then he lifted me up with one













































































 	










 	






















AUTHOR’S NOTE

I HAVE TRIED my best to remember and describe the events and people in my life. Mostly, I have used real names, although some names have been altered to protect privacy. For simplicity, I have sometimes used spellings in English that correspond to the Chinese pinyin system. Many details happened more than forty years ago and I’ve tried as much as possible to verify the facts.
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