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Introduction


When I was four, I always begged my dad to tell me a story before bed.

In 1980, like most families in China, we couldn’t afford a TV. The power always went out at night anyway, so I kept a small red candle beside my bed. The blue flame flickered, and there were many dark shadows on the wall. The five of us lived in a room less than twelve meters square, because all my relatives with the surname Chai had been living in this house for three hundred years, dividing it smaller and smaller. The north wind beat the paper windows in the winter. I always begged my dad to tell me a story.

My dad was a nice man. He would say, “Once upon a time, there was a mountain. On the mountain there was a temple. In the temple there was an old monk and a little monk. The little one asked the old one to tell him a story. The old monk said, ‘Once upon a time, there was a mountain. On the mountain there was a temple …’ ”

The story circled again and again until it bored me enough to put me asleep. It was the only story my dad knew. I was born in 1976, the year the Cultural Revolution ended, and there wasn’t much culture left for people. There were few books in my home, so the only story my dad could offer to his little girl was a fake one with a hollow shell, and a big hole inside.

My mom bought a radio for me when I was sixteen. I found out I could hear broadcasts from Taiwan. Listening to “enemy radio” had been illegal for a long time. One of my father’s colleagues had been tortured as a spy in the 1960s, when there was hostility between Taiwan and mainland China, for breaking this law. He ended up cutting his own throat with a razor.

The way the hosts spoke surprised me. They didn’t read from a script or talk like official spokespeople. They shared literature, music, plays, and jokes. One time one of them even went out to her balcony and described how beautiful the sunset was. I’d never experienced such a thing in any media before. I learned to make my own tape, telling stories to myself, in my lonely girlhood.

In 1994, while studying at a railway college1 in Hunan Province, I took one of those tapes to Hunan People’s Broadcasting Station to look for a summer job. I was too naïve to know that there was no possibility for a student like me to work at a state-controlled media network. The state allocated jobs to everyone. My role was decided already, as an accountant working at the 17th Railway Bureau. The head of the station told me to leave. However, after listening to my tape, the radio host Shang Neng offered me a half hour in his program. He was famous enough to be able to fight against his boss’s disapproval. All state-controlled stations needed money to survive after the 1992 economic reforms—when China set the goal of establishing a socialist market system, opening the gate to the outside world—and Shang Neng attracted a lot of commercials for them.

One year later, in 1995, I signed a contract with the radio station by winning an open competition. It was the first time the station had selected staff through an open market and fair competition. Thinking that a contract meant a job that was only temporary, my mother wrote a harsh letter to warn me of what I might lose if I gave up my state-allocated railway job: my house, hukou,2 social benefits, safety. In short, all she had had to struggle for her entire life. I didn’t write back to her. Living in a society with a long history of collectivism, we rarely talk about our personal feelings at home, and this was especially true after a period of excessive politicization where the idea of individual humanity was seen as “spiritual pollution.” It was hard to tell my mom that, for me, a job was a spiritual human bond. People wrote to me and I read their letters on the radio; it was a human bond. There were long-suppressed voices that wanted to be heard, and I was there. I did nothing but listen, yet the hole in my life was filled by strangers. More than making a living, I was alive.

In 1999, in order to survive, all the stations—radio and television alike—had to produce programs that spoke to people’s needs. New Youth, a program on Hunan TV, invited me to be their host, and my job was to interview young people who brought sharp ideas to different fields. This was during China’s explosive economic growth, and I realized these people had one thing in common: instead of destroying the old, they built the new where creativity was most unfettered. Life itself has to grow, and where there is a gap, there is a way out.

I ended up writing their story as well, including the parts that the station cut, to provide a fuller picture for the magazines. The media market was expanding quickly and competitively around 2000, so it had been to my advantage to work freely, and not sign a contract with the TV station. As one of the first generation media freelancers, I got a taste of what it was like to be independent. Like the rock-and-roll star Cui Jian sang, “As long as I have a pen, no one can stop me.”

Even still, I never wanted to be a news reporter. Journalism remained a monopoly when I began building my career. For a long time all Chinese people watched the same program, Joint News, on CCTV, which contained countless political meetings and aired every night at seven P.M. For me, all it meant was the start of dinnertime. The only CCTV program I watched was Oriental Horizon. What impressed me was the candid state of people’s lives on screen, full of struggles in a rapidly changing society, conflicting desires that led to inevitable consequences. I watched it as a work of art, not just as news. The slogan of these stories was “Telling the ordinary people’s own story.” After being ignored for a long time, ordinary people in a fast-rising society became protagonists on a national television station. Chen Meng, a man who had never been trained by any official news school, created a slogan in 1993 to express the goal of China’s journalism reform at the time: “Turning propaganda into communication.” In the beginning, CCTV asked the program to “serve people” by teaching them how to cook. But when Chen Meng became a producer, he said, “If we serve people, we serve their spiritual life.” He put life in a shell.

Chen Meng invited me to join CCTV in 2000. Since I was a young girl who hadn’t studied any news textbooks, he asked me to learn the principles of journalism from life: from the pain, joy, struggle, and bloody lessons of people in general and myself in particular.

Fourteen years later, I quit my job, went back to freelancing. I used what I had learned, and used some royalties from the book I’d published (which you’re now holding in your hands) to make a nonprofit documentary about air pollution in China. On February 28, 2015, I put it online. It got over three hundred million views before being removed seven days later. I left China then, and have been living in Europe ever since.

For those fourteen years, working at CCTV gave me the opportunity to travel to different places over a hundred and fifty days a year, to see my country, which was changing dramatically, and understand the trajectory of that change. What I saw showed me that China’s development depends on its ability to free people’s creativity from unnecessary shackles. It can explain the country’s stagnation, and it can also explain the country’s success; it can explain the past, and it will explain the future.

Chen Meng never told me why he chose me until he became seriously ill. The last time we talked in the hospital, he told me that eight years prior he had seen a young girl talking on TV. He didn’t remember what she had said and didn’t check her background, but he thought, “This girl has many flaws, but there is one thing about her I value—she doesn’t follow blindly.”

That was when he called me.




	1 Under the centralized economy, all universities were state controlled. Railway colleges were among these universities, designed to train qualified workers who would exclusively work in railway stations after graduation, as opposed to students at broadcasting universities, who would have the chance to become radio hosts.


	2 On January 9, 1958, the Hukou Registration Regulation was signed into law in China. It was an instrument of the centralized economy, helping the government implement its plan to industrialize the nation. The system divided the populace into an agricultural hukou and a nonagricultural hukou—state welfare programs were tied to hukou status, and heavily favored urban residents. Over 85 percent of the population were agricultural hukou holders, who could not access these benefits. Transfer of hukou status was highly restricted—official quotas were 0.15–0.2 percent per year. My parents struggled for many years to get urban hukou status so that they could pass it on to me. They dreamed of me getting a “big city urban hukou” by accepting the job that the state assigned to me, since hukou limited migration to big cities, and all citizens were grouped by district.
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Arrival at CCTV.






One
Chen Meng Calls



2000

The year was 2000. One fall afternoon, I received a phone call from a stranger.

“I’m Chen Meng.”

Then came a long, meaningful pause, as if he was waiting for me to shriek in amazement.

“Who?”

“It’s me, Chen Meng … you never took my class?”

“Who on earth are you?”

“Argh … China Central Television. Our news commentary department wants to work with you.”



We met at a hotel behind the CCTV building.

I looked at him. He had medium-length hair, an old leather jacket with the collar turned up. He didn’t exactly look like a boss. He crossed one leg over the other, so I did too.

The first words that came out of his mouth were, “How ready are you for fame?”

Oh. Did everyone at CCTV speak with so much bravado? At twenty-four years of age, I didn’t care about hierarchies, so I said, “If fame is something one feels, then I already experienced it when I was twenty.”

“I’m talking about the household-name kind of fame.”

“I know how high I can reach.”

He was so angry, he laughed. “Come again?”

“I know how high I can reach.”

He was silent for a moment. Then he asked, “If you did news, what would you care about?”

“I care about the people I report on in the news.”

He sat there squinting at me for a while through the cigarette smoke and said, “Come on board.”

“I’m not interested.”

I had my show on Hunan Satellite TV, New Youth. There was no contract involved. I lived in Beijing and took a trip out once a month. The station paid me in cash. So I said, “I’m not cut out for work inside the institution.”

After putting out his cigarette, he stood up and said, “How about this? Come to the news commentary department’s annual gala and just hang out for a bit.”



The annual gala began with an award ceremony honoring the top ten employees in the news commentary department. These ten were something. The first one was Sun Jie. He wobbled onto the stage with a roll of toilet paper in his hand. “Got a cold so I didn’t have time to prepare. I wrote a few basic principles down on this paper …” It was a parody of a popular political slogan at the time. When he finished, he ripped up the toilet paper and sniffled his way offstage.

Cui Yongyuan was the host. He was full of innuendos, mocking the bigwigs, roasting the bosses. He said, “Director Chen, please stand up.”

They forced Chen Meng to dress like a Japanese hipster, with a topknot shooting out of his head and layers upon layers of flannel. He leaned on his katana and stood up. The crowd roared. Young Cui quickly pointed to a row of squiggly writing on the big screen. There was only one Chinese character in the line: Money.

He asked, “What do these words say, Director Chen?”

Chen Meng hesitated for a long time before mumbling, “I can’t read that.”

“Oh, Director Chen can’t even read the word money.”

Everyone laughed.

“I’ll give you one more shot,” he said. “Of these words, which do you recognize?”

Chen Meng answered more quickly this time: “Money.”

“Oh, so Director Chen only recognizes money.”

The crowd whistled and screamed. With his ridiculous katana in hand, Chen Meng was as in on the joke as the rest of us.

This was around the time the program Oriental Horizon was planning to break off from the news commentary department. So next they played a video parody by Cui Yongyuan called “The October Divorce.” A voice was dubbed over the film Lenin in October: “Revolution comes only once every seven or eight years … Brothers, grab the money and female producers, and the disposable paper cups and napkins too …” He was mocking the internal power struggle between the bosses. The bosses sitting in the front row all got a fair roasting. Among them was the head of the news commentary department, who was pantomimed being robbed by the masses. Money was tossed into the air as everyone laughed. One of the red hundred-yuan bills drifted and drifted until it landed in my hand.

Hmm, maybe this place isn’t so bad.



Chen Meng grabbed a piece of crumpled paper and told me to sign my name on it.

“And you’ll officially be a part of CCTV,” he said.

I glared at him dubiously. It wasn’t a contract, or a press pass, or proof of employment, or a salary card. It wasn’t even an entry pass into the building.

“We’ve had our eyes on you, isn’t that enough?”

The look on his face.

He took me on a tour of the news commentary department. I studied my surroundings as I walked. The sign outside the department door read: “To be truthful, fair, balanced, and avant-garde.” Avant-garde … a newsroom wanted to be avant-garde?

He didn’t turn to look at me as he walked, trying to bring me down a notch. “You are a tennis ball. I am a tennis racket. No matter how high you reach …”

Oh—he was a keeper of grudges.

He turned and stared into my eyes. “… I will still be a centimeter above you.”

You wish.

As soon as we entered the office, there was a chair in the middle of the room. With practiced hands, a makeup artist wrapped a towel around me and said, “It’s time to cut your hair.” The hair that had always covered half of my face fell to the floor. I was like a bald little duckling.

“You can fly even higher now,” Chen Meng said.

My male colleagues sat in a circle looking at me with uncertain smiles. “Go, fetch us some water, Ms. Anchor—we’ll be serving you all year, you can do a little something for us as well.”

I had never been the witty type, and besides, I was used to the more feminist culture of the South. I didn’t know how to react to this type of humor, so I ended up pouring water for them one by one.

They continued to tease me. “Chai Jing, who’s more powerful, a director or a bureau chief?”

I honestly had no idea. I didn’t know about politics and wasn’t interested.

Chen Meng handed me off to Sun Jie, the guy who’d had the toilet paper on stage and said, “Drill her.”

Sun Jie seemed different from how he’d been at the gala. With a stern gaze, he said, “Write me a narration for the eightieth anniversary of the founding of the Party.”

I wasn’t afraid. Each of us has received this writing training since elementary school. Words flowed out like an ocean.

When I handed the piece to him, he was so kind, he didn’t even let out a sigh before saying, “Go home and get some rest.”



I was to appear on a show called Connecting Horizons, a daily sixteen-minute news commentary segment bringing together experts from various fields. I had never done news before.

The first episode was a disaster. The topic we covered was Caesarean sections. I contacted doctors, mothers, and sociologists, and after scheduling the recording studio, I had my makeup done and began. A few senior directors from the station passed by and watched me through the glass panel. We recorded thirty minutes of a live interview, talked about how Caesarean sections weren’t good, and promptly finished. Back then, I didn’t pay much attention to video recordings. After editing the transcript on paper, I asked a colleague to cut the clip and submit it for review before setting off for a vacation.

When I came back from vacation, I hung up a large framed photo that I’d taken in Tibet, and on my desk, I put out a vase filled with flowers and grasses.

From the looks on my colleagues’ faces, I could tell that the review process hadn’t gone well. At first, they left out the harshest critics and told me that with the way things stood, I should just redo the ending.

But at the office meeting, Chen Meng criticized me in front of everyone.

“You tell the audience that Caesarean sections are a mistake, and how much better natural births are, but that’s only one side of the story. Did you bother to dig deeper? Who has the right to decide whether or not to perform a C-section? The doctor and the family. How do they decide? This is a question of medical practice. Is there a deeper angle behind the story? If you think that it’s a mistake for so many people to choose C-sections, how did this popular attitude come about? Why do people believe it? The facts behind a news story can be seen from at least three different angles: scientific knowledge, institutional practice, and social norms. The deeper you delve, the more people you can speak to. How many angles did you explore?”

I changed the ending again and again, but it was useless.



During the end-of-year party, a colleague acted out one of my interviews on the stage. With a shawl over her shoulders, wearing high heels and a pencil skirt, she sat with her legs twisted, and flicked her bangs out of her eyes with one hand while caressing the hand of a male interviewee with the other. She asked, “Does it hurt? Does it really hurt? Does it really, really hurt?” The audience broke out in laughter, affirming the caricature of me.

Bai Yansong, the producer, was under more pressure than anyone else to deal with me, but he couldn’t make my tree grow just by pulling on the sprout. When our colleagues laughed at me, he probably felt more frustrated than anyone else in the room. Once I wore an embroidered satin skirt into the office. He called me over and said, “Get changed.”

My old artsy routine wasn’t cutting it. But I didn’t want to talk in the same old way I had heard on TV.

It was no use. Repeatedly, I failed to pass the test. Once, out of desperation, Bai Yansong handed me a note. He had written me a script.

Whenever I had to re-record something, I called the crew back into the station in the middle of the night. The gaffer and cameraman no longer complained or asked why. They put up with it in silence. After recording, I didn’t take a taxi; I walked. With every step, I carried a heavy load of guilt, for what I was putting others through.



The department arranged for all the anchors to take a group photo together. I was the unknown girl, so naturally, I stood in the back row. When Cui Yongyuan turned and saw me, he held my elbow and brought me down to the first row where he was standing. He didn’t even know my name. That’s the kind of person he was. At dinner, when everyone else was daring one another to empty their shot glasses, he entered the room, sat down at the table without a word, and everyone stopped drinking.

Young Cui was like the sun at noon. He was the most well-known host in China and ran a famous talk show called Tell It Like It Is. People loved him. But he revealed to everyone at the dinner table he was depressed, and whenever he was about to record, he felt so nervous that he had to clench his fists at the wall.

I was used to tough guys, which really made me appreciate his vulnerability.



I didn’t make many new friends at the station, but Snoopy was one of them. We were the only ones who were still single, so our colleagues tried to set us up. He didn’t seem old, but the way he looked … Once, in the subway, he stared at a girl for a long time, until the girl reluctantly stood up to offer him her seat. He said to me in all seriousness, “I’ve looked like this ever since I was a kid. But when I hit forty, I’ll still look like this, and then you’ll see my advantage.”

I call him Snoopy because I was like the unlucky Charlie Brown. He was my naïve friend, and we were both teased all the time. He published a piece in the news commentary department’s internal newsletter titled “My Dream: A Meal in the Pot, a Woman in the Bed,” which elicited plenty of sneers from the news folks—the dream seemed too small to them. They were concerned with interviewing officials and making news headlines. Snoopy, however, always covered people who were not in the limelight. He said, “The ignored person has the right to make his voice heard.”

During editorial meetings, whenever he opened his mouth, the entire room would shake their heads and mock him, calling him “humanist.”1 He never tried to argue, and I never saw him raise his voice at anyone. Once, at a banquet, when everyone had been drinking a little too much, someone smashed a bottle on the ground. Snoopy was pretty drunk himself, and he stumbled to the ground to pick up the broken pieces. When I went to help, I heard him grumble, “What is a humanist? A humanist is someone who doesn’t smash bottles on the ground.”

He was living hand-to-mouth. Every day, he carried a company-issued paper bag with a pair of swim trunks and a stack of pirated movie discs in it. After finishing his complimentary swim, and having eaten his three free meals in CCTV, he went home and watched movies. Though he was a thrifty person, he still bought a pot of flowers for me once because he knew that I was unhappy. On his way to work, he’d seen people crowded around the subway stop. Thinking that it must be something good, he’d squeezed his way in. They were selling pots of chrysanthemum taken from Tiananmen Square after the National Day celebration, a buck each.

Later, when he carefully placed the cheap little yellow flowers on my desk, he leaned in for a deep sniff, and nearly fainted from the odor.

Yet, during the midday meeting when everyone was critiquing my segment, he defended me. “Everyone says, ‘I will skip the compliments and go straight to the critique.’ Why skip the compliments? The good parts need to be mentioned too. Let me start …”

In private, though, he liked to lecture me. “You live a life too plastic to be real.”

I rolled my eyes at him. “What about it?”

He said I looked exhausted, spending forty minutes a day on the phone before each interview, writing over a hundred questions on my notepad for each segment.

He had a point. In the makeup room, as the makeup artist would do my eyeliner, I always kept writing out of the corner of my eye. The makeup artist would sigh and say, “I see all the other anchors reading a Louis Cha novel right about now. Why are you so nervous?”

I didn’t have an answer. When I interviewed, I went through the questions on my notepad, hardly even paying attention to the interviewees’ answers, desperate to go on to the next question.

Snoopy said, “It’s like firing a gun. First aim like you mean it, then pull the trigger like it was an accident. You need that nonchalance.”



My program was piloting a three-way interview format for news events, seeking to create an atmosphere of debate. The technology was only in its nascent stage, not yet able to show all three guests on screen at the same time. We had to conduct the interviews over the phone while cameramen recorded the guests separately, to be combined in post-production. In the studio, I stared into space while listening to the voices of the guests in my earpiece.

“Look over here.” The cameraman oriented me in the dark, trying to make me appear engaged with the three guests. I tried to ask questions with a little more expression, putting my body into it, pretending to be in a conversation, or at least creating the sense of one. The body language alone was enough to break me.

“Cut,” said the cameraman. “There’s nothing in your eyes.”

I replied, “That’s right, the interviewees won’t be visible until post-production. Of course I can’t see them.”

The cameraman shook his head.

Later, when everyone was eating in CCTV’s canteen in the southern courtyard, Connecting Horizons came on TV. Chen Meng quickly finished his meal and called me on the phone. “Everyone is talking about how you were recruited by me! Don’t make me lose face.” With that, he hung up.

“The way Chen criticizes people,” Snoopy explained, “makes people want to kill themselves.” After reviewing someone’s clip, for example, he’d ask how old the editor was. When the person felt confused and asked why, he’d say, “I want to know if it’s too late for you to change careers.”

One time, he commented on my schoolgirl style of reporting by saying, “Your style is unbearably pretentious.”

My eyes were full of tears. He then added, “You shouldn’t be afraid of my criticism. Be afraid when I give up on you.”

It wasn’t until he saw that I had lost all confidence that he warmed up to me.

“You need to find your desire,” he said.

“But my desire is strong,” I retorted.

“Your desires are only about yourself. You need to forget yourself.”

Yet there were so many things I had to consider during every segment. I had to focus on my body. Turn it thirty-five degrees, forty degrees, or sixty degrees. I needed to think about my expression, word choice, makeup, and outfit. “How do I forget myself?” I said obstinately.

“Go home and ask your ma, your sister, what they desire from the news. Don’t forget to be human just because you’re a host,” he said.

I ended up asking my mother and sister about every show. It helped, leading me to structure my questions with a more common-sense approach. But as soon as I was on stage baking under the spotlights, and the director’s voice blared in my earpiece, “Three, two, one, go,” my body tensed, my voice pitched, and I was stilted once more.

Chen Meng said, “When you ask a question, what’s the answer that you expect? If you don’t know what to expect, then don’t bother asking the question.”

I was getting wound up tighter and tighter. When a cameraman named Yang took me home in the snow one time, he said, “Girl, you’ve got to up your game. The bosses say, ‘If we can’t lift her up, just let her fall.’ ”

Slowly, I was forgetting how to write. I stared at a blank page, unable to scrawl a word. Soon after, I forgot how to speak. When I ran into Zhang Jie from News Probe at a restaurant, he said he knew how I felt. He had reported on a form of treatment for patients with advanced disease in which all the blood drawn was to be replaced with fresh blood. He thought it was similar to the situation I was facing. I wanted to say something to him, but I was out of old blood and without a drop of new blood, I had lost all ability to express myself and could only give him a pale, fake smile.

I only went downhill from there. Back when I was in the audience, I used to sneer at all the platitudes on the news. Now that I was an anchor, I used them more liberally than anyone else. At the end of every segment, I would say, “Let us hope that one day soon, the democratic rule of law will bind our society.”

Afterward, I could shed my makeup and be done with work.



One day, a girl took a two-hour-long bus ride to come to my office. She introduced herself as a listener of my old radio show. She skipped the small talk and asked me pointedly, “Do you feel like what you’re doing is worthwhile? Can you still feel that sense of trust you once had with your listeners?”

Before I could think of a reply, she walked out the door.

I had hosted a weekend nightly radio show for three years, starting in 1995. When I’d taken the job, my boss had told me there was no pay for it.

I said, “Okay.”

“And no overtime pay, no travel reimbursement.”

I said, “Okay.”

I had tried to hide my glee—was this for real? I could do something I loved and not have to pay for it?

Listeners sent in letters telling their own stories. I read them out word for word, including dates. All details were as precious as gold to me. I didn’t reply, didn’t comment, just read. As time went on, listeners would say, “You’ve become my second self.” When I finished, I would press the play button, and from the soft, moist leather headphones would come the sonic embodiment of the mountains and the seas. I would lean back in the thick leather chair. Deep in the night, a tiny light bulb hovered above. The soundboard and leather trim emitted a burnt, musky scent. The glass in front of me reflected the tiny ball of light, as if this was the only place left in the world. From the first moment I’d sat down, I was no longer fired up, no longer distressed. I’d settled my heart—this is it.

Years later, doing news at CCTV, I knew I was slaving away for the producers, for the bonuses, for vainglory, and out of fear. But my heart was nowhere.

One day, with my hair permed high and makeup on, ready for recording, I ran into an old friend on the street. The person looked at me for a while and said, “You should be careful. Don’t become one of those people you used to hate.”



I dreamed I was back in fourth grade.

The eight-year-old me was standing in an aisle in a classroom with one hand over my left eye as a room full of students buried their heads in their books. The teacher pointed to the eye chart’s bottom row.

It was the most terrifying scene from my childhood. Even now, whenever I see an eye chart, I feel revulsion, a conditioned reflex.

I had been nearsighted for some time. But no one could tell.

Standing in the aisle, I was calm. My index finger swung up and down, left and right. I had already memorized the bottom row. The teacher put down her pointer and lowered her head to write the result while shouting, “Perfect, next.”

I had become just like everyone else. No one noticed me as I quietly made my way back to my seat.



One day, as I was passing through my living room, I noticed a program on TV called The Economy in Thirty Minutes, where a journalist was interviewing a comedian who had just become a county mayor. The journalist’s name was Chen Dahui, and he was a real shark: quick, brutal, precise. With a flash of the teeth, heads rolled. I stood there holding my bowl until the show ended.

His methods were controversial within the industry, but everyone agreed he worked hard. “He’s the first interview journalist to have systematically studied foreign programs,” people would say. “He dissects shows like he’s cleaning out a snail; he studies and imitates every framing, every question, even expressions and gestures.”

So I printed out his interviews, and those of Oriana Fallaci, Larry King, and anyone else that I could get my hands on, and filed them away in a folder. I copied out their questions and used them directly.

I ran into Chen Dahui once, and he told me that when interviewing multiple guests, one must be single-minded. Don’t worry about the purpose of the show, don’t worry about the mood or things like a conversational feel. Don’t worry about neglecting any one guest.

“Remember this,” he said, “the news itself is what is important. If one of them can get at the heart of the story, then just talk to that person. The other two can sit there and be quiet, it doesn’t matter.”

I was skeptical. “Wouldn’t the guests feel uncomfortable?”

“It’s not important how comfortable they feel, a journalist’s only goal is to reveal the truth.”



I learned from Chen Dahui, but trying to teach myself something so arcane was like a teenager without any experience trying to fight from a martial arts manual. You could easily go astray, imagining yourself to be a powerful journalist while in reality doing nothing more than shaming people.

I came upon a story about two young cyclists from the Shaanxi Youth Team cycling across the Great Wall. One of them lost his life. I planned a segment called “The Limit of Crossing,” where I interviewed the deceased’s teammate and coach. During the show, the teammate recited an impassioned patriotic poem. So I asked, “Is that the special thrill you were looking for at the risk of losing your life? Some sort of publicity stunt?”

After recording the segment, my colleagues looked at me differently. “Wow,” they said, “that was sharp.” I was even pleased with myself.

Li Lun, who was the lead editor at Living Space, sent me a quick text message soon after the show aired: Missing the point? Before I had time to digest his meaning, I saw an article in the press that criticized my segment: “A TV journalist speaks with sarcasm—a relentless onslaught.” In the author’s opinion, I should have directed my pointed questioning at the department in charge of safety inspections. There was no need to make fun of the cyclist. After watching the segment, audiences left online comments too, calling me cruel.

One of my few remaining fans said, “I used to think you were at least sympathetic. Now I really don’t like you anymore.”

I asked my doctor friend, “Why am I having trouble breathing?”

He said, “Stressful emotions can slow down your breathing, causing carbon dioxide to build up in your system.”

“Is there something I can do about it?”

“Sure, take deep breaths.”

Walking up the stairs, I took deep breaths; walking down the stairs, I took deep breaths. I looked at the elevator attendant. She sat relaxed, with nothing to do, staring at the wall forever and ever. How I envied her. At work, it was only in the bathroom where I could let loose for two minutes. I washed my hands for as long as I could, keeping the faucet running, taking deep breaths, while looking at myself in the mirror. I knew I was already on the edge of failure. Soon, everyone would smell it—in the animal kingdom, as soon as you give off that sort of scent, you’re basically done for. Soon, very soon, predators will have their eyes on you, and before you know it, they’ll mercilessly pounce on you and take you down. Your herd will scatter without so much as a glance back at you.

During that period, I was reading Silence of the Lambs before going to bed. I don’t even know where my pirated copy came from; it was full of typos and the cover was falling off. A few years later, after I read the sequel, I wrote an angry letter to the author in my diary. I wrote, “Your insipid, bullshit backstory has ruined my image of Starling. She’s nothing at all like the woman who eats Italian food, appreciates fine paintings, and talks to a cannibal doctor about childhood traumas.”

In my mind, she would always be that twenty-four-year-old intern at the Federal Bureau of Investigation who spoke with a bit of a twang, sprinkled in a few profanities, wore a pair of bargain shoes, and set out to investigate a murder all on her own. The insane inmates in prison flicked sperm into her face. A senator accused her of stealing her daughter’s jewelry. She knew what it felt like to be belittled, how it felt to be a failure. But she could fire seventy-four rounds in one minute with her left hand. The veins in her arm bulged like gold-plated wires. When she rolled up her sleeve to inspect a decaying corpse, she said to the men who thought she was only there because of her looks, “Now please, go on out … go on now.”

At first, she wanted to find a corner she could call her own within the institutional machinery of the FBI, but in the end, she no longer worked for a career. “To hell with the special agents,” she said. When she stopped caring about her own career, only focusing on the victims, she found the clues.

Before the cameras started rolling, I often thought to myself, “No, a plastic bubble like this would not intimidate Starling. That girl is never scared.”



I did my planning and editing to figure out what my desire was, as Chen Meng had instructed. Every day, I called many institutions in search of a topic. When old Yang, the cameraman, saw me calling the Foreign Ministry about a diplomat who was robbed, he laughed. “How ignorant would you have to be to be so fearless?” But later, when we were shooting the interview, Yang gave me a quiet nod from behind the camera. It gave me a warm feeling.

Every day, I submitted three topics. In the afternoon, I reached out to contact people. At night, I recorded. At midnight, I edited the clip and submitted it for review.

I was hanging on by a thread. One winter day at two in the morning, everyone had left the office. There was no one left to work the editing machine, and I didn’t know how to use it myself. That’s it, I thought to myself, first thing in the morning I will call Chen Meng and tell him to shove it, he can find someone else. I sat at the desk sulking until seven. When I made the call, the first thing that came out of Chen Meng’s mouth was, “Can you turn in the clip today?”

“Sure,” I said, like I was possessed. I couldn’t quit like that. This man had no sympathy for me, but he treated me like a responsible adult.

I lugged the tapes to another editing room and edited until four o’clock the next morning. Then I locked my coat in the editing room by accident, so I ended up walking to the TV station in a sweater, dragging my left foot that was injured in the accident a few days ago. I was still a temporary worker, not yet in possession of an entrance pass. An associate producer kindly came downstairs and took the tape from me through a slit in the gate. When I got home, the elevator wasn’t working. I climbed up eighteen flights of stairs, stressing my left leg along the way, and jumped into bed. Then I got a call. There was something wrong with the tape and I needed to offer a new one. I dragged my injured leg along as I limped my way back downstairs.

There were already people out on the street, though it was still the break of dawn. Two teenagers pointed at me with smiles. I thought they recognized me.

“Gimp,” they said, and laughed.

In the blue-gray dawn, the wind had cleaned out the heavens. Only a few silver little stars and a moon like a silver scimitar were nailed in the sky.

One time, Bai Yansong tried to console me: “What people call the best days of their lives are also usually the hardest. It’s only when you look back that you recognize happiness.”

I kept on going. The program continued to air, season after season. Some segments were syndicated, some even won awards. Life started getting easier. But the reason I did my job at all was because I wanted to be accepted by my bosses and colleagues. I wanted to find stories that could become tomorrow’s headlines. But in my heart, these weren’t the stories that I desired.

There were some stories that did tug at my heart. I tried to pitch one about a thirteen-year-old girl teaching a class of HIV-positive orphans. But at the editorial meeting, everyone said, “That’s not our beat.” Another time, I noticed a lawyers’ association report saying that, in Yunnan Province’s female prisons, 60 percent of the violent offenders were there for murdering their husbands. I was astonished. But again at the editorial meeting, I was shot down. “Who cares about those rural women?” one of my colleagues said. “You should care about how my wife emotionally abuses me.” They all laughed.

It reminded me of when I’d first arrived in Beijing and taken an internship at a magazine. The editor had asked me to pick a cover story related to the theme of biodiversity. So I went and interviewed botanists from the Chinese Academy of Sciences and wrote about the challenges they faced in their research. The editor looked at my draft and said, “This is not what I’m looking for. Get some cutting-edge foreign research and translate it.”

I said, “But I feel that the state of research in our country should be exposed too.”

“What good would that do?”

“I don’t know, but if we don’t talk about it, it definitely won’t do any good.”

“It’s not what our magazine is looking for—change it.”

“But …”

“Change it.”

I went silent.

“Are you going to change it or not?” the editor pressed.

“No.”

We both hung up the phone at the same time. That was my first job in Beijing, and I lost it.



In February 2003, Bai Yansong suddenly called me into the office to tell me that there was an earthquake in Xinjiang and that I would head out on location in half an hour.

“Time to get your hands dirty,” he said.

I took an Il-76 military cargo plane to Kashgar, with three large trucks and over a dozen cages containing rescue dogs. I found an old tire to sit on. There were no windows, and the noise was so loud that I couldn’t hear someone talking in front of me. On the five-hour flight, several of the male comrades from the Earthquake Administration vomited.

We arrived in Kashgar at three in the morning. The enormous moon illuminated the vast fields of the Northwest in snowy white. I shivered in the light of such a moon. Large military trucks drove out of the plane. Then we got in. It was a bumpy four-hour ride to Jiashi County. The road was in shambles. At one point, when there was a sudden jolt, I fell, along with a big German shepherd. The dog and I rolled all the way back to the tailgate. But without a sound, the dog crawled out from under me and pulled its long tail free. It slapped its tail against the tailgate and stared at me through its amber eyes. When I finally got up, it turned its gaze off to the distance with its ears perked.

When it was finally time to get out of the truck, I stepped onto the ground and thought something was wrong with my legs. They felt like they had turned rubbery. I was standing on the thatched roof of what used to be a hut. It had been flattened. Grass sprouted up through the straw.

I walked in a daze. The 6.8 earthquake had led to over two hundred dead. I looked around and saw that pretty much all the mud and wooden structures were destroyed. The grassland was empty as far as the eye could see. Farther up, hundreds of men stood in a circle. An imam stood in the middle, reading the Koran over bodies draped in white. Farther still, women were gathering rocks in a clearing to build a fire pit for cooking. Dawn was just beginning. The enormous plain was dark. Crimson embers licked the bottom of the pot.

Had I been in the news studio, such a disaster would have been just another assignment. I would have only cared about whether I had the relevant stats fully memorized. But here I saw an old man with one foot bare and the other in a canvas army shoe, limping a kilometer to the trucks, rummaging through the supplies until he found a tattered leather shoe, which he studied and then put on before walking away. And that was when I understood what an earthquake disaster meant.

Chen Meng had said, “Go, feel the news with your skin.”

Farther ahead, I passed by a half-collapsed wall. When I touched what remained of the wall, it crumbled. The people who’d built it had made it out of dirt and a bit of concrete; now it turned to dust with a pinch. There was an old Uyghur woman wearing a yellow turban next to me. Before I even spoke, she hugged me and cried on my shoulder. I instinctively held her and her cheek pressed against mine. Her wrinkles were icy cold.

The next day, we shot footage of the raising of the national flag at a tent school. The journalists crowded the place. School children pulled out red and green backpacks from their desks under the rubble. After dusting them off, they raised the flag and recited the essay, “My Beautiful Campus.” When the clip aired, someone complimented me: “Not bad, nice details.”

While the video equipment was being put away, there were two twin sisters playing nearby. I asked them where they lived. The kids led me to some debris. The house had collapsed. Two rolls of blankets salvaged from the rubble lay on the ground, without even a mat to put them on. I reached in and felt wet grains of sand. That night it was minus twenty degrees Celsius.

“How do you get water?” I asked.

Their slightly older brother grabbed a metal bucket and led me down half a kilometer to a pothole that had been collecting rainwater. After brushing away the dead grass on the surface, he filled up the bucket. Back at the debris field, he gathered up a few rocks and boiled the water in a tin kettle on the fire.

That was their life. And just before, I had told the entire country that they were already happily going to school with their backpacks on.

I was at a loss for words. I could only squat down to help a little girl tie her shoelaces.

On my last day in Xinjiang, Sai Na, the producer from One on One, called to ask me to interview someone.

“Interview whom?” I asked.

“I don’t know, you pick someone.”

I found a person called Dawuti Aximu, a village chief. He wore the black leather skullcap that older Uyghurs wear. His face was ruddy and wide, covered with a graying blond beard. Sitting on a broken chair outside a ramshackle house, his face was covered in dust, as was mine. His hair was creased from wearing a safety hat for so long. This time, I didn’t have questions prepared. I looked around and asked, “Now that your house is gone, where will you sleep at night?”

“On the ground.”

“Can you fall asleep?”

“Five people in my family have died, I cannot sleep.”

“What do you think about when you can’t fall asleep?”

“I think about life before, about how the one thousand four hundred people in my village will live now.”

Had I been in the news studio, I would have been thinking about the structure of this interview and how to build up a conclusion. But out on the open earth, everything fell away. There were no lights, no reflectors, and no director in my earpiece. The person I interviewed couldn’t speak Mandarin, and the interpreter was a local, so I could only follow my instinct to ask the simplest questions.

“How did the earthquake play out?”

“I thought I heard gunshots. Twice, the earth shook and shook. I squatted where I was. The wall next to me collapsed. I rolled into a ditch. In the ditch, I grabbed onto a mulberry branch. Dust blotted out the sky.”

“What happened after you got out of the ditch?”

“Ran home. Climbed onto the roof. There was debris everywhere. I began digging out the roof. It took a long time to dig out an opening.”

“What did you use to dig?”

“Couldn’t find any tools, just used my hands. At first, when I saw a hand, I wasn’t sure if it was my wife’s or my daughter-in-law’s. When I saw the sleeve, I knew it was the mother of my child. And then I stopped. Other people dug her out.”

Tears left streaks of dark and light lines. When the interpreter said, “And then I stopped,” my heart lurched.

Later, back in Beijing, a program director who had always ignored me, Chen Yao Wen, sat down
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