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			Prologue

			New York

			On a cold January afternoon in 2017, I was prone on the couch in my apartment and home office in New York, fighting off the urge to take a nap, when a message popped up on Facebook from a name I didn’t recognize.

			
				Ms. Demick. You contacted me a long time ago? Are you still interested in talking with me? If so, my family and I are interested.

			

			I wasn’t in a receptive mood. I was a journalist covering New York for the Los Angeles Times. And like many of us, I’d been working without a day off for months, covering the aftermath of Donald Trump’s election and inauguration. I was slumped on the sofa, dejected by the animus emanating from my television set. I tapped out a curt reply, telling this man, in essence, that I didn’t know who he was or what he wanted from me. He wrote back immediately.

			
				My mom adopted a little Chinese girl years ago…and it appears like she has a twin sister still in China.

			

			I bolted upright. Before New York, I’d spent seven years as a China correspondent for the Los Angeles Times. I was based in Beijing but often worked in the countryside, writing about life in the left-behind backwaters of modern China. Reporting on this little girl was one of my most memorable experiences. This was a story that took me to places few foreigners had seen, geographically and psychically. Not only into remote mountain villages but also deep into the intimate realm of Chinese families. Of course, I hadn’t forgotten.

			This is the story as it unfolded for me. It is dedicated to the 160,000 Chinese adoptees around the world, with the hope it might in some small way help them understand where they came from and how they got to where they are today.
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			Part One

			Gaofeng Village

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Born in the Bamboo
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					Yuan Zanhua.

				
			
			September 9, 2000. From above, the landscape was a patchwork of florid greens and yellows climbing up and down a dizzying staircase. Chinese farmers hacked these terraced fields out of the mountains more than two thousand years ago with the ingenuity and persistence to shape the earth to their will. A single rutted road wound around the terraces, now flooded for growing rice, vanishing into the low-hanging mist before emerging at the entrance of a small village.

			In a house at the edge of the rice paddies, a twenty-eight-year-old woman was trimming vegetables for lunch when she was interrupted by a familiar sensation. It was like a belt cinching around her middle. Zanhua wasn’t alarmed. Although she wasn’t sure exactly how far along she was, the ballooning size of her belly told her the baby was coming any day now. She was eager to give birth sooner rather than later, because the hundred-degree temperatures of an unusually hot summer left her overripe body drenched in sweat. Even as another contraction gripped her body, she smiled through the grimace. It was about noon, time for lunch, but she had other priorities. She carefully set down her kitchen utensils and covered the bowl of rice with a plate to protect it from the circling flies. The first flush of autumn had yet to settle upon the rice paddies of Hunan. She wiped her brow and washed her hands, even tidied up a bit. Then she called out to her mother in the next room that they should get ready.

			Zanhua moved quickly but deliberately. She wasn’t agitated. This would be her third time around. She was hardly bigger than a child herself, standing well under five feet, narrow in the hips, at least when she wasn’t pregnant, but she was confident in her physical prowess. Since early childhood, she’d helped out in the family fields, which left her arms and back taut with muscle. She had a broad, flat nose and a ruddy complexion from working outside, although this summer she was paler than usual, since she’d mostly stayed indoors, not wanting to advertise her condition. She’d taken care to buy extra-large clothing to conceal her swollen body. She was anxious, not about childbirth itself—she wasn’t the type to complain about pain—but about the need for secrecy.

			Since 1979, China had limited most families to only one child. Under the law, you were supposed to apply for a permit even before you got pregnant. It was the signature policy of the ruling Communist Party, which had developed an almost mystical belief that population control was the secret to jump-starting the economy. The law was enforced by an agency euphemistically known as the jisheng ban, literally “planned birth” or “family-planning agency.” It didn’t actually plan or advise so much as punish. Violators could be fined more than a year’s wages, their homes demolished and property confiscated. If you were visibly pregnant without a permit, you could be hog-tied and hauled away for a forced abortion. Then they’d send you a bill for the favor. No matter that the village where Zanhua grew up in Hunan Province was deep in the mountains, almost an hour’s drive from the nearest government offices or a two-hour walk when mountain roads were washed out; the law was never far away. The village was full of spies and Communist Party loyalists who might rat you out.

			The Communist Party ruled here with impunity. Hunan Province is in more ways than one the heartland of modern China. With a population as large as that of France, Hunan is a landlocked province smack in the middle of the country, just below the Yangtze River. The founder of modern China, Mao Zedong, was a Hunan man, born about one hundred miles away from Zanhua’s village, in Shaoshan—roughly the same neighborhood, although not nearly as mountainous nor as poor. Mao was the son of what the Chinese called a “prosperous peasant.” He was educated in the Hunan provincial capital of Changsha, where he read the classics and organized one of the first branches of the Socialist Youth League. In 1927, he led a few hundred peasants to become guerrilla fighters in the Jinggang Mountains, which, bordering Hunan and Jiangxi provinces, would become known as the cradle of the revolution.

			Mao was inspired by the plight of Hunan’s peasantry and the need for land reform. Hunan is the largest rice-producing province in China, its semitropical climate just warm enough, the rainfall generous, and the soil red and fertile. It should have been a place of abundance. But rice farming was a precarious existence. Rice farmers survived at the mercy of floods, droughts, and unscrupulous landowners, who often demanded most of the crop in rent. When he founded the People’s Republic of China in 1949, Mao vowed to redistribute the land and liberate the underclasses from the tyranny of the ruling class.

			Instead, it got worse. Farmers were forced into inefficient communes that were required to sell most of their grain at below-market prices for export abroad. Farm equipment and kitchen utensils were melted down in backyard furnaces to create steel. This was all part of an ill-conceived vision to turn China into an industrial powerhouse that would rival the United States and the Soviet Union. But the furnaces produced pig iron of such poor quality that it was of little use. Meanwhile, fueling the furnaces led to widespread deforestation. The diversion of the workforce away from agriculture resulted in a famine. An estimated forty-five million people died during what was known as the Great Leap Forward. It was followed by another man-made disaster—the decade-long Cultural Revolution, in which the intelligentsia or anybody perceived as elite were eradicated in the name of class justice. Neighbors were goaded into persecuting one another. The madness endured until Mao died in 1976. His successors wasted little time in rolling back the worst of his excesses.

			At the time of Zanhua’s birth in 1973, China already was on the cusp of reinventing itself. Although Mao’s portrait remained on everybody’s walls, the country had started to wriggle free of the strictures of doctrinaire communism. In Zanhua’s village, farmers took it upon themselves to dismantle the communes even before the land was legally distributed to households. Although they didn’t own the land outright, they earned the right to farm their plots individually. Productivity soared. Zanhua was told she should be grateful for the food of the land—the rice, sweet potatoes, and cabbages grown on her family’s fields. Unlike her parents, she didn’t have to survive on wild grass, roots, and bark. Her father had a job at a state-owned factory that made dishware. It was an hour’s walk away and paid a tiny salary, but there were perks, like an occasional bundle of pork or a chicken. She wasn’t starving, but she was still hungry.

			The village, then called Shanghuang, literally “on the yellow,” was poor even by the standards of one of the poorest countries in the world. It was so wild that until the 1960s tigers were still seen in the nearby mountains. The steep terrain dictated that the terraced fields be small and irregularly shaped, with little of the postcard-perfect symmetry that attracted photographers to the undulating green terraces elsewhere in China. The houses were built mostly of wood, weathered and flimsy, brick still outside the reach of many villagers. The roads were poor to nonexistent.

			Zanhua occupied an unfortunate position in her family’s birth order. As the fourth of six children and the third daughter, she wore her older siblings’ hand-me-down clothing, so threadbare it was beyond patching. When her parents went to the township for the market, held every five days, she begged her mother to buy her clothing of her own.

			“Only if you work harder” was the retort.

			That was impossible because she already worked all the time. As a small child, her work began at dawn, when she tended to the oxen. She weeded the fields and washed laundry, an ordeal without running water or soap. It required multiple trips to the well, since she was too small to carry more than one bucket of water at a time. She cared for her younger siblings, hand-washing diapers made of old clothing. From the time she was seven, she prepared her own meals, since her parents and older siblings were busy with their own work.

			Her village had an elementary school housed in four ramshackle wooden buildings, one for each grade. An empty lot served as the playground. The school offered basic instruction in math, Chinese, physical education, and, most important, music. The kids couldn’t read well, but they were indoctrinated through song.

			
				Without the Communist Party, there will be no new China.

				The Communist Party toiled for the nation.

				The Communist Party of one mind saved China.

				It pointed to the road of liberation for the people.

				It led China toward the light.

			

			Zanhua attended the school but rarely finished her chores quickly enough to get there by the start of the school day. She also had in tow one of her baby brothers. There was nobody else to take care of him. The teachers were sympathetic. Most people in the village were relatives, so they understood her predicament. Nonetheless, the toddler fussed so much that the school eventually asked Zanhua to leave. As a result, she dropped out after three years and barely learned to read.

			Later in life, when asked what were her happiest memories from childhood, she said that she had none.

			

			—

			It was Deng Xiaoping, a two-time survivor of Mao’s repeated purges, who would give Zanhua a chance to escape. In 1978, Deng became China’s paramount leader and launched what he called reform and opening—prying open the economy and repairing relations with the West. In 1979, Deng visited the United States, once the sworn enemy. Americans were charmed to see the pint-size leader don a ten-gallon cowboy hat. Although the Chinese Communist Party continued to rule and does so to this day, long outlasting the Soviet Union and the rest of the Communist Bloc, after Deng’s rise, it was not the same party. Deng embraced what he called “socialism with Chinese characteristics.” (Wags called it “capitalism with Chinese characteristics.”) Now the party was all about making money. To rebuild legitimacy in the eyes of the people, the Chinese needed to get rich. And it would be acceptable to “let some people get rich first.” (Contrary to popular belief, Deng did not say it was glorious to get rich.)

			Zanhua’s family would not be among those getting rich, but they did get a little less poor. In 1985, Deng lifted controls on domestic travel. Until then, it had been a crime to live or work outside the place you were registered, leaving villagers tethered to their impoverished villages. Zanhua was turning thirteen, just old enough that she could be sent out with her older brother, a sister, and a brother-in-law. They had a simple trading business: They bought schoolbags and suitcases wholesale from a factory in Shaoyang, the nearest big city, and sold them retail on the streets. It was an opportune time to sell bags, as millions of Chinese like them were on the move, needing to transport their possessions as they left their villages. The siblings took their merchandise to sell in neighboring Jiangxi Province, which was closer to the east coast and slightly more prosperous.

			Joining the lowest rung of peddlers, they didn’t have a stall at one of the markets. Instead, they fanned out during the day to well-trafficked locations and spread their wares on a tarpaulin on the street. Zanhua was usually working alone, which was intimidating for a shy, still very small teenager. But she was a quick study. Despite almost no formal education in math, she was good at bargaining with customers. After being fleeced once, she figured out how to spot counterfeit bills. Even after sending money home, she had enough left over to buy her own clothing. She bought trousers for her little brothers. She didn’t begrudge the better opportunities afforded the boys, and she helped support their education. She was proud to be one of the first girls from her little village to chuqu, literally to “go out.” It was a term that defined the lifestyle of millions of Chinese similarly escaping their village to work.

			Chinese migrants are expected to come home for the Lunar New Year, a holiday so baked into the calendar that businesses close down for weeks. No matter where you live or your professional status, people return to what they call the laojia, the “old home.” So much of the country is on the move that it is the largest human migration in the world, albeit only for a few weeks.

			The year Zanhua was turning twenty, she decided to buck tradition and work through the holiday. She figured she could sell off her remaining inventory, since people needed bags to transport the gifts they were buying and receiving, and those who’d received cash or bonuses would be relatively flush.

			Her father, though, was insistent.

			“Forget about the bags. Come home.”

			When she arrived, she found out why. Modernity had nibbled away at only so much of tradition. Her parents had hired a matchmaker for her. Even though girls were allowed to go out to work, even encouraged because families wanted their earnings, they weren’t supposed to have a social life. It was frowned upon for them to meet somebody on their own, worse still somebody from another province. Since the custom was for daughters to live with their husband’s family after marriage, parents wanted them nearby. But not in the same village. People in villages were usually related to one another and aware of the genetic risks. They needed matchmakers to find the right person.

			The young man selected for Zanhua was invited to her home for an introduction. At first, she was disappointed. Zeng Youdong came from a village called Gaofeng (literally “high phoenix”) at the top of a four-hundred-meter mountain of the same name. It had no shops, no little businesses, nothing but a few hundred households, often hidden in the low-hanging clouds. Her own village, Shanghuang, was barely a mile away, but it was down the hill, in the direction of the main town. Zanhua hoped to advance her situation in life by moving to a more urban area. In China, you always wanted to go down the hill, not uphill.

			Youdong[*] was barely taller than she was. In China, height is a proxy for social status, and it was evident from his stature that he had been poorly nourished as a child. The Zengs were rice farmers, and they raised pigs, but they didn’t have the perks that Zanhua’s father enjoyed from the factory. Chinese use the expression “family doors of equal size,” matching young people of similar economic standing. The Zeng family didn’t quite live up to that standard.

			Zanhua thought about saying no—this was the 1990s, after all, and a young woman had the right to reject her match. But the quiet young man felt right when he stood up next to her. He had a slim, limber physique, a narrow face, and a long sloped nose, a feature prized by many Chinese, who associate the look with the Manchurian rulers of the north. Side by side, they looked like a pair of gymnasts. Unlike her brothers, who could be loud and boastful, he was soft-spoken and gentle. He didn’t show his teeth when he smiled but pressed his lips together as though enjoying a private joke. He had been educated through junior high school and was comfortably literate, much better at reading and writing than most in his social class. He didn’t smoke cigarettes, which made him an outlier among Chinese men. He rarely drank. A few months after their introduction, she agreed to get married. They had a large engagement party, setting up ten tables in front of her house and serving bottles of baijiu, a cheap white liquor, to neighbors and family.

			Zanhua and her fiancé were not so much a romance as a partnership, in life and in business. Youdong was as hardworking as Zanhua. He accompanied her to Jiangxi Province to sell bags. With a partner, business improved. They began to save money so that they could build their own house.

			Engagements were more important in the village than weddings, so it was no scandal for them to live together. By the time they were formally married ten months later, Zanhua was already pregnant.

			

			—

			Their first child was born in 1995, a healthy baby girl. They named her Ping, a popular name meaning “even” or “calm.” They were happy to have a daughter. Under a loophole in the family-planning laws, rural families were entitled to have a second baby if their first was a girl. Zanhua and Youdong were born before the implementation of the one-child policy—her family had six children, his had seven—and having only one child felt unnatural. As much as Zanhua resented her lowly position in the birth order, wearing hand-me-downs and caring for little brothers, she took comfort in the size of her family. She was close to all her siblings and was relieved that her daughter wouldn’t be an only child.

			Under the law, Zanhua and her husband were supposed to wait for five years before the second birth. But they were impatient. When Zanhua got pregnant again the following year, family members advised her to get an abortion. Abortions were a common and inexpensive method of birth control in China, but Zanhua resisted. Their second daughter was born in 1997. They named her Yan, which means “splendid.” She was an adorable baby and they were immediately smitten. But for the first time in their lives, they understood they had done something illegal.

			The fines for having a second baby without the required waiting period amounted to the equivalent of several hundred dollars, which they didn’t have. All their cash had been poured into a house they were building. They would have to leave the village to raise the money for the fines, since there were no jobs nearby. They left their two small daughters in the care of grandparents and skipped town, figuring they’d earn enough to pay up.

			When the young couple came home to the village, they had an unpleasant surprise. The officials from the family-planning agency were furious that they’d fled town. As punishment, they’d punched a hole in the tile roof of their still-under-construction house and walked off with a table and chairs, the only furniture in the place. Vandalizing houses, confiscating livestock, repossessing appliances and furniture, and administering beatings were usual tactics to coerce people to pay their fines. The law didn’t prescribe this kind of penalty, but it was common nonetheless. Zanhua and her husband were outraged.

			“Monsters,” “Common thieves.”

			They ranted. They swore. But there was little they could do to avoid paying entirely. They talked to the officials and negotiated the fine down to eight hundred yuan, about one hundred dollars, and paid up.

			They had just enough to repair the damage and keep building. And to think about having another baby.

			Youdong’s father urged them to try again. He wanted a boy. Despite all the changes sweeping China, women still occupied a tenuous place in the social hierarchy. They left their village when they married, moved to their husband’s home, and were expected to serve their in-laws. And yet they did not become full-fledged members of their husband’s family. They retained their father’s surname for life. Zanhua would never be known as a Zeng—she would always be Yuan, the name with which she was born, although her children would carry the family name Zeng. She could be buried next to her husband in the Zengs’ family cemetery only if she gave birth to a boy. And only a boy, grown into a man, would be able to conduct the ritual displays of filial piety at the cemetery, burning incense, bowing to the ancestors. Women might care for the elderly, cook, and clean, unpaid servants to their in-laws, but in the afterlife, it was men who were supposed to propitiate the ancestors.

			Zanhua and her husband fancied themselves modern Chinese, free of what the Communist Party dismissed as feudal superstition. In this progressive new era, girls were supposed to be as valuable as boys.

			But Youdong’s father persisted, making it clear that Zanhua was a disappointment as a daughter-in-law.

			“You have to have a boy.”

			“It doesn’t matter anymore. Males and females are equal,” Zanhua retorted. She echoed the Communist Party’s slogans about ending gender discrimination. The one-child policy was accompanied by a propaganda campaign touting the value of girls. Perhaps it was less about genuine concern for gender equality than about keeping down the birth rate.

			“But when you get old. Who will take care of you in your old age?” he shot back.

			“My daughters will take care of me.”

			“But for the cemetery. You need to have a boy at least for the cemetery.”

			Zanhua took this criticism to heart. She didn’t agree with her father-in-law, but she also understood that her status in the family, indeed in the village as a whole, suffered by her failure to produce a son. Families without sons were often bullied, believed to have no future beyond the current generation. It wasn’t uncommon for women to commit suicide if they didn’t bear a son. Zanhua had accomplished too little to be proud of in her life. She wanted to be a good wife and a good mother. Even if her husband didn’t seem to care, she felt she needed to produce a son for her own self-esteem.

			Within two years of the birth of her second daughter, she was pregnant again.

			This time, she felt confident. She had gone for an ultrasound in her fourth month. Although the hospital was not supposed to inform her of the gender, the technician winked at her in a way that made her think that the baby was a boy. And this pregnancy felt different from the others. She was more tired, her complexion sallow and splotchy. Her belly was so much bigger. It protruded like an overinflated basketball. Zanhua and her husband rejected the folk wisdom of the elders—to eat sour food for a male offspring. Unlike other villagers, they didn’t pray to Guanyin, the Buddhist deity of compassion. But Zanhua felt the odds were in their favor. It was 2000, the start of the millennium in the Western calendar and the Year of the Dragon in the twelve-year Chinese zodiac. People born under the sign of the dragon are supposed to be strong and independent, the boys in particular destined for success and wealth. Chinese communities often experience a bumper crop of births during dragon years. Although Zanhua and her husband abhorred superstition, they couldn’t help thinking it was an auspicious time.

			That’s why they were taking no chances. To avoid the eyes of the law, they decided Zanhua would spend the final months of her pregnancy with her oldest brother in her own village. Local tradition had it that it would be bad fortune for a woman to give birth in her mother’s home, but another relative’s house would be fine, especially if it was a place where local authorities didn’t expect to find you.

			Her brother’s place was a two-story house of red brick with double doors that swung open to the road like a storefront. During the summer months, those doors were often left open to let in the air, and it was common in the village for people to pop in unannounced, especially since few had telephones.

			More secure, there was a hideaway behind the house where the land sloped downward into a thicket of bamboo and a swampy pond. The bamboo was used for every conceivable purpose—for carrying poles, baskets, furniture—but it also provided the necessary privacy.

			Next to the bamboo, Zanhua’s father had planted two hundred young pomelo saplings, which had matured into nearly full-grown trees. Citrus grows well in Hunan’s warm, moist climate, and the fat pomelos were sold at the market, an extra source of cash for the family.

			Nearby, the family had built a small shed out of bamboo and leftover roof tiles so that somebody could keep watch over the ripening fruit. Even in a small village where everybody knew one another, thieves sometimes plucked fruit from the orchards. The shed was the perfect retreat, cradled deep in the bamboo grove, secret and safe.

			There was no running water or electricity, but it was big enough for a small bed, a table, and a chair. Zanhua spent much of the summer resting there during the day to avoid nosy visitors. She also figured it would be a discreet place for her to give birth. In preparation, the family outfitted the shed with quilts and towels and a basin. They were ready.

			Zanhua’s mother came to the house as Zanhua was tidying up. She fussed about her daughter.

			“You should eat a little something first. Keep up your strength,” Zanhua’s mother advised. She pointed to a freshly cut watermelon.

			Zanhua felt another contraction. Her previous childbirths had been slow, but this baby felt like it was in a hurry to get out.

			She waved aside her mother’s suggestion.

			“No time. This one’s going to be quick.”

			The women headed down the path to the bamboo grove, Zanhua clutching her oversize belly with both hands so she wouldn’t stumble on the slope. A relative ran to summon Li Guihua, a midwife who lived a few doors down. Her house was three stories high with Juliet balconies out front, befitting one of the wealthiest people in the village. She had studied at a nursing school, so she was also the best educated.

			Heavy in the hips and already in her later years, she moved slowly, so by the time she navigated the uneven path to the shed in the bamboo grove, Zanhua’s water had broken.

			The contractions were coming quickly now. Zanhua arranged herself on the small bed and clenched her mouth to avoid any moans or screams that could alert somebody lurking nearby. She felt like an old pro at childbirth, a contraction, a grimace, a push. This seemed like an uncomplicated birth, easier than the previous two. A few more pushes and the baby’s head was crowning. The midwife barely needed to pull.

			The midwife was quiet, uncharacteristically so. She was a talkative woman who usually kept up a cheerful patter to distract her patients from the pains of labor. From her silence, Zanhua understood. Zanhua turned her head to the side rather than look the midwife directly in the eye. They didn’t need to voice their disappointment.

			But the girl seemed healthy enough. Perhaps not as big as Zanhua had expected given the size of her belly—maybe about five pounds.

			Her color was good and she let out a reassuring wail to announce her presence to the world. Zanhua tried to roll onto her side to get up off of the bed to take a better look at her newest daughter, but something seemed off. Her cramps hadn’t subsided. She felt her innards were alive with something wriggling inside her. She tried to arrange herself more comfortably on the small cot as the midwife peered between her legs at a protruding foot.

			“Wait. There’s another one,” yelled the midwife.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* In China, the family takes precedence over the individual. Accordingly, the family name comes first and the given name after it.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Comeuppance
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					Zeng Youdong.

				
			
			Youdong just laughed. He couldn’t stop himself. He knew he was supposed to be cursing and stomping his feet in frustration that he still didn’t have a son, but he couldn’t help himself.

			Under Confucian ideals, a man’s chief duty in life was to sire a son. He’d been harangued for years about perpetuating the family line and paying homage to the ancestors. But Youdong was a practical man who concerned himself more with the here and now.

			Even as he worked the rice paddies, Youdong knew little about the ancestors who had transformed the mountains into terraced fields. His uncle kept a genealogy book known as a jiapu, but he had never bothered to study it. He knew that the Zengs had lived in Gaofeng village for about two centuries, maybe even three, and that they’d come from another county, the name of which nobody seemed quite sure of. The Zeng name belonged to about one hundred of eight hundred residents of the village, enough that the family had its own cemetery. It was tucked into the mountains and badly overgrown. Youdong visited at most once a year during the Qingming festival, also known as the “tomb sweeping” holiday. He and his relatives would clear away the underbrush and conduct a small ceremony. They knelt in tribute and left offerings of food and burnt joss paper, scented like incense. Some other families would buy elaborate offerings—cars, houses, boats, made out of this scented paper—to be burned for the ancestors to enjoy in the afterlife. But the Zengs kept things simple. They’d leave an offering of rice, fruit, and a chicken. Youdong was dutiful enough to go through the motions, but nothing more.

			The superstitions of the patriarchy simply didn’t hold much appeal.

			The truth, which Youdong was loath to voice aloud, was that he preferred girls to boys. He didn’t hang out with the other men. He’d never enjoyed the alcohol-fueled swagger and clouds of cigarette smoke that hung over gatherings of men. He resented the expectations of Chinese manhood. His daughters had given him more joy than anything else in his challenging three decades of life. He’d been delighted to see that his oldest girl, Ping, now five, resembled him, with the same long face and high-bridged nose, which looked more fitting on a girl than on a man. She was on her way to being the village beauty.

			When his wife gave birth to a second daughter, Yan, he was admittedly a little disappointed. But only until the girl started to show her personality. As a toddler, Yan was the spitting image of her mother: a little turned-up nose, a mischievous personality—taoqi, or “naughty,” as the Chinese liked to say, though usually with affection. She was a spirited child. No matter what else happened on a given day, no matter how bad a mood he might have, Yan could always make him smile.

			Now two more girls! He was in Jiangxi Province selling bags when his brother-in-law, one of the first people he knew to own a cellphone, got a call informing him that Zanhua had given birth to the twins. He came rushing back in excitement. He couldn’t believe his luck. Twins! Where did they come from? He wondered what twist of fate had given him four daughters. Nobody else in his family had twins. It was a novelty in the village, something special to distinguish the Zeng family. He knew that the birth of the twins might be regarded as tragedy by his father, but Youdong could only view it as comedy.

			Perhaps Youdong was secretly pleased at his father’s distress. This would be his father’s comeuppance. His entire life, Youdong had been a most obedient son, acceding to the wishes of his father and sacrificing his own ambitions for the good of the family. This felt like a quiet act of subversion. He was the second-youngest of seven children and the third son. He worked from a young age in the fields and at home. Even with minimal time to study, he had managed to get excellent grades in school, better than his older brothers. He was academic enough to finish middle school—that in itself an achievement for a village boy—and would have earned a place in a high school that prepared him for a university education. But his second brother was already in college and the family couldn’t afford to educate another son.

			Youdong dropped out of school and started hiring himself out for construction jobs. These were the boom years. China experts like to recite the statistics: China was building the square-foot equivalent of Rome every two weeks. For all the cement that the United States used in the entire twentieth century, China went through that much every three years.

			It was easy for him to find work. Youdong’s skills were highly valued in the construction industry. He was light, fast, and sure-footed. He could scramble quickly up and down the scaffolding. With his abstemious habits, eschewing alcohol and cigarettes, he was energetic enough to do a second shift after sunset while other workers would slink off to drink beer. He sent his wages home to support the brother in college.

			Marriage hardly relieved Youdong’s obligations to his family. His oldest brother died young from liver cancer. The next-eldest brother, with his college degree, remained in Changsha in a management job, rarely able to return to the village. The sisters had, according to tradition, married out of the village and were living with their in-laws. That left Youdong to shoulder the responsibilities of an eldest son, caring for the aging parents and maintaining the rice terraces. But at least his two older brothers had sons, so Youdong didn’t feel the urgency. He was proud to have four daughters, secretly pleased that he’d thumbed his nose at tradition.

			That’s why he laughed so hard.

			

			—

			The newborn twins had moon-shaped faces, plump cheeks, and button noses like their mother. He wasn’t aware of the distinction between identical twins—born from a single fertilized egg that divides in the womb—and fraternal twins, who are no more genetically alike than ordinary siblings. These twins looked almost the same, but not exactly. The family didn’t own a scale, but they could tell the firstborn was a little bigger and stronger.

			As is common with twins, the second was a breech birth. She was a little sallow in complexion and fussier. But in the weeks after their birth, thriving on breast milk, the twins put on weight and grew more alike. When in doubt as to who was who, they would examine the babies’ ears. The firstborn had a little extra tag on her left earlobe, not a birth defect exactly, just a little bump that served almost like a label that would distinguish her from her twin.

			Chinese men usually left the raising of babies to mothers and grandmothers, but not Zeng. In another time and culture, he might have chosen to be a stay-at-home dad. He was a good cook, better than his wife, his daughters would later boast. Zanhua would breastfeed during the day and then prepare bottles with a combination of rice milk they made at home and baby formula, something of a luxury item bought in the township. Zeng held the babies close to his chest when he fed them. They didn’t have a crib, but he bought a big family-size bed so that the babies could sleep with their parents. When he was snuggled up with the babies on either side, he was the happiest he’d ever been. But he knew it couldn’t last. The one-child policy overshadowed everything.

			At least in theory, Zeng respected the law. He couldn’t help but absorb the endless propaganda extolling the one-child policy. Chinese people had been easily convinced by the 1980s that their country’s problems were due to overpopulation: Whenever they squeezed onto a crowded bus or tried to book an oversold train or get their children into a school, they would nod their heads in agreement. Too many people.

			“The economy rises as the population falls” was painted on brick walls and hung on banners over intersections.

			“Fewer births, better births, to develop China vigorously.”

			Everywhere you could find cheerful posters showing pink-cheeked babies and stylishly dressed mothers.

			There is a popular view among political scientists both inside and outside the country that the Chinese people acquiesce to restrictions on their freedom in an implicit bargain in exchange for prosperity. It was true that the Communist Party had lifted millions out of poverty. Even in a backwater like Gaofeng village, people had seen living standards rise exponentially over the course of their lifetime, making them loath to complain. “I can’t blame the officials for carrying out the law. It was our fault. I have to blame myself for violating the law,” Zeng would later say.

			But respecting the law didn’t mean complying with the law. It was hard to follow rules that were subject to the whims of their mercurial leaders. “The Communist Party is as changeable as the weather,” people liked to say. Ideas went quickly in and out of fashion. So did people. Heroes of the revolution, celebrated in the 1950s, would be purged in the 1960s, rehabilitated in the 1970s. China’s laws were fleeting, but a child could bring the family a lifetime of happiness. In fact, the one-child policy would be lifted in 2015, after a decade of gradual erosion.

			Perhaps the villagers, despite their lack of formal education, were more prescient than their leaders. They sensed all along that this one-child policy couldn’t last. It simply was not in the Chinese tradition.

			

			—

			For thousands of years, Chinese rulers had encouraged their people to procreate. Power and population size were seen as inextricably intertwined during the time of the emperors. Bigger was simply better. “A state of vast territory, abundant output, big population, and strong military forces had the conditions to attain supremacy” is how Guan Zhong, an ancient Chinese philosopher (720–645 B.C.E.), boasted of his nation. Besides, until the midtwentieth century, as many as one out of five children died before they reached their first birthday. Multiple births were required to sustain the population.

			Even after the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, the government pushed for more children. As in the Soviet Union, women who gave birth to large broods were celebrated as “heroic mothers.” The ever-quotable Mao frequently extolled the wonder of China’s large population. “As long as we have people, any human miracle can be created,” he said. On another occasion, he denigrated suggestions that the country rein in births. “It is a very good thing that China has a big population. Even if China’s population multiplies many times, she is fully capable of finding a solution; the solution is production.” In 1953, China briefly banned the import of contraceptives.

			After the mass starvation of the Great Leap Forward, the Communist Party had a hard rethink. But they couldn’t quite admit the obvious—that it was the failed policy of their hallowed leader that had led to famine. The party’s elders couldn’t simply toss out the founding father, who imparted legitimacy to the party’s continued rule. Deng Xiaoping would go only as far as to assess Mao as 70 percent right and 30 percent wrong. It was more convenient for the party to blame the Chinese people for having too many babies. There were simply too many mouths to feed. Mao’s successors viewed China’s ballooning population not as a miracle but as a demographic nightmare.

			The Chinese were not alone in fixating on population control. In the late 1960s, there was a revival of interest in the works of British economist Thomas Robert Malthus, whose 1798 “Essay on the Principle of Population” posited that humanity was trapped in a perpetual cycle of poverty because the population always outpaced the food supply. The United Nations launched the Fund for Population Activities (later the UN Population Fund) in 1969 with the goal of curbing population growth in developing countries—as it happens, countries populated by people of color. These ideas have been discredited in recent decades, with scholars instead embracing Indian economist Amartya Sen’s assertion that famines result from political dysfunction and rarely occur in democratic countries with a free press. But in the 1960s, it was taken as a matter of faith that overpopulation and starvation went hand in hand. (“It was an idea du jour…, like bell-bottoms and est therapy,” wrote Mei Fong in her book One Child: The Story of China’s Most Radical Experiment.)

			Conservationists and ecologists joined in a chorus of doom. “Population control or race to oblivion,” screamed the cover of The Population Bomb, by Stanford professor Paul Ehrlich and Anne Howland Ehrlich. Published in 1968, this bestselling manifesto predicted that hundreds of millions of people would die of starvation and contemplated extreme solutions like spiking the water supplies with contraceptives. The Ehrlichs’ Chinese counterpart was a rocket scientist named Song Jian who, in an erudite tome, Population System Control, published in 1988, explored the unlikelihood of colonizing other planets for China’s burgeoning population. “Even with an unlimited future, man has only a very limited space to live in,” wrote Song and co-author Yu Jingyuan. Song would eventually devise the mathematical formulas used by the Chinese government to design the one-child policy.

			Elsewhere in the world, population-control policies could be political suicide. A 1976 campaign in India resulting in the sterilization of millions of men was so unpopular that Indira Gandhi and her Congress Party were booted out of office the following year in a landslide. China had an easier time implementing its policy. Without elections or political accountability, China was the perfect laboratory for an epic experiment in manipulating human population growth. The Han Chinese (the majority ethnicity in China) did not have strong religious prohibitions against contraception or abortion, and the country’s authoritarian infrastructure made it possible to enforce a policy that would have been unthinkable elsewhere.

			Still, China started with a campaign of gentle persuasion. “Later, longer, fewer” was one of the slogans rolled out in the 1970s. The government wanted people to get married later and space their children further apart to achieve population limits. It promoted equal regard for girls and boys and encouraged families to invest more in the upbringing of each child. Quality rather than quantity. During the 1970s, the average number of children born to each woman dropped from six to three, in part because more women were working outside the home.

			But for the leadership, propaganda wouldn’t be enough. Deng Xiaoping was a man in a hurry to establish his legitimacy. A technocrat by disposition, Deng laced his speeches with statistics, and what the numbers revealed about China was mortifying. China was one of the poorest countries in the world, poorer than much of Africa: Its per-capita income in the 1970s and 1980s lagged behind that of North Korea. Most embarrassing, China’s 1979 per-capita annual income of $164 was dwarfed by the $1,957 in archrival Taiwan—not to speak of the $11,674 annual income in the United States. Deng promised he would boost income to $1,000 by the new millennium, which would require not only robust economic growth but also a mathematical sleight of hand. Reducing the number of people—the capita of the equation—looked to be easier than boosting output.

			“Economic development is like a cake…. We need to slow down the growth of the number of people eating the cake” is how Li Bin, the head of the State Family Planning Commission, would later explain it.

			

			—

			In 1979, as China’s population was about to cross the one-billion threshold, the law was passed limiting most Chinese couples to one child. It took effect the following year and quickly became the defining policy of the Chinese Communist Party. “China is a populous country. Family planning is a fundamental state policy. The State shall adopt a comprehensive approach to controlling population size and improving socio-economical and public health characteristics of the population,” read the introduction to the new law.

			The State Family Planning Commission was set up in 1981 with ministry-level powers, an elevated status within the government hierarchy. Family-planning offices were installed in every province, township, and even village. The following year, birth limits were enshrined in a revision of the Chinese constitution.

			The era of gentle persuasion was over. Family Planning morphed into a monstrous organization that dwarfed the police and military in manpower. It swallowed most other aspects of the Chinese bureaucracy. By the 1990s, it was estimated that eighty-three million Chinese worked at least part-time for Family Planning. (At the same time, China’s combined armed forces were estimated to have roughly three million personnel.) Family Planning recruited retired military as enforcers, physically fit men trained to keep order. Everybody had to play a part: Communist Party secretaries in workplaces and universities, village chiefs, heads of neighborhood committees, doctors and midwives. If more muscle was needed, for a violator to be roughed up or a property seized, they could always hire common thugs.

			Family Planning was intrusive in the extreme. Female factory workers had to report when they had their menstrual periods. Inspectors would sometimes ask to see their blood-stained sanitary napkins. (“The period police” is what writer Lijia Zhang called them in her memoir “Socialism Is Great!,” about working in a rocket factory.) After giving birth to their first child, women were required to have an IUD inserted—a specially modified IUD that couldn’t be easily removed without a medical professional. Regular ultrasounds and X-rays were scheduled to make sure the IUD remained in place. In some workplaces, women had to regularly submit urine samples to prove that they weren’t pregnant.

			People who violated the law were subject to fines of two to six times their annual earnings, with the amounts ballooning for each child beyond their quota. The fines were euphemistically known as “social maintenance fees” based on the reasoning that “those who bear excess births in violation of law add more burden to society and they ought to make appropriate compensations.” If the violators were civil servants or worked for a state-owned company (much of the working population in a still largely communist country), they could lose their job and often the housing that was assigned to go with it. An extra baby could spell ruin for middle- and working-class families.

			In the countryside, poor people had less to lose—no jobs, no state housing. Since persuasion didn’t work so well with these people, the policy was implemented with brute force. What happened to the Zengs when their roof was smashed after the birth of their second daughter was a slap on the wrist, relatively speaking. At least one man from a nearby village was beaten to death in a confrontation with the Family Planning office in Gaoping, the township that administered the Zengs’ village.

			More often, houses were entirely demolished or set on fire. Pigs, oxen, and chickens were confiscated. A tractor that might represent the life savings of the family could be taken away.

			“If you violate the policy, your family will be destroyed,” read a sign painted onto a brick wall in Shaoyang, not far from the Zengs’ village. It was a threat villagers knew to take seriously.

			People living on impassable roads in remote villages might have expected to be left alone (“The mountains are high and the emperor is far away” is a deservedly popular Chinese proverb). But on the contrary, the government was most merciless in enforcing the law in the countryside. The long arm of the Chinese Communist Party reached into every mountaintop village. Family Planning officers from the township liked to show up unannounced. If the roads were washed away, they would hike into the village. They looked for baby clothing hanging out to dry. They would cock their ears listening for the cry of a new baby.

			They also kept their eyes out for women with protruding bellies and forced pregnant women to undergo abortions. The methods were crude, often barbaric. Doctors would sometimes induce labor and then kill the baby with an injection of formaldehyde into the cranium before the feet emerged. “If you kill the baby while it’s still partly in the womb, it’s considered an abortion. If you do it after birth, it’s murder,” a doctor from Inner Mongolia was quoted telling a journalist. One critic of the one-child policy, John Aird, described the forced abortions as “the most Draconian campaign against babies since King Herod’s slaughter of the innocents.”

			Just as dreaded were the periodic mobilizations to force people to get sterilized. During these campaigns, Family Planning officers had quotas to meet and rounded up women by the hundreds. They sometimes targeted men, although less frequently. During one campaign around 2001 in Longhui County, which included the Zengs’ village, officials forced a recently married and still-childless man to have a vasectomy. Five years later the operation was reversed, but the man remained sterile.

			How did people become so cruel? This is something that the Chinese will be reckoning with for decades to come. It had to do with a system of collective punishment that made the entire population culpable for excess births. Family Planning administrators set a quota for how many births were allowed in a county or township in a given year. All civil servants in a jurisdiction, not just those involved with family planning, could be penalized. The regulations in Longhui County laid out the parameters: If a village was designated “a quality family planning village,” employees were entitled to a 20 percent pay increase at year-end. Conversely, “if there is one over quota birth…, all unit leaders, team leaders, and staff based in the village” would not be eligible for promotion.

			Ordinary residents could be punished as well. If too many births took place in a given area, the family-planning regulations called for a sterilization campaign in which all women who had given birth were forced to undergo tubal ligations. The men could also be required to undergo vasectomies. The collective punishments gave everybody an incentive to squeal on their pregnant neighbors.

			“One person gives birth, the whole village must ligate,” read one slogan seen on brick walls in the countryside.

			“Better blood flowing like streams than children born outside the state plan.”

			“It’s better to add ten tombs than one child.”

			“After the first child: insert an IUD; after the second: sterilize; after the third: kill, kill kill!” read a slogan seen by a Chinese writer in southern Guangxi Province.

			This wasn’t the first time that the Chinese Communist Party used incendiary rhetoric to lead otherwise sensible people into madness. Three decades earlier, during the Cultural Revolution, the placid rice-farming countryside descended into unfathomable violence. People were exhorted to exterminate “class enemies,” a designation that could mean anybody marginally less poor than the others or better educated. One of the most infamous massacres took place nearby in 1967 in Hunan’s Daoxian County, where nine thousand people and their children were barbarically tortured and murdered. So many bodies were dumped into the nearby Xiang River that they clogged the dams and turned the waters red with blood. The well-documented killings later spread to Shaoyang.

			All of this happened less than a day’s drive from Gaofeng village, where the Zeng family lived. If their village had been swept up in the violence, they either didn’t know or didn’t tell. In any case, Youdong and his wife were young enough, their families sufficiently impoverished and inconsequential, that most likely they were spared the worst of the Cultural Revolution, which ended in 1976. For this generation, for this class of rural, powerless Chinese, the one-child policy was the terror.

			Of all the tentacles of the Chinese Communist Party, this was the one that most impacted the lives of the people in Gaofeng village. Nothing else impinged so intimately on personal freedom. They weren’t concerned about censorship. They didn’t have a television or radio. They didn’t read newspapers. They weren’t looking for freedom to travel abroad, which they couldn’t have afforded anyway. They had too little money to worry about taxes. They were not among the Chinese who were clamoring for democracy in 1989, the year that demonstrations at Tiananmen Square led to a brutal crackdown. They wanted the government to stay away and let them live their lives without interference. Family planning was the intrusion that they most loathed.

			This was the new face of repression in rural China.

			

			—

			The nearest Family Planning office to the Zengs was in the township of Gaoping, around the corner from the main market and down a semipaved, often-muddy side street. It was housed within a four-story concrete office building with urine-yellow tiles on the façade and barred windows on the ground floor. In the entranceway was a large billboard with drawings of mothers and babies, with big red letters across the top reading “Your happiness is our pursuit.”

			In smaller print below was a menu of the penalties imposed for various violations. An unauthorized extra birth would cost two to six times the previous year’s income, the fine to be tripled for each out-of-plan birth. Anybody pregnant without a marriage certificate would have to terminate the pregnancy at a fee of 2,000 yuan, about $240.

			Villagers dreaded the building itself, not merely a symbol of oppression but a place like a prison where you might not emerge unscathed. If there was occasion to go, it meant trouble. They needed to control their tempers. If they raised their voices or lost their cool in any way, they were likely to come out with a black eye or a broken bone. They swapped stories about who had gotten beaten up when they went in to complain. The Family Planning office had a room on the second floor used as a makeshift jail. An eighty-year-old grandfather who went to complain about a fine was held for two days and emerged with a concussion and a burst eardrum. One pregnant woman who had strenuously resisted a forced abortion was held there for days with limited food and water until she miscarried.

			Behind this repressive apparatus lay a financial incentive. From the 1980s onward, Chinese authorities collected upward of $314 billion in penalty fees, according to calculations by He Yafu, a Chinese demographer and critic of the one-child policy. Many rural jurisdictions were almost entirely dependent on those fines for their budgets. (It was not unlike the small American towns that set up speed traps to raise revenues from traffic fines; the little Chinese communities had no other
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