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		AUTHORS’ NOTE

		Our foremost concern in writing this book has been to protect our Chinese friends and acquaintances. Too many Chinese are already languishing in jail because foreigners were insufficiently careful, and we have no desire to add to the prison crowding problem.

		Consequently, we have changed the names of some Chinese sources. Whenever we give a one-word name—such as Hongjun, who spied on us—it is a pseudonym. When we give a full name—such as Lin Hanxiong, the government minister who could not control his libido—it is a real one.

		As will become clear, Nick wrote Chapter 1 and the subsequent odd-numbered chapters, while Sheryl wrote Chapter 2 and the other even-numbered ones (except for the last chapter, which we wrote together). As our two lives have been independent yet intertwined, it seemed best to write in the same way.
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			Be sure to prevent any contact between the barbarians and the population.

			—Emperor Qianlong, October 11, 1793,
ordering the authorities to keep foreign
visitors from talking to Chinese
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		Wang Chigang, an illiterate peasant who early in life was a beggar, wonders what is in store for his great-grandson. [Photo by Nicholas D. Kristof.]

		What do you say to a crumpled young woman after she has seen her brother beaten to death with iron pipes?

		“Did he die right there?” I asked. “On the floor?”

		Tang Rimei sniffed and nodded. Twenty-three years old, she is tall and thin, with a mouth that naturally perks upward at the sides, as if it were made to smile. But now, as she recounts what happened to her in the southern Chinese city of Shenzhen, she sniffs as if she is about to burst into tears. In her brief career as a dissident, whistle-blower, prisoner, and fugitive, she took on the Chinese state and won—but at the price of her brothers life. A handful of potbellied British businessmen were relaxing across from us in the Dragon Bar in Hong Kong, their ties loosened and their curiosity aroused. They heard me speaking Chinese to a teary young woman, who would have been attractive if her eyes hadn’t been so puffy, and they whispered to one another that a romance must be breaking up.

		“So what happened when you called the police?” I was resolved to press on. I cocked my pen and prepared to scribble her answer in my notebook.

		“I phoned the police station and shouted at them that some thugs had come to murder me,” Tang said softly in a numbed voice. “But they said, ‘Oh, we know about this. It’s not our affair.’ The police station was only three minutes away, but no one came. And while I was pleading with them, the telephone operator cut off the phone line. The Boss had connections at the telephone office. By that time, the thugs had smashed open the door.”

		Tang paused to steady herself, and I pushed the cup of coffee in front of her. She hadn’t taken even a sip, and she didn’t touch it now.

		“My big brother tried to protect me, so they hit him with their iron bars. I was screaming, ‘Help! Help!’ They hit me a little bit, but because my big brother was protecting me they mostly hit him. Then some people came by, and they got scared and ran away.

		“My big brother was bloody and lying on the floor. He was still breathing, but he had no reactions. I was pleading for people to help. Finally, after fifty minutes, the police came and took my big brother to the hospital. By that time, he had stopped breathing. He was dead.”

		It was time for me to ask a question, but for a long moment I simply sat there, tensed, my fingers clamped around the pen, as I struggled to contain my feelings. So much in China followed the principle leigong da doufu, “the God of Thunder smashes the tofu.” In other words, the powerful crush the weak. Sheryl and I saw so much tofu crushed while we were in China …

		But more of that later. I’m getting ahead of my story.

		The first thing I ever did in China was illegal, and it’s been a tussle with the authorities ever since.

		It was a dazzling morning in July 1983, the sun rising over the wheat fields and bare brown hills on either side of the train carrying me from Mongolia. I was a freshly minted lawyer, just graduated from university in England and now traveling (the long way) back to my home in Oregon. Under the rules then prevailing for tourists in China, I was not allowed to get off the train until I reached Beijing. But the first stop was Datong, a city famous for its 1,500-year-old carved Buddhas, some as high as a four-story building. The train chugged to a halt in the station, and a load of Chinese passengers got off. It seemed a pity to miss such a sight.

		“So?” I asked my traveling companion, Tim McCourt. “What would happen if we got off? Do you think they’d ever catch us?”

		We peeked through the train windows. Crowds of Chinese were milling on the platform, running this way and that, occasionally into one another, lugging cardboard boxes and burlap sacks and a few antique suitcases. It looked terribly alluring.

		“They’ll probably never know,” Tim said thoughtfully.

		We grabbed our backpacks and slinked to the west end of the train car, away from the hulking attendant guarding the door at the east end. When he was looking away, we leaped off the train and hurried down the platform in the other direction, as nonchalantly as is possible when you’re dwarfed by a huge blue backpack. We raced through the exit and only stopped to catch our breath a few minutes later, in the huge plaza outside the train station. Our trans-Siberian train was pulling out of the station, and no policemen were running after us. We had escaped without getting caught!

		I looked around to see if anyone had noticed us. They had.

		Several hundred Chinese peasants and workers were gathered in the huge square, mostly sitting on the concrete to wait for trains, surrounded by hillocks of burlap sacks and plastic suitcases. Almost everyone was wearing a Mao suit and sandals, and on the adjacent streets there were no cars—just a few buses and a stream of identical black, single-speed bicycles. Every person in sight was staring at us. Most were poking each other and pointing at our backpacks with expressions of amazement, yanking back children who were scrambling toward us.

		I felt like Alice in Wonderland. I had stepped off the train, made a brief dash, and ended up in an entirely different world. Not only were there no other Westerners around but there were no Cokes, no Newsweeks, no English letters, no sign that the West even existed. The people were chattering about us, and their tonal roller coaster sounded as if it belonged to another planet. I had backpacked through Africa, India, and the Middle East, but never before had I felt quite such a sense of landing in a different universe.

		That evening Tim and I wandered into a little restaurant and were shown a chalkboard filled with gibberish. The waitress pointed impatiently to it and launched a soliloquy of what sounded like monosyllabic screeches. We decided that the chalkboard was a menu, but we had no idea what was what. We tried clucking like a chicken, to order sweet and sour chicken, but the waiters didn’t understand; apparently even chicken noises were different in China. So we randomly ordered three dishes and sat at a sagging old table beside a group of drunken young men. Soon our dishes came out: a bowl of bamboo shoots, a bottle of sorghum liquor, and a plate of something that I am convinced was mealworms.

		That experience of backpacking around China for three weeks cured me of any long-lasting affection for the Middle Kingdom—or so I thought. Life beyond the Bamboo Curtain was fascinating, exotic, and redolent of smells and sights and sounds I had never encountered before, but it was not for me. I went off to study Arabic in Cairo and then joined The New York Times as an economics writer in 1984. A year later, The Times posted me in Los Angeles to write about business, and there I met someone who professed to love to hear my China horror stories. We were set up by a mutual friend, Eileen, who told me in advance all about her: “She’s gorgeous, dark haired, very smart, and she’s just graduated from Harvard Business School. She’s worked for The Miami Herald, and this summer she’s working for The Wall Street Journal.…” But when I met Sheryl I had to stifle a laugh: The one thing that Eileen hadn’t said was the most obvious—that Sheryl is a Chinese-American. Eileen was so concerned with not being racist that she studiously ignored Sheryl’s race.

		China was the last thing on my mind then. My interests (other than Sheryl) were Africa, Europe, and the Middle East. Aside from my trip through China, I had had hardly any exposure to the country or anything related to it. I grew up on a sheep and cherry farm four miles from the town of Yamhill, Oregon, population 640, where my parents still live, but there were no Asian kids in the local high school. At Harvard College, I studied government, but my Asian interests were limited to excursions with friends to a bar called the Hong Kong. At Oxford University, I nominally studied law while devoting a good bit of time to reading about and visiting Eastern Europe, Africa, and India. China seemed too remote and forbidding, shrouded by a complex language and by names that all sounded the same.

		So although I thought Sheryl was terrific, there was a problem in our relationship: I wanted to become a foreign correspondent in a place like Egypt or the Ivory Coast, whereas Sheryl wanted to go to Asia. In a non-Cartesian proof that there is a God, the foreign editor of The New York Times out of the blue proposed in the fall of 1986 that the newspaper make me Hong Kong bureau chief. A few weeks later I was ensconced in the plush Mandarin Hotel next to the Hong Kong Harbor. I had begun my career as a China watcher.

		Sheryl came out to Hong Kong the next summer to work for Reuters and then the South China Morning Post. We traveled together around Guangdong Province in southern China, and in our visits we could feel the excitement as the region shed its old form, the way a caterpillar turns into a butterfly. That fall of 1987, Guangdong already had one of the most dynamic economies in the world. Among those leading that charge was Liu Shuji, the Communist Party secretary in the bustling town of Dongguan, where toy and shoe factories sprouted from the rice paddies. When we met him, Liu was still wearing a Mao jacket, but his main job was to promote foreign investment. He laughed about his past as a leader of Mao’s Red Guards, and he said that now his favorite economist was Milton Friedman.

		It was an exhilarating environment, and I was delighted when the Times’s foreign editor called up and asked if I wanted to be the next Beijing bureau chief. So in December 1987, The Times sent me to Taiwan to study Chinese full-time, in preparation for Beijing. A few weeks later, Sheryl and I took a vacation in Indonesia and hiked up to the lip of Mt. Bromo, an active volcano. As smoke belched out I asked her to marry me. The ground trembled, but it may just have been the volcano.

		We were married in October 1988 and started our lives together in China a few weeks later. It was our honeymoon. That was the most open time in Communist Chinese history, a great time to be a reporter in Beijing. We soon met a pudgy, sloppily dressed Chinese reporter named Zhang Weiguo, and we began seeing him regularly. A lawyer by training, Zhang was the senior journalist in Beijing for the World Economic Herald, the most daring newspaper in the country. Its cluttered offices, right behind the Forbidden City, were a campaign headquarters for political and economic reform.

		Whenever we dropped by to see Zhang Weiguo and the other journalists there, we stumbled across some eminent professor or official chatting about change or dropping off a manuscript. Someone would pour us a cup of lukewarm tea, and we would end up spending hours talking about policy and power struggles in Zhongnanhai, the red-walled leadership compound less than a mile away.

		We felt welcome in China, and we relished the chance to burrow into Chinese society and bao jiaozi, or make dumplings, with our friends in their cramped kitchens. We went native: We spoke more Chinese than English, we listened to Chinese music, we watched Chinese films. We felt a growing excitement at the change sweeping across the nation, a deepening affection for the country itself.

		Then, seven months after we arrived, during the predawn hours of June 4, 1989, I stood at the north end of Tiananmen Square and watched China go mad. For several hours that night I looked on as the People’s Liberation Army fired on pro-democracy demonstrators—and on me. I wasn’t hit, but some around me were. I saw the bodies crumple. I watched the blood pour out. I ran the three miles back home, filed the story that would be bannered across The New York Times front page a few hours later, and in the morning I lay down on my bed to sleep. Instead, I found myself fighting back tears. The tears were for a seventeen-year-old acquaintance who was killed, machine-gunned while riding his bicycle to work. They were for the crippled bodies and bleeding corpses of young students and workers. They were for the kids I had seen burned up in a bus on Tiananmen Square. And they were for China.

		Almost overnight, China had changed—in my mind and in the minds of most Americans. Before it had been an exhilarating land of pandas and peasants, steeped in history as well as in hope for better times. Now it was a bloodstained dungeon.

		In the next few months, the authorities arrested tens of thousands of people, among them many of our friends. The World Economic Herald was closed down, its Beijing compound left empty and deserted. Zhang Weiguo disappeared into the bowels of the prison system for the next twenty months, without a trial, without any reliable word on his fate. Sheryl and I agonized over whether we were to blame for his arrest. We remembered a couple of phone calls with Zhang in which we had asked him about Politburo meetings. In retrospect we realized that it had been incredibly stupid for us to discuss such things on a phone that was almost certainly bugged—probably at his end as well as ours. We knew that many of the prisoners were tortured, that common criminals were frequently ordered to beat up and humiliate political prisoners. In Yingshan Prison in Guangxi Province, a convict was locked up for two years in a solitary confinement cell that was never cleaned. He died there, and officials weren’t sure what had killed him. One possibility was that he froze to death, for he had no blankets. The other possibility was that he died from the gases produced by the fermentation of the fourteen-inch pile of his own excrement. We wondered whether Zhang Weiguo was enduring conditions like that, and whether he would ever come out.

		As the hard-liners reasserted their power, tired old Marxist slogans returned, and the newspapers published attacks on private enterprises. The authorities harassed us, denounced us, and almost expelled us from the country. They made us chuan xiao xie, or wear tight shoes, to let us feel the pinch, to remind us who was in charge. Even the suave Foreign Ministry officials sometimes seemed barely house-trained. When our son Gregory was born in Hong Kong in March 1992, at a time when Prime Minister Li Peng was furious with me for an article I had written about him, the Foreign Ministry refused to give Gregory a visa. We finally obtained a three-month tourist visa for him through a cooperative travel agent, but then the Foreign Ministry refused to give Gregory a residence permit. Only after the foreign press wrote a few stories about the bullying of our baby did the Foreign Ministry relent.

		At times like that, we felt China was like Brezhnev’s Soviet Union—or like Gorbachev’s, in the sense that it seemed to be hastening toward collapse. China was surviving on repression rather than legitimacy, run by a few old men who were steadily alienating themselves even from Communist Party members. Many of our Chinese intellectual friends insisted that China was rotting away, and there were many times when we believed it. Yet as the 1990s progressed, we came to realize that there was another side to China as well. Some 900 million of Chinas 1.2 billion inhabitants are peasants, and I never got very far when I tried to discuss human rights or democracy with them. It became clear that if Sheryl and I focused just on the way the regime bullied and tortured its critics, we would be missing a major dimension of the story.

		I thought about this in particular after receiving permission in 1990 to attend a conference in a Tibetan area of Qinghai Province in the west of China. Qinghai had previously refused to allow me to visit—government permission was necessary any time a reporter traveled in China outside Beijing—so the conference was a rare opportunity to visit a Tibetan area. Naturally, I spent very little time at the conference itself, instead hiking through the mountains, talking to Tibetans. It was a spectacular setting, with snowcapped peaks presiding over a vast plateau of grain speckled with little villages. Occasional horse carts passed me on the winding dirt paths I was hiking on, and everyone waved a startled greeting. “Uncle, are you Chinese?” asked a little Tibetan girl who had never seen a foreigner before.

		Only one Tibetan I talked to, a young man of twenty-four, was strongly anti-Chinese. He paced up and down the dirt floor of his mud-brick home as his wife nursed their eighteen-month-old baby. The baby took a break from the meal and played a bit on the floor with a piece of string before complaining and whining. This time the grandmother picked up the baby and put him to her withered breast. This puzzled me, for I didn’t see how the grandmother could possibly have any milk. But then I realized that in such a poor area parents have no pacifiers; when a baby cries they use a natural alternative: the nipple of whatever woman is nearest.

		The baby’s father was venting his yearning for Tibetan independence, gushing forth with his respect for the Dalai Lama, his frustration at not being able to speak freely, his fury at the government for interfering with the monasteries. He reverentially showed me a dusty photo of a Buddhist lama who had been the senior religious figure in the area—until he was tortured to death in the 1960s.

		Most of the Tibetans I talked to were more like Wenchangtai, a young peasant whom I met along a dry creek one morning. He invited me into his home for a breakfast of oily dough sticks, so I sat on a wooden stool at the rickety table next to him and his wife. The floor and walls were made of mud, with a couple of posters—taken from old calendars—for decoration. It quickly turned out that Wenchangtai supported the government.

		“We get along pretty well with the Chinese,” he said. Then he offered proof: His wife, a short, sturdy woman with red cheeks who listened quietly to our conversation, was not a Tibetan but a Chinese. Wenchangtai was happy with his life and particularly proud of his new blue motorcycle, the first in the neighborhood. The motorcycle stood gleaming in his courtyard, and he agreed to give me a lift down the road. As I bounced over the ruts I began to feel better about China.

		The next evening, I hiked through the windswept wheat fields toward a small village of about twenty mud-brick homes, tucked into the side of a jutting mountain. It was late evening, and the golden prairies glowed in the amber light of the fading sun, with snowy mountain peaks shining in the distance. I was in a great mood, for I relished the opportunity to roam freely among the peasants and talk to them without an escort. I squatted in the fields and conversed with peasants who had not yet heard that the earth revolves around the sun, and I sat around their mud huts and joked about the children’s curiosity about my big nose.

		I didn’t think I was being followed. It was true that when I had sneaked out of town, two middle-aged men in Mao suits had ambled 200 yards behind me. But when I cut across the wheat fields just outside of town, the two men stayed on the winding dirt road and then disappeared from sight. The only people visible were six Tibetans, one big family, busy harvesting the grain, and they merrily waved back and shouted greetings in heavily accented Mandarin. Other sounds carried across the fields from faraway homes: the throaty barking of a mastiff, the restless baaaas of a herd of sheep being driven home from pasture, and the clackety-clack of a horse cart bouncing on the ruts somewhere over the hill.

		When I reached the village, I felt it could have belonged to the fifteenth century almost as easily as to the twentieth. Most of the homes were made of packed mud, a couple of rooms with a sheep shed or horse stable attached. The homes were surrounded by small courtyards set off by high mud walls, and dogs growled ferociously from the courtyards as I passed by on the outside. I walked along the dirt paths between the compounds, searching for an open door or someone to talk to. Laughter and conversation wafted over the walls, but nobody was outside—except an old Tibetan woman who stopped in horror when she saw me, then whirled around and hobbled away. Finally, on a hillside behind the village, I came across a three-bedroom house still under construction. In local terms it was a mansion, for it was made of concrete, not mud, with a mosaic of green tiles for decoration. The main gate of the courtyard was black wrought iron, made into bars eight feet high, and it was opened to reveal a half dozen workmen completing the building’s interior.

		“Qing jin!” called out a roly-poly man who seemed to be the boss. “Come in! Have you eaten yet?”

		He looked to be in his midthirties, a squat man with ragged whiskers and a deep, leathery tan from a lifetime working on the mountains. The wrinkles under his eyes danced as he introduced himself as Ma Musha, and he wore a white lace skullcap that identified him as a Muslim. Ma explained that he was building a new house, replacing his old mud-brick home, and he could not have been more proud. “There’ll be lights on the ceiling there,” he said, pointing in the living room. “Real electric lights. And heating! Electric heating! No more burning cow chips. A toilet, too. Inside, you know, one that flushes.”

		Ma gestured, flipping the handle on an imaginary toilet, and delightedly imitated the sound of the water swishing away. The home was still crude in many ways: an ugly concrete floor, no bath or shower, no telephone, and the certain prospect of repeated electrical failures. But it was a palace compared with the hut in which Ma used to live, and it had established him as a big man in the village.

		“Yo! It is pretty nice, isn’t it!” he said, acknowledging a compliment. “It’s only the third concrete house in the village, and I figure it’s the best. Of course, next summer, there’ll be a bunch more folks knocking down the huts and building concrete homes, so I suppose this’ll be outclassed before long as well.”

		Ma said he was a chauffeur, one of the most lucrative jobs available in rural areas, and he pointed to an ancient brown Shanghai-brand sedan a hundred feet away. He also farmed a bit of land with his family, growing wheat and barley. I asked what local people thought of the government.

		“The government’s terrific!” Ma stated with a grin, and he seemed to mean what he said. “Ever since 1978 and the reforms, the Communist Party has just been letting us do our own thing, letting us get rich. Look at this new house! Why, in the past I could never have dreamed of getting such a place. Everybody’s getting much richer and building better houses. I tell you, we owe the party a big thank-you.”

		A few minutes later, Ma abruptly turned and waved to someone at the gate. “Come on over,” he called out. “Let me introduce you to an American.”

		I turned and saw the two men who had been behind me earlier. Now they were skulking outside the gate, intensely embarrassed at being invited in.

		“Come on over here,” Ma called. “What are you waiting for?” And he marched over to the gate to greet them.

		“You’ll never guess who this is,” he told the two men excitedly. “An American! He’s a reporter from The New York Times. Big newspaper! He’s come to talk to folks around here.”

		“Hmph, hmph,” one of the tails said sulkily. “We know who he is.”

		“These guys are my friends,” Ma said, oblivious to their discomfort. “They work for the police.”

		I often thought of that little episode later, for it captured the two overwhelming forces that are reshaping China today. These two forces dominated our five years in Beijing. Each is of historic proportions and seemingly unstoppable, yet at least on the surface they appear incompatible and competing. I frequently puzzled over how to make sense of them.

		The first of these forces is China’s instinctive repressiveness, coupled with all the signs that this is an illegitimate, collapsing dynasty. There are parallels between the regime today and the declining days of the Qing, the Ming, and all the other dynasties. The Communist emperors are clinging to an outdated ideology, and they are steadily losing the hearts and minds of their citizens. The police surveillance underscores the regime’s repressiveness even to well-meaning people like Ma. A week after returning to Beijing, I learned from a well-connected friend that the authorities had punished Wenchangtai, the young man who supported the government. The police had found out from neighbors that he had given me a ride, and they hauled him in for interrogation and fined him. They also confiscated his motorcycle.

		I seethed when I heard that. It was the kind of harsh capriciousness typical of the Eastern European regimes as they alienated their people and rode the alienation to oblivion. Certainly many of our Chinese friends regard the repression as the last spasm of a dying dynasty, the death rattle of Chinese Communism as it proceeds in the direction of Soviet Communism. Four decades ago, Mao Zedong said, “The Soviet Union’s today is China’s tomorrow.” At times like that, I believed it.

		On the other hand, Ma Musha’s newfound prosperity reflects an ongoing “second revolution,” one whose significance dwarfs that of the first revolution by the Communists in 1949. Westerners understand the repression, but many do not yet grasp the implications of this economic and social revolution. We severely mislead ourselves if we see only the first China and not the second. In the long run, the explosion of wealth in China may prove to be the most important trend in the world during this age. Perhaps no question will be so important to humanity in the coming decades as whether China can sustain its present revolution.

		If China can hold its course, it will produce the greatest economic miracle in recorded history. Never before has such a large proportion of humanity risen from poverty so rapidly. Studies that measure the size of an economy in terms of purchasing power indicate that China’s economy is already the third largest in the world, after those of the United States and Japan. At present rates the Chinese economy may surpass America’s within a few decades to become the biggest in the world. Just as the West failed to appreciate the strength of the Japanese economic challenge until the 1980s, we have not yet awoken to the potential strength of the Chinese economic challenge.

		Unlike Japan, a purely economic rival, China can be destabilizing in many areas at once. The World Bank estimates that its population in the year 2025 will be 1.6 billion—and still rising—while the United States’s is forecast to be 307 million and Japan’s is projected to be 128 million and shrinking. For starters, the industrialization of such a huge population as China’s will create unparalleled pressures on the global environment. Imagine a China where most people have cars, air conditioners, and refrigerators. Already China is the fastest-growing producer of greenhouse gases, and continued rapid economic growth will add to the problem of global warming, possibly raising the level of the seas and even inundating densely populated regions like the Bangladesh delta. Chinas industrialization will raise energy prices around the world and create pollution problems, such as acid rain, that will affect distant countries.

		There is also a strategic element to this takeoff. China, which already has by far the world’s largest army, is using its economic boom to finance a far-reaching military buildup that could destabilize all of Asia. China, after all, has disagreements about its sea or land boundaries with nine of its neighbors, has fought with four of them in the last half century, and appears to claim as its own the entire South China Sea—including major international shipping channels that carry Middle Eastern oil to Japan. China is becoming a regional superpower, dominant throughout Asia, and it may even be trying to acquire bases from Burma in the Indian Ocean. It will take time for the Chinese military to familiarize itself with the new tanks, destroyers, submarines, fighters, and bombers that it is acquiring, but sometime after the year 2000 the world may wake up and marvel at China’s emergence as a major military power.

		The West, in short, has not yet begun to consider the consequences of China as a modern nation: Imagine another Japan, but with a dozen times as many people—plus nuclear weapons.

		For much of the last 4,000 years of human civilization, China has been more important, advanced, and sophisticated a place than Europe or America. It is only since the year 1500 that the West has unmistakably pulled ahead. No one knows whether China can sustain its present pace of economic growth, but it is a reasonable possibility. In a century or two the world’s leading historians may well look back and decide that the crucial trend at the close of the twentieth century was the rise of China. They will be especially likely to think so if they have names like Wu instead of names like Smith.

		We spent our five years in Beijing trying to reconcile these two faces of China. Is China plunging downward, on the trajectory of the Soviet Union? Or is it soaring upward, simultaneously shedding repression and accumulating wealth, on the path of Taiwan and South Korea? Should we be portraying China as the evil empire, a disintegrating dynasty, the last bastion of Communism? Or as an awakening giant, one that is raising the living standards of its citizens more quickly than any other major country in the world? If China is a bankrupt regime, why is a baby born today in Shanghai expected to live 76 years, 2.2 years more than an infant born in New York City? Why is that baby less likely to die in its first year of life if it lives in Shanghai rather than New York? And why is it more likely to learn to read if it grows up in Shanghai instead of New York City?

		China is confusing because it marks the intersection of two of the most important trends of the final decades of the twentieth century: the collapse of Communism and the rise of East Asia as an industrial powerhouse. The juxtaposition of these trends is one of the most vexing aspects of reporting from Beijing. During our years in the Chinese capital, we constantly debated whether we should be writing more about people like Professor Peng Yuzhang or about people like Ye Hongcheng.

		Professor Peng, retired and in his seventies, is a distinguished scholar from Hunan University, full of fire and drive. He joined in the hunger strikes and demonstrations during the 1989 Tiananmen protests and afterward was imprisoned in the No. 1 Jail in the central Chinese city of Changsha. The Hunanese are famous for personalities as peppery as their food, and many of China’s great revolutionaries—including Mao Zedong—came from Hunan. Professor Peng is just as rebellious, and he used to shout regularly from his cell: “I demand to be released!” and “Why are you holding me?”

		The guards responded in their own way. They fastened him to a shackle board: a piece of wood the size of a door, with cuffs at each corner to secure the victim’s hands and feet. A hole in the lower end of the board allows the prisoner to excrete his waste. The other convicts heard Professor Peng’s cries. “Let me out!” he shrieked. “I need to take a bath!” Or he would sing a children’s song, his voice rising to a crescendo with the final line “Stand firm and never waver!”

		This lasted twenty-four hours a day for three months. A fellow prisoner and acquaintance of ours, Tang Boqiao, saw Professor Peng as the old man was being carried back from an interrogation session. Tang later described what he saw: “All shriveled and dried up, he was barely conscious and was being carried out on a warden’s back. I began to say, ‘Professor Peng, you’ve suffered so much,’ but my voice became choked with sobs and I couldn’t go on. Somehow he managed to smile at me.”

		Professor Peng then disappeared from the jail and reportedly was committed to an insane asylum. None of his friends or family members were allowed to visit him, but a recent report says that he was released in about 1993 and is now allowed to live quietly at home, presumably under the continuing scrutiny of the authorities.

		Cases like Professor Peng’s left me feeling as if my mouth were coated with some disgusting ash from the Chinese air itself. But for every case like his, there are dozens like that of the cheery Ye Hongcheng. I met Ye, a forty-two-year-old peasant, on her farm near the southern Chinese city of Dongguan. Liu Shuji, the local Communist Party secretary and fan of Milton Friedman, introduced us. Ye is a tiny woman with a round, weathered face and hair that was neatly fluffed up for my visit. She was wearing a white blouse, buttoned to the top, and a stern blue-gray jacket that for some reason she thought was stylish.

		For most of her life, she had toiled as her ancestors had done: wading in rice paddies under the sun, struggling to harvest enough simply to get through the winter. Then, in the 1980s, the local authorities gave Ye and her husband a thirty-year lease on what had been wasteland. The fields were no good for rice or most crops, but Ye started to raise chickens and rabbits and sell them on the market. Then she added fishponds and planted orchards.

		“We just planted lychees this year; they’ll begin to produce in three years, and the crop’ll get bigger each year after that,” Ye said. The local officials let her keep the income, which exceeded $50,000 a year, and she reinvested it. Now she and her husband have leased forty acres of land, a huge area in China, and have sixty laborers working on the property. Of course, the economic boom has its underside as well, and the growing income disparities between Ye and her laborers are an example of it. Yet in visiting people like Ye, I couldn’t help feeling heartened—almost giddy—because of the new opportunities they exemplified. For her part, Ye has bought a refrigerator for the first time and plans to buy a washing machine soon. The only thing she won’t get is a television.

		“We don’t need a TV in the house,” she protested. “We don’t have any time to watch TV. I’m too busy reading agricultural journals.”

		So which is the real China? The village of Ye Hongcheng or the prison of Professor Peng? How do we judge a regime that battles leprosy and dissent with equal vigor? Is there some formula of moral equivalency that allows us to balance the regime’s accomplishments against its brutality? Those are some of the questions we struggled with as we probed life around us in China.

		Most oppressive governments have the good sense to try to show their better side to foreign reporters. China’s regime, by contrast, has the worst public relations sense of any major government in the world. It went out of its way to remind us almost every day of its inanity and repressiveness. Our Foreign Ministry liaison, Zhao Xingmin, a fifty-year-old Shanghainese with a personality like a fingernail on a chalkboard, used to summon me regularly to be scolded about my stories or Sheryl’s.

		“You have lashed out with personal abuse at Prime Minister Li Peng,” Zhao warned me in a typical session in May 1992. “This is by no means tolerable. Your articles are fabricated with ulterior motives.”

		“Well, Old Zhao,” I replied, using the most unctuous Chinese I could muster, “if there’s any error, we would certainly like to publish a correction. What exactly was the mistake?”

		“You must pay attention to your conduct,” Zhao continued, looking a bit like a Red Guard at a struggle session. “Or you will bear full responsibility for all the consequences.”

		“Well, even if you can’t find any mistakes in my articles, perhaps you think the tone is unfair. If so, we would welcome a letter to the editor.”

		Zhao looked as if he were about to explode. The Chinese note taker, a young man who apparently had had insufficient ideological training, buried himself in his notebook and seemed to stifle a giggle.

		“You must not abuse the goodwill of the Chinese people!” Zhao roared. “This is not pre-1949 China. We value our sovereignty! If anyone wants to harm our sovereignty or independence, then we will never allow it.”

		The criticisms wore us down, and it would have been much grimmer if Chinese acquaintances had not given us so much support. I remember being particularly shocked on June 23, 1989, when the People’s Daily denounced me by name. “This New York Times reporter, named Kristof, has in his reports boldly made false assumptions, played games with numbers, and spread new lies,” the Communist Party newspaper declared. “Responsible people point out that this correspondent is writing not news reports but fiction.” That evening, the television network news repeated the item, and I began to wonder how I could function with the news media attacking me. I felt a new empathy with the pro-democracy “hoodlums” whom the government was excoriating each evening on the news.

		The next day, I was eating lunch in a restaurant in the center of town when several waitresses came over to my table. One spoke for the group. “Are you the one they mentioned on the television news last night?” she asked. “The reporter who lies?”

		“Yes,” I answered defensively, putting down my chopsticks. “But …”

		“Never mind,” she interrupted, and they all beamed. “There’s no need to pay your bill. We’ll take care of it. We’re all hoodlums here.”

		State Security tried on several occasions to set me up, perhaps to have an excuse to expel us, so Sheryl and I resolved that we would never accept a package or document from anyone we didn’t completely trust. We became concerned about being framed after getting some strange phone calls. At a time when even our close friends were worried about meeting us, Chinese whom we didn’t know would breezily call up and offer to meet us and give us “important information” or documents. We dryly told the callers to mail any information to us. None ever arrived.

		The most amusing setup call came one day from someone who seemed to have watched too many American movies.

		“Hello,” said a woman’s voice, speaking in Chinese, and she asked for Ji Sidao, which is my name in Chinese.* “How are you? Do you want to get together? We could chat a bit. Do you want to sleep with me?”

		Like most optimists about China, after the Tiananmen crackdown we felt betrayed. And, like most, we lost much of our confidence in the future of the Middle Kingdom. But what had really happened was that we had misjudged China in the first place. We thought that China had changed, had become more humane as it opened up to the West, had adopted Western attitudes as it donned Western clothes. We were proven wrong, and we were angry at China for not changing. I felt that sense of betrayal, like bile, almost every day for several years. I feel it every time I think of our friendship with Hongjun.

		Bespectacled, with a round face and balding pate that balances precariously on a thin frame, Hongjun lost his job after the Tiananmen crackdown. He wears a perpetually humble expression, and he often worried about the risks of meeting with us. We used to meet for dinner at a Cantonese restaurant in the twenty-nine-story Citic Building, and as waitresses swished by with trays of food, he offered nuggets of information and insights into the thinking of the leadership.

		What I liked most about Hongjun was that he never lost his sense of fairness. He was an enthusiastic reformer, but he always tried to understand why the hard-liners did what they did. He often revealed a profound ambivalence, almost desperation.

		“I know that I’m unusual,” Hongjun told me one autumn evening, as we were about to part on the street after dinner. “Most people don’t get hurt by the government, because they don’t care about politics. Money—that’s all most people think about. Money!”

		He kicked his foot in the dust contemptuously. “And they’re living better lives, and I’m sure that one day they’ll live freer lives as well. Bit by bit, the party’ll loosen up. It has to. Look at South Korea, look at Taiwan, look at the Philippines. Democracy will come, but it’ll come slowly, much more slowly than we would like.

		“Democracy has never really worked smoothly in Asia—even Japan isn’t really a democracy, and it had MacArthur’s help. In Asia we don’t have any experience in it, so we’ve got to be patient. Most Chinese still want a strongman to ensure order. We intellectuals are the only people here who ever really think about democracy.”

		There was a long pause, and I asked him what his own plans were. He shrugged.

		“I’ve been a Communist Party member for a decade,” he said, his voice inflected with despair. “I believed in the party, and I worked for the country. And now look what has happened! I’ve lost my job. I’ve got no work unit, not even prospects for a job.”

		He waved his hands to his sides, and I heard the bitterness seep into his voice. “The party always hurts those who most try to help it.”

		My heart went out to him. Normally Sheryl and I never discussed one Chinese friend with another, for fear of the word getting out that we were in touch with someone. But, moved by Hongjun’s little speech, I asked him if there was any word about a mutual friend who was now in prison.

		“He’s still inside, but there’s no news,” Hongjun replied. “Did you know him?”

		“Oh, a bit,” I replied.

		“He was a classmate of mine, a friend at university,” Hongjun reminisced. “Did you know that? Did you used to meet with him before his arrest?”

		“Well, we knew him a little bit,” I said edgily.

		“But did you have regular contact with him?” Hongjun seemed very interested, and that bothered me.

		“Not too much,” I lied.

		Hongjun kept bringing the conversation back to our friend, and I just as obstinately deflected the topic. Our friend had not yet been charged with a crime, and if the authorities knew of our contacts with him they could sentence him to a decade in prison for leaking state secrets.

		A week later, another friend asked me to go out for a walk.

		“You know Hongjun, don’t you?” she asked. “Well, you should know that he’s not for real. He’s a spy for State Security, and you should never, ever trust him with any information. He’s been a spy for a long time, and now he’s interested in you and Sheryl. He’s been asking about a book he thinks you’re writing, and about how you’re writing it. He wants to know if you’re writing it on the hard drive of the computer, or on floppy disks. If you are writing a book, you might want to be very, very careful with it.”

		I was speechless. I hadn’t told Hongjun about a book. But State Security undoubtedly had heard telephone taps of conversations with a literary agent we talked to once in a while. We checked with friends and were soon able to confirm as best we could that Hongjun was a career spy. He had never even been a formal member of his previous reformist “work unit”—State Security had simply posted him there because it gave him a great cover.

		Yet our Chinese friends also said that as far as they could tell, Hongjun was a genuine reformer and believer in democracy, and did not blindly obey State Security. They suggested that he probably fed some bits of information to his bosses but withheld other bits. “You shouldn’t think that someone is all bad just because he belongs to State Security,” said one mutual acquaintance. “He still has his autonomy, he still controls himself. You can do good or bad in any job.”

		The uncertainty was maddening. Hongjun continued to regard us as friends, and we continued to enjoy his company and respect his insights. In 1992 he asked me to write a letter of recommendation for him to win a fellowship at an American university. At first I simply wrote a lukewarm letter explaining how I knew Hongjun, but after mailing it I decided that that was not enough. On my next trip to Hong Kong, where I knew the phone was not tapped, I called the head of the fellowship program. I told him that I wasn’t certain but that I suspected Hongjun might be a State Security employee. The phone call probably killed Hongjun’s chances of winning the fellowship.

		I avoided Hongjun for some months after that, partly because I felt he was being dishonest with me and partly because I was ashamed of being dishonest with him. When we finally did meet for lunch, he helped me with a couple of stories. Once more, I found him eminently decent and likable, and I subsequently learned that he had left State Security. Even as I write this, I’m thinking of what Hongjun will feel as he reads it. He will immediately recognize himself. And then he will know that I knew that he was spying on me, and he will also know that I killed his chances of studying in America. It will be very awkward when we next meet.

		Our relationship with Hongjun taught us to mistrust everybody, to worry constantly about getting friends in trouble. We feared being followed to a rendezvous, being overheard at a dinner table, having our notebooks or address books taken, causing a friend to be imprisoned. For several years after the 1989 crackdown, Sheryl and I never spent a waking hour in China in which such a fear didn’t flutter by at least once. We had invested our souls in China. Reporters are supposed to be dispassionate, but we were never dispassionate about China; we loved some things about it and hated others. It was not just the backdrop to our lives; it was our lives.

		Our feelings of betrayal were multiplied as the authorities fortified the system of apartheid instituted to separate us from ordinary Chinese. Of course, the government’s anxiety about keeping foreigners at a distance is nothing new. In 1793, one of China’s greatest emperors, Qianlong, personally directed secret efforts to keep a delegation of British visitors from talking to any local people. The authorities went so far as to arrest a Chinese man named Guo who had learned a bit of English from the trade that his dead father had conducted with Europeans. Guo had the misfortune to live near the route that the British were expected to take on their way out of China, and the authorities worried that the British might stop in his city, stumble across him, and engage him in conversation. Unlikely, perhaps, but the emperor himself took charge of the case, declaring of Guo, “Let him be brought to Beijing, taking care that his path does not cross the embassy’s.” I often thought of Qianlong’s instructions about keeping barbarians from having any contact with the Chinese, and I wondered if the order had ever been revoked.

		The updated, post-Tiananmen version of this policy was neijin, waisong, meaning “tranquillity on the surface and repression on the inside.” As foreign correspondents, we were supposed to see only the tranquillity, without talking to ordinary Chinese and taking the measure of the repression. So correspondents were forced to live and work in one of four diplomatic compounds scattered around Beijing. Our compound, Jianguomenwai, is a ten-acre cluster of a dozen gray high-rises, surrounded by an iron fence topped with barbed wire. The apartments come equipped with some modern facilities: a network of video cameras inside and outside the compound, and a telephone tapping and taping system to record our phone calls.

		One cool clear day in January 1990, I drove off to find Gao Xin, a dissident who had just been released from prison. A friend had given me the address, but I didn’t know if Gao wanted to talk, and we were fearful that a visit might bring him trouble. So I was particularly careful in driving there, and I kept watching my rearview mirror. When I found the address on Dongzhimenwai Avenue and pulled into the bicycle lane, a tan Toyota three cars behind pulled in as well. Probably just a coincidence, I thought, but to be sure I pulled back onto the road and went around the corner and stopped. A moment later, the tan Toyota turned around the corner and stopped as well, a hundred yards back. I aborted the trip, and we never did meet Gao Xin.

		For the next few years, there were periods when for months we were tailed constantly, every day, every time we left the compound. They even followed me when I went jogging—except that they used a motorcycle or bicycle. I’m normally a pretty tolerant person, but I hated those tails. On rainy days, I used to catch myself hoping that the motorcyclists would slip on the wet pavement and fall beneath the wheels of a truck.

		Duan Jin, a dour, prune-faced Foreign Ministry spokesman, solemnly denied at a briefing that foreign correspondents were ever tailed. It might have been more convincing if I hadn’t been tailed by three different vehicles while driving to that very briefing. The tailing at least gave us an insight into the bland willingness of officials like Duan to lie, as well as into the extraordinary resources that the regime devotes to surveillance. Almost nothing can be done during the lunch hour in China, or in the evening, but State Security mustered teams of agents at a moment’s notice to tail us even during rainstorms in the middle of the night. Agents with walkie-talkies are stationed along the major roads to monitor the cars that go by. Video cameras are mounted at scores of intersections so that a vehicle’s movements can be followed for miles on monitors in a control room. One indication of the scale of government security operations came with the official disclosure that more than 600,000 people were involved in security work when the Asian Games were held in the capital in 1990.

		The problem with the surveillance is not, of course, just that it robs us of our privacy. We got used to the idea that our bedroom was bugged. We didn’t protest when the Foreign Ministry ordered the tax bureau to give us trouble, when State Security burglarized our office, when police stole our car license plates, when the post office confiscated our mail, when agents scraped the paint off three sides of our car so that they could recognize it more easily. The real problem was the risk to our friends, acquaintances, and sources. In at least eighteen cases since China launched its open-door policy in 1978, Chinese have gone to prison or labor camp for terms of up to life imprisonment because they helped foreign correspondents.

		Working as journalists in this kind of situation is a grim, alienating, and topsy-turvy experience, packed with ethical dilemmas. We constantly weighed dangers, not to ourselves but to our Chinese acquaintances. If there is a one percent chance that a visit to a friend will get him in trouble, do I take the risk to confirm a story? Is it worth it for a front-page story? For a short inside story? For any story? Hongjun, who befriended us and also spied on us, once said something over dinner that I think came from his heart, not from his job. I had asked him to confirm something, and there was a long pause. Then Hongjun looked morosely across the table at me. “You probably know that there are two famous brands of bicycle in China,” he began. “There’s the Flying Pigeon bicycle, and there’s Forever brand. Well, you must never forget one thing. You foreign correspondents are all Flying Pigeons, here today and gone tomorrow. And we Chinese, we’re Forever.”

		Sheryl and I weren’t the only reporters embittered by the harassment. It would be hard to find a regime that tried harder than China to ruin its own image for the outside world. The authorities not only shadowed, denounced, and threatened foreign reporters but occasionally beat us up. The worst case involved Todd Carrel, the forty-one-year-old ABC television correspondent in Beijing. A fluent Chinese speaker with a Chinese-American wife, Todd was in Tiananmen Square on June 3, 1992, the third anniversary of the massacre. Suddenly a Chinese dissident tried to unfurl a protest banner, and Todd and a handful of other reporters ran over to photograph the man being dragged off. Todd had a little video camera that he was shooting with, and this apparently enraged the police. They began beating and punching Todd and the other reporters, using their fists and bandannas wrapped around either stones or lead. The journalists were tossed into an army jeep, and the beating continued as they were driven to a police station. Several hours later the police released the journalists but confiscated the videotape.

		Todd ached from his bruises, but he didn’t think he had been severely injured. As time went on, however, he found the pain got worse. A month after the beating, he could no longer work and had to fly back to the United States for medical treatment. Soon he couldn’t walk, stand, or sit, his vision deteriorated, and he was in constant pain. Doctors found he had injuries to his spine and to soft tissues throughout his body. His brain couldn’t drain fluid.

		A couple of years later, Todd still walks with a limp. He is in pain and unable to sit for more than twenty minutes at a time. What was most intriguing was what three traditional Chinese doctors told him: that the goons who beat him up knew just what they were doing, that the blows were intended to cause severe internal injuries without leaving obvious marks. What a tidy image for how the regime tries to do things!

		Naturally, Sheryl and I spent our time rooting for economic takeoff as the force to prevail in the Middle Kingdom. In some ways, we hoped that all of China could resemble the bustling southern city of Shenzhen. The most open and prosperous city in China, Shenzhen sprouts high-rises, as an old saying goes, like bamboo shoots after a spring rain. In Shenzhen, on the border with Hong Kong, families watch Hong Kong television and the Communist Party is almost irrelevant. Optimists often portray Shenzhen as Chinas model for the twenty-first century. But in Shenzhen, as in other parts of China, the sparkling high-rises and karaoke bars and satellite dishes can be deceptive. As the Chinese sometimes say when foreign business executives gush about the boom in their country: lu fen dan, biaomian guang—on the outside, even donkey droppings gleam.

		Shenzhen is where Tang Rimei saw her brother beaten to death. The entire city is constructed of an alloy of hope and brutality, the same alloy that characterizes much of China in the 1990s. It is this paradox that so troubles me about Tang’s story.

		A native of northeastern China, Tang Rimei was the daughter of a revolutionary soldier who was an early believer in Communism. She was the kind of youngster on whom the party had put its hopes. But she became a leader of the Tiananmen democracy movement at her university and, fearful of being arrested, fled to Shenzhen. Ordinary Chinese are not allowed to go to Shenzhen without permission—it is a “special economic zone” surrounded by a “second border”—but Tang paid a ten-dollar bribe to get inside. She worked in Shenzhen for two months, enjoying a high salary, before returning to her university to scout out the situation.

		“The Public Security Bureau wanted to arrest me, but my teachers protected me,” she recalled. “They said that they would punish me administratively within the university, so that there was no need to arrest me. That meant I was able to stay in the university and graduate in 1990. But the problem was that I was studying building materials engineering, in preparation for a career designing fighter planes. The military didn’t want someone with my background, so I couldn’t get a job. That was when I decided to go back down to Shenzhen. I paid 800 yuan* to bribe a policeman to get a Shenzhen ID card—it was the only way—and I got a job at a trading company called the Yellow River Corporation.”

		The head of the Yellow River Corporation, a sixty-four-year-old man named M. C. Wang, hired Tang because she could write Chinese well and knew a little English. It was a useful background for the task he had in mind for her: forging documents.

		Yellow River, with sixty employees, was nominally a branch of a state-owned company. But in effect it had been hijacked by Boss Wang and a few other employees as a personal moneymaking venture. The secret to their success was to win protection by building connections—guanxi—with local police and Communist Party officials. Boss Wang spent huge amounts on “gifts” for Shenzhen officials, and he took them on expense-paid vacations around China. He even treated them to fancy call girls, winning the officials’ friendship and obtaining something to hold over them.

		Boss Wang asked Tang to draft a false contract for the sale of televisions so that he could approach the banks to get a phony bridge loan. “He knew about the political problems in my background, so he thought I would obediently write the fake contract,” Tang said. “He’s also very close to the police in Shenzhen, and he said that if I didn’t obey, he would get them to come and take me away.”

		Tang did not go along with the corruption, however. Instead, she reported Boss Wang to the Communist Party secretary of Yellow River’s parent company, and she complained to the public prosecutor in Shenzhen. Both simply passed on her complaints to Boss Wang. He was livid. Boss Wang kicked her out of the company apartment in which she was living and hoodlums came to threaten her. The police began to interrogate her about her past pro-democracy activities. One policeman told her, “Nobody dares to mess with Boss Wang. You’re the only one who wants to cause trouble.”

		At this point, Tang raised the ante. She put up several posters in front of the city government offices, accusing the Yellow River Corporation of corruption and calling on the authorities to investigate. She also sent letters to officials all over China denouncing the graft.

		An older Yellow River official, a soft-spoken, graying man named Yang Zhenguo, took pity on Tang. Yang is physically a big man, but I found him so deferential and timid that he seemed much smaller than his bulk; apparently this is the legacy of the time he spent in a prison camp from 1968 to 1978 for “counterrevolutionary” offenses. His main crime then was being a freethinking intellectual and the son of a landlord.

		Yang let Tang stay in his company apartment, but Boss Wang quickly found out and tried to evict both of them. They refused to move out, so Boss Wang cut off their electricity and water. He also fired Yang and arranged for Yang’s sister—employed at a different company in Shenzhen—to be dismissed as well.

		Tang’s older brother, Tang Richeng, a tall, strong man studying at a sports institute in Dalian, heard about what was happening and came down to Shenzhen to protect his sister. Some young toughs came around a few times to tell him to go home, but he refused. That was where things stood on June 29, 1991, when Han Deji, a Yellow River manager, showed up at Tang’s door with a gang of nine hoodlums, “businessmen” whom he employed. Tang and her brother were the only ones at home, and they were horrified when the gang began to smash the iron door to the apartment and yelled that they were going to kill her.

		Three days after the murder, the police detained the hoodlums who had beaten Tang’s brother to death, and later the authorities also detained Han Deji. Tang demanded that the police also arrest Boss Wang, and she began churning out letters to officials all over China, describing what had happened. The next month gangs twice attacked her apartment again, but they could not break in and eventually ran away when other people showed up. Tang continued to write protest posters and plaster them all over Shenzhen; she also gave interviews to Hong Kong reporters. That so infuriated the government that it detained her.

		“The police took me into custody and told me that I was attacking the Communist Party,” she said. “The police kept me in a cell and wouldn’t give me food, wouldn’t let me use the toilet. And even after they released me, they sent people to tail me everywhere I went. My letters were seized. I was desperate.”

		In November 1991, she and Yang fled to Hong Kong, where I interviewed them. Several months later, four of the thugs went on trial, along with Han Deji, the Yellow River manager. An agreement appeared to have been reached that the matter would end there, but then Han unexpectedly confessed to the killing in open court and claimed that Boss Wang had planned the whole operation. The court suspended the trial indefinitely.

		Meanwhile, Boss Wang no longer shows up at work but still gets his paychecks, according to a Yellow River manager named Sha, whom I reached by telephone. Sha took issue with Tang’s account, saying that the Yellow River Corporation had merely been trying to evict her from the apartment. Then, he said, a fight broke out and her brother was killed in the melee. “The incident has been exaggerated,” Sha said. “It was all a misunderstanding.”

		Tang seemed in slightly better spirits when we finished our last interview. She smiled a bit as we shook hands and said good-bye, and she held her head up as she walked away. Perhaps it had helped her to talk about it. But I felt worse.

		Her odyssey reminded me that China is always more complex than it seems. Tang Rimei’s tragedy occurred in the city that is supposed to symbolize the economic takeoff, the future of China. Shenzhen is widely seen as the triumph of the market over Communist dogma. The thought that this might be China’s best hope was most disquieting.

		That evening, after I paid for our drinks—leaving a tip tucked beside Tang Rimei’s untouched cup of cold coffee—I walked heavily back to my hotel room. I thought of Tang Rimei and her uncertain future in Hong Kong, which is due to return to Chinese control at midnight on June 30, 1997. The United States and other Western countries refuse to give Tang a visa, so perhaps Boss Wang and his cronies will come looking for her
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