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PREFACE

The Home from Which I Walked Away

Some people spend their entire lives in their own home, village, or city, while others spend their lives elsewhere. There are also some people who end up constantly traveling back and forth between home and another place.

When I was twenty, I left home to join the army. This was the first time I took a train, the first time I watched television, the first time I heard about Chinese women’s volleyball, and the first time I had the chance to eat limitless amounts of dumplings and meat buns. It was also the first time I learned that there were three categories of fiction: short stories, novellas, and novels. It was also back in 1978, while I was living in the military barracks, that I became enthralled by the solemnity and even the smell of China’s literary journals, People’s Literature and Liberation Army Literature and Arts. It was around this time that I happened to see, on the cover of a book in the city library, a picture of the blue-eyed Vivien Leigh. I was shocked by her beauty, and for several minutes I stared dumbfounded at the picture. I couldn’t believe that foreigners looked like this, that there could be people in this world who appeared so different from us. So I checked out all three volumes of the Chinese edition of Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind, each of which had a cover with a picture of Leigh from the film adaptation, and over the course of three nights I finished the entire thing. I had assumed that the rest of the world’s fiction was identical to the revolutionary stories and the Red Classics that I had read, and this was how I came to realize how limited and warped my understanding of literature was.

I began excitedly reading works by Western authors such as Tolstoy, Balzac, and Stendhal. While reading Hugo’s Les Misérables, I felt my palms grow sweaty, thinking that Jean Valjean might step out from the book’s pages, a thought that was so disturbing that I frequently had to close the volume and crack my knuckles just to distract myself. Similarly, while reading Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, I would wake up in the middle of the night and go out to the military drill grounds, and only after running a lap in the frigid cold would I return to my dormitory and continue devouring the novel. But it was Margaret Mitchell who truly transported me to another world, a casually dressed maid leading me into a solemn church.

It was at this time that I began to commit myself to reading and writing, and even submitted manuscripts for publication. In 1979 I published my first short story, which unfortunately is now lost. For that work, I received eight yuan, which made me more excited than an 800,000 yuan payment would today. I used two yuan to buy candy and cigarettes for my company and platoon leaders, as well as my fellow soldiers. Then I pooled the remaining six yuan with the earnings I’d saved up from the preceding three months, leaving me with a total of twenty yuan, which I mailed home to help pay for Father’s medicine. Over the next few years I managed to publish one or two stories a year, from which I earned between a dozen and several dozen yuan. I sent almost all of my payments home, and Mother or Elder Sister would give the money to the town pharmacy or hospital for Father’s medicine and treatment. Eventually I was promoted to cadre and got married, but I secretly still dreamed that one day I might be able to become an author. If I did, Father would feel that I had truly succeeded in establishing both a career and a family—meaning that he could now depart from this life.

The same way that a tree can bear fruit, and the fruit can decay, die, or yield a new fruit tree, over time, a single household can grow into a village. Everything is merely a repetition or a reenactment of this same basic process of growth. Regardless of whether you spend your entire life on a single plot of land or leave home and seek your fortune elsewhere, it is impossible to escape your destiny.

I never stop to ponder things beyond fate, because accepting fate is my only way of approaching the world. When Father told me to go seek my fortune, I began struggling to achieve that “fortune.” When Margaret Mitchell showed me a new world, I began exploring it. I set about reading and writing, establishing my career and earning money, and when I was tired I would return to my family home and chat with my mother and my siblings, and do what I could to help out the other villagers. After recovering my strength I would leave again, only to return when I was tired. I believe that this process of traveling to and from the village is a trajectory arranged for me by heaven.

In 1985, my son was born, and my mother moved from our hometown in the countryside to the old city of Kaifeng, to help with the baby. That also happened to be the same year that I published my first novella in the now-defunct journal Kunlun. Running just under forty thousand Chinese characters, the novella earned me almost 800 yuan, and our family was almost more excited to receive this vast sum than we had been by the birth of our son. To celebrate, the entire family went to a restaurant and wolfed down a meal, and we also purchased an eighteen-inch television set. From the 1979 publication of my first short story to the 1985 publication of my first novella, I had endured six years of hardship and toil, and my family understood how this was bittersweet. Mother, however, took that thick copy of Kunlun and leafed through the twenty-odd pages containing my story, then remarked, “You were able to earn 800 yuan for such a short piece? This is much better than a peasant farming the land. If this is the deal, then you should spend the rest of your life writing!”

I similarly felt that this line of work was much better than being a peasant. I didn’t have to endure adverse weather, and had the opportunity to attain a degree of power and fame. This was definitely something to which I could devote my whole life. When I had left home, Father had exhorted me to go seek my fortune, and Mother was now recommending that I continue writing—so what reason did I have to stop? Later, during the golden age of contemporary Chinese literature, a television series for which I had written the screenplay was broadcast on CCTV at prime time for three years, and royalties for this script were larger than the ones I received for my fiction. I was able to send Mother so much money every month that she felt she wouldn’t be able to spend it all even if she ate meat every day. Furthermore, every New Year the town mayor, county mayor, and county party secretary would come to our house to offer us their greetings, and consequently all the other villagers realized I had become famous enough for the county mayor to visit me and invite me out to eat. It was as though a household had, in the blink of an eye, succeeded in becoming not merely a village but an entire city, and during that period our home’s appearance and spirit were like the arrival of spring after a bitterly cold winter. Even the calls of the sparrows on the tree branches and the house’s eaves sounded different from before.

In 1994 one of my novellas ran into trouble, and consequently I had to spend six months penning self-criticisms. During this period I spent all day writing self-criticisms and all night working on my own fiction, until in the end my lumbago and spinal arthritis began flaring up. Eventually my health deteriorated to the point that I had to write while lying flat on my back in bed. I even needed someone to bring me food and put it right in my hand. During this period, Mother, Elder Brother, and Elder Sister came to the barracks to visit me. When Mother saw that I was unable to walk or even sit up, and instead was lying flat on my back on a stretcher the Federation for Disabled Persons had built specifically for me, with a movable board positioned directly above my head so I could still write, she exclaimed, “Have you driven yourself insane with your writing? Have you taken a perfectly good person, and transformed him into a disabled one?” Elder Brother looked at the stretcher and the frame holding my writing board, and asked, “Why bother with all of this? … Isn’t living well ultimately more important than these things you want to write?” Meanwhile, my sisters both said the same thing: “We are already living quite comfortably now, so there is no need for you to lie here every day and continue writing these things people don’t like.”

There was a period of silence, after which my family began urging me to stop writing, adding that if I felt I really had to continue, I should at least focus on things people like—such as screenplays for television series on CCTV. Thinking back, I realize that these were not merely my family’s own words, but were the voice and the sentiment of the entire village. At the time, however, I couldn’t understand this collective voice and spirit and, instead, nodded as earnestly and piously as if I were writing a self-criticism. After my family left, I continued lying on that stretcher, writing my novel Streams of Time. After Streams of Time, I wrote the novella The Years, Months, Days, as well as the novels Hard Like Water and Lenin’s Kisses. After the publication of Lenin’s Kisses, however, I was forced to leave the army and find a new employer, following which I wrote two more novels that incited even greater consternation. During that year’s Lunar New Year festival, our county’s mayor called me up and announced, “Lianke, I want to tell you something undeniably true: you are now our county’s most unwelcome resident!”

Upon hearing this, I abruptly realized what kind of transformation my relationship with that region had undergone. It was as though an ox had accidentally trod on the body of the farmer charged with looking after it.

After I learned that I was our region’s most unwelcome resident, three days passed without my leaving the house. I didn’t find the mayor’s remark humorous, nor did I see it as a drunken rambling. Instead, it was an articulation of the region’s attitudes and positions, given in the local accent. At this point I began to ponder the relationship between my writing and this land. I noticed that while the land could very easily do without me, I couldn’t survive without the land. Without me, the land would just follow its current trajectory. The sun would continue to rise and set, and life would go on as it had for over a thousand years. However, without that land, I would no longer be myself. Without that village, I would be nothing. I reflected that perhaps I had strayed too far from that land, that I had forgotten the color of the soil. I had eaten and drunk my fill from that land, and then had taken enough food and essentials to move forward for a long time without looking back. This is how I ended up straying so far afield, to the point that I almost forgot where I was born and had grown up. Even the relatives still living on that land didn’t believe that I still had any close ties there.

I had to return again to that land.

When I came home for the New Year celebration in 2012, I was prepared to ignore the people disparaging, critiquing, and cursing my family. But as it happened that year our family enjoyed an unusually peaceful and congenial holiday period. When I went to visit my relatives, I heard the flowing river, which reminded me of how I would sing exuberantly in the fields when I was a child. Together with my mother, sisters, and sister-in-law, I watched the television series My Fair Princess and ate New Year dumplings and stir-fried dishes. That entire visit, until I left home on day five of the new year, I didn’t hear a single critique of me or my writing. But, after the festivities had concluded and I was about to depart, Elder Brother smiled bitterly and said, “When you go back, perhaps you could write other sorts of things? You could write something different!” And as I was driving back to Beijing, the nephew escorting me murmured, “Uncle, my grandmother asked me to speak to you on her behalf, and tell you that it is still possible to live a good life without writing. There is no need for you to hang yourself from this tree of writing …”

I really was going to hang myself from this tree of writing.

I knew I had strayed too far from the original wishes of my parents, my sisters, my elder brother and his wife, and my fellow villagers. I felt like a child who runs away from home when he is young, and when he approaches sixty and finally decides to return to his hometown and live out his old age, discovers that he can’t even find the house where he grew up. In fact, he can’t even find the village. I felt like a child who adopts a religion but then rarely encounters a church or mosque, or a Buddhist or Taoist temple, and consequently although he might have God in his heart, over time he might forget what a church or temple is, and when he returns home he might not even recognize these places of worship.

In this case, it is not the church that rejects the believer, but rather the believer who abandons the church.

Some might say that a home to which one cannot return is the only true hometown. My hometown never rejected me, and whenever I return almost everyone welcomes me and appears to be proud of me. However, I don’t dare tell them what exactly I spend my days writing. I am this region’s unfilial son, an enemy agent, and the reason everyone still smiles when I return is that they don’t know that I’m a traitor to their land.

I heard that during the War of Resistance against Japan, in a village in the Northeast there was a traitor who was able to enjoy a good life by selling out his relatives. It was said that every time he went into the city pretending to do business but actually to deliver intelligence reports to the Japanese, he would always return with many small goods that were scarce at that time, and would distribute them to his neighbors and fellow villagers. The neighbors and villagers all viewed this traitor as the most generous person in the village, and even in the entire northeast region. Even after he was executed following the end of the war, none of the locals could believe that he was an unfilial son and a traitor.

I often wonder whether it has been by betraying my land that I have managed to achieve fame and fortune, whether this is how I have managed to live a comfortable life. However, even if I completely abandon my home and my land, our family’s front door will still be open, awaiting my return. Whenever I return home, which I do sometimes several times a year, all of my relatives, neighbors, and fellow villagers know that I’ve come back, but I am the only one who knows that I have not truly returned to the home of my youth. My body may have returned, but my spirit continues to hover over the fields beyond the village. I do not want my family and neighbors to know what I have said, done, or written while I was away—the same way that that traitor from the Northeast did not want those in his village to know what he had said and done in the city. So whenever I return home, I am meek and silent with my mother, siblings, and other relatives. I smile and nod pleasantly and, regardless of what is said, always feign a look of devoted attention. Nevertheless, I know that between me and that piece of land there is a wall I have built and which only I can see.

It might appear that the world and human affairs are static, but in reality things are constantly changing. Not long ago, during the first half of this year, I once again returned home to rest and recover my strength. After dinner, everyone sat around awkwardly, silence pressing down on us like a black haze. Father’s funeral portrait was sitting on the table staring at me, while Mother, my sisters, and my brother and his wife all remained silent and stared down at the ground. At that moment—after perhaps a few seconds, though maybe it was a few years or even centuries—Elder Brother began to speak.

He said to me, “Lianke, you’re already sixty, right?”

I laughed. “Yes. From the time I left home to join the army, it has already been forty years.”

No one could believe it had already been four decades since I left home, just as even I couldn’t believe that I was already sixty. Everyone was struck by this reminder of the inexorable passage of time, like someone who is hit on the head by a club but can’t believe that the attack has occurred, though the blood seeping out through the cracks in time proves that it is true. Elder Brother then adopted a tone similar to our father’s, and said, “You are already sixty, and have read many books. While you are away from home, you should do whatever you want.”

Then Mother said, “I’m already eighty-five. While you are away from home, you should write whatever you want, just as long as you return every year to visit me and this home.”

And then … and then I suddenly felt relaxed. There was silence again, the silence between people who meet again after a long separation. It was as though the physical architecture of a church had recognized a believer who had returned after a long absence, and then used its bricks and tiles, its beams and rafters, as well as the pictures and objects hanging from its walls, to embrace its lost child.

This church would welcome this person to sit in the center of the building, where he could rest, reflect, ponder, and murmur. It would say to him, “If you continue going away, and want to go even further, then this church will follow along behind you. You don’t need to worry that you’ve left the church behind, since regardless of where you go, and regardless of how far you travel, your home and your land will always be under your feet.”

Beijing, October 5, 2018




CHAPTER 1

Preliminary Words

In an instant, I finally understood that the function of all the toil and hardship, misfortune and kindness my father’s generation experienced had been to permit them to continue living, to help them secure daily necessities, and to prepare them for the inevitable processes of aging, disease, and death.

On October 1, 2007, as our country was celebrating the National Day holiday, with happiness inundating cities and towns like a raging flood, I received several phone calls urging me to return to my hometown as quickly as possible, as my sixty-nine-year-old Fourth Uncle had abruptly left this world. Hurrying back from Beijing to Song county in Henan province, I realized with a shock that of the four men in my father’s generation—which included three brothers and a cousin—all three brothers had now departed this world, seeking peace and tranquility in another realm.

In the middle of the following night, I knelt down in front of a white spirit tent, keeping vigil over Fourth Uncle’s coffin. Outside, the moon was bright and the stars were sparse. There was only a light breeze and the trees were still. The entire village seemed to have stopped breathing in response to Fourth Uncle’s death. In the ensuing stillness, one of my sisters went up to the coffin to replace an incense stick that had burned down. When she returned, she said, with some embarrassment, “Brother Lianke, you’ve written so many books, why don’t you write one about our family?”

She said, “Our father’s generation have now all passed away. Why don’t you write about the three brothers?”

She said, “You can also write about yourself—about your youth.”

I didn’t immediately respond. Originally I had felt that my writing was completely unrelated to my family and had no relevance to this corner of the world. But at that moment, I happened to be feeling particularly unhappy, hopeless, and confused about my writing. So I decided I absolutely should write something for them—for my father’s generation as well as my siblings and cousins. It didn’t matter if I wrote neither a lot nor particularly well, as long as they knew that I had written something. So I began examining the life and fate of my father’s generation, revisiting my childhood and youth, and researching the historical traces of that period. Finally, I had an epiphany and realized that the function of all the toil and hardship, misfortune and kindness my father’s generation experienced had been to permit them to continue living; to help them secure daily necessities like kindling, rice, oil, and salt; and to prepare them for the inevitable processes of aging, disease, and death. I pondered this for a long time, and ultimately decided to write about how they had lived their lives and how they had confronted death. After careful consideration, I decided that my father’s generation lived like dust in the wind, primarily for the sake of daily necessities, while people today live for the sake of obtaining a piece of land. But who can escape the need to secure daily necessities and to confront aging and disease? Daily necessities and aging—for many of us, these are the forces that are responsible for our arrival to and departure from this world.

What else is there for us to escape, other than them?




CHAPTER 2

My Era

1. PRIMARY SCHOOL

Historical eras exist because of memory. Some leave tangible traces like knife marks, while others pass by like rain and clouds, detectable only by a faint scent.

I don’t know precisely when I was born or started school. My family was from a poor village in central China, and my parents almost always used the lunar calendar. When they did occasionally mention a date in the Western format, all the other villagers would stare in surprise. In the countryside, time is like a sheet of paper ripped from a Western calendar, and it is only because of certain events that historical time exists at all. These events have identifiable dates, the way the wrinkles on an old person’s forehead chronicle the passage of time.

The reason that particular year existed is because that was when Second Sister and I enrolled together in a school in the village temple.

On that year’s examinations to advance from first to second grade, I scored sixty-one percent on the verbal section and sixty-two percent on the math section. Sixty percent was sufficient to advance to the next grade, so my scores were just enough to push me over the threshold. However, they were low enough to make me feel embarrassed and uncomfortable, and they made it difficult for me to face my parents and fellow villagers. I suspected that the reason my scores were so low was that my second sister, who was in the same grade, had scored quite well. Her verbal and math scores were both in the eighties. Were it not for Second Sister’s high scores, my own wouldn’t have appeared so low.

I began to hate Second Sister.

Taking advantage of my position as the youngest sibling, I began saying bad things about Second Sister in front of our parents. I began hiding her things, making her think they were lost, so that she would search frantically for them. Then, when our parents scolded her and she began to cry, I would feign concern and proceed to help her find the items in question.

The year before I began second grade we had an unusually cold winter. In the middle of the first lunar month, Second Sister lost her book bag and searched for it until she was bathed in sweat. Mother almost beat her, whereupon I painstakingly—yet actually very easily—found it for her at the head of her bed. Seeing her book bag in my hands, Second Sister began to suspect me, but she had no proof of wrongdoing. After she and I had quarreled at some length, she ultimately had no choice but to give me ten cents as a reluctant expression of gratitude.

I used those ten cents to go out and buy myself a sesame-seed cake. To this day, when I recall that cake I ate, I’m overwhelmed by the memory of its delicious fragrance.

Regardless of how tasty the sesame-seed cake was, in the end I still needed to go to school. I was worried that in second grade I would be assigned to the same class as Second Sister again, which would put me under additional pressure. So on the first day of class, I was deliberately late to school. I dawdled for a long time outside the schoolhouse, like a boxer who is afraid of his opponent and doesn’t dare enter the ring, instead waiting hopefully for something unexpected.

And, in fact, something unexpected did happen.

That morning, the sun was shining brightly on the remaining snow, like a mirror reflecting back the light of an entire world. The teacher and students swept up the snow in the school courtyard and then went into the classroom. At the sound of the class bell, there was a brief period of turmoil, and only then did I finally enter the school grounds. At that moment, there appeared a beautiful female teacher enveloped in an intoxicating fragrance. She walked over and asked me my name, and then took me to another classroom, explaining that I had been transferred to her class. She said that Second Sister and I had been assigned to different classrooms in order to help each of us study harder, and hopefully that way we could both advance to the next grade.

At the time, I didn’t know to thank God, nor did I realize that life and fate were so reliant on chance and fortune. I just felt that this teacher, who was able to enter people’s hearts, was delicate and tender, like scenery touched by the changing seasons. At the time, my gratitude to the school for my education burst forth, like a vast, clear light in a child’s heart, almost to the point that it seemed fake. It was as though all the good fortune I would enjoy in life began that day, and all of my misfortune buried at the same time.

As I now pull back the curtain on that period of my life, the first thing I see is the scene that day.

The teacher led me into the classroom and told me to sit in the middle of the first row. Remarkably, the student with whom I was assigned to share a desk was not a boy, nor was it a rural girl. Instead, my desk-mate was a neatly dressed girl with light skin, as plump as a foreign child. If this had been all that was remarkable about her, everything would have been fine. However, as soon as I sat down she used her pencil to draw a line down the middle of our desk, and in the milky-smooth tone of a city girl, she informed me that neither of us could cross that line, and when we were doing our work we mustn’t let our elbows touch.

This was the mid-sixties, and it seemed that my subsequent self-awakening—including my self-respect and my understanding of the relationship between men and women, between the city and the countryside, together with my veneration for revolution—all originated in this period. Although I didn’t have to worry about academic pressure from Second Sister that semester, there was another more suffocating source of pressure and excitement. Her surname was Zhang. My meeting this plump city girl, whose parents seemed to have some connection to the revolution and to have been reassigned from Luoyang to the commercial wholesale department in our village, became the first fortuitous occurrence that would shape my destiny. Meeting her was a source of enlightenment and gratitude that to this day I can’t forget.

My new desk-mate was an excellent student, and consistently scored in the nineties on our weekly quizzes. The difference between our scores reflected a long-standing gulf between rural and urban life. It demonstrated that the line she drew on our desk was not only legitimate but even eminently reasonable. And not only was it reasonable, it was effective. I’m not sure whether it was on her account that I began studying hard, or whether I did so out of a country boy’s sense of self-respect and the pitiable modicum of dignity that the contrast between city and countryside bestows. In any event, I began making a secret effort to improve my grades.

Our teacher was tall and slender, but over time her complexion became increasingly sallow. All the students speculated that she probably had hepatitis, which might be contagious. They said that if you got too close to her, you could catch her disease just by breathing the air she exhaled. They said that they had frequently seen her brewing Chinese medicine in her room and also taking some sort of white pills.

In this teacher’s class, the students assigned to sit in the first row would often move to the back of the room to avoid her, but I did not. I actually liked sitting in the first row right under her nose, so that I could look up at her slightly sallow yet still very beautiful melon-shaped face, pay attention as she taught writing and math, and listen as she described what had been fresh and new when she was studying in the teaching college in the city. I never said a word to my desk-mate, nor did I ever cross that border on our desk. However, I liked sitting next to her, and in order to catch up to her academic level and lessen the urban-rural divide that separated us, I not only spent the entire day sitting in front of our sick teacher, but after class I even took my homework to the teacher’s room to ask her some questions.

I also saw her taking medicine. They were, indeed, white pills.

She asked me, “Aren’t you afraid of being infected?”

I shook my head.

She smiled and patted my head. Many years later, when I saw the Indian film The Vagabond, there was a brave youth who was kissed on the cheek by the pretty female lead for his bravery, and after the protagonist traipsed away, he continued nostalgically caressing his cheek for a long time. That scene always reminds me of how, back then, I felt as though I were being blessed by that pretty young teacher, and it was precisely that blessing that helped me improve my studies. On our final exams, my desk-mate scored an average of ninety-four on the verbal and math exams, which was the highest in the class. Meanwhile, I scored a ninety-three, the second highest, higher even than Second Sister’s score.

Just a single point’s difference between my desk-mate’s score and mine.

Studying was not even particularly difficult, and I felt that the one-point difference in our scores was less than the width of the paper people sometimes use for windows in place of glass. I thought that if only I could surpass her and have the highest score in the class, it would be like looking up and gazing toward the east before sunrise. During that year’s summer vacation, I was bored and listless, and every day seemed to last forever. I was anxious for school to begin so I could once again sit in front of that teacher, listening to her lessons. I was waiting for a new exam as though it were a happy marriage.

However, when the first day of school finally came, my teacher was no longer my teacher.

She had been transferred away.

I heard she had gotten married and moved to the city. It appeared that her new husband was an illustrious man, a county-level cadre. Fortunately, however, my desk-mate was still there. When school started, she secretly gave me a notebook with a red cover, which became my most treasured souvenir during that time. This gift whetted my aspiration to surpass her on the next exam, and to this end, I studied hard and always finished my homework on time. Regardless of who was appointed to lead the class, I would work diligently, and whenever there was something useful to my studies, I would tirelessly pursue it. When we had a supplementary class to learn Chairman Mao’s selected quotations, if the teacher asked the students to read a passage, I would recite it from memory. If the teacher asked the students to recite the passage once from memory, I would recite it three or five times.

Our new teacher was a middle-aged man from the countryside, and he never gave quizzes and exams. At that time, I was anticipating an exam in the way a sprinter hunched over at the start line listens for the sound of the starting gun. I was ready to shoot forward like an arrow and seize the first-place prize that was rightfully mine. My opponent was not Second Sister, nor was it my other classmates. It was my desk-mate. She was plump, clean, light-skinned, and had a foreign affect. She had a soft, sweet voice and spoke in very standard Chinese, not the thick dialect those of us from the countryside spoke, nor did she wear the tattered kind of clothing we wore. She had straight and flawless white teeth and was always neatly and elegantly dressed in the sort of clothes that only people from the city could wear.

However, the two of us were separated by only a single point in our exams.

Just one point.

I spent an entire semester working hard to make up this one-point difference.

Finally, it was the end of the semester.

Finally, it was time for another exam.

Finally, the teacher announced that there would be an exam the next day, that students should bring pen and ink, and that they should be sure to get a good night’s sleep beforehand.

I couldn’t sleep at all that night. It was as if I were about to take the traditional Chinese civil service exams. An excitement similar to the hazy feeling of being in love, which I had not yet experienced, accompanied me all night, until it was time to go to school. That morning, the sun outside the classroom was large and round, and when it shone in through the window, it illuminated the classroom in such a way that it resembled a brightly lit pond. The images of bodhisattvas painted on the wooden beams of the temple that housed our school reflected onto the classroom’s ceiling and walls. I glanced at my desk-mate and noticed that she appeared somewhat nervous, as if concerned that I might beat her.

However, I had no choice. I had no alternative but to attempt to leap across this trench separating the city from the countryside.

I placed my pen on the desk.

I placed my draft paper in the upper left-hand corner of the desk.

Finally, the teacher arrived.

He slowly entered, then walked over and stood next to the lectern. He solemnly gazed at us, at our nervous and excited expressions. Then he smiled wanly and said, “For this year’s exams, we will no longer use examination booklets and exercises.”

He said, “Chairman Mao told us, ‘Our educational policy should ensure that those being educated are able to develop themselves morally, intellectually, and physically, and that they become awakened cultural workers within the socialist system.’”

He said, “So that everyone can become awakened cultural workers within the socialist system, we will no longer use exercises and examination booklets.”

He said, “For our exams this year, every student will come up to the lectern and recite several Chairman Mao quotes. Whoever can recite five quotes will advance to the third grade.”

When the teacher finished, the students all stared at him.

Then there was thunderous applause.

However, I didn’t applaud. Instead, I stared at the teacher in confusion, while glancing at my desk-mate. Initially, she also applauded with the other students, but when she saw that I wasn’t clapping, she abruptly stopped.

From that point on, our advancement to the next grade was based solely on our ability to recite Chairman Mao quotes, and I never again had a chance to surpass the girl from the city. To advance to third grade, all I had to do was recite five of Chairman Mao’s quotes, and to advance to fourth grade, I would probably need to recite ten or fifteen. In between, there were two years when nobody advanced, because all middle schools, high schools, and colleges were shut down during the Cultural Revolution. During that period, however, I continued attending elementary school, where I studied language, practiced math, and memorized Chairman Mao’s quotes and poems, as well as his classic essays, “Serve the People,” “In Memory of Norman Bethune,” and “The Foolish Old Man Who Moved Mountains.”

When I look back at that period today, I’m filled with both joy and a happy sorrow. This is because we didn’t have any pressure to study, nor did we have heavy school bags, homework, or parents anxious over their child’s failure to advance. During my childhood, apart from playing marbles, happy events included receiving the latest political directives, and watching adults stroll down the street, as well as personally accompanying the school’s troops as they marched into villages to celebrate. Even today, the memory of that happiness remains strong.

As for the rest, there was only endless hunger and loneliness and going down to the countryside to
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6. THE UNIVERSITY ENTRANCE EXAMS
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