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Author’s Note


The background to this story of Chan Wai Ling, a young Red Guard, is true. During a visit to Red China, I interviewed the Director of a commune in the province of Kwangtung who stated that his province was constantly being infiltrated by spies, that armed raiders landed from ‘rebel’-held Taiwan, and that during one attack by Chiang Kai-shek’s paratroopers, the old, deposed landlords actually took over village strong-points in expectation of having their lands returned to them, but were turned out when the paratroopers were captured.










Chapter 1


The dungeon of fear


It was the day the enemy parachutists dropped on my village that Bigba, my water-buffalo friend, showed his wisdom despite his ignorance of the destructive powers of high explosives.


It was also the day that I came face to face with fear.


Fear, my father used to say, is the traitor within.


For years now, these paratroopers from Taiwan had been a great worry to my little Chinese village of East Flower. Looking back for almost as long as I can remember, I can see their aeroplanes sweeping in over the sea from Chiang Kai-shek’s island fortress. And the saboteurs would spill out in their scores, cascading out of the sky on their coloured parachutes, their sub-machine-guns spitting fire at us even as they descended. Hitting the ground, they would roll, fling off the harness and deploy; within minutes our roads would be blown up, our power-lines cut and our bridges demolished. Then they would carry out a fighting retreat to the sea, wading into the surf and clambering into their speedboats under cover of an aerial attack, and their jet fighters would dive over the little commune, strafing everything that moved. After they had returned to Taiwan, our thatched hutments would be blazing and a black cloud of foul smoke mushrooming into the summer sky.


Once, I remember, my mother wept. ‘Oh, Ling,’ she said, ‘it is so terrible! Why do men always want to destroy?’


I bowed my head before her. ‘They have destroyed our new bridge this time,’ I replied bitterly.


The loss of our new bridge over the river had upset me particularly. It was a magnificent bridge; we had built it with commune skills and without help from the Peking engineers, and it had taken us five months of sweated labour. Now it was a tangled mass of steel and debris. But Mr Din, our commune Director, was not in the slightest dismayed.


‘Come, come, good people,’ he cried, ‘Where is your courage? Under the guidance of our great Chairman Mao we will build an even better bridge. We have the plans, we have the tools, and we will start first thing in the morning,’ which was all right for him, I reflected. It is easy to build bridges sitting in an office.


Without exception, the villagers of East Flower were disheartened by these continuous raids, and, astonishingly, Bigba my buffalo was more angry and disheartened than most, which was strange. Dumb animals usually accept the stupidity and brutality of humans. He made a great show of impatience, I remember, stamping round and putting his nose up and snorting his disgust every time we passed the wrecked bridge. He said nothing, of course, though the elders of my village insist that he often holds long conversations with people over seventy. He never lowers himself to speak to me, for I am only fourteen.


‘Look,’ said my little sister, Pei, ‘they have caught two prisoners!’


I was taking Bigba to the water-pump in the fields outside the village when the captured paratroopers were marched off to the station. One was young, I remember, only a few years older than me. He was bare-headed and proud, and although his hands were tied he walked with dignity, and I envied him his courage.


‘What will happen to them, Ling?’ asked Pei, her face alight.


I did not answer, but bowed my head. I would have given my soul to possess such arrogance in the face of such defeat. This, my father once said, is the difference between the brave man and the coward.


‘Is he a brave man, Bigba?’ I asked at the water-pump, ‘or is he a fool? Is it so terrible to be a coward, as I, Bigba?’


I wiped the sweat from my face as I asked this. I think I knew I was wasting my time, for, as usual, he made no reply. Unfortunately, it is believed in China that in order to prove one’s wisdom it is necessary to make a speech, but I am beginning to doubt the old scholars. For instance, the wise old men of my village are talking all the time, but we young Red Guards are beginning to doubt if they have an ounce of brains between them. Bigba’s brain, however, must weigh several pounds, yet he plainly finds discussion most exhausting and prefers to concentrate on action. And so, if I ever have a problem, I would not go to the elders for advice, nor would I take it to my mother, for although she is the most beautiful young widow in East Flower, she is still a woman, therefore her brain is inferior. I would not talk to my Uncle Soon about it since he drinks too much rice wine for intelligence, and my paternal grandfather is so deaf I would have to shout my business all over the village.


No. If ever I have a particularly difficult decision to make, I discuss it with Bigba, my water-buffalo, who was old in wisdom before I was born.


I have done this all my life and he has not put a hoof wrong yet.


 


It was less than a month after the calamitous attack on our bridge that a warning arrived from Central Intelligence in Peking of another impending assault by the Taiwan rebels.


I was continually amazed that Peking, over a thousand miles to the north, was so aware of the enemy’s intentions. Indeed, so precise and detailed was their order that we could often draw our rifles from the armoury and march down to the beach and be at the guns hours before they arrived. Shooting the paratroopers out of the sky was rather like shooting at summer flowers, but it was tragic when they landed and lay still, and some, as I have said, were impossibly young. Wong the Hooligan, my friend who lives in the hut next door, says they deserve to die because they are rebels fighting under the traitor Chiang Kai-shek, but I do not agree. I fight for Chairman Mao, they fight for General Chiang, and we both think we are right. The terrible thing about it, as my mother says, is that brother Chinese are killing each other. I was thinking this as I trudged in from the muddy rice-fields of Sun Commune. My seven-year-old sister Pei was struggling with her homework as I entered our hut, flinging off my shirt in preparation for a wash.


‘Oh, I cannot do it!’ she announced, sucking the end of her pencil.


Unlike my mother, she was as plain as a cow’s tail, but I was proud of her.


‘Where’s Mother?’ I asked.


‘At the hospital.’


I remembered then that it was a Saturday – four days before the expected attack. Like the other young village women, my mother took her turn at the hospital where she worked as a midwife. Pei said:


‘Have you any homework, Ling?’


‘Only one English paper. I did it in the fields with Bigba.’


‘Did he help you?’


‘Do not be ridiculous.’ I splashed and bubbled in the wash-bowl.


‘I think he’d be better at this than me,’ she said, dejectedly. ‘Oh, Ling, help me with it!’


I shook my head. ‘That has been the trouble – I have done too much of your homework.’


‘I’ll get the cane tomorrow, and then you’ll be sorry.’


Hanging up the towel, I went to the door, but her eyes, large and shining with unshed tears, made me pause.


‘All right, all right,’ I said. ‘What is the trouble?’


She smiled brightly and her teeth were missing in front, and said, ‘You know the paratroopers keep coming to shoot us . . .?’


I nodded.


‘Where do they come from, Ling?’


‘From Taiwan.’


‘Where is that?’


I groaned. The trouble with this one was that she dreamed through the window when she should have been listening to the teacher. ‘Taiwan is an island about two hundred miles to the east . . .’


‘Why do they try to shoot us?’


‘Because they hate us.’


‘Why?’


Beyond the door the rice-fields flashed the reddening sun of evening. Curved roofs, as red as blood, splashed the bright, rolling country like a battle scene. I replied, ‘Because their General Chiang Kai-shek who lives on Taiwan wants to rule the whole of China, and our Chairman Mao says he cannot.’


‘That doesn’t make sense,’ said Pei, reflectively.


‘It does not make any to me.’


‘Are there two Chinas, then?’


‘Listen, Pei. There is really only one China – ours, the big one. But General Chiang, whom we defeated, has set up another on Taiwan. He has trained and armed a million soldiers, and . . .’


‘And he’s sending them over here to blow us up?’


I nodded. ‘Is it clear now?’


‘It’s as clear as mud,’ said she. ‘Sure as a turnip dinner I’ll get the cane tomorrow. Where are you going?’


I said, ‘I have just remembered. I promised Head Man I’d put Bigba on the pump for a while tonight.’


‘He won’t like that,’ she replied. ‘Once he’s in his stall he thinks he has finished. Ling . . . why don’t Chairman Mao and General Chiang get together and talk about it, and . . .’


I could see the black-hatted Hakka people wading in the swamps. Faintly I heard the singing of the cicadas. The wind whispered at the door, and it was perfumed. Bigba was grumbling in his stall, nosing an empty manger, and he rumbled deeper as I led him out into the setting sun.


‘Hei up?’ I commanded. ‘Half an hour on the pump. Hei wei!’


I sat astride his back and he took me over the fields.


‘Ling, Ling!’ My sister’s voice echoed in the soft Kwangtung sunset.


 


When we reached the water-pump I slid off Bigba’s back and shackled him up to the beam, which he hated. Indeed, he much preferred the heavier work of pulling the plough, which is understandable since intelligent people rarely go round in circles. To share this humiliation I walked round with him, gripping one of his horns. The pump spouted white, foaming water.


‘Bigba,’ I began,’ have you heard the news? The paratroopers are coming.’


He did not move a muscle, so I presumed that he had heard already.


Round and round we went.


‘Director Din says they will be here on Wednesday,’ I announced.


He shrugged, blinking at the sun. Obviously he considered this none of his business. He had worked like a slave to build the bridge and was becoming impatient of talk about paratroopers. A few ragged commune peasants passed us then, stained with the mud of the rice-fields, and they all hailed me, shouting and waving their hoes. One, an old crone, bowed to me.


‘Congratulations, Chan Wai Ling,’ said she. ‘Your mother must be honoured and proud.’


‘Soon you will be a Commander, Ling!’ cried another.


Bigba looked questioningly at me; anything that happened to me was of the greatest interest to him. This was something I had kept to myself.


Uneasily, I said, ‘Yesterday Director Din made me Assistant Section Leader of the East Flower Detachment.’


He was clearly piqued, and adopted an air of studied aloofness. I said:


‘You may not think so, but it is an important position. This makes me second-in-command of the Boys’ Battalion, remember.’


He tossed his head and looked at the sky. I added, ‘Now, if anything happens to me my mother will get a pension. Last time the raiders came I was in hospital with this old leg. Next Wednesday I will be in the middle of it.’


Bigba stopped. The fountain of water from the pump drooped and died. Lowering his head, he examined my leg. The scar of the bullet was still ridged and angry, for the wound was but recently healed.


‘It is all right now,’ I said. ‘It no longer hurts much.’


With this he raised his face to mine and brushed my cheek with the point of his horn, and the touch was like the feather of a bird, yet with this weapon he could have killed me. Our eyes were steady, and I said:


‘Bigba, I am in trouble.’


His expression did not change. I added softly, ‘It . . . it is a terrible thing to admit, I know, but . . . Bigba, I am afraid.’


The wind moved between us in a scent of frangipani and musk; the cicadas sang their song of the coming moon. I added hastily, my head bowed, ‘The paratroopers make such a terrible noise, you understand? They fire tracer bullets – have you heard of the tracer? If you are hit with one, it burns; it burns in the wound, and the pain is terrible, they say. You remember Leung, the son of the carpenter? Well, he was hit in the shoulder, and it burned. He shrieked and shrieked in agony, and his father carried him out of the bunker under a hail of bullets and threw him in the mule-trough. This nearly drowned him, but still the tracer burned in his shoulder, until it was finished.’


Bigba’s eyes, with infinite compassion, moved over my face.
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