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   For all the children of the revolution

  

 
  


   A flame burns brightest in the moment before it perishes.

  

 
  
   

Part I

  

 
  
   

One

   My earliest memory is of my grandmother. I remember the smell of her. Somewhere between the scent of jasmine and the more earthy odour of the leather oil she used, working up the material to fashion slippers for neighbours on our landing. Her breath was the same: warm and sweet against the side of my face, but with the slightest tang of sourness. Most of all I remember her hands. The fingers gnarled but clever, still able to move deftly across the leather of the shoes she was tailoring, or quick to scatter rice in a boiling pot without being scalded by the billowing steam.

   I remember too – perhaps I was no more than two or three – being fascinated by the bulging purple and green veins which ran like vines across the back of those mottled, burnished hands. They seemed so different from my own. Sometimes my grandmother would take my small hand – much lighter and smoother – and cup it in hers, and that would fascinate me. But more than anything I would feel the warmth which emanated from her leathery skin, I would feel that warmth on my own hand. And I would feel safe, protected.

   The lines which creased her forehead, the jowls which hung from her cheeks – these details never repulsed me in the way old age can sometimes frighten children. Rather, my grandmother’s face, her body, her being, were like an ancient map, both familiar and strange, to be read over and over by my eyes, and my fingers too. For I would often reach out for her face, running my tiny fingers across her thin grey eyebrows, playing with the thicker hairs which sprouted from her chin and which, for some reason, always delighted me. Sometimes I would pull on them and my grandmother would sneeze involuntarily. This would delight me all the more, and I would be reduced to the joyful and unending giggles of a toddler. My grandmother would watch me convulse – herself solemn and composed – only the slight curl of her lips and the twinkle in those grey-blue eyes betraying the beginnings of a smile.

   My parents were a different proposition. They were devoted to me, in the way that a Chinese family in the 1970s was devoted to a daughter: a devotion tinged with a certain reluctance (my brother had not yet entered the world at that point). But more than that, we were, perhaps, incompatible. My father was a kind man – and a moral one. But throughout my childhood he remained a distant presence even though I would encounter him every day: in the morning when I was awoken for breakfast, in the evening when he returned from work.

   Sometimes, I’d be wandering through the hallway of our small but noisy apartment, lost in my thoughts, having conversations with imaginary friends and doing battle with imaginary foes, when suddenly I’d be pulled back into reality, having run up against him. My father. He was, I realise now, rather small for a man, both lean and compact, but as a small child you inhabit a land of giants. And fathers are the tallest giants of all. My father was so large in my eyes perhaps because of the size of his severity; he would blink down at me, having encountered me in the hallway, and he would frown as though he had come across some midget-stranger rather than an emanation of his own flesh and blood.

   My father would peer and squint at me, as though he was not quite sure what I was; then, as the silence between us unfolded, he would manage a brief, mumbled question: ‘Have you … have you … done your homework?’; ‘Have you finished your chores?’ As a five-year-old I had no homework to speak of, but I would nod my head furiously, for it was in my mind that if I didn’t acquiesce I might well be expelled from the apartment that same night. Nothing my parents ever told me, by the way, had in the least bit implied I might be ejected from the family home for failing to complete the non-existent homework my father was so concerned I finish. But somehow I’d got it into my head that such a thing could happen. It was one of the many fears I had.

   Looking back, I think my father was as terrified of encountering me as I was of him. So he said the first thing that came into his head. He was an academic, a cartographer in fact – he worked with maps and geology. A rather nondescript occupation, perfectly suited to the precise and harmless man that he was. And yet, he and people like him had been subject to persecution during Mao’s Cultural Revolution. A good number of teachers, technicians and intellectuals lost their lives as a result of being branded ‘bourgeois degenerates’, and I suppose the fear and uncertainty he inherited from that period never left him. It crossed into every element of his life. Even his relationship with his daughter.

   I grew up in the aftermath of Maoism – after the death of the Great Helmsman – so that fear wasn’t real to me, at least not until the events which took place some fifteen years later. But my father was never able to step out from that fear, from its shadow.

   Perhaps my father alleviated that fear by allowing himself to grow faint, to retreat into the vague and abstract world of the graphs and charts that populated his study. A place where he would not be bothered by the hectic messiness of family life: the dirty diapers and detritus of toys strewn across the carpet; the bawling loudness of a toddler’s tantrums; the slickness of small upturned faces, both expectant and outraged, lathered with snot and tears.

   My mother handled her fears in a different way. She was hands-on, seeking to police every aspect and inflection of her family’s life. She’d make sure we were all gathered around the table at precisely six, that the napkins we used were open on our laps. During the meal itself, we would be informed of the goings-on of our neighbours who lived on our landing: of the achievements they had laid claim to, and the scandals which took place behind closed doors. Most of all, the scandals. My mother was possessed of a shrill energy; like a tsunami, it could batter and overwhelm any structure that stood in its way. Local gossip was something she used to set herself in motion, to make sure we were all fed and watered, that our clothes were clean and our respective paths in life were cleared. It wasn’t until much later that I realised this, however. At the time she just seemed oppressive and annoying.

   At the tail end of the Cultural Revolution, my father had been demoted, but had managed to survive. He had been incarcerated for a short period but returned to full employment. He was, I suppose, one of the lucky ones. To this day I don’t know what indignities, or worse, he suffered. It was something he would never have considered disclosing to his family, especially a family of women. My mother, however, was convinced that the source of his woes – the source of all our woes – was simply a random error on the part of an otherwise flawless bureaucratic machine. For her, the government was hard at times but fair, and its authority and power had always worked in the best interests of the people themselves. As a child I shared my mother’s belief that the Chinese government was best; that it was ahead, in every respect, of the Western imperialist powers that sought to do it down. Every radio broadcast suggested that we, the Chinese people, were the flagbearers of humanity as it entered a more humane and free classless society. Such things we imbibed from an early age in the same way the children of America stood to attention each morning at school in order to pledge allegiance to their flag.

   But again, looking back, I wonder how much my mother’s credulous and enthusiastic devotion to the powers that be had further reduced my exhausted father, someone who had been battered by life and by the state he sought to serve. The relentless enthusiasm for the status quo on my mother’s part surely must have grated. Perhaps, on occasion, he even bridled with anger. A rare flash of the type of emotion he had spent a lifetime learning to suppress. But he was never harsh to her.

   On our corridor, husbands would occasionally beat their wives. Sometimes you could hear their arguments; you could even make out the sudden deadening silence before a hand met the side of a woman’s face, and then the high-pitched yelp which followed. But even the battered women on our corridor retained a sense of decorum, a sense that there were certain things respectable people did not talk about, things that should not be acknowledged before neighbours.

   On these occasions, the whole floor entered into the same strange and surreal charade; that everything was fine, that sometimes the corners of doors simply leapt out, like monsters in an ancient Chinese scroll, surprising a woman, striking her as she busied herself with the mundane details of everyday life. The sides of cupboards, the edges of beds – these things could be equally dangerous, equally provoking. The men they shared their lives with, however, were beyond reproach.

   A child understands and absorbs such things as she goes along without ever framing them in terms of a conscious set of ideas. I understood that, on occasion, wives would be beaten, and I knew this was no good thing. I knew that the adults around me frowned on such behaviour but did not speak of it. And yet, it happened. And even as a young girl, I remember feeling that perhaps the stark brightness of my mother might in some way be dimmed – that her compulsion to regulate every detail of our lives with her shrill sense of etiquette and respectability might in some way be offset – if, just once, my father struck her across the face. If, just once, he interrupted the never-ending flow of salacious gossip and hectoring demands.

   He never did, thank god. But what remained was in some ways worse: a grey shell of a man who seemed old to me even though he couldn’t have been more than in his early thirties. A man who’d had the stuffing beaten out of him. Or perhaps he had simply learned to drift away. To absent himself from the world around him. To feel only truly at home in his solitary study, musing over the graphs and reports. To this day, I don’t know what happened to him during that period of time before Mao’s death. He was detained. But was he physically hurt? Was he tortured? All I know is that he was reduced somehow, as a person. And, after all these years, and despite his absence, I still feel great pity for him.

   But if my father remained a passive presence before the overwhelming furore of my mother, my grandmother was someone else again. Different from the daughter she had given birth to. It seemed to me that if my mother gravitated towards respectability, my grandmother was a natural rebel.

   She had been born in 1921. Her birth coincided with a period of modernisation in China, after the last dynasty had ended, but my grandmother had lived in the countryside where the past still exerted its strange and spectral grip. Her parents had stuck to the ways they themselves had inherited – they’d had their daughter’s tiny toes broken and bent inwards in the process of ‘foot binding’ – but my grandmother had rebelled, screaming night after night, resisting the ordeal, until eventually her mother and father lost their resolve. When my grandmother eventually sneaked those bandages off her feet altogether, her parents pretended not to notice.

   But now my grandmother was in possession of freakish feet. They were larger than the ideal of bound feet, yet they were smaller than feet that had developed normally. So my grandmother found it almost impossible to get nicely fitting shoes. And that’s why, eventually, she took to making her own. She was unaware of it at the time, but there was a whole generation of girls who had resisted the practice of foot binding with exactly the same courage and determination she herself had shown. A whole generation of girls whose feet were too big to be bound, but too small to be considered normal.

   In the years which followed, my grandmother would become adept at making shoes for those women who were described as having ‘liberation feet’ – feet, just like hers, which had resisted the consequences of the binding. My grandmother’s ability in what is considered the most traditional of things for a female – the ability to manoeuvre a needle and a thread in order to weave and create clothing – was at the same time bound to an act of feminine rebellion. Her life was cluttered with lots of smaller acts of rebellion that were often expressed in more uncouth and unladylike ways. A splutter of hawking laughter, a salacious wink, or even an almighty …

   ‘BUUUUURRRRPPPP!!!’

   I am in the process of manoeuvring a lump of egg-fried rice towards my mouth, my chopsticks raised in the air, but the sound of my grandmother’s belch is so loud, so violent, that for a few moments all five of us are frozen in place around the table. My father has a look on his face that I have never seen before, his mouth slightly open, somewhere between puzzlement and consternation. My mother – who had been babbling furiously about a neighbour’s daughter known to go around in sandals without socks (a sure sign of deviant youth in my mother’s book) – is so flummoxed by my grandmother’s belch that she is left momentarily lost for words, her eyes blinking rapidly, trying to assimilate the ramifications of such a sudden and obscene intervention.

   My brother Qiao – who was then not yet two years old – also stopped the sticky sound of his enthusiastic munching to allow a little of the food to go dribbling from the corner of his mouth. His face lit up with the grin of a baby who sensed that something in his world had suddenly changed – and though he was not quite sure what that change might have been, he was nevertheless delighted by it. And last, but by no means least, was the figure of my grandmother, whose large squat body and generous face had relaxed, her wrinkles creasing in the beginnings of a smile, reclining in her chair like a great toad. She watched my mother with a gleam in her eye.

   My mother’s face went red. In as much as she was controlled when it came to regulating timetables, the clothes her children wore and the kind of words her family used – when it came to regulating the emotions on her own face, she was often lost at sea, subject to sudden and intensely personal squalls of emotion. She blinked at my grandmother, trying to calm her rising indignation. Eventually she managed a few shocked syllables:

   ‘You did that on purpose, muqin, I know you did!’

   My grandmother looked back, sphynx-like and unflinching, but perhaps touched with a hint of dark amusement.

   ‘My dear, my sweet, when you get to my age, you come to realise that the body is much like a car. It erodes over time, and sometimes its emissions really can’t be helped!’

   My grandmother fluttered her eyelashes ever so slightly, her face assuming an expression of wounded dignity.

   ‘Oh, save it,’ she snapped. ‘Your “emissions” almost always happen just when I am in the process of making some kind of point, just when I am trying to—’

   ‘Buuuuurrrrppppp.’

   Again, everyone was frozen in a kind of temporary paralysis. Except for my brother, who had unleashed the belch and was now grinning wickedly, still dribbling from the corner of his toddler’s smile, happy as Larry that he had been able to get in on the fun.

   My mother looked at my little brother with genuine horror before turning to my grandmother, the redness in her face blanched in an instant to a shocked, curdled white.

   ‘You see, this is what you do! You are … corrupting my child!’

   For the first time my grandmother’s face lost all trace of amusement.

   ‘Oh, don’t be so dramatic. He’s not yet two years old. Monkey see, monkey do!’

   ‘Monkey … monkey?’ my mother spluttered. ‘How … how dare you! And I do not consider the moral development of my children … something to be mocked!’

   She had raised herself out of her seat by that point, was looming over us, gesticulating towards an audience we could not see.

   All at once she focused on my father, hard.

   ‘And you! You! Why don’t you ever do anything to defend me?’

   My father was suddenly shocked into the room. Whatever thoughts he had been mulling over that had shielded him from such tempestuous family strife were vanquished under my mother’s intense and accusatory stare. The poor man tried to pull himself together, tried to marshal some kind of response – I could see him doing it – but even before he was able to utter the words, my mother gave a sudden helpless gulp and flounced from the room.

   My grandmother’s sardonic eyes turned on my befuddled father.

   ‘She seems a little tense today. Is it perhaps time you attended to your husbandly duties with a little more frequency?’

   If my father’s anxiety had been provoked by my mother’s sudden assault on him, it was nothing to the horror which crossed his face when my grandmother addressed him with this particular recommendation.

   With as much dignity as he could muster, he stood up from the table and followed my mother from the room.

   My brother was sat in his high chair and for the first time a shadow crossed the smoothness of his chubby face and those full dark eyes widened in a moment of unfathomable grief, for he understood that things had changed, though he knew not how or why. He knew that only moments ago there had been people around him and now they were there no longer – and perhaps he felt the type of terrifying loneliness that arrives so suddenly and with such abandon and is particular to the youngest of children. Moments later his face was slick with warm tears.

   My brother would often irritate me. He could be so loud and demanding. His presence was such that it seemed to suck all the conversation from the room, to draw everyone’s focus into his orbit by the sheer gravitational pull of his need. But my irritation sometimes blinded me to just how helpless he was. In that moment, I felt his vulnerability as if it were my own, his loneliness and his bemusement as though they belonged to me. For a few moments it was as if I were in his head, blinking out at those who shared his world, somewhere between bafflement and fear. I got up and uncoupled him from his highchair as gently as I could. He was really screaming now, abandoning himself entirely to the welter of feeling which had swelled so suddenly within. I tried to ‘coo’ in his ear, the way I had seen my mother do. I held him up and nuzzled my lips against the softness of his belly – the way I sometimes would in order to get him to shiver and giggle – but the violence of his emotion rolled over my every attempt.

   My grandmother gesticulated from her chair. Wordlessly, I handed her Qiao. He was still crying, but when she moved him to her massive bosom she was able to enfold him with her size, her stillness and her warmth. Although his pudgy body was still heaving with sobs, at once it began to slacken, and he turned into her, nuzzling against her bulky softness, as she began to rock him up and down – a tiny vessel cocooned by the rhythm of the waves. Instinctively, automatically, he put his thumb in his mouth. Moments later, I could hear the soft gentle sounds of his snoring – his large closed eyes like smooth marbles, the tiny nub of his nose peeking out. Just like that, he was insensible.

   All at once, my feelings were coloured with a less virtuous motivation. My mother would rarely let me play with the neighbourhood children, but my grandmother was not so strict about such things, so when my mother wasn’t around, my grandmother became an excellent means to such an end.

   ‘Po Po! May I go and play outside for a little bit?’

   My grandmother didn’t look up but she gave a small nod of her great turtle’s head. She continued to rock my brother in her arms. I felt a shiver of illicit delight as I quietly opened the front door and slipped out onto the landing. I was hit by a wave of heat. It was summer then and the possibility of air conditioning in most places was still years away. People left their balcony windows open and often the doors to their apartments too – so that there was a constant flow of air which might ameliorate the sticky heat of cramped conditions, especially during the early evening when stoves boiled and frying pans sizzled. There was a strange communality to life on our floor: the open doors and thin walls meant that the private lives of others were always within touching distance, and while this generated a certain camaraderie, it was also a source of gossip and competitiveness.

   My mother was not one to scrimp on either. One of our close neighbours, who I always called Aunty Zhao even though she was not my real aunty, had come from the rural areas and had a thick accent that I sometimes struggled to understand. But she’d married a Beijinger – more than that, a factory manager – so she received the type of perks that weren’t available to our own family. For instance, Aunty Zhao was the first one on our landing to own a freezer. I can still recall the day the men came to deliver it. It was almost twice as tall as they were, and they struggled with it up the stairwell and into the corridor, while the residents gathered to watch the spectacle in awe.

   I remember the expression on my mother’s face as she looked out through the crack of our door; the way her lips were curled down, pinched in resentment, the dull anger at work in her eyes. Aunty Zhao was one of our closest friends; I had known her for as long as I could remember, and I knew my mother liked her. My mother’s reaction caused my throat to tighten. I felt the type of unease I did when I was in class and being made to decipher a letter or symbol whose meaning was just outside the borders of my comprehension. I saw my mother’s face sour and twist only for a moment before she closed the door and began to busy herself with housework. But it was something I never forgot.

   Now, as I am assailed by the odours of fried chicken, fish, satay sauce and sea cucumber, along with the starch scent of drying fabrics and the mustier tang of body heat, I catch a glimpse into Aunty Zhao’s apartment. I see figures in the kitchen sitting at the table, the wide freezer door flung open, encasing them in its cool blue light, but I don’t stop. Instead I move faster – children are not supposed to run in the corridors – but I have this sense of bursting excitement as I get to the stairwell, clattering down the stairs, before pushing open the door and exiting into the street. The heat outside is strong and oppressive even at this time; I can feel it squeaking in the small of my back, its vapours forming beads of liquid along the nape of my neck, but now I am outside, and it is as though I can breathe again.

  

 
  
   

Two

   I look for them. I see them almost straight away. They are gathered in an abandoned lot just off the main street and, as the sun goes down, the long slats of evening light catch the dust which has been thrown up from the powdery ground, forming streaks of glittering gold in the air above. Through this gold-flecked haze I can see into the distance. I can see the shape and outline of the buildings in the city centre, and, on the edge of the horizon, looking towards the Forbidden City, I glimpse the forms of the great monuments that guard the entrance to Tiananmen Square. It seems to me as far away as some distant and mythic land, and its image – diaphanous and faint – shimmers momentarily, before it is lost to a plume of rolling cloud. My thoughts are back in the moment, in the neighbourhood, and I force myself to concentrate as I approach this group of children, allowing my walk to become slack, my face to become expressionless. I saunter up to them with a well-practised nonchalance.

   ‘All right, what are you up to?’

   It is clear what they are up to, as Zhen, a small boy with delicate features and big eyes, is running his tongue along a border of crisp paper. The others are watching him like hawks, for his quick hands always manage to fabricate the most beautiful and effective paper planes and they want to discover his secret. I know what they are up to, but nevertheless I have to ask the question because it’s something you have to say.

   Jian’s eyes don’t leave the paper Zhen is folding, but he responds with a good-humoured mumble as though they have hit upon a unique strategy to pass the time.

   ‘We are making paper aeroplanes today!’

   I nod, go to say something else, then fall silent. I play with my hands. I catch Al Lam watching me. When I meet her eye, she glances away, embarrassed. Even though we are in the same group, we rarely talk to one another. I think it’s something to do with the fact that we are the only two girls. We know we are different from the others and if we were to hang out together perhaps that difference would be emphasised. Or something. Either way, we tend to regard one another warily.

   Zhen has finished his paper plane. With a quick flick of his wrist, he sends it curling up into the air. We watch it, our faces craned upwards against the full evening light, until the plane is no more than a dark outline. All at once it peaks, and – almost as though it were alive – jerks downwards, plunging to the ground in a giddy swoop some yards from where we are. Automatically, we all burst into a run.

   Jian picks up the flattened plane gently.

   ‘Pretty good,’ he says, examining the plane in his hands, his broad clean features lit in a pleasant open smile.

   I don’t think our group had a leader exactly, but Jian was the closest to it. He was nice-looking with thick black hair which spiked upwards; he had a smooth but strong voice, he was good at sports and could run faster than all us others. Also, he was the tallest. When you are a kid, being tall counts for a lot.

   ‘Let’s play a different game!’

   Gen looks at us with a strange smile. He is much smaller than Jian, he is not much taller than me. But everyone in our group has something. Jian is the strong one. Al Lam is the sensible one. Zhen is the one who is great at making paper aeroplanes. Gen … is the clever one. It occurs to me that perhaps I am the only one of our group not to be defined by any single quality. Maybe that’s why people don’t notice me all that much. The teachers don’t seem to see me at school, and since Qiao was born, my mother and father don’t pay me the same type of attention they once did (unless it’s my mother telling me that I have yet again ruined my dress by rolling around in the mud – something that is very ‘unladylike’, apparently). My grandmother sees me, of course. Her gaze seems to register every secret nestling inside your body, inside your mind. But that’s not quite the same thing. Nevertheless, I know when I leave the house and come to play with my friends – even though there is nothing special about me – they accept me into their ranks without a whisper. It is as though we are all separate parts of a jigsaw puzzle that were always meant to be brought together.

   But Gen is different again. Even though he is small, everyone listens when he speaks. He is confident somehow – not loud, but rather he says stuff that none of us others know. That’s what makes him clever. There is something about him that seems more adult, maybe even more adult than Jian even though Jian is the oldest and tallest of all of us. Also, Gen never gets into the type of arguments the rest of us have.

   One time Fan – who is fat and smelly – accused me of picking my bum! He only said that because everyone knows he picks his own bum – and he was giggling and dribbling while he said it, as though it was the funniest thing in the world. I felt my face go red; it was the strangest thing, because I would never, ever pick my bum. And yet he had shouted it with such glee, and even though I would never do what he had said, I felt my cheeks burn and I felt my eyes water with tears. But not because I was sad. Because I was angry. And yet, to everyone else it must have looked like I felt bad about what he had said because it was true.

   So I exploded.

   ‘You stupid bloody retard!’

   I punched Fan as hard as I could on the arm. At once his own eyes began to water, and then he began to scream. We watched as he ran home, as fast as his pudgy legs would carry him.

   ‘That wasn’t nice,’ said Jian, looking at me with an expression of disappointment.

   He spoke softly, his gaze was mild, and yet it was as though he had slapped me across the face as hard as he could. I was suddenly indignant, panicked.

   ‘He lied. Wang Fan lied. He said I scratched my butt, but I didn’t do it.’

   I looked around in appeal. I looked to Gen, because he was known to be intelligent, rational. I was certain he would hear the voice of reason.

   ‘I didn’t do it, Gen!’

   He looked down at his feet for a few moments and then raised his head, his brown shimmering eyes meeting my own.

   ‘Yeah, I know, but that’s not the point.’

   ‘So what is? What is the point?’

   I almost shouted that question at them, but they had gone back to what they were doing. Nobody told me to leave but I knew I had to. The next day I came back. Wang Fan was there, dribbling and laughing as they played. I rejoined them and it was as though nothing had happened. But from that moment on I got what Gen had said: ‘Yeah, I know, but that’s not the point.’ In school they all called Wang Fan a ‘retard’. Because when he ate his lunch, he would dribble much of his food over his shirt, and sometimes he would burst out in giggles for no reason anyone could fathom. But that was the point. Just as the group accepted me, even though I had nothing much to offer, so they accepted Wang Fan, because he was there, and he was ready to play. For us kids, at that moment, at that particular time, the best thing in the world was to play together even if you were a little goofy or different, or you had cross eyes, or a funny belly. That was the point.

   ‘Let’s play a different game!’ announced Gen.

   When he said that, everyone took notice. Gen and I went to the same school but we were in different classes. Nevertheless, I’d seen him take to the stage in assembly to receive an award for his high scores in calligraphy. We also knew that his father was someone important, but how we knew this was unknown because Gen rarely talked about his parents.

   ‘What game?’ Jian asked seriously.

   ‘Cat Catching Mice!’ responded Gen at once.

   Jian nodded his approval.

   ‘Okay,’ Jian said. ‘Let’s begin.’

   He looked at me.

   ‘Mouse!’ he exclaimed.

   I giggled involuntarily, everyone was looking at me, but I was especially happy that Jian had chosen me.

   Then my blood cooled.

   ‘Wang Fan – cat!’

   At once the whole group began to chant:

   ‘What time is it?’

   ‘Just struck nine.’

   ‘Is the cat at home?’

   ‘He’s about to dine.’

   The aim of the game was for the cat to run after the mouse once the chanting had stopped, but unfortunately Wang Fan had not fully grasped this and he launched himself onto me before the chanting was finished. I felt myself falling to the ground, almost in slow motion, and then time seemed to speed up, and I was lying on the dusty floor, baffled, an array of sounds collapsing inwards, and the rustling noise of Wang Fan’s enthusiastic breaths hot against my ear. I felt a warm spool of slobber touch my cheek.

   I looked up at his big pudgy face giggling over me, and I had a sudden electric feeling of rage; I wanted to stick my nails into his eyes, I wanted to rip those moist quivering lips from his mouth. He was a kid, he was probably the most kid-like of all of us, and yet his body on top of me felt like something different; I could feel the heat that emanated from the flabby layers of skin surrounding his face and belly. I was aware of the sour scent that arrived from the creases on his body, his armpits, his flabby thighs.

   He kept giggling, his whole body vibrating, but this time I didn’t yell, I didn’t call him a ‘retard’, and I didn’t spit at him (which was the worst thing one child could do to another). Instead I managed to swallow my disgust, concentrate, and with a lithe twist I was able to manoeuvre his flabby body to tilt it to one side, so that he toppled over and I was able to release myself.

   I staggered to my feet. I looked at everyone else. And they were all laughing. I was shocked for a moment. I could still scent Wang Fan’s odour in my nostrils. He was rolling about on the floor giggling as though it was the funniest joke in the world, as though he was being tickled by some invisible presence. I felt their gaze on me. And then I felt my own laughter. Forced. Strange. A sound that took place outside myself. Everyone else returned to the game. Except Gen. He remained watching me for a few moments longer, his expression quizzical, appraising.

   The sun had slipped beneath the horizon. The floor was wreathed in shadow. At some point, we gradually began to disperse, to wander home in our separate directions. All at once it started to rain. But I lingered. And I felt Gen’s gaze on me again. Curious, inquisitive.

   ‘Do you wanna go see something?’ he asked.

   ‘Yeah.’

   Darkness was coming and I knew I had to be inside before it arrived. That was the rule my parents had. Sometimes I would make an argument of it, but it was always half-hearted, because the truth was I didn’t want to be in the streets when it got dark. But, in that moment, something held me in place, stopped me from returning home right away. Gen spoke softly, but there was an insouciance in his voice, and his eyes shone with amusement, as though he found me faintly ridiculous. If I had refused to go with him, it would have been like rejecting a challenge. As though I were afraid. And Gen would have smiled all the more. If I had just walked away, I would have felt those sardonic and amused eyes on my back.

   Instead, I puffed up my chest and walked alongside him. The rain fell in soft grey lines and a murkiness arose from the streets, a misty vapour through which the outline of the buildings appeared shadowy and indistinct. The sound of the pattering rain seemed all there was as the shadows grew and the darkness took shape. I could feel the rain squeaking against the fabric of my shoes, stealing inside, making my socks soggy, and I could feel its droplets clinging to my eyebrows and hanging from the tip of my nose. I started to feel weary, as though the grey dampness had settled in my head.

   ‘Where are we going? Is it much further?’

   ‘Not much further,’ said Gen, that same whisper of a smile playing faintly on his lips.

   I felt a prickle of irritation. My legs were starting to hurt. I was about to tell Gen this was boring, that I had better things to do. But then he stopped.

   ‘Here we are,’ he said.

   I followed the direction of his gaze. There was a large building many storeys high. Its concrete walls were shadowy in the gloom, but there was a series of high arched windows running across each floor and from within came the faint glow of a pale orange light. The roof sloped upwards in a hard metallic arc, so high above, riddled with piping and wires. Even from where we stood, we could hear the low hum generated by the building – its machinery turning over from deep within. In the darkness, it seemed both ordinary and monstrous, and yet I knew there was nothing to fear. I knew now where we were. The building had a great chimney which pushed out like a giant finger. I recognised that chimney because I could see it from my bedroom window at night. But gazing up at it now, the way its hard black outline seemed to jut so high into the dark vault of sky above, I felt so small, dizzy in my insignificance as it belched its ghostly steam into the black.

   I looked at Gen. He was watching the building with a strange solemnity.

   ‘Do you know … what this place is?’ he asked, his voice so soft that I barely caught the question.

   ‘Of course I know,’ I said. ‘It’s the Beijing Children’s Hospital.’

   I had tried to make my voice contemptuous. But the sound died in the gloom, muffled by the night.

   Gen turned slowly to face me.

   ‘That’s what everyone thinks.’

   ‘What do you mean?’

   His expression became grave.

   ‘My father. He works for the government. So he knows things not many people know.’

   ‘Like what?’ I demanded fractiously.

   ‘Like the fact that there are children in the building. But they are not there to get better. They will … never get better.’

   His voice was almost a whisper.

   ‘What does that mean?’

   Despite myself, I was drawn in by the soft, austere sound of his voice. I felt the hairs on the back of my neck begin to prickle, the heat of the day evaporating before the first chilly tendrils of the night.

   ‘It means that this place … it’s not a hospital … it’s a crematorium.’

   ‘A crema … what?’

   He smiled sadly.

   ‘You really don’t know anything, do you?’

   ‘I know enough,’ I said. I was ready to defend my honour.

   ‘Okay, listen,’ he said. ‘A crematorium is not a place where they make children better. It’s a place where they burn the bodies of all the children who have died!’

   I looked at him, incredulous.

   ‘You’re a liar!’ I spat. ‘Why would they do that? Why would anyone do that?’

   Gen’s expression was blank. He spoke tonelessly, in a matter-of-fact voice, but in the way of one who has been burdened with all the secrets of the world.

   ‘Because … that’s what they do!’

   ‘I don’t believe you. You are making this up.’

   He looked at me. He didn’t disagree. He didn’t say a word. He just watched me with that same strange solemnity. It looked odd on a kid’s face; I remember thinking that, even back then. And the truth was I did believe him. I didn’t want to. But I did. My heart was thrumming, a trippy electric fear pressing against the papery carapace of thin, fragile skin. But I still had the feeling he was trying to get the better of me. So I kicked back.

   ‘If that’s what they are doing, you try and prove it. But you can’t, can you? Because you’re just a big fat liar!’

   Again my insult failed to provoke him, again he retained that infuriating calm.

   ‘I can prove it,’ he said softly.

   Whatever response I had anticipated, it certainly wasn’t that. I was shocked. And behind my shock was a creeping sense of fear.

   ‘Go on then,’ I managed weakly.

   He craned his head upwards, gazing into the darkness.

   ‘The chimney, the smoke!’

   ‘So what?’

   His voice lowered again, imparting the most sinister of secrets.

   ‘Each time they burn a dead kid, the chimney opens in order to let out the smoke. But the thing is …’

   ‘Yeah …?’ I asked, craning my head upwards, a feeling of clammy dread rising within me.

   ‘The thing is, the spirit never really dies. You know that, right?’

   I did. My grandmother often talked of such things. I nodded my head.

   ‘If you look into the smoke, as it goes upwards you can see …’

   ‘See?’

   ‘You can see the spirit of the dead kid … or sometimes the dead baby … as it flies up into the night!’

   My body was humming with adrenaline and fear. The dark seemed to draw in everywhere around me, clenching, smothering.

   ‘No, you can’t. That’s not true. I don’t believe you.’

   ‘Well then. Why don’t you … just look?’

   I didn’t want to but my head rose higher as if pulled by some invisible force. As I watched the ghostly strands of vapour curling into the vast dome of blackness above, those furls of silver seemed to thread together momentarily – smoke curling around the blackness of unseeing eyes, vapour outlining the gaping dark of a mouth frozen in its scream. I blinked rapidly as the tension in my body and the thrumming of my heart reached their zenith, and then I jerked away, tears of fear and shock hot in my eyes.

   I felt Gen’s hand on my shoulder. I pulled away from him and broke into a run.

   The sound of my clattering footsteps was loud in the emptiness. I turned down one street then the next. Gasping, I came to a halt. My hair was lank from the rainwater and I’d run so hard that each breath I took caused a sharp pain to rip across my abdomen. For a few moments I struggled to breathe. Once again tears stung my eyes. But they were tears of humiliation now. I had allowed my imagination to get the better of me.

   After my mother had screamed hysterically at me for what felt like several hours, I was sent to bed early. I sat in my room wearing a grim smile in the darkness. Gen had been able to frighten me by telling me a story fit for little children, and I’d swallowed it hook, line and sinker. I promised myself I’d get him back, I’d exact my revenge somehow, but behind those thoughts was a deeper and more elemental sense of unease. Lying in my bed, the familiar objects of my room seemed changed. They appeared as ethereal, alien shadows across a plain of dark – the outline of a teddy bear suddenly assumed sinister and sharper proportions, a pool of darkness seemed to spill out from the gap beneath my wardrobe in a black tide.

   I lay in the dark, listening to the sound of my breathing, and the softer, deeper throb of my heart. I retained the traces of a memory from years before and it came to me as I lay there. The death of my grandfather. I couldn’t have been much older than Qiao, my little brother, was now. Everything is a bit disjointed; images arrive in fragments rather than as a smooth unfolding set of events. Glimpses and impressions: the smell of candles burning, the sense of lots of people pressed together in a room, a vague outline of a stranger’s face peering down at me. I know these are all snatches from the day of my grandfather’s funeral. Years later I discovered both my parents wanted to mark his passing with a more secular celebration, but my grandmother would not have it.

   My grandfather was laid out in an open coffin in the main room of our apartment in the way of a traditional funeral that would deliver him to the Ancestors. Neighbours flowed in to pay their respects as the evening faded into night. There was noise, chatter. It was probably quite cheery – the traditional ceremonies are often about joy as much as grief – but from the little I remember I don’t recall it being that way.

   I remember the sound of chanting. I remember being afraid. I recall clinging to my blanket, my natty little blanket, pressing its frayed edges into my mouth in my anxiety. Stepping into the room with all those bodies, gradually nudging my way through a forest of long legs towards that point – the point where the light from the candles was concentrated in a single glowing circle at the centre of the room, illuminating the rich hue of the wood. The place where my grandfather was. I had a sense that he was there – that much I knew – so if I kept moving I knew I would see him, but at the same time I didn’t want to. A dread had risen up inside me, only I couldn’t stop moving, moving with all the inevitability of a dream, closer and closer until …

   Until what? I remember the dread building until I found it hard to breathe. I remember being close enough to catch a glimpse of the profile of a head, its waxen, pallid skin, the shape of a nose – and yet now I think these are elements my mind might have added in retrospect, filling in the blanks. Had I actually seen him? Lying there in bed some years later, being pulled back into the strange haze of my earliest beginnings, I found I could no longer picture my grandfather’s face, either living or dead. What I remembered was a number: he had departed the world aged seventy-three. That was older than I could possibly fathom, it was an age that went on and on, which climbed like a mountain into the misty heights of the clouds.

   But Gen had talked about children. Children who had died. Children who were then burned to become smoke. He had even mentioned babies. Children who had reached no number at all. I began to turn the issue over in my mind, again and again. I couldn’t stop. Why had they died? What had caused them to die? My heart began to race faster even though I was lying so still. Could it be happening to me? Could I die right then and there? I closed my eyes tightly, the darkness at once drawing in. Was this what my grandfather had felt?

   I opened my eyes again. I looked across the room. Gen was a sly one, he had been making it all up, I told myself. And I was a fool for believing him. And yet, nothing could calm the disquiet inside me. I put my feet out of the bed. The floor of my room felt cold. I crept carefully towards the window and looked out. In the distance I could just about make out the thin trail of vapour snaking up from the chimney of the hospital building, ghostly and white, melting into the darkness above. I returned to my bed, pulling the covers up around me. At some point I fell asleep.

  

 
  
   

Three

   But in the morning, the feeling was still there. Like some burgeoning sickness. I went to breakfast and I found myself watching Qiao, who giggled while he ate. It wasn’t as if there was anything for him to laugh about, and yet the haphazard business of eating was enough to raise a smile from him, especially considering he was the messiest eater of us all (my grandmother came a close second). He would stuff sweet-sticky rice into his mouth, his fingers shiny with honey dip, and he would smile delightedly, perhaps because we, all of us, seemed a tad ridiculous to him or maybe because the food tasted so sweet and warm. My mother batted at him with her hands, trying to avoid the debris which would inevitably slick his chops and cascade down his grubby top, but this made him laugh all the more, as though the whole performance was one put on exclusively for his entertainment.

   ‘Mama … Qiao go “munch munch”,’ he enunciated delightedly, as miniature boulders of food avalanched out of his mouth. He turned to me and grinned, flicking his chubby toddler’s fingers in my direction, a display of happy triumph on his part.

   I looked at his face – shining with mirth and newness – and whereas I usually felt irritation towards my brother because his boisterousness was overwhelming, now I experienced a desperate and fearful sense of love for him. I looked at his face and his big open toddler’s smile, and in his innocence he seemed both oblivious and vulnerable. What Gen had said about the dead children seemed ridiculous – something designed to rankle me – and yet I realised that I had in fact heard of children dying. A girl in the year below had been hit by a car. A boy in the year above had become ill. Their names eluded me, and the details of the illness, or the circumstances of the accident, were also invisible to me.

   I’d heard about the events at the time, perhaps through second-hand conversations, or something said at a school assembly, but I’d never really taken in the specifics. Now, though, it was more real. I looked at my brother with his glistening dark eyes and his full cheeks bulging with food and felt my breath catch. All it would take was for some of that food to get lodged in his throat, or perhaps when our mother had helped him down from his high chair, his belly swollen, he might stumble, cracking his head smartly against the corner of a door. Or he could …

   The infinite variety of ways in which my brother might suddenly be taken from this world ran across my mind, and all at once it seemed to me there was no way he would survive the day. I reached out to him instinctively; I squeezed his nose and he blinked and laughed, and I had to fight back tears. Nobody else noticed the sudden change in my behaviour (before this day I was more likely to pinch my brother’s cheeks to make him cry). But perhaps my grandmother realised something was different, for I felt the wrinkled darkness of her eyes upon me, curious, tinged with mysterious amusement.

   But the situation for me was anything but funny. As my mother herded me out of the apartment that morning, as I felt the door close behind me, I was convinced I would never see my brother again. That something would happen to him while I was gone. I imagined his face no longer bright-eyed and shiny, but shut-eyed and grey, his body suspended within the strange orange glow inside that great building; then I imagined my brother being belched out from that tapering chimney, his dull death mask outlined in a smoke-filled scream. More than anything I wanted to tell my mother not to make me go to school – to let me stay at home – but the words wouldn’t come. At that age there is such a gulf between your childhood certainties and the adult world your parents inhabit; even though I was certain my brother was in great danger (though I knew not from what), nevertheless I couldn’t change the course of my routine, I couldn’t give voice to my fears, for I knew I would never be able to make my mother or father understand what I felt.

   So I sank into a wretched state. I sat at my desk in class with a feeling of dread broiling in my belly. Every minute passed as an inscrutable agony. At lunch I couldn’t help but wander up to one of the other girls – Fulin – who always seemed amiable and sensible.

   ‘Hey, Fulin!’

   She seemed friendly but I would have to approach this with a great deal of caution and tact.

   ‘Fulin?’

   ‘Yeah?’

   ‘Do you think that it is possible something really awful could happen at any moment, and that we could … die … at any point, and that when that happens they would take our bodies and burn them and our spirits … would end up coming out as smoke?’

   She looked at me, blinking in much the same way my brother had done when I tweaked his nose.

   ‘I can’t chat right now. I have to … get started on my homework.’

   The rest of the afternoon was equally excruciating. By the time I returned home, my thoughts had rolled over and over in my brain, and I was certain my brother was already gone. When I stepped into the living room and saw him being bounced on my grandmother’s lap, for the second time that day I found it difficult to breathe. He looked up at me and gurgled cheekily, before returning to the intriguing topography of my grandmother’s face, pressing his hands against her in the way I had once done myself. But my grandmother’s eyes remained on me, curious and penetrating.

   I went to my room. Qiao was okay, that was the important thing. Only then another thought arrived. A week before, I had been running with my friends after school and I had cut my knee clambering over a wooden gate. I didn’t think about it too much at the time, even though I noticed a slight yellowing around the thin lip of red. The skin there tingled. It occurred to me that it had got infected – my mother was always talking about such things. Perhaps it was not Qiao who was the vulnerable one, but me.

   And then, another thought came. Perhaps we were all vulnerable. Perhaps any of us could die at any time. But how could people live like this? With such an awareness? My eyes felt heavy but at the same time the tears wouldn’t come.

   I felt a great sadness. It was a feeling which seemed to separate me from my family, from the world. I watched my mother jostle with my little brother. I watched my father retreat into his study deep in thought. They all continued as usual. Had they never experienced such thoughts? Would we all end up in the place Gen had described? Would we all end up as the dark smoke pushed out from some strange chimney?

   I found myself wandering into my grandmother’s room.

   Her large turtle-like eyes fixed on me.

   ‘Are you ready to let it go?’

   ‘Let what go?’

   ‘Let go of whatever it is you have been keeping inside you. It’s like a volcano, you know. And eventually, all volcanoes must explode.’

   Something in me seeped out in a rush of feeling. I felt tears forming in my eyes.

   ‘There is this boy.’

   ‘Ah yes, I thought you were a bit young for that. But if he is handsome and you really like him, and you are feeling these warm sensations in your belly every time you look at him, then perhaps …’

   ‘Eww, no! I don’t like him at all. I hate him, in fact!’

   ‘Well love often begins with hate …’

   She smiled her great toad’s smile.

   ‘Po Po – be serious. He … he told me something horrible.’

   Her expression became gentle.

   ‘What did he tell you?’

   ‘He told me that there is a building where they burn …’

   Suddenly I was overcome by the rawness of my emotion. I felt my body heave in a single silent sob.

   ‘Burn what?’ my grandmother asked.

   ‘Burn … burn the bodies of … dead children. And that their spirits come out in the smoke. But that’s not true, is it, Po Po?’

   ‘Where is this building?’

   ‘The Beijing Children’s Hospital.’

   My grandmother sucked her bottom lip. She was concentrating. Generally speaking, that was what I loved about her. Most adults never take what children say seriously. They just respond with an uninterested and anodyne answer. But my grandmother really seemed to consider what I said. Only on this occasion, I wished she hadn’t. Eventually she began to speak.

   ‘I think what your friend said may be true.’

   Something in me sank. It was one thing for such a story to arise in the world of children. But for an adult – and an ancient one at that – to give credence to what Gen had said made the hairs on the back of my neck prickle.

   She smiled, a soft melancholy smile that caused the wrinkles on her forehead to become ravines, deeply etched into the skin. As I got older, I thought about ageing more, as we all do. I came to think of old age as a fallibility akin to illness, something that left a person weak and in some way less than themselves. But I never used to think of my grandmother that way. Her hands with veins running across them like vines, the lines which criss-crossed her forehead, the full softness of her belly, the solidity of her arthritic shoulders, and those ancient, timeless eyes – to me these things spoke not of fallibility but of permanence. Of implacable strength, like an old gnarly tree that had been battered by wind and weather, but remained stubbornly set into the soil.

   Indeed, while my father worked, my mother bustled and shopped, and my brother and I were at school each day, it was as though my grandmother had taken root in our apartment. And the awareness of her – her presence, the rich odour of leather oil which emanated from her – was something I sought to breathe in, for it brought me comfort. My grandmother could be wicked, and she had an acid tongue – my father had been lashed by it, and it was enough to turn my mother’s face a crimson blush before sending her scurrying from the room. But although my grandmother sometimes slapped my wrists hard in a moment of pique, her attitude to me and Qiao was one of gentle amusement. Now, however, she looked serious; she thoughtfully stroked the hairs which protruded from her chin and began to speak.

   ‘Do you remember much of your grandfather?’

   I was suddenly anxious. I did not wish to displease my grandmother.

   ‘I … I … remember the day his shouling began. I think so anyway. It was before Qiao was born. And they … I mean he … he was laid out in … our living room,’ I finished lamely.

   I could never tell whether my grandmother’s expression would get light or dark. This time, though, no shadow passed across her face. Instead just a wan smile. And a confidential twinkle in her eyes.

   ‘He was an old goat, that man.’

   My mouth must have fallen open, because I had never heard my grandfather described that way. But my grandmother simply grinned wickedly.

   ‘What you need to understand, Little One … is what times were like before. Do you think me and your grandfather saw each other one day and were struck by love and lived happily ever after? Like in one of your fairy tales? No, that’s not what happened at all. My parents and his parents made a pact. We were promised to one another long before we ever met. The whole thing might have been forgotten though. I stayed in the village. Your grandfather came to Beijing. He was studying to be a railway engineer. Perhaps by that time he had found himself a girl, a more modern girl without broken feet.’

   I was captivated.

   ‘So what happened?’

   ‘In 1937 the Japanese invaded. The Japanese army – they were hard, and fast, and they passed through the villages so quickly. So brutally. The villages bore the brunt of their soldiers. It was decided that a girl like me – I was just sixteen at the time – might not be worth much after the soldiers had come through!’

   I was baffled.

   ‘Why wouldn’t you be worth much just because of horrid soldiers? You are worth a lot to me, Po Po. More than even two hundred Dragon Beards!’ (Dragon Beard candy was the delicacy we kids prized above all others, though we never had the means to secure much of it.)

   My grandmother looked at me, those dark eyes shining like a river at night. She spoke more softly.

   ‘Times were different then.’

   I realised I was being brushed off, that it was no kind of answer, and I went to press for more information, but she raised her hand.

   ‘In one way, it was good the soldiers came. Because my parents sent me to Beijing, to your grandfather. And if they hadn’t done that, well then – you wouldn’t exist!’

   She reached out and tweaked my nose with her fingers the way she sometimes did. It hurt a bit but it made me giggle anyhow. But I was still focused on the story.

   ‘So grandfather didn’t even know you were coming?’

   My grandmother chuckled ruefully.

   ‘Nope. They stuck me on a mule, shoved some jewellery into my pockets, told me that once I got to his place, I was to put the gold into his hand and insist he make good on his parents’ promise. That he make me his wife. In fact, he went quite white when I arrived.’

   ‘Did he take the jewellery?’

   My grandmother frowned.

   ‘No, some bandits stopped us along the way. The rogues robbed us as the price of giving “safe passage”. But, somehow, I got there. All the way to Beijing. And for a village girl, at that age, during that time – Beijing felt like the very ends of the earth.’

   ‘But if you didn’t have any jewellery …’

   ‘Your grandfather was an old goat. But he was an honourable goat, in his strange, sullen way. He made it clear from the start that he didn’t like me. And I wasn’t too happy about being offered up to him like an item of livestock fresh from the market. But in the end he honoured his commitment. He abandoned his studies. And we got married.’

   ‘And lived happily ever after?’

   My grandmother guffawed.

   ‘Did anything about that story make you think that?’

   I blushed. On the one hand it was exciting when an adult talked to you in this way about real things. But on the other, my grandmother often left me feeling out of my depth.

   ‘No, there was no “happy ever after”. But there was an “ever after”. I was stubborn, mulish. Your grandfather was distant and aloof. He, no doubt, had his dreams about what his future would be. And I wasn’t part of them. But he never mentioned that to me. We didn’t like each other. But eventually we learned to get on. He’d sit in that chair exactly there. He’d rock back and forth. Smoke his pipe. Hardly say a word. When he got really old, I was the only one he’d let cut his hair. I’d be tutting the whole way through, telling him to be still. But … towards the end … I kinda liked doing it.’

   I don’t really think I ever saw my grandmother misty-eyed or emotional. That ‘I kinda liked doing it’ was about the strongest protestation of emotion I ever saw her give, and even then it was to the memory of a man she hadn’t liked all that much. But there was something there. Even as a kid, I got that.

   ‘But,’ I asked timidly, ‘what about the Beijing Children’s Hospital? What about the dead children?’

   My grandmother, removed from her reverie, seemed to see me again, in the present.

   ‘I didn’t like your grandfather all that much, and he wasn’t always so sweet on me. But we got used to one another. And when he was gone … it was … different. Sometimes, in the years following his passing. When the window was open at night. I’d be sleeping. But even though it was hot and there was no wind, his rocking chair would be moving just a little bit …’

   I looked at the chair. My face must have grimaced in horror, and if that wasn’t enough, I lurched back automatically.

   My grandmother chuckled. She reached out one leathery hand and placed it on my arm. I could feel the warmth of her, the blood rushing underneath her skin; it was as though something in her spirit transferred itself, calming my own clammy agitation.

   ‘What I am saying to you, Little One, is that I didn’t feel afraid. I would be in the midst of dreams – I’d see faces of people who lived centuries ago, I’d see the reflections of my past selves looking out at me with silent words, and I would feel … confused and … alone. And then I’d wake up in this room. And I’d feel your grandfather there with me. Brooding in silence, the way the bad-tempered old goat always used to do. And I wouldn’t be … so alone. I’d feel him still.’

   She put a thick, withered hand to her heart. The gesture was brief, tentative. But it filled me with an emotion I was still too young to understand. For a moment all the child-questions that had been jostling in my mind were silenced.

   She looked at me.

   ‘I don’t really know if what your friend told you was true. But you shouldn’t be afraid of death. You are not going to die for a very long time. And Qiao is not going to die for a very long time. And neither will your mother and father. But when that time eventually comes, it won’t be the end. You will still be here. Smoke stealing across the sky, maybe. Or in the movement of a chair, back and forth, by the bedside of someone you once knew!’

   She spoke so calmly. Somehow it put me at ease. So much so that I forget the manner in which she had promised my little brother and me long life, and both our parents, but had not included herself. Like so much of life, the full import of someone’s words is often only revealed many years later, by which time that person has already slipped into the past.

  

 
  
   

Four

   The summer of ’78 was perhaps the strangest I had known. The Great Helmsman had been dead for a couple of years by then. The old-guard communist faction – the so-called Gang of Four – had collapsed only weeks after Mao’s demise, leaving a power vacuum. Into this had stepped the moderniser Deng Xiaoping, someone who was prepared to disavow ‘the worst excesses’ of the Cultural Revolution and modernise the economy according to a more free-market paradigm. Deng would make explicit overtures to the USA too – a fact which baffled many who had been born after the 1949 revolution. For they had only ever known the USA as the most diabolical adversary: the belly of the beast, the heartland of global capitalism, consumerism and commerciality. A place where the authentic human spirit went to curl up and die before the almighty altar of the dollar.

   But if those who had been enemies were becoming allies, those who had once been allies were now enemies. China had assisted the North Vietnamese in the war against the Americans, but now, as Vietnam moved against Cambodia, the Chinese military was preparing to turn its weapons on Vietnam. Troops were amassing on the border. Everything seemed to be whizzing around on an increasingly unstable and shuddering axis; the certainties of yesterday were uprooted and all that was once solid was melting away in the balmy sweetness of that strange summer air.

   It seemed too as though the adults – those bastions of certainty and seriousness – were rudderless, drifting to a point unseen. The event on everyone’s lips was the visit due to take place towards the end of the summer. Brzezinski, top security adviser to Jimmy Carter, the American president, was due to make a tour of several of the biggest Chinese cities while chairing meetings with Deng; the whisper on the streets was one of rapprochement. In our own city the soldiers had already busied themselves, clearing the homeless from those streets where the US delegation and its convoy of cars would pass.

   For us kids, we didn’t experience things in quite that way. Rather we felt them as currents which formed a backdrop to our lives, brushing up against us every now and then. At night, we heard the stifled voices of our parents debating in urgent whispers. Neighbours huddled in the hallways using words we weren’t yet old enough to understand. But for me and my friends that summer represented something more than just the faint rumblings of the great upheavals that were taking place in the adult world. We could sense a static charge in the air, glimpse the hue of purple on the horizon just before the sky darkened into night, and we knew our own lives were going to change.

   For that summer was more than just a season; it came to form the bridge between our childhood and the earliest blooming of adolescence. Some of us were already experiencing the onset of puberty. Fan, the most indelibly childlike of us all, had developed a downy outline of wispy hair across the top of his lip which we all touched in fascination, making him squeak and giggle. Jian’s handsome face had acquired stronger and leaner definition, and when he spoke – as steadily as always – there was a gruffness to his voice now. Al Lam, much to her embarrassment, was being sent to an all-girls school in Hong Kong, a fact which mortified her. Her family were moving there in less than a month. She was the quietest of us, and at first she didn’t say much about it. But one day, out of the blue, she suddenly spat on the ground, cursed her parents, calling them ‘ben dan’ – which translates as ‘stupid eggs’ and doesn’t sound that bad, but when we Chinese bring eggs into the conversation it is because we want to cut to the quick (‘stupid eggs’, ‘bad eggs’, ‘tortoise eggs’). We all blinked at her in shock. I was impressed. She looked back at us mutinously before she spoke in a lowered voice.

   ‘They are just … chongyang meiwai.’

   In some ways this shocked us even more than the swear words she had used. Al Lam had insulted her parents with that phrase, a phrase that meant they were lickspittles and traitors, entirely subservient to foreigners. It was something people said, but you never said it about someone in your own family. In those times, even children knew you had to be circumspect, because you never knew who might be listening.

   All at once she burst into tears.

   I think we understood in our way that her sudden display of anger covered up a sense of frustration and fear. That she was being dragged from her home by her parents and there was nothing she could do. We all huddled round; at once we made unbreakable oaths – we swore to one another that we would descend on Hong Kong, that we would travel by night, and that we would find the school where Al Lam was being kept and break her out. We began to devise all the different ways: we could parachute down onto the roof, or we could dig tunnels underneath, but whatever happened Al Lam should know that we would all be together again, no matter what.

   I don’t think she believed it any more than we did. But the gravity of the conspiracy was fun. And the tears on her cheeks soon dried away before the warmth and spontaneity of childhood laughter.

   I think we all felt for Al Lam because something similar was happening to each of us. Not to the same extent, perhaps. But after the summer had ended, we were all going on to separate high schools. None of us really knew what our futures held. We were being pulled apart into a new stage of life, and we – all of us – felt it, but at the same time we were still kids and that was something we wanted to hold on to, more than anything.

   So we did the only thing we could. The only thing children in our situation might.

   We played Teng-Teng the Tomato.

   Teng-Teng the Tomato was the game carrying most risk but also offering most reward.

   Even though our neighbourhood was rather run-down, it was also within a stone’s throw of Chaoyang Park Road. This salubrious street happened to house some of the mid-level bureaucrats and their families. It featured long gardens with well-tended trees, and houses with sleek dark windows which framed the plush glow of their spacious, rich interiors. But what made those houses particularly fascinating to us – besides offering a glimpse of the children who lived there with all their incredible toys – was the fact that several of them had intercoms. This was in a time which predated computer games, at least in China; indeed, where we lived very few people even had televisions.

   So for us kids there was a wonder to the intercom; you could press a button, speak into it, and a strange disembodied voice would return to you through the static. To that wonder, however, was soon added a sense of mischief – how often in childhood these two elements go hand in hand! Once we worked out we could summon a distant voice from within the house, we also realised we could say whatever we liked. We soon understood that the static muffled our voices, so that to the people inside we sounded like adults. So we began to put on the knowing tones of adults, to speak in voices of serious enquiry.

   And that’s how you play Teng-Teng the Tomato.

   ‘I want to go first, I want to go first,’ said Fan, his lips shining with saliva, his excitement such that he was bouncing anxiously on one foot, looking like someone desperate for the toilet.

   ‘You can have a go soon, Fan,’ Jian said mildly, his handsome features arranged in a kind smile. ‘But let Zhen go first, so you can hear how to do it better!’

   Fan beamed, still bouncing with excitement. Just as Zhen was the deftest of us all with his hands and the aeroplane models he could create, he had something of a gift when it came to bending his voice into accents. He could speak Mandarin in a posh Wu dialect and it always had us in tears. He moved towards the speaker of the intercom like a prize fighter weighing up an opponent. Even Fan went dead quiet. Jian raised his hand, flicked three fingers, then two, then one – counting down, before he pressed the buzzer. We held our breaths.

   ‘Good evening?’ a crackly voice said.

   ‘Mwah yes, gwood evening …’ Zhen answered. He drawled out the words, elongated them, before allowing them to fade. The silence stretched.

   ‘Good evening?’ the voice eventually came back, this time with a slight tension. ‘May I help you?’

   ‘Mwah yes, I was of course hoping that you mighhhht mwaaaah be so kind. You see I am looking for … Teng-Teng …’

   Zhen allowed the final two words to become indistinct.

   ‘I’m sorry, you are looking for whom?’

   ‘Teng-Teng,’ he whispered, his lips pressed against the speaker.

   ‘Did you say Deng-Deng?’

   ‘No, I said … Teng-Teng!’

   Utterly baffled, the voice came back again, searching, almost desperate.

   ‘Teng-Teng?’

   This was the moment, the culmination.

   All at once Zhen shrieked into the intercom in a deranged high-pitched voice:

   ‘TENG-TENG … THE TOMATTTOOOOOOOOOOO!’

   The astonished spluttering on the other side was drowned out by the rapturous peals of our laughter. No matter how many times we performed this routine, we always laughed till our bones shook.

   Only then we heard the sound of the door being opened, along with an enraged shout.

   Although the street was a long one, and there were many houses with intercoms, we weren’t all that strategic or systematic in our targeting. While we often used different voices, different accents, it was quite possible that we had assailed this particular house more than once, always culminating in that rather goofy screech of ‘TENG-TENG … THE TOMATTTOOOOOOOOOOO!’

   Perhaps that explained the roar of outrage which followed so swiftly on the heels of the ‘punchline’, for it sounded as though whoever we had got through to had been menaced by a similar routine in the not-so-distant past. We saw a large man dressed in only a vast pair of underpants and a billowing dressing gown charge out of the door, bellowing – his bare belly wobbling with a fury his brain was struggling to process. His rage was acute, words uttered with such white-hot indignation that he was unable to form coherent sentences.

   ‘Bastards. Shit bastards! Fuck bastard twats. Tortoise egg shits!’

   We were all rooted to the spot. I don’t think any of us had seen an adult lose control like that and there was something strangely compelling about that bare wobbling belly. And yet, in the next moment, the realisation that this was real came slamming home and we burst into a run. Fan was a little slower off the mark than usual; he stared at the man with a fascinated curiosity before he made his way after us, but he was some way behind. He fell over and scraped his knee. It didn’t matter because the man, still shouting, had stopped by the metal fence of his garden; he was gripping it and bellowing. It was dark. There was no possibility he would come after us now.

   But Fan had started sobbing anyway. I don’t think he was all that frightened by the man. I don’t even think he was much bothered by the throbbing of his knee. I think more than anything he was frightened by the prospect of being left behind.

   Jian stopped and walked back. He reached down and helped Fan up. I noticed a long trail of snot hanging from one of Fan’s nostrils. But Jian didn’t seem to.

   ‘Pathetic.’

   Gen was standing beside me watching them with a look on his face which seemed both adult and cold. He had spoken under his breath, involuntarily almost, not for my benefit.

   Jian was trying to coax Fan up from the ground. I couldn’t hear what he was saying but I heard his voice, gentle and patient. Even though I had never much liked the look of Fan, I felt a twinge of annoyance.

   ‘He fell over. He is clumsy. It is not his fault!’ I hissed at Gen.

   He broke out of his reverie, looked at me as though only now realising I was there.

   ‘I wasn’t talking about Fan,’ he said. ‘I was talking about Jian.’

   He turned away. His answer left me baffled, for in all the squabbles we had had in our little group, Jian had always seemed above them. He was handsome and good-natured; none of us ever really thought to criticise him. I was lost for words.

   Fan was still sobbing gently.

   We gathered around him instinctively. Al Lam looked at the patch of red that was visible on his knee in the gloomy darkness.

   ‘Woah dude! That wound is so cool!’

   Fan stopped sobbing and blinked out at her incredulously.

   ‘Yeah, it’s true!’ she smiled back. ‘You’re gonna have the most amazing scar!’

   The others joined in. Complimenting Fan’s injury. All at once the pudgy boy began smiling again.

   ‘Hey, why do you think that old guy went so berserk?’ asked Zhen.

   ‘Maybe, maybe he was on the toilet, maybe he was in the middle of a number two, and that’s when he heard the buzzer, and he got up, only he hadn’t quite … finished …’ Jian said thoughtfully.

   ‘Ewwwwwwwwww,’ we responded in unison, scandalised that Jian – who was the most well spoken of us all – would contrive such a disgusting scenario. To his credit, he threw his hands up.

   ‘What?’ he proclaimed helplessly.

   Unfortunately that unleashed a torrent of scenarios. Perhaps when we had buzzed the old guy had been busy snogging his toothless eighty-year-old wife, or perhaps he had been busy scraping away the warts from between his cheesy toes, or perhaps he had been in his basement torturing children like us who hadn’t managed to get away. Each scenario, each more fantastical than the last, produced a deluge of laughter; the man – his belly wobbling, his inchoate fury – had turned into some kind of ridiculous fairy-tale monster we had managed to overcome together. We basked in the warmth of our collective triumph.

   ‘We should … we should get him again!!! We should get him this month, and next month and the month after!’ said Zhen, bursting with enthusiasm.

   We all agreed so heartily that we almost didn’t hear what Al Lam said. She spoke softly, but the words found us anyway.

   ‘I won’t be here next month!’

   All at once, the elation and the excitement seemed to drain away. All at once we were awkward with one another, no one knew what to say. Al Lam blushed, mortified.

   I suddenly spoke up.

   ‘We should do something else. Something more. Before Al Lam leaves!’

   She looked at me, surprised. I held her gaze. Everyone else was looking at me too and whereas usually I would have hated that, now I felt a sense of conviction.

   ‘Before Al Lam leaves, Brzezinski is coming, right?’

   ‘Yes, but so what?’ asked Jian softly.

   ‘Don’t you see?’ I said urgently. ‘Haven’t your parents been talking about it too? They say that everyone must stay inside. That nobody can be out in the evening when the cars come past. That the government won’t allow it. But we should … we should …’

   Their attention was completely focused on me. And I could feel a collective excitement. My words became smaller, an imperative whisper.

   ‘We should go. One last time. One last time before Al Lam goes. See the convoy …’

   My voice trailed away.

   But their eyes were still trained on me. They looked anxious, but I could feel their excitement begin to build. You sense it more at that age; for a moment we were all one person.

   ‘Yeah, let’s do it,’ exclaimed Zhen.

   Even Gen looked at me as though he was impressed. I don’t think Fan fully understood what was being proposed. Eventually we all turned to Jian. He always seemed to be the final arbiter of these things.

   He looked thoughtful for a moment, but then he smiled.

   ‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘let’s do it!’

   For a few moments no one said anything. It was as though a silent pact had been wrought, a line had been crossed, and we were – each of us – overwhelmed by the promise we had committed to. In the gloom of the darkening summer evening, something had changed. It was more than just a game; something had drawn us together in a serious and abiding alliance at the very point when our lives were about to diverge. Such was the solemnity of the moment, there were no giggles, no jokes … no words. Instead we began to make our way home. In silence. Gradually our numbers dwindled, and we nodded at one another as we each departed into the night.

   Only Gen and I were left. I was so involved with what I had set in motion that I wasn’t aware we were the only two remaining.

   I felt his gaze on me.

   His pallid features, the strange stillness of his unmoving eyes; his expression was quietly superior. Again it struck me how different he was from the rest of us. All the excitement and activity had dissipated now, leaving me feeling tired, irritated and bad-tempered. I wanted to stamp my feet on the ground the way my little brother did in the evening when he had been awake too long but nevertheless fought against going to bed. And in that moment, Gen seemed particularly annoying, particularly supercilious. If it had been my little brother, I could have just reached out and pinched his cheeks, sending him into a billowing fit of helpless tears. But I was not that brave with my own age group. And besides, there was something about Gen that unnerved me. His aloofness, the casualness of his contempt. He was the one in our group who didn’t quite fit in, and yet there was this air of insouciance to him which unsettled me. He always seemed so quietly confident.

   I felt myself bridle. We were almost at my street. I wanted to cut him down, to erase the faint smirk which always lingered on his lips. But I couldn’t quite summon the words. Eventually I turned on him and managed, in a snarl:

   ‘Why the hell did you tell me all that crap? All that stuff about those dead babies? Turning into smoke?’

   Gen started. He seemed surprised by the sudden jolt of my anger. I felt a momentary satisfaction.

   He looked at the ground and then he looked at me again, thoughtful.

   ‘I guess I just wanted to see …’

   ‘To see what?’

   ‘To see if you would believe it. And well … you did.’

   He gave a wan smile, and turned, walking in the direction of his own neighbourhood. I opened my mouth and closed it again. Gen wasn’t good-looking like Jian. He wasn’t funny the way Al Lam could be in her quiet, thoughtful way. He wasn’t good at doing voices or building paper planes like Zhen. And he wasn’t kind-natured like Fan. In fact, there wasn’t anything I liked about him at all. So I couldn’t make sense of the fact that my heart was throbbing with indignation as I watched him walk away, why he always succeeded in eliciting such an emotional reaction from me.

   It had started to rain lightly. The coldness of the rain from invisible clouds far up in the night formed a contrast to the balmy heat of the evening, and the feeling of tiredness which had settled upon me was pricked with the first tendrils of fever. I felt the sides of my temples begin to throb. We had all of us lost track of the time. When I returned home my mother fell upon me at once.

   ‘Where have you been? It’s already dark! You promised me you would never stay out late!’

   I looked at her, my head buzzing with the surreality of the strange summer evening. The words came from me, but it was as though I was hearing them from elsewhere.

   ‘I guess I just wanted to see …’

   ‘See what?’ my mother responded with barely contained fury.

   ‘To see if you would believe it. And well … you did.’

   She gaped at me. Her mouth dropped open in astonishment and for a few seconds she was without words. Then she fell on me, slapping me across the head, pulling me further down into the corridor, and despite myself I couldn’t avoid the hysterical giggling which bubbled out even as my mother was beating me. I caught a glimpse of my father at the dinner table, my little brother in his high chair – their eyes remarkably similar, wide with apprehension – as my mother dragged me past. She pulled me into my room, flung me onto my bed and turned off the light before flouncing out and slamming the door behind her. I felt that same hysterical laughter bubble up within me.

   I lay on my bed fully clothed. I kicked off my shoes. I looked over to the other side of the room where my brother’s cot was. He was probably a little too old for it now. It was the first time that I had ever been put to bed before him. As a kid, being put to bed early was one of the biggest indignities you could suffer. Because you might not feel all that tired, and you were sure that the whole world and all the people in it were having the time of their lives, while you just wasted away in the shadows, cut off from everything and everyone.

   And yet, that evening, I didn’t feel the petulant fury of one who had been sent to bed early. Perhaps because I had been touched by the earliest onset of fever, perhaps because I could still feel the clammy dampness of the rain on my hair, I actually felt happy to be in my bed, to feel the warmth of the covers against me, the security of home. I could hear my family, my mother’s high-pitched voice, my brother’s delighted squeal, my grandmother’s low, grumbling laugh suffused with its wry humour. I could see the light under the rim of my door.

   And, despite my mother’s anger towards me, I felt an abiding and warm sense of safety. Maybe it was because of what I had told the others, my friends; the plan I had devised for the evening of the convoy. Or maybe it was something deeper and more imperative still. The sense that everything was going to change in ways I couldn’t even begin to fathom.

   But for those moments, lying on my bed, my face still tingling from my mother’s slaps, I felt a sense of well-being. The belief that my grandmother would always be there, her full body expanding gently in her chair, watching my mother gabble erratically; that my father, worn and exhausted, would have his face lit by a wry smile as he played with my brother in his high chair, and that my brother – ridiculous, excitable and over-stimulated – would be eventually returned to my room, where he would croon my name from his cot before quickly succumbing to sleep. And I would follow the rhythm of his soft milky breaths in the gentle dark.

   I held on to those few moments: the impression of my family intact, simply being themselves, just beyond my bedroom door. I heard the gentle burble of their noise, their life, and softly, in the blink of an eye, I was asleep.
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