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Praises for Zhang Yawen and her works:

Zhang Yawen excels in fiction, non-fiction, and screenwriting, an incredible achievement in itself, not to say that such an outstanding achievement comes from a woman writer who has had only five years of school. The many misfortunes of her life have turned into a bleak yet rigorous light of reason in her works.

Wu Jingquan & Wang Xiuchen

Harbin Normal University

The Call of Life [also translated as Cry for Life], deserves to be recommended to our families and our children for its value as a family treasure book. It teaches how the flower of dignity grows in adversity, against rain, snow, sleet, and frost, and gives us an understanding of what constitutes a beautiful feeling and a beautiful marriage, and of the charm of pursuing a goal, having family, being loyal to loved ones, and hoping...

Chen Jiangong, writer

A good autobiography must be complete with three elements: a story, skill to tell a story, and ability to touch the reader. Zhang Yawen has done it and has done it remarkably well.

Zhao Baisheng, Peking University

Playing Games with the Devil is unique by standing out in perspective, insight, character delineation, and temporal and spatial arrangements...It shines with the light of humanism and peace, and the greatness of humanity...

Lei Da

critic

Contributing Editors of Volume 8:

Fraser Sutherland

Canadian author and poet

Craig Hulst

Grand Valley State University
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​​Editorial: Zhang Yawen’s Battle for Life
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By Chu Dongwei, Editor in Chief

Perhaps the best way to celebrate life is to fight for it.

There is so much in life and there is so much to say, and here we are lucky to be involved with a writer who is filled with the zest for life and is never tired of telling its stories.

A seventy-something? Yes, she is. Yet when it comes to telling life’s stories, she tells them like a seven year old, with as much excitement, without guile, and yet one cannot help being affected. And you feel she is telling your stories and they happened yesterday.

I am not unfamiliar with the surroundings in which Yawen grew up. The bigger story repeats itself though the individual stories that make up the bigger story differ from person to person in spite of the varying milieus.

Life is a gift and the gift should be appreciated. Very often a person specially gifted meets with greater adversity in her life and it takes courage and perseverance and skill to overcome it. It is the sense of mission that sets apart an individual from a crowd that can be unconscious, insensitive, or maddening. In a word, one needs to know what she is doing.

In this volume, we have a short sketch “First Love at a Deathbed,” a pathetic story of Yawen’s Third Elder Sister regretting not having fought for her own life on her deathbed. “Dog Girl” is Ying Kong’s English adaptation of excerpts of Yawen’s early fight against fate in getting her limited education. “The Hawthorn Tree at the Beginning of My Life,” translated by the smiling but serious translator Tina Sim, documents the hard life of the family in a valley with its suppressed aspirations and feelings. “In Respect and Awe” is Vincent Dong’s translation of Yawen’s preface to her prize-winning biographical novel Playing Games with the Devil, for the writing of which she made many interview trips to Europe on her own. In “Zhang Yawen’s Calling: Rising Against All Odds,” Ying Kong gives an in-depth introduction to the Lu Xun Prize winning autobiography The Call of Life (translated as Cry for Life in an existing English translation) with a poetic summary of the author’s life in the first person singular.

Besides all the people mentioned above, a special thank you goes to Canadian author Fraser Sutherland who spent the Christmas holidays reading and editing all the translations with me, over the Internet. CLC’s long-time friend Craig Hulst has helped endorse sample translations.

Thanks to the participating scholars and translators, 2016 saw steady development of CLC, which can now be discovered in EBSCOhost’s two databases: Humanities Source Ultimate collection and One Belt, One Road Reference Source collection, and is offered as a subscription journal through the Editorial Office and designated distributors and electronically across devices—computers, mobile phones, and tablets—through online newsstand portal Magzter in addition to its availability as a book series in the major online bookstores.

We will welcome our tenth volume in mid-2017. In the twinkling of an eye, to use a cliché, it is the fourth year since the conception of CLC. If we don’t try it, we never know what we can do.
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First Love at a Deathbed
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by Zhang Yawen, translated by Chu Dongwei

I wondered if it was my last time to see Sanjie, Third Elder Sister.

She was seriously ill and I returned to my hometown to see her. She lay in bed, the way my mother did before dying, attached to the bed like a flat, withered leaf devoid of previous stamina and vigor. However, Sanjie only made it to 60 and my mother died at age 89.

“Sanjie,” I called, tears rolling down my eyes, wondering if she still remembered me.

She stared at me for a long while with her languid eyes and suddenly called out, “Yawen!” And then she cried like a baby, her mouth open wide. Her cry of grievance and catharsis tore at the heart of a sister bound by blood and ripped open a life of misery...

Sanjie's life had been unfortunate. She was not alone. All my three elder sisters had been unfortunate, Dajie－Eldest Sister－and Erjie－Second Elder Sister－having never attended school for a single day, Erjie dead at 24 and Dajie scratching out an unmemorable existence.

Having only had two years of school, Sanjie became an apprentice in a factory very early in her life. Later, through the introduction of an acquaintance, she married a talented university graduate, an engineer of the Shijingshan Iron and Steel Plant in Beijing. However, the two had no common language due to the great educational gap. On top of that, most of the time they lived in different places, Sanjie struggling with life in a small Northern city raising two kids single-handed. What was worse, during the Cultural Revolution, her husband died an early death because of acute encephalitis. She later dated twice without success. She became more and more irritable, more and more difficult to get along with. Once I saw her leaning against the window and sighing to herself, "While all people are seen in pairs, why on earth is there no man for me?" As she turned around, I saw her eyes were full of tears. On another occasion, my husband and I went to visit her. Seeing the affection passing between us two, she said, out of the blue, "Yawen, you had an independent mind!" When I fell in love with the boy, my father stubbornly objected, but I did not listen to him.

Holding her big rough hand, I consoled her for a long time before Sanjie’s crying subsided. Nonetheless, she would not let the door be closed, shouting as she sobbed, "Liu Guanglai, come in! Take away the bedpan and get me a glass of water..." Poor Sanjie was suffering from auditory and visual hallucinations.

My niece told me that Sanjie had been calling out the name ever since she got sick and wondered who that man exactly was. I also wondered why Sanjie called out a stranger's name instead of the name of my brother-in-law. “Who’s Liu Guanglai?” I asked.

She said, "He’s from the Shenyang Military Region, large, tall, with big eyes ..." and then said, "Do you not agree to my dating him?"

I said, “Yes, I do, Sanjie. I give you my blessing.”

Hearing that, Sanjie was satisfied and said, “Good, you agree. He’s waiting for me at the door. I’ll let him in and introduce him to you. Old Liu, come in please. Sis has agreed!”

There was not a single soul at the door, except for a gust of cold wind.

Sanjie, however, pointed at the empty space and said in a serious voice, “Yawen, meet my beau Liu Guanglai. Isn’t he handsome?”

Hah. I remembered. Way back in the early 1950s, when my family removed to Jiamusi City, a wounded soldier from the Korean war front stayed in a hospital not far from my home－a very handsome young man, it was－and often visited us, but my father stubbornly objected to the relationship and destroyed it.

Now, over half a century had passed and while the days of Sanjie were numbered she still cherished the memory of her first love. It was saddening indeed.

Seeing my tears, Sanjie stared at me blankly and asked, “Why do you cry? Don’t you agree to my dating Liu Guanglai?”

I held her in my arms and cried out loud, “Sanjie!” 

My poor third elder sister had been longing for a real relationship of love but didn’t get it until she died.
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