

  [image: cover]






  




  ALEC ASH




  WISH LANTERNS




  YOUNG LIVES IN NEW CHINA




  PICADOR




  







  For my father




  







  [image: ]




  







  Note on Names




  In this book I follow the lives of six young Chinese born between 1985 and 1990, telling their stories from childhood to late twenties. For those who have English names, I use

  them for familiarity’s sake. Dahai and Xiaoxiao don’t, so I use their Chinese nicknames instead, which is how their friends know them. Fred is her English name but also serves as a

  pseudonym, and details about her family have been left out at her request, out of concern for her father’s position as a Communist Party official.




  Other Chinese names and words are in Pinyin. For terms with a simple English equivalent, I use it, but for some of the more common or interesting terms I give the Chinese too. A few tricks help

  pronunciation – x is ‘shh’, q is ‘ch’, c is ‘ts’, z is ‘dz’, zh is ‘dj’ and js are hard.




  Everything in quotation marks is in translation from the Chinese, except where marked as originally in English. All money is in yuan (RMB), which was roughly ten to the pound sterling for most

  of the period covered, the childhood and early teens of the twenty-first century.




  







  Cast of Characters




  Dahai (Yu Hai) – Military child, netizen, self-styled loser, born 1985 in Hubei province




  Xiaoxiao (Liu Xiao) – Small-business owner, dreamer, born 1985 in Heilongjiang province




  Fred (anonymous) – Official’s daughter, Ph.D., patriot, born 1985 in Hainan province




  Snail (Miao Lin) – Country boy, internet gaming addict, born 1987 in Anhui province




  Lucifer (Li Yan) – Singer, aspiring international superstar, born 1989 in Hebei province




  Mia (Kong Xiaorui) – Fashionista, rebel, former punk, born 1990 in Xinjiang province
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  It had been a decade since Dahai buried his diary.




  The leather journal was waiting in the dry earth beneath a pine tree, at the top of the mountain behind his childhood home. He was eighteen when he put it there, in a dark teak box used for

  storing tea leaves, along with a pack of cigarettes and some old photos.




  Born in 1985, he was a child of new China. His was the first generation with no memory of Tiananmen, let alone of Mao. A generation of only children born to a country changing as fast as they

  were. Natives of its hurtling present, inheritors of its uncertain future. The thin end of the wedge. In the diary he wrote about worries, wishes, fragile dreams . . . but mostly about a girl.




  The May heat frazzled as he topped the summit. But which was the right tree? He unfolded an army-green spade from his backpack and plunged it into the ground, feeling for a hollow wooden thunk.

  Construction workers rebuilding a pagoda nearby took pictures on their phones, amused as he pockmarked the landscape with holes.




  Dahai ignored them. He was almost thirty now, married, and dug for his early years.




  







  XIAOXIAO




  The fruit came from all over China. Apples from Xinjiang, pears from Hebei, tangerines from Zhejiang and Fujian. Every so often there might be dragon fruit from Hainan island

  in the far south, or clumps of baby bananas on the stem. They came by thirteen-metre-long truck, all the bounty of the land spreading its seeds, to the back door of the wholesale fruit shop which

  Xiaoxiao’s parents ran, in the far north where no fruit grew.




  Winter took the skin off your fingers here, north of the wall. The blanket of hard land above Beijing, previously known as Manchuria but simply called ‘the north-east’ in Chinese, is

  the head of the rooster which is supposed to be China’s map. From its crest, you can see the Aurora Borealis and the midnight sun. Temperatures get down to minus forty, and snowfall comes up

  to your waist. There are still a few lonely Siberian tigers, who stray over from Russia without proper visas.




  Heilongjiang province is named for the ‘black dragon river’ which snakes along its border with Russia. Four hours by train from the provincial capital, tucked between Inner Mongolia

  to the west and Siberia to the north, is Nehe. Rows of identical apartment blocks are still under construction, as if the city had bloomed spontaneously from the tundra-like earth. But for a frozen

  river that you can drive a truck over in winter, it could be any other small Chinese city of just half a million people. Here, on 4 September 1985, Liu Xiao was born.




  She was delivered by a midwife at home, on her parents’ bed. For the first hour she didn’t cry, and everyone was beside themselves. Then she began bawling to the gods and they

  tearfully wished she would shut up. At the age of seven days her ears were pierced with a needle and red thread, an old tradition to bring good luck and health. Seven days was also how long it took

  for her mother and father to name her, leafing through a fat dictionary to find a character they liked. In the end they settled on xiao, which means ‘sky’ or

  ‘clouds’ and is part of an idiom about a loud sound resounding through the heavens – like her first ear-splitting cries. In another tone the word means ‘small’ or

  ‘young’, and from an early age her pet name was Xiaoxiao, little Xiao.




  Xiaoxiao was a girl, and if she married her own child wouldn’t continue the family name of Liu. The one-child policy, implemented in 1980 not long after Deng Xiaoping ushered in

  China’s reform era, meant that her parents couldn’t legally have another. But families were still catching up with the idea, especially further out from the urban hubs, and the law was

  far from monolithic. Xiaoxiao’s parents waited another four years until her father left his strictly supervised work unit, then had a second child anyway – a son – and got away

  without paying the hefty fine.




  These ‘post-80s’ only children, bearing all of the hopes and wishes that their parents missed out on in the Mao years, are mollycoddled to comic extremes during infancy. They are

  helped up after every fall, and wrapped in more layers of protection than a porcelain vase in transit. Add the attentions of two sets of grandparents, and the pampering snowballs into a smothering

  excess. In her first winter months, Xiaoxiao was only occasionally visible underneath layers of baby thermals, her cheeks the same shade as her crimson padded jacket.




  Until the age of seven, she lived with her maternal grandparents in a countryside hamlet two hours’ drive out of Nehe. Their courtyard home had pigs, geese, ducks, chickens, a dog and a

  single bed: a platform of clumped earth above a coal-fired stove, called a kang, on which Grandma, Grandpa and Xiaoxiao all slept in a bundle of shared warmth. Layers of newspaper were

  pasted across the walls and ceiling; headlines about Deng Xiaoping’s southern tour of China in the early nineties found better use as cheap insulation. The only entertainment was traditional

  folk storytelling on the radio, while Xiaoxiao sat on her grandmother’s lap.




  It is common in China for grandparents to raise a child while mum and dad work long hours in cramped city conditions, sending back money. Tens of millions of the post-80s generation grew up like

  this. Those in the countryside whose parents are migrant workers far away are called ‘left-behind children’. Whatever the circumstances, to be separated from your parents leaves its

  mark. Xiaoxiao’s mother remembers with pain one time when she visited her daughter after being half a year away in Nehe. She went in for a hug only to see that Xiaoxiao didn’t recognise

  her, but instead hid behind Grandma.




  Xiaoxiao moved back in with her parents shortly after, into the flat where she was born. Close at hand, on the edge of town, was the family fruit wholesaler’s. She liked to play in the

  warehouse, which smelt of apples. Cardboard boxes were stacked high to the ceiling, forming corridors that got narrower with each new delivery. At first she assumed the trucks that arrived were

  from nearby, or maybe from her grandparents’ village. Then her father showed her on a map of China where some of the fruit came from, and she never looked at the trucks in the same way

  again.




  In her first years of school, as she learnt to read and write the thousands of characters necessary to be literate in Chinese, Xiaoxiao matched up the place names on the fruit boxes to locations

  on the map. She asked her mother about these exotic locations, and Mum – who had never travelled further than Beijing – would rattle off the requisite stereotypes. Sweet Xinjiang

  pomegranates? That’s where there were dates and desert. Bulbous Henan apples? People are cheats in Henan. Smelly durian from Guangdong? They eat anything that moves down there.




  Lands far away were all the more appealing because there was nothing to do in Nehe. In the nineties the city was smaller, with few cars on the streets and a single set of traffic lights at the

  central intersection, which was called Central Street. A popular drink among teenagers was (and still is) boiled Coke to warm their insides, poured straight out of the kettle. Those a little older

  favoured strong baijiu liquor made from sorghum or rice, earning the reputation North-easterners pride themselves on as formidable drinkers with quick tempers. In a Heilongjiang winter the

  only entertainment is boozing and fighting.




  Xiaoxiao ate sweets instead. There was a shop that sold them next to her primary school: peanut nougat, White Rabbit candy, penny sweets in rustly wrappers with a picture of a stern old man on

  them, tiaotiaotang powder that crackled sugary on her tongue. She had three plastic dolls and embroidered clothes for them herself – sequinned tops, beaded hats, wedding dresses

  – having learnt the skill from her two aunts, both dressmakers. One of the dolls had blonde hair and blue eyes, a cheap knock-off Barbie which she called Ocean Baby. The three dolls were best

  friends, of course, and went on holidays together – to the deserts of Xinjiang, to Henan where people are cheats, and to Guangdong where people eat anything that moves.




  The Chinese New Year, also called Spring Festival, was her favourite time. It was a fortnight of feasting and treats that marked the first month of the lunar calendar, beginning with a big

  family meal on New Year’s Eve. Days of eating leftovers followed, while visiting increasingly distant family relations. Along with the other children she was given decorated red envelopes

  that contained small-denomination ‘lucky money’ in them. In the city’s central park people lit fireworks and firecrackers on the frozen ice, sliding back just in time before the

  bang and pop. On the final night of the celebrations, Lantern Festival, she loved to watch the wish lanterns fly up and away.




  TV played a big role in the holidays too. She watched the Chinese cartoons Little Dragon Club and Black Cat Police Chief, as well as the Japanese anime Doraemon

  (‘robot cat’ in Chinese) and also Tom and Jerry. Her favourite show was Journey to the West, a live-action serial based on the Ming-dynasty novel about the adventures

  of a monk, a sand demon, a pig spirit and the Monkey King as they quested for the sacred diamond sutras in India. It had ridiculous costumes and cheesy special effects – flying Taoist masters

  with white eyebrows as long as beards, animated magical weapons flashing on screen – but was a huge hit. The show still plays on repeat every year.




  When Xiaoxiao started middle school, everything changed. Her dolls were taken away, TV was restricted and the fruit storeroom she played in became off bounds. The shift was so sudden that

  Xiaoxiao remembers thinking she was being punished for an unknown crime. Overnight, the pampering she was used to transformed into the true legacy of the only-child generation: crippling study

  pressure. Early childhood is a protected time, but the fairy tale crumbles as soon as you are old enough to hit the books twelve hours a day. ‘Knowledge changes destiny,’

  Xiaoxiao’s mother used to tell her at dinner, a familiar saying.




  Schooldays began at 7am. The ritual in the middle of morning lessons, shared by children across China, was group eye exercises. For twenty minutes, the class of thirty or more kids rubbed the

  outside edges of their thumbs over and around their eyes in unison, up and down the sides of their noses and the skull behind their ears before pressing their temples. These exercises were

  supposedly effective in staving off myopia from all the book reading to follow, while Xiaoxiao’s teachers lectured her without expecting anything but silent attention in return.




  Geography, maths, science, history, Chinese, music, art. The topography of the thirty-four provinces, municipalities, autonomous regions and special administrative zones of China (thirty-three

  if you don’t count Taiwan). Chinese inventions, foreign invasions. Ancient history and legend. Knowledge changes destiny. In English class, national textbooks used the same cartoon boy and

  girl, Li Lei and Han Meimei, to explain grammar points through clunking dialogue. Along with their foreign friends Lucy and Lily, a bird called Polly and a monkey called Monkey, they are the reason

  why if you ask a Chinese child, ‘How are you?’ their reply will likely be, to the word, ‘I’m fine, thank you, and you?’




  During break, Xiaoxiao sat off to one side from the other kids with her head in the clouds. The day ended at 7pm, when teams of students scrubbed the school clean according to a rota before they

  could go home. Xiaoxiao liked to gaze out at the dark northern sky through her classroom windows while she scraped the muck off them, and fantasise about those far-away places where the tangerines

  and dragon fruit and bananas came from.




  







  DAHAI




  On the outskirts of Beijing, a boy played with bullets. Dahai’s father had been a soldier, like his father before him who fought in the Korean War, and the family was no

  stranger to guns. They were originally from Suizhou in the north of inland Hubei province. But in 1986, when Dahai was one year old, his father was assigned to the capital.




  Beijing nestles in between mountain ranges on three sides, showing an arched back to Mongolia while its open face looks south-east. By the late nineties the city had long since spilled out of

  its Ming-dynasty city walls, themselves torn down in the Mao era and replaced by a ring road. Inside that ring road, millions of bicycles choked the hutong alleyways of the old town, which were

  hurriedly being destroyed to make way for high-rises. Outside it, at the thinning edges of the expanding city, fields of hulking construction cranes sat like gallows for the Titans.




  Dahai’s family was further out still, in a military compound in Miyun township, ten kilometres north-east in the shadow of the northern mountains. The People’s Liberation Army, over

  two million strong, is as self-sufficient as a small nation. Both combat forces and workers such as Dahai’s father – responsible for army-related construction projects – are

  housed in these closed compounds. Some of them are vast, cities within cities, with their own water supply, fire service and police. Many use food coupons instead of money at canteens. All have a

  guard on the gates, with no outsiders allowed in unaccompanied.




  To Dahai, his compound was the world. It was at the end of an unmarked road at the far edge of Miyun, with a sloping cliff face to one side that formed a natural barrier. At the west gate, a

  single bored guard in a box waved residents through. In a courtyard between apartment blocks, six ping-pong tables were nailed into the concrete, as if calculated to be precisely the right amount

  of communal entertainment. A large low hall at one end of the compound served as canteen, cinema and dance hall. At the other end was a second cinema, along with a badminton court and a decorative

  pond in a roundabout. Two industrial chimneys rose high behind it all, chugging out smoke from the factory workshop where the army unit made military odds and ends.




  There were plenty of playmates for Dahai – children of the other soldiers and workers – and almost all of them went to the same school just outside the gates. Out there was another

  universe, one of rules and regulations. Inside, paradoxically, they had little supervision and free run of the compound. They played a game similar to Pogs with bottle caps, where if you flipped

  yours onto someone else’s you could claim it. Then there were the toys: guns, mechanical jumping frogs, and coloured balls that made a loud blast when you banged them together, handy for

  frightening girls from behind.




  A short track of rails led from the factory workshop to a cavernous storeroom by the east gate. Heavy boxes of bullets and car parts trundled over in a rail carriage and were stacked high before

  army trucks arrived to take them away. Dahai and the other children were forbidden from going into either factory or storehouse, so sneaking in became their favourite game. They played hide and

  seek, and stole bullets fresh from the line – short ones, fat ones, long tapered rifle ones, pinging and shiny. They placed them on the rails so that when the carriage rolled over, it

  flattened them into spearheads, which they fixed onto sticks with string and used to play war.




  Dahai was a scrawny boy, with round wire-frame glasses and a mischievous grin. As soon as puberty hit he shot up like bamboo, and pockmarks sprouted on his face. At all times he wore the knotted

  red neckerchief that is part of China’s primary school uniform and mark of the Young Pioneers. His given name Hai meant ‘the sea’, but nicknames are common in China, where the

  full name is too formal and a single character alone sounds odd unless duplicated. The tallest among his friends, he became Dahai – Big Sea – while his baby brother was Xiaoyang, Little

  Ocean.




  When they were old enough for his parents to take them on outings, Dahai discovered there was life beyond the compound. Every year they went to the reservoir which Miyun is famous for, a tourist

  spot with green hills and once clear water. There were weekend trips to the Great Wall and the Ming-dynasty tombs. A more adventurous family holiday was to a theme park called Minsk World in the

  southern city of Shenzhen, where a Soviet aircraft carrier, the USSR Minsk, was moored as a tourist attraction. His mother took photographs of Dahai posing in front of the carrier, as well

  as next to a missile launcher and a decommissioned tank, and collected them in a photo album to show any girls (or journalists) he might bring home years later.




  By his teens Dahai had grown out of playing with bottle caps and bullets, and was old enough to join the gangs. There were two of them, each with fifty to a hundred school children: the Beggars

  gang and the Red Star gang. Dahai joined the Beggars, so named because they would beg for treats at local shops, distracting the owner while hidden agents pilfered sweets and cigarettes from the

  cabinets. When not in school, gang members bicycled around the compound in large groups, keeping an eye out for the enemy. Fights were common, and periodically the Beggars and the Red Stars met for

  arranged battles, using fists, sticks, rods and stones. Each gang called their leader laoda, ‘old big’, the word used for Mafia bosses.




  Before he started high school, Dahai got to play with real weapons. Military training boot camp or junxun has been arranged for all Chinese students since 1985, and became a mandatory

  fixture after the Tiananmen protests of 1989 – a conscious effort to inculcate students with the virtue of compliance. It happens before both high school and university, sometimes at the

  start of middle school as well, a week or two each time. Thousands of teenagers march and drill in unison, kitted out in full camo, and attend jingoistic lectures when not on their feet. No long or

  dyed hair is allowed for the boys, or accessories for the girls.




  Dahai, used to a military environment and army paraphernalia from childhood, fitted right in. Most of the strict regulations were flouted by the students anyway. There was one opportunity to

  fire rounds of live ammunition, but it was mostly endless discipline while instructors told them how to stand, how to walk, how to shout together so it sounded like one voice. The mornings were

  early, with 5am runs before breakfast. The canteen food was slushy slop. But boot camp also had its perks. It was a good way to bond with classmates in the same dorm over how much they all hated

  it, and an opportunity to flirt with girls.




  High school, when it started, was just as regimented. Miyun Number One High School is built on the scale of a prison, and could have been made from the same blueprint. Like most schools in

  China, there is an imposing front gate with a traffic barrier. A spiked fence runs around the perimeter, and motivational red banners hang along it and inside. ‘Achieve virtue, cultivate

  the young.’ ‘Happily and healthily grow up.’ Each teaching and dorm building has another message in characters fixed at the top, ‘Study diligently, improve

  the reputation of the school.’ Dahai barely noticed them – they were part of the background, like the anodyne sentiments they expressed. ‘Follow the core of

  socialism.’ ‘Fervently love the fatherland.’




  Every morning, students lined up neatly in the yard for roll call and exercises, dressed in baggy blue and red tracksuit uniforms. School children in China all wear variations of these study

  pyjamas, regardless of gender. Part of the aim is to hide any hint of a girl’s budding sexuality. Inside the classrooms were posters of inspirational figures – the early modern writer

  Lu Xun, the Mao-era model worker Lei Feng – as role models for the students, next to laminated thirty-point instructions for the daily eye exercises. The centrepiece of campus was an asphalt

  courtyard with twenty basketball hoops.




  Despite his gangly height, Dahai was no good at sport. Nor did he thrive on the study routine, shunted from class to class, corralled into a pen of his elders’ expectations. Most of all he

  hated the culture of obedience where teacher’s word was gospel. Just like in boot camp, he was told to accept what he was taught without thinking. If he talked back, he might get a hard smack

  around the back of the head. Worse still were the class monitors – generally those with the best marks or family connections – who thought they were better than you as soon as they had

  a smidgeon of power.




  He had outgrown the Beggars gang by now, and used his free time to read outside the curriculum. Japanese comics and novels by Murakami were his favourite, but he also discovered two authors

  whose writings resonated personally. The first was Wang Shuo, born in a Beijing military compound just like Dahai was. Dubbed father of China’s ‘hooligan literature’, his

  breakthrough novel Fierce Beasts was about a gang of compound brats running wild during the Cultural Revolution. The second was Han Han, a middle-school dropout and writing prodigy who

  mocked China’s rigid education system in his first novel, Triple Door, published when he was eighteen. One of his images described Chinese schools as producing students like

  chopsticks of exactly the same length.




  Dahai wanted to be a different-length chopstick. He wrote it all down in his diary: his hopes, his frustrations, the girl he had a crush on. And one morning in May 2004, two weeks before he sat

  the college entrance exams, he buried it at the peak of the mountain to the north of his compound. He packed the teak box into a hole underneath the tree roots, and swept the soil over with his

  hands to cover it. It was his time capsule; the earth was its reader. In ten years, he said to himself, he would dig it up.




  







  FRED




  She liked banyan trees the best. They weren’t as common as coconut trees, but were more beautiful with twisted trunks and veils of dangling hair connecting to the roots.

  There were enough of them to enjoy on the tropical island of Hainan, in China’s far south. Over water from the megalopolis of the Pearl River Delta, the island province is right at the bottom

  of the map, hanging underneath a peninsula west of Hong Kong as if China had dripped it out. Not counting a spray of contested rocks in the South China Sea, it is the southernmost part of the

  People’s Republic – politically part of the mainland, geographically not.




  The south of China can feel like a different country entirely from the north. Wheat fields give way to rice paddies cut into the hillside, and arid yellow land gradates to green. The people are

  often built smaller, and speak Cantonese or a variety of dialects that are incomprehensible to those in the north, who mostly speak Mandarin. Differences in personality can be summed up by their

  respective cuisines: Northerners quick-fry their meat and speak just as directly, with a toughness that is sometimes only skin deep; Southerners braise, boil and stew, but a soft exterior can hide

  subtle and sharp flavours.




  Hainan itself is the same latitude as the Caribbean. The temperature in mid-December averages twenty degrees Celsius, and summers get up to forty. There are sandy beaches, palm and lychee and

  banana trees, mangoes and passion fruit and mangosteens. In the resort town of Sanya there is snorkelling, surfing, banana-boating and jet-skiing, while tourists from all over China (especially the

  frigid north-east) paddle in the ocean wearing beach pyjamas and plastic facekinis. If you’re lucky you’ll see a golden monkey in the lush central mountains. If you’re unlucky a

  snake will fall onto you off a tree.




  Hugging the northern shore, a ferry ride away from the continent, is the island’s capital, Haikou. The name literally means ‘mouth of the sea’, but its nickname is

  ‘coconut city’. You can buy a coconut at any convenience store, to hack open and drink with a straw. Spindly coconut trees line the streets, and only occasionally someone is killed by a

  falling package. Inside a gated residential community to the east of town, one such tree juts out over the road at forty-five degrees, like a raised traffic barrier. Further in is a rock garden

  with a miniature waterfall and sandy park. The buildings have pillar-strutted balconies in the European style, an architectural import thanks to returned migrants from former British colonies in

  Malaysia.




  The girl who grew up in this luxurious setting didn’t lack for anything. A live-in maid cleaned her room, laundered her clothes and cooked her meals. When she needed to shuttle around town

  or go to school, the family driver took her in their Mitsubishi. An only child, no expense was spared on her comfort and education, and she enjoyed the best of everything. There is a name for these

  sons and daughters of rich Chinese who live gilded lives: fu’erdai, the ‘rich second generation’. She was in a closely related tribe: guan’erdai, the

  ‘Party second generation’, offspring of government officials.




  There are tens of millions of Communist Party officials in China, of various ranks, including those who make up its leviathan bureaucracy. Her father had been in the machine for decades, at

  first in a human resources department and later rising higher (his job title and family name are undisclosed here to protect his identity). Like all officials his salary was nominally small, but

  the position came with a flat, a car and other perks. Her mother, also a Communist Party member, was a professor in one of the Party schools where officials were versed in their ABCs of communist

  ideology and governance.




  When she was nine, her father travelled to Guangzhou, the nearest metropolis, to buy her a Chinese-made grand piano. She practised one hour every day. On top of her homework, reading time and

  chess practice, it was just another routine in a childhood overscheduled by ambitious parents. (There may be no tigers in Hainan, but there are always Tiger Mothers.) Playing the piano was her

  favourite chore, especially Frederick Chopin and Franz Schubert. She combined their two first names to make her own English name – Frederanz – and shortened it to Fred.




  Fred was that kind of a student. Top of her class, first with the answer, perfect essays in neat small characters hugging the line. In her spare time she read Pride and Prejudice,

  Jane Eyre and A Tale of Two Cities in translation, alongside the four Chinese classics. Of those she liked Dream of the Red Chamber best, especially the descriptions of

  intrigue and backstabbing within a noble family. Meanwhile, the library at home was lined with more stolid fare: Quotations of Mao Zedong in thick red volumes next to revolutionary

  biographies, but also foreign political philosophy in translation from her mother’s collection, including Adam Smith and John Stuart Mill.




  Politics class was the worst. Patriotic education – a campaign launched in 1991 in reaction to the Tiananmen protests – is compulsory for all Chinese students. From middle school to

  the end of university each student tots up almost a thousand hours of it. Fred sat through two classes a week, each of the fifty minutes dragging endlessly. Modules included ‘Mao Zedong

  Political Thought’, ‘Deng Xiaoping Economic Theory’ and ‘Jiang Zemin’s Three Represents’. The dominant historical narrative was that the Communists liberated

  China after a century of humiliation at the hands of foreign powers. Whether the purpose is to drill political consciousness deeper, or bore the class out of having one at all, is unsure. Fred

  preferred to stare out of the fifth-floor window at the coconuts dangling outside.




  Hers was the best school in Haikou, with marble-floored halls and lofty buildings. There is a statue of Confucius inside the front gate, but the Party is everywhere else. Set onto plinths around

  campus are varnished stone busts of Marx, Engels and Lenin. Fred and her friends put jumpers and scarves on them as a prank, to the infuriation of the head teacher. Fred was asked to be a class

  monitor, overseeing her fellow students, but felt it was a sham and abdicated power after a week to better focus on study. The one time she got 77 out of 100 on a politics test, her mum was

  livid.




  Fred got her real political education at home – the inside story on how the Communist Party actually worked. While her father was in the human resources department he had seen how local

  officials won their positions. His favourite complaint over dinner was that top officials got the job through connections not merit. Networks of patronage and mutual back-scratching, cemented by

  gift-giving and male bonding over banquets, came with the territory. If you didn’t have a liver of steel to cope with all of the hard-liquor toasts, you were in the wrong line of work.




  He learnt to play that game himself as he rose higher in the ranks, hosting other officials in high-end restaurants and being hosted in turn. They ate birds’ nest soup, sea cucumber and

  other delicacies, learning to love the expense account. Fred wasn’t invited to those feasts but often accompanied her parents on house visits. There she saw large jade ornaments, marble

  interiors. A gold watch here, designer specs there. Mention of a child in a prestigious university overseas. All clues to a lifestyle that didn’t match the official salary.




  Businessmen constantly courted her father for favours. Fred remembers one time when a local property developer angling after a contract dropped off a hamper of fruit at their home, then left.

  Later her father found a large jade bracelet buried in the bottom, the most expensive variety worth tens of thousands of yuan. He invited the developer back and returned the bracelet. At Spring

  Festival, Fred’s red envelopes were always stuffed with extra lucky money, sometimes over a thousand yuan in each.




  One of her father’s duties after his promotion was touring local villages whenever they held an election. Village elections were introduced in China in the eighties on a small scale, but

  by the millennium they were widespread. The contested position was that of Village Chief, a separate – and arguably less important – role to that of Party Chief, who was appointed by a

  less participatory process. Elections gave the Village Chief legitimacy, fixing a thorny problem of rural governance, but they were also a fledgling experiment in democracy at the level with the

  lowest stakes.




  By many measures it was a failed experiment. Villagers were less educated and elections often devolved into tribal affairs where groups voted for the candidate who shared their surname. Just as

  common was for a candidate to buy votes outright. Some looked to the Party Chief to tell them who to vote for, and at other times it was the Party Chief who ran for Village Chief as well. The

  result was regularly contested, sometimes involving riots. After the first kerfuffle Fred’s father always went with two police officers, and his function was to anoint the winner with

  official Communist Party approval – which some might say defeats the purpose.




  Fred had learnt all about democracy in school. It wasn’t a dirty word. China’s supreme leaders used it all the time in speeches, even held it up as a national value. But it was

  always democracy with a lower case ‘d’. A vague sense of popular agency, ‘serving the people’, but nothing as specific or taboo as multi-party national elections. The very

  word in Chinese is barely more than a century old: minzhu, the characters for ‘people’ and ‘rule’ originally combined in Japanese and imported to China later. The

  literal translation is ‘rule by the people’, but official use makes it sound more like ‘rule for the people’. Put into elective practice, Fred only heard from her

  father how it fell short of the mark.




  History was another topic at the dinner table. Fred’s parents were keen that she knew the true story of China, not the bowdlerised version she got in school. Secure in their official

  status, they told her about starvation and ideological madness during the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution. Tiananmen they glossed over, but even what they did say was exceptional.

  For most of the post-80s generation, their parents don’t tell them about China’s recent past: why burden your child with that knowledge, when it might not be safe for them to know

  it?




  One family story that struck home was how her grandfather, an official in the Education Ministry in the sixties, was sent for six years of reform by labour on a dam in Hainan’s mountains

  when the political tides turned against him. He was rehabilitated years later, after humiliations including ‘yinyang head’ where half of his hair was shaved off, while Red

  Guard teenagers threw rocks at his son, Fred’s dad. Fred couldn’t reconcile that story with the bent but smiling man she knew as Granddad, any more than she could the tales of people

  eating bark to survive back then with the life of plenty around her, or the fact that her father was working for the same Party that had stoned him. It felt more like fairy tale than history.




  Those times were gone, and for Fred’s parents what mattered was building a good life for the next generation. In that respect officialdom was the smart choice: the proverbial ‘iron

  rice bowl’ that guaranteed a good living, except this bowl was gilded. For all the Party’s past crimes it still held China together, was the common line of thinking. It was possible to

  live with that cognitive dissonance while the centre of power was two thousand kilometres away in Beijing. ‘The mountains are tall, the emperor is far away’ went the old proverb –

  and mountainous Hainan was as distant as it got.




  It was a pleasant corner of China to call home. Islanders like Fred’s family, who were ethnically Han but had come to Hainan generations ago, prided themselves on a leisurely attitude to

  life. There were long afternoons filled by tea-drinking, mah-jong marathons and meals of dim sum or fresh seafood while shooting the ocean breeze. Building golf courses has been illegal in China

  since the early 2000s, a capitalist excess, but Hainan has over twenty (developers called them ‘nature resorts’).




  At the weekend and on holidays Fred’s parents took her into the central mountains, where they had a second home. She read, caught fish in the creeks and played with the indigenous minority

  kids. But she was always back in time for the family ritual of watching the national news at 7pm, a mind-numbing, state-controlled programme broadcast simultaneously into homes all over China. She

  knew she would leave Hainan eventually. There was a whole nation above her. But when she was hidden in those hills, she didn’t want to know it.




  







  SNAIL




  The pond at the back of the village used to be clear and unpolluted. Miao Lin played in it as a kid, poking at snails and slugs and tiny crabs with a twig. He splashed in the

  shallows and cupped water in his hands to throw over other kids as they passed by. There was only one path into town and that led past the gully, so everyone got splashed sooner or later.




  The farmlands of northern Anhui province, inland from Shanghai, are historic countryside near the cradle of Chinese civilisation. The Taoist sage Laozi was supposedly born nearby, as was the

  general Cao Cao, immortalised in the Romance of the Three Kingdoms. Pearl Buck set her classic novel The Good Earth here, a rags-to-riches-to-rags story of a farmer who tilled the

  same fields that still stand, unimpressed by her Nobel Prize. Northern Anhui is also one of the poorest regions of China, and in the nineties its men and women started to seek their own riches in

  the cities, as part of the largest rural to urban migration in human history.




  Miao Lin’s family had worked this land for centuries, but his father joined the exodus when Miao Lin, born in 1987, was six. He went to Jiangsu to be a construction worker, and from there

  to Henan and Hebei and back again, changing jobs like clothes and sending money home every month. Miao Lin’s mother and paternal grandparents tended to their crops while he was gone. They

  planted wheat in the autumn, soya beans and sweetcorn in the summer, as well as cabbage and chilli pepper and pak choi for the dinner table in garden plots around their home. Not an inch of land

  was wasted.




  Even as a half-left-behind child, Miao Lin wasn’t lonely. China’s only-child generation never lack for company, surrounded as they are by kids their age. Miao Lin’s three male

  cousins were like his brothers, and all of them were roughly the same age. The surname Miao – shared by most people in the village – combines two ideograms, ‘grass’ above

  ‘field’. His given name Lin means ‘forest’, and is two ideograms for ‘tree’ side by side. His cousins Miao Sen, Miao Guodong and Miao Mei all share the same tree

  ideogram in their given names – an in-joke by their respective fathers, because trees grow in grassy fields.




  Along with the other children in the village, the four of them played a version of cops and robbers with a single water gun (whoever had it was called King of the Kids). If they found a

  bird’s nest in a clearing of reeds, they looked inside and sometimes stole the eggs. Hide and seek was another favourite game, and there were plenty of places to hide: nooks and crannies in

  between the brick and clay houses, pig pens and cow sheds, streams and groves. Miao Lin’s craftiest hiding spot was in the outdoor toilets behind each home, clay and earth privies with a hole

  over a pit, vegetables growing in the fertile soil next to it.




  The village, Tangzhangcun in Sixian county, was a two-hour bus journey from the nearest city. There were a hundred-odd households, and Miao Lin’s bungalow was at the far western end,

  closest to Sixian town. Conditions were simple. There was a well pump outside, and an outer wall around two earth courtyards. In the first courtyard, their dog Little Yellow kept guard over

  chickens, ducks and geese. In the second courtyard, three pigs and a cow conspired around a trough. The house had one room for eating and another for sleeping. The kitchen was a separate shack off

  to one side in the first courtyard, little more than a giant wok over a hay-fired stove. Another side room was for storing the harvest, where a giant vat held up to ten tonnes of freshly chopped

  wheat.




  They had twenty mu of land to grow it all on (one mu is 666 square metres) – a good amount – scattered piece-meal around the western fields, a legacy of communal

  farming in the fifties. Great mounds of earth rose up out of the crops every hundred metres or so, four or five to a field. They were the graves of their ancestors, buried in the soil they had

  lived off. In the moonlight they looked like silhouetted beasts, crouching to pounce. To think that some distant grandfather’s bones still lay in the mound closest to his house gave Miao Lin

  the shivers.




  His family had lived there for centuries. A major battle of the civil war between the Communists and the Nationalists had been fought nearby, at Huaihaizhanying. One well-flogged family story

  was that Miao Lin’s great-grandfather had hidden his son, Miao Lin’s grandfather, in a stack of hay when the troops came around recruiting young men – though no one remembers

  which of the two armies it was. During the Great Leap Forward, another of his uncles starved to death. In the Cultural Revolution they were, as peasants, of the right background to escape more or

  less unharmed. Now the times had changed all over again, and they were back at the bottom of the pile.




  Before first light, Miao Lin walked thirty minutes through the fields to his primary school, at the cross-roads on the way into town. One day in class, his teacher said that each child should

  choose an English name for themselves, and wrote a list of popular, if old-fashioned, names on the board from a book. Miao Lin’s cousin Guodong picked Gordon – a good fit. Other

  children got creative and chose random words because they were cool (Dragon, Sky, Rain), aspirational (Lucky, Clever) or just plain descriptive (Fatty). Miao Lin thought of the pond where he liked

  to play, and the animal who carried its home with it wherever it went, like he would when he left Anhui. He looked up the word in his dictionary: Snail.




  *




  There was an unspoken understanding between Snail and his parents that whatever he did in this life, he would never be a farmer. The most crucial goal was for him to settle in a

  city, as a resident and not a migrant worker like his father was. In the countryside his family had prospered some and suffered some more, but now there was only stigma and poverty for them there,

  while the rest of the nation was transforming into an urban society. If their son didn’t get out, he would miss out.




  Snail was a diligent student, and his parents put all their energy and savings into supporting him. When he got into one of the best high schools in the area, in Sixian, they were thrilled. Less

  than half of rural children attend high school in China (education is only compulsory up to the end of middle school at fifteen) and even then access is far from equal, as the best teachers are

  poached by urban schools with higher fees. Those who drop out find work in factories and on construction sites, or as building security guards, chefs, drivers and hairdressers. Those who get a

  college degree have a chance at a better life. Knowledge changes destiny.




  More accurately, as Snail came to realise, the gaokao changes destiny. China’s college entrance exams are over in two days, but that single mark out of 700 decides which

  university a student will go to, and by extension their job prospects. From day one of middle school, students are drilled that preparing for those two days six Junes later is the sole purpose of

  their existence. The tradition of using a single examination result to separate the wheat from the chaff dates back to the seventh century, with the old exam for the imperial civil service. It can

  feel like little has changed. When the pace picks up in high school, students cram fourteen-hour days, and those with the highest marks are fêted in the national press.




  ‘Supervision through scientific attitude’, blasts the facade of Snail’s high school in golden embossed letters. ‘Walk the road of inner

  development.’ In the first quad, a Soviet socialist-realist statue shows a student holding a football in one hand and a rocket in the other. The silver sphere of a planetarium, a feature

  of better Chinese high schools, perches on top of one building like a Death Star. At the back is a football pitch with spectator stands. Yet for all the pomp and circumstance of the campus, the

  classrooms themselves are threadbare: concrete floor, blackboard and roughly forty cramped desk-chairs. Students board in bunk beds, twelve to a room.




  Each boulevard that crossed through the school is named after a top-tier Chinese university, and street signs displayed potted histories. At 6am Snail would rise, and walk along Tsinghua

  University Road (‘founded in 1911, home to China’s top-level science and technology students’) to the main building for first class at 7am. At lunchtime he would take Renmin

  University Street (‘founded in 1937, for the cultivation of China’s outstanding talent’) to the canteen, and wolf down sweet and sour pork or fish-flavoured aubergine with a bowl

  of rice. After class he would jog up Fudan University Road (‘founded in 1905, Shanghai’s top tier place of learning’) to the sports ground for football practice, before dinner and

  homework until lights out at 10pm.




  There was strictly no dating under the prudish eyes of the teachers. In the first three years of middle school Snail sat directly behind the same girl, whom everyone called Xiaoli, Little

  Beautiful. Her best female friend sat to Snail’s right, and Xiaoli would turn around to chat with her while Snail gawked. Sometimes he scrunched paper into balls and threw them at her back.

  But at the start of high school Snail chose sciences, Xiaoli chose humanities and the star-crossed lovers parted. Ever the romantic, when Snail saw her walking down one of the boulevards he would

  creep up behind and hit her on the head with his books.
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